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Chapter 1: The Rite

 


“Wake up, sleeping head!” yelled Kantú
suddenly.

Startled, I bolted up, slamming my forehead
into her shoulder.

“Argh! Kantú!” I groaned
and rubbed the soon-to-be red bump on my forehead. “People don’t
say ‘sleeping head’, you batty squirrel. It’s sleepyhead. Haven’t you learned
anything since coming to live with us Sapes?”

Her laughter came out in a high-pitched
chitter.

Though she was only part-squirrel, a fourth
to be exact, Kantú’s eccentric mannerisms, let alone her fluffy
tail and furry ears, were enough to constantly remind me that she
was of a race far different than my own. It was only one of the
things that made her so endearing.

“Geesh, someone’s crabby. Haven’t eaten
lunch yet, hmm?” she said.

Before I could respond, my stomach answered
on its own with a loud, unflattering gurgle. I rolled my eyes, and
Kantú laughed even harder.

“Right as usual.” I grinned
as she handed me a citronge. “Thanks.”

I ate the fruit in silence and allowed
myself to wake up. I’d been napping in the middle of the small
meadow just outside of town. Warm wind swayed the meadow’s grass
and played with my hair, delicately tossing the long silver strands
about my back. The breeze carried with it the fragrance of nearby,
newly-budded cherry blossoms, a scent that I always found
comforting on lazy afternoons such as this.

I stared off across the noon-lit field and
tried to remember what I’d been dreaming. Something about a cavern
full of mirrors and a bright red light.

It was unsettling, wasn’t
it? I could remember that much at
least. Really unsettling.

While I tried to discover just what these
‘unsettling’ aspects had been, I absentmindedly let the citronge
fall idle in my hand, having slowly devoted all mental activity to
the dream’s interpretation; but it was no use. The harder I tried
to grasp the dream, the fuzzier it grew.

What was it . . . ?

I stayed that way in avid doting for just a
moment before Kantú, never one for times of quiet reflection,
suddenly poked me in the cheek and too loudly yelled,

“Aura!”

“Huh?!” I jumped up for the second time that
day.

“You’re not nervous, are you?” She twisted
the end of her bushy tail between her fingers and kept her ears
perked forward as if awaiting some frenzied outburst from me. I
tried to keep it together. If I wasn’t careful, said outburst just
might occur.

“Nervous? No, not at all!” I shook my hands
in front of my face to deflect the question.

“Really?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

“I’m completely fine!” I insisted.

But though I’d only been trying to convince
myself, the denial was an absolute lie. As Kantú suspected, my
nerves were, in fact, the sole reason I’d escaped to the meadow for
quiet meditation before being lulled to sleep by the flirtatious
kissing of the southward wind.

I grimaced under her gaze
of scrutiny, once again forced to acknowledge that tonight was my
coming-of-age ceremony, during which I’d be deemed a full-fledged
songstress upon completion of an ancient test, known as the Rite of
Discovery. The truth was, I felt extremely nervous.

Kantú, of course, saw through my lie.

“Yeah right!” she said, rolling onto her
back. “Why wouldn’t you be nervous? Tonight’s the big night. You’ll
finally get your song, and the whole village will be waiting to
hear it. I’m sure you’ll do fine, but you better not screw up
because remember what happened to Laria Lynn? Boy, was that a mess!
A bat flew up her skirt, and she came running out and had to do the
whole Rite over again. I mean, how embarrassing! Now everyone just
thinks of her as that failure of a-”

“Kantú!” Her ramblings did little to comfort
me.

“Oops, sorry, didn’t mean to freak you
out.”

“It’s okay.” I sighed and
stared off into the surrounding cherry wood. “You’re right, though;
I am nervous.
Mainly because . . . why does it have to be in a cave? Caves are
entirely sinister! They’re cold . . . and wet . . . and dark . .
. and I have to
wear a purification gown. How the heck am I supposed to climb
around in that? And then there’s . . .”

But I let my voice trail off, leaving the
most worrisome factor unspoken since it was the one that, if
uttered, was certain to spark the outburst Kantú had been
anticipating. It wasn’t the dripping cave, the dark trek, or even
the supernaturalism of the event itself; the thing I dreaded more
than anything was that tonight I would be the center of everyone’s
attention. The thought alone made me queasy. What would happen if
my Rite turned out to be like poor Laria Lynn’s? Would I be able to
survive that level of embarrassment? I wasn’t so sure I would.

“So, what actually happens in the cave?”
asked Kantú. “You just wander around in the dark? Then what?”

“Huh? Oh.” Once again I’d
been lost in silent brooding. “I don’t know; they won’t tell me.
They just keep saying that I’ll understand when I get there.
And the song shall arise out of the
maiden-”

“And a bat shall descend from the
heavens!”

“Kantú!”

The Squirrelean’s only response was a new
wave of chitters.

“Psh. And just when I’d confided in you
too.” I pretended to sigh in disappointment.

“Hey, it’s not
my fault they’re sending
you into a bat-infested cave.”

“I-infested?!”

She fluttered her lashes in faux
innocence.

I narrowed my eyes.
What was that about ‘didn’t mean to freak you
out’?

“Great,” I said. “Now I
have one more thing to worry about. Thanks for that. Say, why don’t you go
find some squirrels to play with? I’m certain I’ll be quite fine on
my own without your ‘words of encouragement’.”

She stuck out her lip. “Stupid squirrels, all
they care about are nuts.”

“Oh?” I raised a brow.
“That’s funny because as I
recall, you’re pretty fond of spring nuts
yourself, isn’t that right?”

“That’s different!” She wrinkled her nose at
me. “Anyway, don’t be nervous. The chances of there actually being
a bat are really slim, and even if there was one, I would come
running in and swat it away with my tail!” She swatted at an
overflying trundlebee to prove her point.

Again the nauseating image of everyone’s
eyes upon me flashed to the forefront of my mind.

“Alright, it’s a deal, bat-swatter.” I
forced a grin, not wanting to betray the greater source of my
knotted stomach.

“Aaaalright!” Kantú threw a triumphant fist
into the air.

It had been nearly a half-decade since Kantú
had left her homeland behind and come to live in Farellah, the city
of songstresses. In Squirrelean culture, one’s maturity level was
not based on age, but rather by the size of one’s tail. Kantú had
an unusually large tail for her age; thus, she’d been sent out into
the world while still a child. She’d stumbled upon Farellah, found
it a suitable place to live, and decided to stay. Marbeck Berfield,
the town librarian, had taken her in as an assistant and given her
a place to live in exchange for work. We’d been friends ever since,
and while her recent intrusion into my meadow-induced slumber had
only served to resurface my previous anxiety, I’d be lying if I
said I didn’t feel better knowing she’d be at the Rite to cheer me
on.

“You’d better hurry,” said Kantú, once again
breaking me away from my thoughts.

“What? Hurry?” The Rite wasn’t until
dusk.

“Oopsie! Did I forget to tell you? Miss
Danice sent me to retrieve you. She wants to go over some last
minute songstress-ish stuff.”

I groaned. “Do I have to?” It wasn’t that I
didn’t want to meet with Miss Danice, the songstress under whom I
was apprenticed; she was, after all, an important person to me. It
was more so that the light from the mid-afternoon sun felt too
peaceful as it rested on my face, and that leaving would only bring
me closer to . . . to . . .

I shuddered and longed to stay a few more
minutes.

But Kantú would have none of that.

“Yup!” she said, shaking her finger. “You
have to go! I can’t fail my mission of sending you back, so scoot
along.” She pushed at the back of my shoulders.

“Oh, fine.” I sighed and stood up. “You
probably won’t see me again until tonight, though, so wish me
luck.”

She bounced to her feet and wrapped her arms
around me. “Good luck, Aura! You’re gonna do great, I just know
it!”

I started to head towards town but turned
back to take one last look at my beloved meadow before fully
committing. For some reason I felt sad. I’d only be gone until
tomorrow, and yet . . .

Wait for me until I return.

A large waft of cherry blossom infused air
surrounded me, seeming to answer my plea. Satisfied, I cut through
the long grass to the dirt path that led to the town square.

I dragged my feet as I walked, causing the
dried dirt of the ground to make a lovely scraping sound beneath my
braided sandals. It wasn’t usual habit for me to behave so
sluggishly, but I was still under the meadow’s spell, and it felt
good to let my body be lax. I owed it to myself to be lagging now
anyway since I was sure to only grow tenser as the day wore on and
the Rite’s traditions ensued.

I made my way to Miss
Danice’s house on the edge of town, relieved I wouldn’t have to
pass through the main village on the way there. That’s good. I don’t think I can take it right now. These
days, Farellah’s been too much.

But that’s not really fair,
is it? A small voice in my head
reprimanded. To blame Farellah for
everything? Isn’t it really because of that?

The reprimanding voice had
a point. Though in that moment I’d faulted Farellah for my
uneasiness, the real relief found in
avoidance came not from the town herself, but from a certain
flaw of her
townspeople.

Technically, it was that
bothersome curiosity.

Farellah was a simple village of log
cottages, street merchants and dusty roads, widely cut off from the
rest of the world, its culture ruled by song and legend. The mayor
welcomed in a traveling trader only once every year or so, and by
most accounts, Kantú was the most exotic thing that the town had
ever encountered, though most of the inhabitants were happy to keep
it that way. While Farellah and her people were incredibly dear to
me, that one irksome flaw remained, for it is said that oftentimes
the nosiest of people live in the smallest of towns, and Farellah
was smaller than the smallest of towns.

People had been asking me about my Rite all
week, and I was thoroughly sick of all of their questions. I’d have
been happy to answer them, had I any answers to give, but seeing as
I had many unanswered questions of my own, it was a frustrating
cycle of dodging around said questions and growing more and more
nervous with each ‘good luck’ thrown at me. It wasn’t hard to
imagine how exciting a ceremony like mine was to a village of
Farellah’s makeup.

The natives had been in a tizzy all morning
– no, all month! I’d be more than glad when this was all over.

I knocked on the door of Miss Danice’s
peach-colored cottage. She was the only person in town with a
colorful one, having concocted a paste-like stain out of mud and
morningberry juice. While hers stood out amidst the uniform
wood-tones of the other cottages, the peach-color looked sort of
sickly, and I suspected she’d been shooting for pink, though it was
something she’d never admit.

I saw her peek through her rose colored
drapes before coming to answer.

“Why, Aura, you kept me
waiting for ages!” Her voice rang with over-exaggeration as she let me in.
“Look at your hair, peach, it’s all wind-tossed! We can’t have you
looking like that for the rite. But we’ll get to that later. First,
we must do one final review!”

She was the sort of person that felt the need
to accompany each word with wild hand gestures, nearly always
appearing as though she were performing some strange and wild
interpretive dance. Today was no exception.

She exuberantly pointed to a worn wicker
chair as if welcoming some foreign royalty to their throne.

“Seat yourself, peach. Now then, are you
nervous? Excited? Ready to discover your song?” But before I could
answer, she continued to ramble. “No matter, it’s not like there’s
any changing the inevitable. I just can’t believe you’re already
coming of age. My pupil’s all grown up!”

“I’m just-” I opened my mouth to speak, but
again she cut me off before I could get the words out.

“How about we start with a warm-up scale?
Recite the six regions of the Westerlands as you go.”

Again? But if I did any differently, she was sure to scold me with a
tongue-click. I took a deep, reluctant breath. “Carouth, Rendalt,
Elenque, Abardo, Farrowel, Nor . . . Carouth, Rendalt . .
.”

I sang the words, as I had a thousand times
before, but in actuality knew very little about the region names
that passed my lips. Farellah’s record tomes had only bits and
pieces of legend about each of them, and the hand-drawn maps we’d
received from travelers over the years were too inconsistent to be
of much use. No one in Farellah could say for certain what the true
layout of the Westerlands was, though many had tried to decipher
the Songs of Old, forming various opinions on the matter. The most
extreme of these theories also told of an Easterlands lying across
the ocean, but such a thing had never been proven to exist.

“Flawless!”
sang Miss Danice. “Next, let’s hear the Song of Juniper’s Cry. You
do remember it, don’t you?”

“Well . . . eh-heh . . .” I chuckled
nervously as I tried to remember. Miss Danice clicked her
tongue.

Several more clicks would follow, for the
drilling would go on well into the late afternoon. My throat felt
rough and dry by the time Miss Danice was satisfied, and I worried
that I’d be the first songstress-in-training to attend her own Rite
with a hoarse voice.

That’d give the townspeople
something to talk about. The harrowing
thought crossed my mind just as the final click sounded.

By this time, I was fully ready to return to
the tallest grass of the meadow, but Miss Danice was still full of
energy and seemingly not at all affected by the vigorous hours of
training.

“Let’s get you ready!” she
said, leaping across the floor at me before I could run and hide.
“When I’m done with you, you’ll look positively radiant!”

“R-ready?” I asked. But I knew it wasn’t
worth the struggle. I prepared myself for the dreaded fawning that
was sure to come.

True to her nature, Miss Danice picked up a
brush and pulled it through my hair in overly- elongated swooping
motions.

“You know something, Aura?” she said almost
automatically.

“What’s that?” I asked, even though I knew
what was coming.

“I’ll never get used to
this peculiar hair of yours! It’s so lustrous!” “Er- is it?” was all I
could say.

No matter how much I hated to admit it, I
knew it was true.

My ‘peculiarly lustrous’ hair was often a
topic of discussion among the women in town. No one had ever seen a
silver-haired girl before, and the trait had certainly not come
from either of my parents. Mother always said that the most
successful songstresses were those that had a ‘mysterious’ look
about them, and that my hair was something to be proud of, but to
me it was just one more thing that drew in unwanted attention.

I shivered as I once again thought of the
impending Rite, and for a moment I wondered if Miss Danice’s
peach-colored paste would also work on hair.

If only.

I squeezed my eyes shut. If I dwelled on the
subject any more, I knew it would only make things worse. So while
she brushed out all of the tangles, I resolved to block out all
thoughts of the Rite completely, pretending that my hair was some
neutral color, maybe tan or mud-brown; but it didn’t work in the
least because Miss Danice continued to coo comments about how
interesting and unique it was while she ran the brush through its
strands.

Tan. Brown. Tan. Brown.

I kept my eyes squeezed tight and endured it
until my hair hung sleek and straight and she was finally
finished.

“There. Now you look just like stardust!
Let’s start trying on gowns!”

 


~

 


An hour later, I stood in
Miss Danice’s bedroom, examining my reflection in her floor-length
obsidian mirror. She was proud to be one of the only people in
Farellah that owned such a rare artifact. It had been passed down
from her grandfather, who’d received if from a traveling trader
from some place called the ‘Crystallands’. None of the
travelers passing through Farellah in my lifetime had carried such
relics, and I wondered if such things were even yet being produced.
Still, the fact that there were people out there with the resources
and knowledge capable of creating something as impressive as a
full-length mirror, made me even more curious about the outside
world.

The outside world . . .

I sighed.

This mirror was proof of
the wondrous things out there, yet sometimes it seemed like the
people of Farellah had intentionally oystered themselves
in. Why was it that nothing ever changed in the city of
songstresses? Why was it that no one ever ventured beyond its
border? No one else in the village seemed to mind.

“You look
lush, peach.” Miss
Danice’s voice cooed behind me. “The color is fabulous on you. Simply
exquisite!”

The purification gown I’d decided on was
lavender. Miss Danice thought wearing it would make my black eyes
look ‘simply striking’. It fit me well, but I’d been hoping for
something to make me look a little more . . . mature. People had
been asking all week if I was really approaching my second decade.
I’d always hated looking so young, but it was another of those
things Mother said I’d be grateful for someday.

“Thank you,” I faked a gracious smile.

But in actuality, her
praise did little to comfort me. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate
it; rather, I didn’t entirely agree with her fashion sense, as she
usually wore some sort of live bird in her hair as an accessory,
switching them out each day to match her outfits. She had mastered
a song that allowed her to control them using mist, putting them into a dazed
stupor for hours on end so that they would behave. I considered it
false imprisonment more so than creative expression.

“No bird today?” I asked, searching her
hair.

She patted her head. “Not yet, dear. I’m
saving it for the ceremony.”

She stared absentmindedly at her hair in the
mirror for a moment in silence, and I used the rare opportunity to
ask the question I’d been waiting to ask all day.

“Miss Danice, if I may?
What sort of song
do you think I’ll have?”

“Now, peach, you know I can’t tell you that.
You’ll just have to be patient, you eager little thing you. I just
love your enthusiasm!”

Enthusiasm. Right.

She put her hands on my shoulders and sighed
a sigh of contentment. “I am vastly proud of you, Aura Rosh. How
you’ve grown. Now then, is there anything I’ve forgotten to tell
you? Let me think . . . nope!” She guffawed dramatically at her own
joke.

I faked another smile. My stomach was now in
tighter knots than it had ever been.

“Well then, off you go. You
look enchanting.
I’ll see you at the beach at dusk. Don’t be nervous, peach. You’ll
do wonderfully!” With that she prodded me to the front
door.

“I guess I’ll head home, then.”

I started to leave but paused next to the
rose drapes when my eyes fell on a framed sketch of Miss Danice and
me together during the early stages of my apprenticeship. It
depicted the first time she’d shown me how to produce a breeze via
song. I’d been impressed and astounded with the spell, eager to
learn more, and she’d taken my hand and willingly led me on through
the lyrics. Even back then she’d diligently practiced with me.

I’ve been really quite fortunate, especially
when you consider the others.

Laria Lynn’s songstress had been a cranky
old woman named Ambra Cudstroff, who hated the youngest generation
of songstresses because her own granddaughter hadn’t qualified for
apprenticeship. I’d heard countless stories of the horrors of
training under someone like that. Mostly, Laria had been made to
babysit Ambra’s farm of turtles and hadn’t really learned anything
useful.

My apprenticeship, on the other hand, had
been entirely pleasant, for aside from her overly- lavish
vocabulary and misguided fashion sense, Miss Danice was a perfectly
likeable person. Her knowledge of the Songs of Old rivaled no
other’s, and even though she was one of the most accomplished
songstresses in Farellah, she’d allowed me to take up much of her
time for the past several years. Everything I knew about being a
songstress had come from her. No matter how nervous I was for the
Rite, it was only with her help that I’d made it thus far. I hoped
I wouldn’t disappoint her.

“Miss Danice, thank you for
. . .” – I didn’t know where to start – “well, for
everything, I
guess.”

I looked up at her, and she was also staring
at the sketch. It took a moment for her to answer, and when she
did, she didn’t lift her stare. “I should be the one thanking you,”
she said, for once her tone subdued. “You don’t know how special
you are.”

The praise caught me off
guard. “Special?”

“You’ll understand someday.” A vacancy
crossed her stare.

I started to ask her to elaborate, but she
immediately snapped out of whatever thoughts the sketch had brought
her and once again spoke before I could get out a word.

“Anyway, enough of that. Your parents are
waiting for you!” she said, flinging her hand towards the door and
entirely dismissing the topic.

How strange.

But I shrugged it off and gave her one final
hug as an apprentice before leaving her to decide which bird she
would wear to the ceremony.

 


~

 


Just ignore the gawking. This’ll all be over
soon.

Dusk had come far too quickly. The beach I’d
always found a calming place, scattered with vibrant shells and
grotesque snarls of driftwood that were somehow beautiful in their
own way; but tonight the peaceful shore was something much more
terror-invoking. It was the place where the Rite of Discovery lay
in wait.

As was custom, my parents accompanied me.
They served only as escorts for the night, but I was treating them
more so as guards, struggling to hide behind them as we moved along
the sand.

My mother was a thin,
willowy woman with full lips, both lovely and mysterious. She had
silky black hair that flowed loosely around her frail face when she
walked, making her look like some raven goddess. At least I knew
that it was her beauty the townspeople would be drawn to first, and
there was even a chance their gazes would never make it past her on
their way to me. This would surely reduce the number of eyes on me
at any given time . . . right?

At least I could hope.

As a retired songstress, Mother had attended
many Rites in her life, and her presence made me feel more at ease
than I had all day, not only as a guard, but as a landmark,
reminding me that I wasn’t actually lost in the sea of chaos that
went along with the Rite.

I clung to her, even though I wasn’t
actually touching her.

“You aren’t
still nervous, are you?
Isn’t it better now that we’re here?” she asked. Her voice was
melodic, as always.

“Uh . . .”

“But why, Aura? You look so beautiful, and I
know you’re prepared. It’ll be all right. Believe me. Father and I
can’t wait to hear your song.”

My father nodded silently in agreement. He
was a quiet fisherman, much more at peace with the fish he caught
than in the presence of people, and although he’d agreed with my
mother’s statement, I got the impression he didn’t actually care to
hear my song at all. Such ceremonial things certainly didn’t
interest the shy man, and I didn’t blame him. Fishing sounded more
appealing to me at the moment too.

Poor Father.
His own anxiety was apparent as he looked
shiftily around the beach. The moonlight made his gray hair shine
to a silver that almost matched mine, though it was only a trick of
the light.

“I only wish Illuma were here to see you,”
said Mother, a hint of pain in her voice.

That pain made my stomach twist around
itself.

Even after all these years, it still
hurts.

Illuma was my older sister
– or rather, she had been. She’d disappeared a decade earlier, just before we were
to start our songstress training together. My parents, along with
everyone else in the village, believed she’d drowned and passed
through the Mistlands into the afterlife, but I’d never been as
accepting of her fate as everyone else; she hadn’t even liked
swimming. I’d always hoped that she was still alive and would
return someday, but that dream was fading more and more with each
new Mooncoming.

But I still await your return, Illuma.

If anyone would have
enjoyed the Rite, it would’ve been her. The one that thrived from
this sort of attention was Illuma, not me. And why not? She’d been uniquely
beautiful even as a child, with deep violet hair, and light gray
eyes that weren’t milky or dull but that shined like the moon. Her
absence was apparent now more than ever as I realized that she
would have been standing next to me in that moment, wishing me good
fortune in her singsong voice.

I miss you, Sister.

Mother read my face. “Aurie
Pie, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. Don’t look so sad.
Just know that Illuma is watching you from beyond the Mistlands.”
She patted my arm. Beyond the
Mistlands? I wondered if it were true. And
even if it was, I wanted my sister alive, not dead.

We arrived at the beachside hut with only
moments remaining until the gong would sound, signaling the
beginning of the Rite. Mother bade me good luck and gave my hand a
squeeze before she and Father joined the rest of the villagers, who
were slowly trickling into their respective places on the
beach.

Miss Danice had decided on a blue twitfoot
to draw out the slate in her blouse. It looked content enough
perched within her bun, but I wouldn’t be convinced so easily. She
gave me a thumbs-up. I smiled weakly, still feeling sorry for the
bird.

I scanned the crowd for Kantú but couldn’t
find her through the mesh of faces. There was Mayor Berfield with
his mother, Marbeck Berfield; Laria Lynn, looking uneasy in a tan
bonnet; Parnold Rekrap, the blacksmith . . . but still no
Kantú.

Where are you hiding, my batty squirrel?

I searched,
but it really didn’t bother me all that much. She
was probably sleeping in my stead out in the meadow. That was
fine. Better that only one of us had to
endure this.

Bong! Bong! Bong!
All at once, the gong sounded and the crowd
hushed. The hush wasn’t so bad, but when they all turned and looked
in my direction expectantly . . .

My stomach dropped, but I straightened up,
trying to force confidence into myself.

Here we go.

I made my way out of the hut and into the
salty night air, purification gown billowing around my bare ankles.
I was shaking, even though the air held no chill. With the voices
of the other songstresses surrounding me, I walked through the cool
sand to the water’s edge.

Though I had attended only two other Rites
of Discovery, I knew their words by heart.

In Farellah those marked as songstresses
were trained from the first day of apprenticeship to memorize the
sacred Songs of Old; something I’d also done, of course, but much
to Miss Danice’s chagrin, I still found it hard to keep them all
straight. The songs of the Rite were different, however, for though
I had learned hundreds of songs – songs for festivals, for births,
for mealtime – there were none I loved more than those of the Rite,
and learning them had always come easily for even a
lower-than-average songstress-in-training like me. They were
hauntingly mysterious, and I often found myself humming them when I
was alone, even though we weren’t supposed to use them on non-Rite
days.

I glanced over my shoulder
at the village priestesses. They looked oddly tribal, performing
the steps their ancestors had performed for hundreds of years. Each
of them had a wand adorned with bells, a chimbree, which they waved through
the air with precision and grace, retelling the story of the Rite.
According to legend, tonight they were not only priestesses; they
were something celestial. The firelight illuminated
them, turning them into angels of the night.

While they danced, I found myself seduced by
the warm breeze off of the coast that gently swept past my cheeks
and tangled my hair. The rhythmic and rough chimbree shaking
surprisingly helped to put me at ease, if only a little. At least I
wasn’t the center of attention for now. I waited at the edge of the
beach, feet immersed, swaying to the music.

All at once it stopped; the opening act had
ended. It was almost time.

I can do this. I can do this.

I told myself I could, but
in reality, I wasn’t so sure. I tried to keep from slouching into a
protective cower. Even with Father’s genes, I wasn’t usually
this timid and cowardly,
but it was all too much. So many people were there to see, and so
many people would see me should I happen to fail.

No! I can’t think like that!

Mayor Berfield stepped forward. He was a
tall, balding man with an oversized mustache that curled over the
side of his mouth and dangled well past his chin. I’d always found
him hard to take seriously. Now was no exception.

“Who speaks for this girl?” he asked, and
his voice seemed to echo even in the openness of the beach.

“We do,” said my parents in unison.

“And who can attest to her knowledge of the
Songs of Old?”

“I can!” came Miss Danice’s eager reply.

“Are you ready, Aura Telmacha Rosh?”

Am I?

This was all happening so
much faster than I’d anticipated, but there was nothing I could do
to stop it.

“Yes, sir,” I replied,
determined that my voice at least remain calm. I was surprised at
how well it worked. Inside, I was anything but steady, yet my body
straightened up as I stared at him, almost on its own. Maybe
I had inherited
some of my mother’s strength after all.

“Then let us begin.”

At his command, the songstresses lined up
behind me and started to sing – a myriad of confident larks belting
in unison. Was I really qualified to join their numbers?

Yes, of course you
are! But it was hard to say if I was
telling myself the truth. I tried to stay poised while the
larks continued their intimidating chant until, too quickly, it was
time for me to join them.

I searched my memory,
grateful that that part of me had decided to work tonight.
But would my voice? You
can do this! I opened my mouth, and once
again some internal force came through:

 


“The time is passing, moon is waking,

Heart is formed to song be taking.

Sisters of Farellah, a new song is
opened,

The moon is
waking!”

 


That was it. That was all I had to do. The
crowd fell silent, and I stared out across the water, holding my
breath. There was one dreadful millisecond when nothing happened,
but then a bright blue light shot out of the water and hovered
above me a moment before skipping down the coast and zooming into
the Cave of Discovery.

I was astonished.

It worked?

The light was a good sign; it meant that I
wasn’t a dud or anything and that my song had the intention of
being released that night.

It really worked!

The heavy anxiety I’d carried all day melted
away and was replaced by pure, sweet relief. I wasn’t a failure. My
song was alive inside of me, and I would become a real songstress
soon. It had all been worth it.

“It’s time,” Mayor Berfield’s voice rang
through the silence.

That’s right.
It wasn’t over yet.

“Make your way to the sacred place,
songstress-to-be!”

Nodding, I took a deep breath and started
down the beach.

With each step, the waves
licked my feet, seemingly trying to tug me into the ocean with
every retreat. I’d never been allowed this close to the cave
before, and the nearer I got, the more ominous it looked. I
shivered and diverted my eyes, instead glancing over my right
shoulder at the water – a usually tranquil sight that was now black
and treacherous. Finding no comfort there, I quickly shifted my
gaze back to the cave. It seemed less actively malicious. The townsfolk
waited behind me, and even though it meant retreating into the
darkness, I was relieved that I would soon be out of their
sight.

After a few more steps, I paused at the
entrance of the cave, unsure of what was to come. Was my sense of
unease part of the Rite of Discovery, or was there validity to my
unrest? Either way, I had no choice but to enter the mouth.

I continued into the damp, musty cave,
stumbling over wet, moss-covered rocks as I walked. Eventually the
sounds of the village died out, giving way to utter silence. Still,
I proceeded further and further into the darkness. I wished
desperately that I had been allowed to take a lantern in with me,
but as Miss Danice had so clearly stated, part of the Rite of
Discovery was finding your way through the darkness – a clichéd
concept that I found more of a hindrance than a
perseverance-builder.

I trekked on through the cave, growing
bitterer towards the Rite with each drop of cave water that
trickled down my forehead. My eyes were slowly adjusting to the
darkness but not enough for me to make out much. After several
minutes, an earthy scent filled the air, and my thoughts turned to
speculation about the song I was soon to discover.

I’d waited a frustratingly
long time to find out what type of song I’d have, and I’d tried
everything I could think of to get some clue, though none had come.
I hoped it would be something mysterious, perhaps something similar
the songs of the Rite, but more than anything, I hoped this would
all be over soon. If only I could skip tonight and tomorrow – that dreaded day when
I’d have to perform my song for everyone.

Let’s just get this over with, and then we
can worry about tomorrow.

The impending event made me feel faint.

I wandered on aimlessly awhile longer,
growing more and more uneasy with each step deeper, until the sound
of falling rubble caught my attention, stopping me in my
tracks.

Please don’t be a
bat, I pleaded silently, bracing myself
for whatever sort of attack a bat might attempt.

The rubble tumbled a bit more and then was
quiet.

I strained my eyes to find the source of the
disturbance, but before I could detect anything, infestation or
otherwise, a hand covered my mouth, and I was pulled back into the
embrace of someone much larger than a bat.

“Mboumf?!” But my cry was muffled.

What!? There’s not supposed
to be anyone in here! Completely confused,
I struggled to escape, but my captor’s grip was too
strong.

“Umbf!” I let out another
muffled cry and continued to fight back until . . . “Unh?”
What’s this?

It was almost as if . . .

The captor’s grip suddenly
felt good. It was
warm but not just warm; there was something soothing about the
warmth; it was . . . familiar. I was almost certain I
knew this captor. Or at
least their warmth. I closed my eyes and let it into my skin, and
my heartbeat quickened in response. But not just my heartbeat; my
blood liked it too. It became alive, slithering down my veins and
twisting through my body in warm enjoyment.

Without really thinking, I stopped
resisting.

“Scream not, or I shall kill you where you
stand.” Despite the familiarity of the warmth, I stiffened in fear
when a woman’s voice cut through the darkness in front of me. She
had a strange accent, unlike any I’d heard before.

“You are far too harsh, cousin,” said a
second voice, also foreign. It was my captor – male – and his tone
was strangely gentle.

“Ummf?” I mumbled.

“Do not fear,” he said,
turning his attention to me. He didn’t sound at all familiar, but then . .
. why was the embrace so comfortable?

I was completely still in
his arms, but I didn’t know why. I
couldn’t comprehend my own body’s response.

Shouldn’t I be struggling to get away from
you?

“We need to take you from here,” he
continued. “The safety of your village depends on it.” He held me
closer. “This is the best place to do it. No one will tread into
the cave, for fear of disturbing the ritual. We will have a day’s
advantage.”

I didn’t understand. They
were taking me? Then why wasn’t I afraid? It was this warmth. It made me feel trusting. Captivated.
Intoxicated.

Who are you? What sort of person emits an
aura like this?

I tried to swivel my head to look at him,
but it was no use. His grip was too tight.

“Enough of this!” spat the first voice
impatiently. A burst of red light shot from its direction and
headed straight for me, blinding my darkness-adjusted eyes.

I heard the male whisper, “Sorry,” before
everything grew hazy and my body fell limp.


Chapter 2: The Captive

 


Fresh air filled my lungs. I was back
outside. Had I made it through the Rite? I’d walked through the
darkness, and then . . . I couldn’t remember.

I groggily opened my eyes.

I was on the floor of a forest, propped
against a tree. I tried to stand, but the tree’s rough bark
scratched the back of my neck, rawing my skin and making me wince.
I made it only a few inches before slumping back to the ground,
dizzy and angry at my weak legs.

Shaka, shaka, shaka.
Marocanflies flew
overhead, filling the forest with their
shaking bumbles. I listened to their rhythm and tried to clear my
head. Little by little it started to come back to me.

Someone had been in the
cave waiting for me. There had been a
burst of red light, and then I’d woken up here. The Rite had been
interrupted; I hadn’t discovered my song. Everything had gone
exceedingly wrong, yet for some reason I felt incredibly calm for a
person that had just been kidnapped. I was more perplexed than
anything. Why would someone want to take me of all people?

A lazy tuft of cloud passed, uncovering the
western moon. It was my favorite of the moons, the one that was
always full. Those familiar light-pink beams were a small comfort
to me as they streamed through the treetops and illuminated the
surrounding wood, but that comfort died when I realized that there
was something else they illuminated as well: the silhouettes of my
captors, who were standing several feet away.

Are they . . . thugs?!

I gripped at some nearby dirt, hoping it
might be able to defend me in some unforeseeable way, but the dirt
did nothing besides crumble between my fingertips. Regardless, I
held it tightly.

The thugs or whoever they were appeared to
be talking rather animatedly about something, but though I strained
my ears, I could make out only murmurs. Again I tried to stand,
knowing that this might be my only chance to make a break for it,
but this time, the movement alerted them. Their whispers stopped,
and the figures began to move swiftly towards me.

I slid down the bark and braced myself.

Both were tall and slender and seemed to
glide along the forest floor in large, prancing strides. I’d never
seen anything like it before, and for a moment, I forgot to feel
afraid of this unidentified threat, instead amazed by the fluidity
of their movements.

“Graceful,” I muttered
almost inaudibly to no one. It was a pointless emission of awe that
had been unavoidable in my dazed state. Are they from the village? It wasn’t
likely.

As the thugs neared, I saw that it was a man
and a woman. I couldn’t tell for sure, but they looked to be past
the end of their second decade. Clad in simple, dull garments, they
appeared to be mostly normal – until I saw their hair. Even in this
light it looked . . .

Green?

It couldn’t be!

I did a double take.

No, they both definitely had green hair. The
woman’s was bright emerald; the man’s dark and mossy. Next I saw
their ears – long and pointed – and my heart skipped.

These were no ordinary
Sapes; they were Elves!

I knew Elves existed, of course, but I’d
heard only stories; myths and hearsay. They rarely traveled outside
of their kingdom, and never had one set foot in Farellah since the
days of my great-grandmother. But despite that . . .

I was kidnapped by
Elves? Even as I thought them, the words
seemed entirely impossible.

But impossible or not,
they were Elves
and they were gliding right up to me. I edged myself up against the
tree, feeling trapped and realizing I had nowhere to run. My legs
were still shaky, my head still foggy.

It was the woman who spoke first, and when
she did, her voice dripped with contempt.

“We were sent to retrieve
you, Rosh girl.”

This contempt turned my trapped feeling into
one of complete panic. I immediately understood that she was
probably going to hurt me.

“R-retrieve? Why?” I struggled to gain
composure.

“You are of great importance to our elders.
They have called for you.”

“Elders?” I said. “There must be some
mistake!” I was trying to think of an escape plan, but I don’t know
why I bothered since I’d never had need of an escape plan before,
and such things would surely not come naturally to me. “Why would
someone call for me?”

“Are you the only child of Rosh in the
village of Farellah?” asked the woman, still contempt-filled.

“Child of Rosh? I guess, as
of now, yes.” There weren’t any others since . . .
Illuma.

The male Elf spoke:

“As of now?” he said quietly.

I looked over at him, and my cheeks grew hot
in remembrance of the warmth. It was an embarrassing reaction, but
I couldn’t stop it, so I only ignored it. When he’d captured me,
I’d felt I’d known him, but now I knew it was impossible. I’d never
known an Elf, and I definitely didn’t know him.

Strange. I’d been so sure.

His expression was much
softer than the female’s, but he seemed uncomfortable or
something.

“I used to have a sister,” I said
cautiously.

“And what of your sister?” he asked. There
was a flicker of some unknown emotion in his eyes. . . . Fear?

“My sister passed through the
Mistlands.”

“Aha!” sang the female Elf,
voice triumphant. “That proves everything! See, cousin, she
is the Heart of Havoc.
Your worry was needless!”

“What?!” I sputtered, losing the little
comfort I’d gained from the male’s presence.

Heart of Havoc?
I’d never heard of it, but it didn’t sound
good.

The woman narrowed her eyes. “Do not pretend
that you do not know, Evil Heart! You possess a Song of Destruction
that shall ruin us all!”

Now I was getting mad. I was confused and
sore, and she was way too self-righteous. Even for a captor.

“Destruction?!” I said. “What the heck are
you talking about!?” Fed up with her, I turned to the male. My
intention was to stand my ground, but again, upon looking at him,
my cheeks grew hot. My neck was soon to follow. Inadvertently, my
cross brow lifted, and I found myself waiting calmly for his
response.

He stared at my hair a moment before
answering, “Our legends tell of a songstress with black eyes and
starlight hair carrying the Song of Destruction that shall end the
world.”

I muzzily tried to make sense of it. “End
the world?”

Songstress . . . starlight . . .
destruction?

“Child of Rosh, we
believe you to be
that maiden.” His tone was heavy, sad.

“Me?” I stared at him in disbelief.

The Elves were crazy. That was the only
explanation.

“Pathetic,” said the female
Elf. “Are you feeling sorry for this witch?” She too had detected the
sympathy in his voice. “Foolishness!”

With that, she muttered something under her
breath and formed her hands into a circle at her chest. An orb of
red light shot out of her and hit me in the mouth. Once again, my
body fell limp from her binding spell, but this time, though my
thoughts became murky, I didn’t lose consciousness.

The male Elf caught me and scooped me into
his arms.

Ah! But the cry was internal. My words seemed to be bound as
well.

He pulled me close to his
chest, and my stomach dropped a bit. I was close to him, right
against his body, so why wasn’t I afraid? Even in my droopy and
confused state, his embrace felt good. Intoxicatingly
warm.

I studied his face, for the first time
getting a good look at him. His eyes weren’t just green; they were
deep forest green, captivating and enigmatic. Despite an obvious
sadness, he had a mischievous, almost impish look about him. He
certainly didn’t look like a thuggish kidnapper, but there he was,
whisking me away to the unknown.

I wanted to wonder where they were taking
me, what their intentions were, and what all that gibberish had
been about a ‘destructive song’; but fresh from the binding, my
brain wouldn’t work fast enough, and those thoughts made me feel
dizzy. So I just gave in to the spell and selfishly let myself
enjoy the Elf’s warm familiarity.

He carried me through the forest for several
hours but never appeared winded. The woman led the way, cutting
through dead branches every now and then with a burst of red light,
leaving the branch remains sizzling with a red glow even after the
light had died. I could only watch through half-closed eyes, amazed
and wondering if all Elves were this powerful. The stories had made
them out to be simple, forest dwellers, but these were clearly much
more.

They ran onward with swift ease, never
speaking. I tried to stay awake, even though my eyelids had long
since decided that they wanted to join the rest of my body in limp
surrender. I fought them diligently, pulling them open every time
they fluttered shut.

At one point, in an attempt to stimulate my
mind enough to keep it coherent, I looked up at my captor, only to
find him studying my face, lost in thought. He quickly looked away
when I met his gaze, but I kept my eyes there and after a moment he
glanced back down. I was fully aware that it made him
uncomfortable, but I continued to study him. My drunkenness made me
disregard formalities like recognizing another’s discomfort . . .
as if captors deserved pleasantries like those, anyway.

I’d always heard that the
Elves aged differently than most of the other races. In fact, it
was supposedly nearly impossible to determine an Elf’s true age.
Was that true of this Elf? I bore my eyes further into his and tried to decide if
there was really an old man in there. This time it was too much,
his discomfort won, and he looked away for good.

But I had already decided. Hidden behind the
sadness was a youthful spirit. He was surely around the end of his
second decade, like me. I found myself blushing at the realization.
It was absurd to be feeling so, under the circumstances, but I was
too dazed to reprimand myself for the foolish response.

Diligently the Elves sprinted, and I lost
track of time. I’m certain I fell asleep for a while, but the sleep
couldn’t have been very deep, for I felt it when the Elves’ pace
slowed, alerting me that they were reaching their destination.

The morning stars had yet
to twinkle when we came upon a small, shoddy inn in the center of a
clearing of young trees. Its sign read, Heaven’s Den. Aside from the dimly
lit, dirt-coated windows, it appeared inviting enough, though
‘heavenly’ was a bit of a stretch. I wondered if I’d finally be
released from the spell once inside. I was still drowsy, but I
resolved to pull myself to a state of alertness that would allow me
to find out their true intentions and clear up that ‘Heart of
Havoc’ nonsense. If these were really some kind of Elf-thug
hybrids, I’d have to be at top wit to outsmart them.

They approached the inn but didn’t enter,
instead stealing around its backside.

“Here is fine,” hissed the female Elf. She
pointed to a cluster of barrels along a decaying fence.

The male Elf nodded and set me against one
before groaning, stretching out his arms, and rolling his neck. He
then squatted down and peered at me while the female reached into
her bag and pulled out a gray hooded cloak.

“I wonder if we are the first Elves she has
encountered,” he muttered, cocking his head to the side.

I looked back at him, embarrassed by his
attention and frustrated that there was no way for me to convey an
answer.

“Do you think she fears us?” he
continued.

But the female didn’t seem the least bit
interested in discussing me. “Move,” she said. She pushed the male
aside and started wrapping the cloak around me forcefully, knocking
my lolling head forward with the back of her hand as she brought up
the hood.

Startled, I dropped my struggle for
alertness. Indeed, I might have lost entirely and slipped back into
sleep, but just then a helpful night gale blew against my cheeks,
slapping me enough to pull me back into the moment. It seemed the
elements were on my side.

Thank you.

“Behave more gently, Rend,” said the male
Elf, for the first time revealing the woman’s name.

She shot him a cold look.

“You know we are not to harm her in any
way,” he urged.

Her eyes scanned me
loathingly. “I do not see why we have to bring her back at all. If
it were up to me, we would have disposed of her in that foul cave.”
She sighed. “But you are right. I suppose the elders
are entrusting her to
us.”

She proceeded to pull out two more cloaks
and handed one to the male Elf. I watched and waited, all the while
silently pleading with the wind for another dose of waking breath.
But such a dose was not delivered. Once again I was on my own.

While the Elf-thugs dressed, the sound of
falling branches alerted them to movement in a nearby tree; more
specifically, the groaning and cracking of a branch supporting an
animal far too hefty for it. I couldn’t turn my head to look, so I
only stared ahead into the blurry bit of forest in my line of sight
and listened.

“A creature lurks in the overhead brush,”
observed the male.

“Certainly you are aware that we have been
followed for a few days?” said Rend.

The male nodded. “Since collecting her.” He
pointed at me with his thumb.

A few days?!
My subdued heartbeat quickened.
I was unconscious for that long?

Rend looked over at the tree and began to
form her hands into a circle, but the male Elf stopped her.

“We need not destroy it now. It will cause
too much of a scene.”

She looked disappointed, but nonetheless
said, “Very well. Let us go inside.”

The male Elf picked me up, and again my
veins reacted. He followed Rend into the dingy tavern.

It was empty aside from a chubby barmaid,
who quickly scurried to greet us. Directing her attention at the
male Elf, she asked,

“Are you Nyte?”

Is he Nyte?
I wondered. The name seemed fitting.

“I am.”

She handed him a silver envelope – which he
slipped into his pocket – before turning her attention to me.

“Is she all right?”

“She fell faint on our journey here. I am
afraid she is of ill constitution,” said Rend through gritted
teeth.

Hmph. And whose fault is
that? But I could do nothing to defend
myself.

“Poor thing, I’ll bring you some water when
she comes to. Make yourselves comfortable.”

 


~

 


We sat huddled around the inn’s large stone
fireplace. The crackling lull of the fire did little to help me
escape my incapacitated state; rather, it seemed to be pushing me
further into confinement. I could now sit up on my own, but I was
still unable to speak.

“You seem awful brooding tonight, cousin.
Pray tell, what do you ponder?” asked Rend, her voice annoyed.

A moment passed before Nyte
answered. “I am still suffering from doubt. How can we be certain
she is indeed the Heart of Havoc? She just does not seem . . .” –
he stumbled for the right word – “deranged to me.” He glanced at me
with furrowed brows.

I felt a meek tremor of relief that I didn’t
seem ‘deranged’, but it wasn’t enough to make me feel at all better
about the situation.

“What has gotten into
you, dear cousin?” she hissed. “Of course she is the Heart of Havoc.
She possesses all of the characteristics. She killed her own
sister, for heaven’s sake. As the legend says, the Evil Heart shall strike down her sibling . .
.”

What?! They thought I’d killed-?!

My limp backbone strengthened with the
allegation. Not only was it a horrible thing to assume, it wholly
pissed me off! How dare she accuse me of something like that? After
the years of pain I’d gone through missing Illuma?!

I wanted to jump up, but all I could do was
blink. So that was what I did, and I felt ridiculous.

They ignored me.

“But cousin, we still are not certain she
killed her sister. She has yet to admit to the atrocity.” Nyte’s
voice was calm.

“Our instructions are quite clear. You dare
to think the elders have led us astray?”

“I do not know. Something was odd about
Elder Pietri before we left the-”

But Rend cut him off before he could
finish.

“This is exactly why they
sent me along, to make sure your sweet compassion did not interfere
with our task.” The fire’s light reflected in her green eyes,
resembling tiny forests ablaze. She suddenly looked
wicked.

Nyte shook his head. “I cannot take this
right now.” He stood and went to speak to the barmaid. Rend glared
at me as though it was my fault he’d left. I tried to make my
blinks look as vigilant as possible, but I only ended up looking
like I had something caught in both eyes.

Nyte returned several minutes later with a
loaf of bread and a glass of water. “Do you not think it time you
unbound her?” he said.

That seemed like a great idea. I was fully
on-board with any proposals that included ‘unbinding’.

Rend stared into the fire and said
nothing.

“She must be hungry,” Nyte urged.

Rend remained silent a
moment longer and then, “Fine.” She turned to me. “Try anything,
anything at all, and you shall
be sorry.” She waited until the barmaid had
turned her back before muttering some kind of magic under her
breath. After that, I slowly started to regain control of my limbs,
but I felt extremely weak.

“What in Farellah’s going on here?” My voice
was murky and drunken. “Explain yourselves, NOW.”

“What part did you not understand?” said
Rend with a mocking laugh. “Not only is she the Heart of Havoc; she
is also a simpleton.”

I narrowed my eyes, about
to retort, but Nyte stepped in. “Here, eat
this.” He offered up the bread.

I hadn’t gotten a straight answer, but it
would have to wait. I was completely famished, having eaten nothing
since the citronge, Creator knows how many days earlier. The bread
was dry, but it was enough to calm my angry stomach, and I ate it
all, letting the last too-big bite slide awkwardly down my
throat.

Nyte was watching me
expectantly, waiting for me to finish. “Better?” he asked. He
seemed concerned, but it only made me cautious. Weren’t captors
supposed to be rougher or something?

There’s definitely
something off about him. And then another thought
occurred to me. Might his kindness be to hide some ulterior motive
that was even more unthinkable than the woman’s?! My eyes widened,
and I sank back into my chair.

“Do you feel better?” he asked again.

“Uh. Yeah, thanks.” I didn’t try to hide my
wariness, which only served to amuse him. He grinned just a
little.

Rend pulled two large, purple fruit from her
bag and handed one to Nyte. They smelled gross and bitter, but the
Elves seemed not to care and each took a bite.

“We are fruitarians. Would you like to try
one?” Nyte reached out the stinking fruit.

“Absolutely not!” Rend pushed his hand down.
“This is no time for idle speech, cousin. What do you think you are
doing?”

But he only reached it back out to me,
completely ignoring her protest.

“No, thank you.” I didn’t
want to chance Rend’s wrath. Besides, I couldn’t allow things to go
on like this. I had to get some answers.

“What is this?!” I blurted, slamming my
hands on the table. “Are you thugs?! Kidnappers? Are you taking me
across the ocean? I can assure you I’m not a very good songstress;
you’d be wasting your time!”

“Thugs?” Nyte started to grin again, but
then his face fell. “More importantly, how did your sister die? Did
you . . . kill her?”

“Of course I didn’t kill her!”

“That is quite enough.”
Rend jumped from her chair. “I will not allow you to deceive my
cousin any longer. He has a certain weakness.”

“It is not a weakness to feel compassion,
Rend,” said Nyte, voice soft.

“Regardless, I am in charge, and this
conversation is over. Do I have to bind you again, or will you
cooperate?”

Glaring, I sighed and nodded. I didn’t have
much choice at the moment.

“Then I shall get us a room. Not a word out
of you.” With that, she stormed away, fists tight and scowl
unbridled.

When she was safely out of earshot, Nyte
leaned over and muttered, “Just listen to her for your own sake.
Things will be better when we get to the elders.”

I raised a suspicious brow at him. For
partners, they certainly didn’t share a team mentality. Was that
supposed to make me feel reassured or even more endangered? I
didn’t know.

I wanted answers, but talking was still
difficult for me. Not to mention, Rend seemed like she’d follow
through on her threat if I spoke anyway. Thus, I was still confused
and unsteady when we retired to an upstairs room. Rend assigned me
a bed in the corner. She and Nyte were to take turns standing
guard; from what, I couldn’t fathom.

The mattress was too soft, and the room
smelled like ale and hay, but I was still tired from the binding
spell, and I soon drifted off to sleep.

Little did I know, there was indeed someone
lying in wait outside the window.

 


~

 


I couldn’t have slept more than an hour or
two when I felt someone shaking me.

“Pssst.”

“Ung?” I opened my eyes to
the wide-eyed expression of a girl with furry ears.
It took me a moment to understand what was
happening, and when I did, I was still too shocked to fully digest.
“Kantú?” I said too loudly. “Is that
you!?”

“Shh! Quiet, silly.” She looked behind her
furtively and continued, “I’m so glad you’re okay! Are they thugs?
Where are they taking you? We’ve got to get you out of here!”

I stared at her blankly.
Was this encounter real or dream? I reached out and grabbed one of
her ears just to be sure. It felt
real enough.

Kantú giggled and swatted my hand away.

“It’s really you?!” I asked, my voice raspy
and hushed. “B-but how did you find me?”

“The feather lady told me about you!”

“Feather lady?” Though I was grateful that
the Squirrelean had found me, I was thoroughly confused. “What’s a
feather lady?”

“She told me this was going
to happen, and I didn’t believe her, but as soon as you went into
that cave, I just had to be sure! So I waited at the backside of
it, and I saw them take you. And I wanted to go get help, but I
knew if I left you, I wouldn’t be able to catch up to you because
they were so fast! So I followed you. I’ve been waiting for them to
leave you alone so I could come rescue you, but this is the first
time they’ve stopped in days! I’m so sleepy!” She
yawned.

I looked around the room. Sure enough, there
wasn’t an Elf in sight. She stifled another yawn and pulled the
covers off me.

“Get out of bed, Aura! We have to
hurry!”

“Right . . .”

But when she reached for my hand, the door
burst open. There was a flash of red light, and Kantú fell to the
floor with a heavy thud.

“Kantú!” I jumped out of bed.

“Well, that worked unbelievably well.” Rend
stepped through the doorway, an arrogant purse to her lips. “I knew
the creature was much too loud and obvious to be a serious
threat.”

It had been a trap, a simple set-up that
we’d fallen right into.

“What did you do to her?” I demanded,
frantically examining my fallen comrade.

Rend smirked slyly. “Relax, I simply
rendered her numb. She will be fine . . . for now.”

“That’s it! I demand to know what’s going
on, you heinous kidnapping-”

“Silence!” She circled her hands again.

But just then, Nyte walked into the room and
put up a halting hand. “Calm yourself, cousin,” he said. “If we are
to hope for optimal cooperation, would it not be best to explain
the situation to her? We still have quite a ways to go, after
all.”

Quite a ways to go?!
Unbelievable.

Rend wheeled around, face disgusted. “Why
should we tell this creature anything? Be wise, cousin. Her words
are poison, and she will only spit lies if given the chance. I seek
only to protect your ears from her deception.” She glanced out the
window at the pink-hued sky and continued, “The sun will fully
awaken soon. I must take leave to scout the area. Be on your guard
until I return.”

With that, she gave me a warning-filled look
before nimbly springing through the window. Her feet made only the
softest thump as she landed on the outside ground.

On his guard? What does she expect me to do,
exactly?

“Rend.” Nyte accompanied her name with a
disapproving headshake.

The captor walked over,
picked up Kantú, and gently placed her into the bed. Then, with
suspicious eyes, he cautiously approached me. It was odd, but he
was acting like I might harm him in some way. Like I was
dangerous. Those earlier
imaginings of ill ulterior motive melted away at the sight of this
careful demeanor.

I didn’t know where to start, so I only let
out a disgruntled and frustrated, “Ugh.”

“I know you are confused,” he said, voice
hushed, “but I pray you would let me ask you a few questions. After
that I promise you can ask me anything you like. I am Nyte, by the
way.”

I studied him awhile, yet
said nothing. The way he spoke was formal,
so much so that he sounded sort of like an
old man. But despite that, I remained
certain he was as young as he appeared. It was his eyes. There was
a glint or something there.

“Well?” he said, prodding my response.

I was frustrated, tired, and confused, but he
sounded sincere, and his deal was fair – plus, there was something
about him that made me want to cooperate.

The familiar feeling . . . That warmth?

“I’m Aura.”

“Aura?” He looked surprised. “Is your name
not Illuma?” He pointed to a small tattoo around my right wrist
that read ‘Illuma Rosh’.

Feeling a little violated, I pulled my arm
into myself. “Illuma was my elder sister. In Farellah it’s
customary to tattoo on your wrist the names of loved ones that have
passed through the Mistlands as a reminder to sing for their safe
crossing.”

“Oh.” He leaned against the wall and
squinted at me. “How did she . . . ?”

“Die? Well,” – I held my wrist and flinched
– “she was taken, I think. When we were young.”

“Taken? So her body was never found?”

I shook my head. “After she was gone for a
year or so, Mayor Berfield proclaimed her dead. They’d searched
everywhere but never found anything. Everyone thinks she drowned,
but I’m sure she was taken.” I looked away and winced again. Why
was it still so painful? After so long it was still . . .

“Sorry,” he said, noticing my expression,
“but this is important. I would not request it of you otherwise.”
He took a deep breath. “Who do you believe took her?”

“Hm.” I took my wrist from its hiding place
and stared at it. I was going to sound insane but . . . “There are
tales of men coming from over the great ocean to capture
songstresses. They’re just creepy stories we tell around the fire,
but I can’t help but believe them.”

His eyes lingered on me a little too long.
“Do you have any proof?”

Proof? If only I had proof. I’d been looking for ‘proof’ ever
since.

“Not really.” I
contemplated how to make my theory sound the least crazy. “It’s
just, Illuma told me that she sometimes felt people . . .
watching her; but she
was always so dramatic, I didn’t think anything of it. Now I’m not
so sure. She had the strangest fear of the ocean when everyone else
in Farellah loved it. Maybe she could feel them coming for her?”
Despite my best attempts, it still sounded crazy. “Everyone else in
town accepted that she’d walked through the Mistlands, but I’ve
never really been able to. Maybe I’m a fool. I just miss her so
much that it tears at me and won’t let me rest.”

Nyte stared out the window and was silent
for several minutes with an expression that was hard to read. An
early morning draft blew a lock of green hair across his face.

“Will you tell me what’s going on now?” I
asked and my voice reflected the fatigue I felt.

He sighed and continued to stare out the
window. “The legend of the Heart of Havoc as it has been passed
down through the ages:

 


‘A songstress shall arise with midnight
eyes and starlight hair, carrying the Song of Destruction. The Evil
Heart shall strike down her sibling and awaken the song to end the
world. Her wrath shall be great that none would withstand her
rage.’

 


“Our elders sent us to your
village to retrieve you,” he went on. “They believe
you to be the dreaded
Heart our ancients spoke of.”

Now he was the one that sounded insane.
“That’s ridiculous!” I said with a laugh. “I haven’t even finished
the Rite of Discovery!”

But his face was entirely serious – so
serious, in fact, that it killed the absurdity of the statement and
turned it into possibility. He really thought I was . . .

I was glad they weren’t
thugs, but it still didn’t make any sense. Heart of Havoc? Song of Destruction? I wasn’t even a real songstress yet, and I certainly had no
intention of destroying the world.

I leaned forward
pleadingly. “I mean, do I look wrathful to you?”

“No,” he said, shifting his weight and
looking uneasy. “It is true; I was expecting someone far more . . .
evil-ish.”

I was a little relieved that I didn’t seem
‘evil-ish’. I’d take it as a compliment.

“I’m clearly not who you think I am, so if
you would be so kind as to return me at once, you can speak to my
people, and they’ll tell you that you’ve made a mistake.”

He shook his head. “I cannot do that. We
must take you to the elders as we have been commanded. We are under
orders.”

Orders? The way he said it carried a certain pride. I knew then that I wouldn’t
be able to talk him out of it easily. Or maybe even at
all.

Nyte continued, “We may not break our orders
and,” – a grin invaded his downturned mouth – “Rend would kill me
if I let you go.”

The grin suited him, and despite everything
else, it was contagious; for a second I felt a grin sliding across
my own face, but I stifled it in lieu of the current
circumstances.

What am I doing? I’m a
captive here! I was a captive, and my captors were
fast and strong, and I had no chance of escaping on my own. What
else could I do? It looked like the best
option would be for me to cooperate.

“I will offer you a proposition, then. I
will cooperate and come with you, but when you find me free of
charge, you shall escort me back.” I was surprised at how confident
I sounded.

He studied me. I felt embarrassed there in
the grayness of the room with his eyes upon me, but it was also
slightly exhilarating to have his attention.

“It is a deal,” he said finally. “Now
sleep.”

Without giving me a chance to respond, he
sprang to the hallway and closed the door behind him.

Sleep? Good luck.

With Kantú by my side, I felt much more
comfortable the second time around, though I still struggled to
fall asleep, no longer under the aftereffects of the binding spell.
Since I’d never traveled out of Farellah, the thought of an unknown
journey made me nervous . . . but also a little excited. I suppose
that was a result of my immaturity, or maybe it was that I didn’t
yet fully understand how much danger I might be in.

For a while I tossed about beneath the
covers, wondering anxiously what lay ahead, but eventually the
thought of the mysteriously familiar Elf just outside the door
brought me an inexplicable sense of peace.

It was his forest green eyes that I saw when
I finally drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 3: The Ariando

 


The following morning Kantú and I ate a
breakfast of eggs and kingfruit while Nyte and Rend, speaking in
hushed voices, leaned over a hand-drawn map in the corner of the
tavern. They straightened up when the chubby barmaid approached us.
“My, where did you come from, little one?” she asked Kantú,
bewildered.

Oh. Right. What could we say?

Rend emitted a warning
look. Clearly the truth wouldn’t work in
this situation.

“Um . . . she’s my pet. I found her?” I said
with uncertainty. Kantú liked the charade, for she nestled her head
into my hand and prodded me to pet her. I stifled a snort and did
just that.

The barmaid somehow read this as an
acceptable answer. “How nice,” she said absentmindedly. Then she
turned to me. “Glad to see you’re feeling better, dearie.”

I gave her a weak smile.

I was still groggy when we left Heaven’s
Den, having slept only a couple of hours, but I resolved to muster
whatever energy I had in me and venture out bravely. Admittedly, I
might not have been able to make it more than a few strides that
day had the air been thick, but quite the contrary; it was crisp
and cool and felt refreshing as it filled my lungs, only driving me
forward more. Rend had given me a change of clothes and a pair of
Elven traveling slippers, and though the clothes were way too big,
the slippers were comfortable, and I was glad to be out of the
restricting purification gown.

Even those first hours out of the clearing,
I could already tell our journey was going to be intense.

They’re so fast!

The forest was dense, and Kantú and I
struggled to keep up with the swift Elves as we made our way
through the dry, brittle trees. Rend was proving to be even more
unpleasant than I’d originally anticipated, calling out various
insults at us whenever we stumbled, and taking unbridled joy in
naming our flaws. While I tried to ignore the insults, Kantú was
taking them as personally as Rend intended them to be. The
Squirrelean was quickly growing a habit of returning Rend’s every
statement with an under-the-breath mutter that would have been
vulgar had they reached their full fruition.

During these muttered outbursts, I focused
my attention on the sounds of the wood, trying to stay positive so
as not to give Rend the pleasure of knowing she’d gotten to me.
Every so often a wind would blow through the trees and pull along
stray leaves that would skip along the needle-covered forest floor
and crash into the backs of our legs. I liked the scuttling sound
they made, at least more than Kantú’s frustrated garble.

I spent the majority of the cloudy afternoon
recounting between yawns as much of the previous days’ events to
Kantú as I knew, but even as the words left my mouth, they sounded
like something from one of the Songs of Old. I was still struggling
to believe it had all really happened, and I hoped I wouldn’t
regret the commitment of cooperation I’d made to Nyte the night
before.

A secret deal.
For some reason, just thinking about it made me
smile. I was frustrated with myself for being so trusting of the
captor, but I couldn’t shake it. The warmth or the familiarity or
whatever it was, was affecting me somehow.

I tried my best to push those thoughts away
as I stumbled along with Kantú.

“So that’s what that red light was?” she
asked. “A binding spell?” The question was a whisper, but Rend’s
ears twitched.

Scary! I put my finger to my lips to hush Kantú. It was pointless,
though. The Squirrelean never had been one for
discretion.

“Real Elves can do things like that?”
she continued. “I wonder if they’re gonna try to steal our belly
buttons.”

Nyte and Rend both twitched this time.

Why would you say something
like that?! “Hah! Good one, Kantú!” I
tried to cover for her, but it was no use. Rend had already started
to ready her hands. Seconds later, that harrowing red blast
erupted.

Shoot!

I grimaced and braced, but
in the end it was unnecessary because the blast didn’t hit us. It
instead zoomed right past, scorching a large gargantula that was crawling up a
nearby tree.

Kantú latched onto my arm. “Gross! There are
spiders like that out here?!” She squeamishly looked around the
ground for more.

I, in turn, rolled my eyes
– after all, she was originally from the forest and
should have known a
thing like that.

Rend frowned over her
shoulder. “Keep your voice down, hybrid, or you will attract more!”
But Kantú didn’t even notice the insult this time. She was too
preoccupied with clinging to me and frantically searching about for
spiders.

I pulled the dense
Squirrelean tighter and gave her a stern shake. “Kantú! Why would you say that? Do you want to get us
scorched?!” I lowered my voice. “Anyway, belly buttons?”

“Yeah,” she said, “you know, Elves steal
belly buttons, right?”

I sighed. “No, Kantú.
That’s not how it goes. Supposedly,
they’ll trade work for buttons –
regular buttons. But
besides, I think that’s just an old wives’ tale.” The Elves didn’t
seem the type to run errands for something as silly as buttons.
“I’m sure your belly button’s safe.”

“Really?” She let out a disappointed
grunt.

Were you hoping they’d try
to steal your belly button? Honestly, Kantú. Yet it made me laugh.

“Well then, how about the one that says it’s
good luck to touch an Elf’s ear? It’s supposed to help your
digestion or something.”

“Kantú!” I pushed her out of the way just in
time, narrowly missing the blast that filled the space between
us.

Rend smirked wickedly over her shoulder.
Alarmed, Nyte shook his head and threw some kind of muttered
reprimand at her, but her evil glint only gleamed more.

“Just zip it, okay?” I whispered. That last
one had been too close.

Kantú pouted, though she remained quiet,
still checking the surrounding ground for gargantulas.

It was pretty considerable,
how wrong our legends of the Elves had been. Belly buttons and lucky ears? It was
ridiculous. Nyte and Rend weren’t anything
like that. They were strong and agile and intimidating. Escape
wasn’t an option. No, it definitely wasn’t even
fathomable.

“Whoop whoop!”

I’d been staring at the ground, but at
Kantú’s obnoxious outburst of cheer, I snapped my head up, ready to
throw her out of Rend’s line of fire.

“What are you on about now-” But what I saw
when I looked up made me entirely forget to fear for Kantú’s
safety. “Oh!”

The forest had unexpectedly opened into a
great field, allowing for a rare break from thick wood and brush. I
let my eyes adjust to the newness of the space and muttered to no
one,

“Serene.” And then to the others, “We’re
continuing through here?”

Rend, the delight that she was, found the
question aggravating, but Nyte nodded. “For several days,” he
said.

For several days . .
. I sighed and took in the field’s
beauty.

Knee-high grass swished rhythmically in the
wind, accompanied by white puffs of dandrills spotting the
landscape. Dandrills were also flowers of Farellah, but I’d never
seen so many in one place. The legend was that the guardian spirit
of the dandrills had the power to release the youth of the heart –
a spell I’d always fallen to – and even today they looked
invitingly whimsical as they dancingly tufted just above the grass.
As always, seeing them evoked an impulse – an impulse that wouldn’t
let me resist the urge to join them.

I forgot my role as a prisoner. Maybe it was
the voice of the guardian spirit, or maybe it was just my own
childishness. Either way –

“Let’s go!”

– I grabbed Kantú’s hand and towed her along
after me racing through the grass.

We ignored Rend’s protests,
for it brought release to do something spontaneous. The dandrills
were worth it; plus – If binding means
being close to Nyte’s warmth again . . .
The impulsive thought surprised me but was there nonetheless,
brought on by my new dandrill-influenced sense of
carefreedom.

And I’m supposed to be
‘mature’ now. Miss Danice would surely be
disappointed by my response to the swaying tufts.

For a short while, we twirled and swatted at
the puffs, ignoring the Elves altogether. I found it joyous, but I
had a slight suspicion that Kantú derived more joy from disobeying
the raging Rend than the puffs themselves. Surprisingly, the Elf
didn’t blast us with another binding attack, but I’m sure it wasn’t
by her own choice. No, it was most certainly some prodding from
Nyte that allowed us to make it more than a few strides into the
swaying field unharmed.

Nyte really is a kind
person, isn’t he? His nature read as such.
I didn’t know him, but I was quickly making my mind up about the
stranger. A good spirit. Maybe that was what I’d seen in his
eyes.

I was just kicking away a
particularly large dandrill when the Elf himself suddenly rushed
through the grass after us. I assumed he’d had enough, so
I turned to face him, ready to be reprimanded,
and was surprised to find a giant smirk on his face.

“Follow me!” His eyes were lit with
excitement. Maybe the dandrills had gotten to him too.

“Follow you?” I said. “We aren’t in trouble
or anything?”

“Trouble?” Ever grinning, Nyte shook his
head. “You are not.” He led us back to where Rend was standing and
then pointed into the distance. “Look there,” he said.

What I saw was something unforgettable.

It was an animal, but it
wasn’t just an
animal. The hoofed creature before us was a thing entirely rare.
The beast had three horns springing from the top of its head,
forming an intimidating crown-like rack. Black and white stripes
painted its pelt, flawlessly straight and even, almost too perfect
to be real. It stood grazing on the tall grass, unaware of our
presence. I felt hesitation, like I was witnessing something holy
or forbidden, almost like the creature’s very presence commanded
respect and veneration.

“Is that a zebron?” I asked breathlessly
after a few moments of silent gawking.

Nyte nodded. He glanced down at me with a
gentle look in his eyes, and for a moment I felt no longer like a
captive, but almost like we were . . . old acquaintances . . .
sharing the discovery.

And I blushed.

Why am I getting nervous all of a
sudden!?

Though I wasn’t given time to consider it
further.

“Hey Aura!” was Kantú’s interruption. She
swished her tail around excitedly. “Doesn’t it look so much
different than that sketch in Farellah? I never thought I’d see a
real one!”

I stiffened, dropping the slight elation of
the blush. “That sketch?”

Kantú’s mention of it
aroused a feeling of sadness within me – a response that was my
body’s way of cutting fresh pain into me anytime someone said
something that reminded me of her. Of Illuma.

“Yeah,” I said. “Me neither . . .” My voice
fell as I became wrapped in the bindings of memory.

 


As children, Illuma and I’d taken countless
trips to Farellah’s small library where a collection of historical
documents and recorded legends resided. We would spend entire days
reading through the ancient, dusty tomes, pretending that we were
the world travelers immortalized within their pages. Most of
Farellah’s knowledge of the world was based on the stories of
traveling traders, and at some point one had recollected the story
of the zebron, even adding a rare sketch to the record books.

 


“Do you think a zebron will ever come to
Farellah?” Illuma asked, excitement welled in her silver
eyes.

“Maybe!” My response was hopeful.

She thought for a moment. “If one ever does
come, I’m going to tame it and ride it all around the world; then
I’ll to come back and add everything I’ve seen to the records.
You’ll wait for me until I come home, right?” She stared off into
the forest.

“I won’t have to wait, ‘cause I’m coming
with you! Two people can fit on a zebron’s back, can’t
they?”

“Of course!” she said. Then she gave me a
tight hug. “Just wait. We’ll be greater than any of the people in
these books. We’ll travel the world and conquer dragons and fall in
love with princes.” She threw her arm over her forehead
dramatically.

“Dragons!? And princes? Aren’t those just
old fairytales?”

She shook her head. “The fairytales had to
come from somewhere, didn’t they?”

“Oh! I guess.” I admired her common
sense.

“It’ll be so grand!” she continued,
letting out an exuberant sigh. “Can you imagine?”

“Uh. But I don’t think I want to see
dragons.” I drew my finger across a sketch of one that looked
particularly fearsome.

“Are you scared?” She reached over and
slammed shut the book I was looking at. “Don’t be! We’re going to
be songstresses, remember? We’ll be able to blast them away with
one song, and if there’re two of us singing, we’ll be unstoppable!
Imagine Miss Danice and Mother singing together. Wouldn’t that be
something?”

In that moment, she looked brave and
determined. I wanted to be like that too.

I mustered up whatever
courage I could and pushed away the dragon’s frightening image from
my mind. “Alright!” I said, slamming my fist into my palm. “I’ll
practice really hard after we start training. Then we won’t even need zebrons
to get around.”

She beamed and nodded.

We’d proceeded to plan our trip, giggling
between the stacks of books until the orange glow of afternoon
light through the window alerted us that it was time to go
home.

 


You should be sharing this sight with
me.

But I was the only one on a journey. Illuma
had missed her chance.

Missed? No, that wasn’t quite right. The chance had been ripped from
her, hadn’t it? Whoever had taken her, be they the coastal waves or
some unknown people from across the ocean, they had stolen
this from her. I’d made
it past the border. I’d done what we’d always talked about, even if
it wasn’t of my own accord, but she would forever be left
behind.

I needed to enjoy this for the both of
us.

I continued to study the zebron, realizing
now that the sketch hadn’t done it justice. “Are there more around
here?” I asked, breaking the silence. My tone was somber. I tried
to mask the sadness that reminiscing had caused me.

Nyte was watching the zebron carefully – as
if he might accidentally hurt it with his gaze . . . but his gaze
was so gentle, blush-inducingly gentle.

“It is odd for them to travel alone,” he
said. “There might be more around here, but I do not think we will
come across another.” Tugging his ear, he smiled and added, “We
would not be so lucky.”

“Yes, cousin,” agreed Rend, “they are a
sacred species. It would be selfish to wish for more. Rarely do
they travel this far north.”

Even she was impressed. It was the first
time I’d seen her lower her scowl. In its place was a look of
affection, something that was oddly unsettling on her.

If I could sketch, I’d draw a new one for
Farellah.

The thought was useless since I’d never been
artistically inclined, nor had I anything with which to write, and
I was certain Rend wouldn’t allow me something as dangerous as a
writing tool. An evil destructress like me would surely find a way
to use it as a weapon. I rolled my eyes as the scene played out in
my head.

“Aww.” Kantú let out a disappointed
grumble.

Something in the distance had disturbed the
zebron. He froze for a moment before trotting away; and quickly
disappeared into the horizon, leaving nothing but the fading tap of
his hooves.

“Do not dawdle, Havoc!” Rend’s moment of
respite was over.

I gave her a hearty glare, and we continued
onward through the field up to our knees in grass. It tickled every
time it brushed past my legs, and every so often a wind would pass
through it, appearing like an invisible snake skating along the
top.

Kantú trotted next to me, getting distracted
every now and then by low-flying birds. With each one that passed,
she’d leap into the air in an attempt to capture it, letting out
animal-like chitters when she pounced. With very short legs that
weren’t built for jumping, and that swishing tail that immediately
gave away her presence, I wondered if she realized just how slight
her chances were. Nonetheless, she persisted all afternoon and
finally managed to swat one’s tail-feathers. It was a small
victory, but judging by her reaction, to her it was as though she’d
caught the whole flock.

I’d been meaning to ask her about the
‘feather lady’ all day, but it wasn’t until that evening, when we
were setting up camp, that we were first free from the Elves’
listening ears.

“Pssst, Kantú.” I gestured to her in the
midst of Nyte and Rend’s tent-assembling.

She tiptoed over, much more obviously than
if she would’ve just walked, and said in a very loud whisper, “What
is it?”

I looked over to make sure the Elves were
still preoccupied. Satisfied, I started, “Last night you said
something strange.”

“Huh?” She cocked her head to the side.

“Who is that ‘feather lady’ you were talking
about? Did you mean Miss Danice?”

“Oh that!” She sounded embarrassed. “Don’t
laugh, okay?”

Laugh?

I nodded and she continued, “For the last
couple of weeks there has been this weird voice that randomly pops
into my head, and it usually just says strange, cryptic stuff.”

“A . . . voice?” That was never a good
sign.

“I’m not crazy, okay? Just
bear with me. So, sure, I thought I was going crazy
at first, but then the
voice actually told me that you were going to be in danger, and I
thought hmmm, something
useful, so I listened to it, and it was
right! And I had no way of knowing on my own that you would be in
danger, so that just proves that the feather lady is real!” She
leaned closer to me, and her eyes grew wide. “I think it’s a spirit
from beyond the Mistlands!”

“Ah . . . Beyond the
Mistlands? Hmm.” How should take this sort
of thing? A voice? A spirit?
I chewed my nail and thought about it. It
did sound pretty crazy,
but then so did this entire kidnapping. In fact, I’d been
surrounded by a lot of crazy lately, so who was I to judge which
crazy was more believable?

Kantú’s expression was
earnest, and it seemed like she was serious; and she’d never lied
to me before, so . . . Very well.
I decided I believed in the mysterious force,
even though it was unnerving to admit that a spirit like that might
be real.

“So, why do you call her ‘the feather
lady’?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s the weirdest part! After she
talks to me, she throws a pile of feathers all around. Now, you
know how much I love feathers, but I have to admit, it freaked me
out at first!”

“Uhh . . .”
It threw feathers at her? Why? Was that even possible? Even if I
believed in the existence of spirits, them moving about physical
objects was something else to swallow.

I wanted to find out more
about this strange spirit of Kantú’s, but Rend’s impeccable timing
cut our conversation short. “Come,
creatures. The tent is ready.”

Creatures?
I sighed, Kantú scowled, and we reluctantly
walked back to the two Elves.

Later that night, as we lay on the hard
floor of the canvas tent, Kantú said in my ear, “You believe me,
Aura, don’t you?”

I smiled at her. “Of
course.” I do, but . . .
I hoped the darkness shrouded my
worry.

She snuggled up next to me, and together we
drifted off to sleep.

 


~

 


The night brought a familiar dream; the very
same I’d experienced in the meadow, but this time it was in
focus.

I was walking through a dank cavern. Wet,
sinewy cords of vine hung from the ceiling and tried to catch my
skin. Broken mirrors of silver-coated glass scattered the walls,
disfiguring my reflection with each one I passed. Their various
jarred grins and half-faces made me afraid. They were just
reflections, but I felt like they held some ill-intent – like the
freaky fragmented pieces of me could climb out of the mirrors and
come after me. I tried to ignore them, but as I continued, the
vines grew stronger and tried to force my head to turn to the
distressing images.

A blue orb of light came into view. It
flitted about in the distance before me, dancing in taunt. Was that
my song?

I ran toward it the best I could, swatting
away the vines that clung to me, but the orb never seemed to get
any nearer.

Why won’t you let me catch you? Is it
because I didn’t finish the Rite? I’m sorry. Please, come to
me!

But before I could catch it, a burst of red
light shot through the darkness behind me. It bounced off the
mirrors, illuminating the cavern in an eerie red glow.

The mirrored faces shrieked.

I ran faster, and the vines grew even more
aggressive. They coiled themselves around me. I struggled to reach
the blue orb.

“Aura?” A voice resonated through the
night.

That voice is going to save me.

The world started to fade just as a
particularly thick vine wrapped itself around my arm.

“What are you doing?”

What am I doing?
I echoed the phantom voice.

In harrowing response, the mirrors slid from
the walls, filling the cavern with the sound of glass breaking on
rock as they crashed to the ground. The aggressive vine tugged on
my arm, pulling me deeper into the cavern before it all faded to
nothingness.

I opened my eyes. Two green eyes stared
back.

“Are you all right?” It was Nyte. He looked
concerned.

You’re worried about
me? My face grew hot at the
realization. Argh! Stop it! Why get so
affected by a stranger?

I looked around and tried to push the heat
from my face. We were standing in the field, several feet from the
tent. The grass shimmered as it swayed, illuminated by the light of
the western moon.

Nyte released his grip on my arm. It felt a
little warm where he’d touched, but nowhere near the warmth I’d
felt from him previously. He examined my face cautiously. “Does
that happen a lot?”

“Never before,” I said, trying to hide my
embarrassment. “Must be the change of scenery.”

“I do not blame you. With all that has
happened.”

With all that has happened.

I looked up at him, and he
was wearing a pained expression – like he really regretted that
‘all that has happened’ part. I didn’t understand the reaction.
Shouldn’t he be happy that he’d managed to capture me? After all,
even though I’d agreed to cooperate, I was his prisoner.

And what was with me? Shouldn’t I be afraid
to be captured? Shouldn’t I be worried? But then . . . why did I
feel comfortable standing next to him when I didn’t even know him?
He was an enemy, right?

But you’re not an enemy. I
feel like I trust you for some reason. Haven’t we met
before? But I was sure we hadn’t. I’d have
remembered meeting an Elf.

I stared at the cloud-dotted sky, soaking in
the bright moonbeams that flooded the field, until Nyte spoke
unexpectedly: “You are really in your element, are you not?” He
nodded at the moon.

“My element?” I said. “I guess.”

His eyes were on me,
requesting elaboration. I blushed, but immediately scolded myself
for the action. Gah! Cut it out!
You should be wary of him right now!

Still, being next to him in the moonlight
made my heart pound, though it wasn’t from fear. I cleared my head
and tried to be calm.

“I’ve always found night
more comforting than day,” I said. “I enjoy the sun, of course, but
my love with the western moon is like a secret affair. . . . Ah! .
. . That is-” I instantly regretted saying
something so tacky, so I laughed nervously and contemplated how to
recover. “Are all of your captives so cheesy?”

A playful, unannounced grin peeked from the
corner of his mouth. My blush deepened.

He threw his arm across the
top of his head before answering, “Well,
you are the most
cheese-like of them all, considering that you are the first
one.”

First? Was that why he seemed so remorseful about the situation? “I
am?”

He nodded and wrinkled his nose like the
notion embarrassed him. Then, ushering in another wave of
lightheartedness to the heavy and taboo topic, he said, “Yes, how
does it feel to have the honor of being my first captive?”

Somehow, despite the circumstances, his
playful attitude was rubbing off. “I could tell you were a novice
kidnapper,” I teased. “You aren’t very good at it.”

“I got you, did I not?”

“That’s true. You did.”

He smirked, but as he mulled over the words,
his smile faded and another hint of regret settled on his face.
Things were silent a moment. Until the lust to feel
lightheartedness invaded me again.

“If it’s any consolation, you’re the least
evil-ish captor I’ve ever had.”

His grin returned. “It is a high compliment,
considering who my competition is. Speaking of Rend,” – he nodded
to the tent – “it would be best for you to return to bed. It is
almost time for her shift.”

I peered in the direction
of the sleeping terror and shivered. While I longed to stay with
the moon just a bit longer, the thought of an angry Rend was one of
the few things that could have broken me from the night sky at that
moment. I could almost feel her red energy ball smacking me in the
jaw again. Thus, I left Nyte standing alone in the long grass,
noticing for the first time when he turned to bid me goodnight how
much he appeared to be in his
element too.

I paused at the mouth of the tent and stole
one last look at the western moon before entering.

Goodnight, my love . . . my moon.

 


~

 


How each Elf managed to continue on with
only a half night’s sleep, I couldn’t say, but they continued
splitting guard duty for the next five nights, never appearing worn
down. Eventually, the fields turned to green, rolling hills. It was
a welcome change in scenery, but a much harder terrain to
traverse.

For the most part, we refrained from
conversing with the Elves since Rend reprimanded us for any
questions we asked, threateningly forming her hands into a circle
each time. Kantú and I found, however, that we were able to stay
under her radar if we stayed a safe distance behind and kept our
voices low.

We followed Nyte and Rend faithfully, taking
in the sights as we traveled.

“The hills are so beautiful,” I said as we
scaled yet another.

“The hills are so hilly!” whined Kantú.

“Ah-ah-ah.” I held up a matter-of-fact
finger. “You just say that because we’re going up. You’ll change
your mind on the trip down.”

“Wrong!”

But sure enough, when we reached the top,
she let out a gleeful cry, turned herself into a ball and proceeded
to roll down, bouncing and laughing as she went. Rend glared back
at us, though I could see hidden amusement on Nyte’s face.

I wondered what he’d be like if completely
unhindered by Rend. She always seemed to reel him in at any sign of
personality; and although it was apparent she was above him
rank-wise, I wondered just how deeply his loyalty to her went.

When we came to the base of a particularly
steep hill, Kantú groaned at the looming climb ahead. “Think of how
much fun the trip down will be on this one! Right?” I tried to
encourage her, but my words rang of false enthusiasm, revealing my
own feelings of reluctance at the thought of climbing another.

Rend and Nyte had already
started up. In the midst of their soft conversation, Rend’s voice
rose without warning. “Another rest? You cannot be serious, cousin!
Those creatures have had two already today!”

I couldn’t hear Nyte’s response.

“Who would have thought Sapes and
Squirreleans would be so inferior to us? How do they accomplish
anything with such slow pace and weak constitution?”

Nyte’s voice was still too low to discern,
but it seemed he had somehow managed to convince her. She shot us a
glare and then bolted up the hill at full Elf’s speed, leaving him
to jog back to us. “Rend has gone to scout the hills ahead. You two
may take a break.”

“Aaaalright!” Kantú threw her fist into the
air. “Thanks, Nytie!”

Nyte was as surprised by his new nickname as
I was.

Kantú and I settled against the foot of the
hill and stole a rare opportunity to talk to the Elf who’d shown us
such mercy, desperate to pry as much information out of him as we
could before Rend got back. “Are we getting close?” I asked,
hopeful.

“We should near the Elven kingdom tomorrow.
It is on the border of Elenque. Tonight will be your last night in
Carouth.”

At my raised brow, he quickly added,

“For a while.”

“Elenque, huh?” said Kantú. “What’s it
like?”

“The kingdom is almost entirely wooded, and
it is very peaceful. We must first stop at the border town of Edaw,
where Rend and I are from, before continuing on to Sredna to
deliver you to the council.”

The council?
It tweaked my nerves. That’s right.

I’d played the scenario out multiple ways in
my head. The best possible outcome was that the elders would
realize I wasn’t an evil destructress and send me straight back to
Farellah. Another possibility was that they’d still deem me Heart
of Havoc, to which I’d respond by assuring them that I wouldn’t be
using any destructive powers to destroy the world. I’d offer them
my word and then happily trot back to Farellah. There were, of
course, other possibilities, but none of them were so simple, and
some of them were too frightening to even think.

“What will they do with me?” Though I wasn’t
sure I wanted to know the answer, I still had to ask.

Nyte stared at the ground.
“The elders will test you – your spirit. There are certain,” – he
paused – “characteristics
the Heart of Havoc will possess. They will judge
you and decide what to do with you. I do not really know any more
than that.”

I studied him.
That’s not true, though, is it?
Something in the way he didn’t take his eyes from
the ground cued me in that he wasn’t telling us everything. I took
a deep breath. “Lay it on me. What could they do,
hypothetically?”

“Well . . .” He looked
uncomfortable. “They might try to cap you
if they see you as a serious threat.”

“Cap her?” said Kantú.

“Take away her voice. And
if you really are the Havoc there are other things they may
do.”

Other
things.

“Don’t worry, Aura. There’s no way you could
be a bad guy and not even know it, right?” Kantú sounded confident,
but the nervous twitch in her ears betrayed her uncertainty.

I bit my lip.
I knew I wasn’t, but
could I convince them?

Nyte finally looked up. “The council is
fair. They will not harm you if you are who you say you are.” There
was reassurance there.

Kantú nodded in agreement.

I tried to force a smile, but it came off
looking like I was suffering from some ailment – possibly a
toothache.

Other things.
Those words stayed with me.

I was quiet for the rest of the day. Kantú
flitted about with goofy remarks, trying to cheer me up, and I
pretended to laugh, but I was growing more and more anxious with
each step. Each hill we climbed was one step closer to my fate. I
had assumed from the start that the elders would realize their
mistake, but now I was questioning my ability to convince them. It
hadn’t seriously occurred to me until today that I might indeed be
in grave danger. What would I do if they didn’t believe me? I
didn’t have a plan, and I didn’t know how to go about making
one.

My depression continued through the night and
carried over into the next dawn. I kept to myself, hopelessly
brooding, and by breakfast it was really starting to bother
Kantú.

“Come on, Aura, we’re going to get to see
the kingdom of Elves! You should be at least a little excited,” she
urged.

I said nothing.

“You can’t fool me! I know you’ve always
wanted to go on adventures. You love fairytales! This is one of
your dreams!”

My dreams?
She was
right about that. Despite everything, I
was still curious about
the Elven Kingdom. The fairytales I’d heard about as a child had
probably been wildly inaccurate, but they’d nonetheless planted a
dream of someday going there. And this was my chance.
For Illuma too, who’d never be able to go.
Today was the day, and I didn’t want to face it
in my condition. But what could I do? I couldn’t just ignore the
fact that I was being brought to trial. I couldn’t fake
it.

It was then that I
realized: Sing!

For the first time since
being captured, I thought of turning to the Songs of Old. How
stupid that I hadn’t thought to rely on them sooner! I
was a songstress, after
all, and things like that should
have come naturally to me. Yet I’d forgotten!
What in Farellah would Miss Danice think!? I’d be certain to leave
that part out of my tale’s recount, should I make it back to
Farellah.

I hummed quietly so as not to alert Rend,
running through every mood-lifting song I knew. Most of them were
nice, but didn’t actually do anything. I was delighted when one,
Song of Sparrow’s Joy, had some merit to it.

 


‘Waters of froth rock you from serenity,

Nightmare storm drives you to eternity,

Move on, not back,

Never trust in the bittersweet.

Nighttime mares that tore you from the
night,

Are mere fleeting sparrows as void fades to
light,

Look up, not down,

Never trust the bittersweet.

Sparrows will carry the way to serenity,

But only until they return to eternity,

Opal eternity,

Opal eternity,

Never trust in the
bittersweet.’

 


As the mild tune filled my head, my bad mood
gradually melted.

Sparrows will carry the way to eternity . .
.

By mid-afternoon I was actually feeling
chipper, not at all caring that the optimism I felt wasn’t genuine.
Kantú read my mood as pure and was delighted that I’d decided to
turn to the positive. I refrained from telling her the true source
of my change.

Never trust in the bittersweet . . .

We kept on, hill after hill, until at long
last we reached the top of the last mound. It was then that we
caught first sight of the Elven kingdom, and my internal singing
changed to silent mutters of admiration, for there, stretching the
expanse of field, was a great, straight wall of evenly-spaced pines
forming an almost too-perfect barrier marking the end of the
Carouth region. A mysterious land I knew only from legend.

If you could see it, Illuma!

“At last!” Kantú cried merrily. And she
proceeded to dance about with spastic tail flicks . . . until Rend
hit her in the arm with a mini blast of red light, and she was
forced to stagger backwards.

“Kantú!” I yelled.

“Ouchie! What was that fo-”

“Silence!” Rend’s voice was
tense. Her behavior caught us both off
guard. She should’ve been excited to see her homeland.
But instead, Rend was peering off into the
distance as though searching for some hidden danger.
Something’s wrong?

I didn’t have to wait long for an answer.
The air had been still all day, but a sudden gust of wind carried
the scent of dead, charred wood, alerting us that something was,
indeed, terribly wrong.

Nyte was first to see the wispy tail of smoke
rising above the trees. He said nothing but took off in a sprint,
darting swiftly into the forest. Before I could fully comprehend
what was happening, Rend grabbed my arm and fervently followed
after him, on her face a look of dread.

The dread was contagious.

Then it’s . . .
fire!? Any elation induced by the Song of
Sparrow’s Joy deserted me.

The smell only intensified as we passed
through the forest wall. That was when I knew for certain it was
too strong to be a mere bonfire. It was something much bigger.

It carries with it the scent of ruin!

Rend, clearly annoyed by my
much slower pace, dragged me behind while winding through the rows
of trees with skill and determination. Kantú climbed to the top of
the treetops and followed after us, leaving behind a trail of cones
and debris as she leaped from tree to tree not at all
gracefully. After several distressing
minutes, we caught up with Nyte, who was standing on the edge of a
clearing with eyes wide.

When I found what he was staring at, my
stomach fell.

“Edaw has been . . .” But he didn’t need to
finish. There was little that remained of the Elven border
town.

I could see the remains of wooden forts
suspended high in the trees, though most had been reduced to ash,
and the ones still standing were scorched where fire had licked
them. The hanging rope bridges had served as kindling, becoming
deadly fuses as the fire ravaged the village. The largest of the
trees were still on fire, and they were being devoured by the
flames that moved toward the small part of the village that had yet
been untouched.

“No!” Rend dug her nails into my arm and
fell to her knees. Her cries echoed through the clearing. Though
she had treated me terribly until now, I couldn’t help feeling
sorry for her. For such immense pain.

On impulse, I moved to
place a hand on her shoulder, but her fury-filled glance made me
take it back. “Pity me not!”

“What . . . What happened there?” Kantú
pointed to the trees on the outreaches of the village. There was a
clear line where the fire had stopped, leaving the trees outside
the village untouched.

“It is a magical barrier,” said Nyte. And he
sounded . . . damaged.

My first instinct was to
offer something, anything, in the way of comfort, yet
I held myself back, realizing how absurd the gesture would be
coming from a prisoner like me.

“N-Nytie?” Kantú’s voice quivered.

Nyte’s mossy hair hid his expression. “The
barrier is meant to keep danger out,” he continued quietly, “but
the fire was set within Edaw, so the flames were instead
contained.”

I read into his
words. The fire was set. “You
don’t mean-!” I looked around. “This was intentional?!”

“It was no accident. We do not use fire
within the village, as a rule, for fear of damaging the trees. I am
certain an outsider did this.” His voice cracked. He was still
shaking.

Contemplating senseless destruction like
that was something I didn’t know how to handle. I didn’t know what
to do with myself or how to comfort the grieving Elves as, frozen,
they stared at the flames. I wanted to help, but what could I do?
There was nothing. Nothing . . .

Sing! Sing! Sing!

That’s right.
There was something – some way I could be of
use.

“Go, check for survivors,” I said to Nyte.
“Kantú and I will put out the rest of the fires.”

He looked at me, startled. “How?”

“Just go! You need to help
the people! I promise I won’t try to escape.” I bore my eyes into
him. “You can trust me.” Our agreement,
remember?

Apparently he did.

“Very well. Come on, Rend.”

She let herself be dragged. She was too
broken to resist.

“What should I do?” asked Kantú.

I looked at her nervously. “Just don’t tell
on me.”

She cocked her head to the side.

I hadn’t completed the
Rite. I wasn’t an official songstress, and therefore, I wasn’t
allowed to use any sacred-level songs, but I had to do something. I
had to do this.
Though I had learned several, never had I actually used an
ariando, a power song
allowing for manipulation of the elements. I had never before, but
. . . it was time to try. It wasn’t so bad to do something so
forbidden if the circumstances were dire enough . .
. right?

If I could only remember the words.

Sky’s drops? Sky’s water?

It took a moment, but when they finally came
to me, my voice rang loud and filled the village with the simple
melody.

 


“The sky’s tears come, pour over me,

Fill this place with water sweet.

The sky’s tears come, pour over all,

Fill this place with
glory’s fall.”

 


As I sang, a mighty wind swirled around me,
kicking up the needles from the forest floor and ruffling my
sleeves and hair. I could feel something within me – like an energy
– pulsing power into the song’s magic. It was like my life-force
itself was pouring into the lyrics.

It felt good . . . and natural.

“What do you think you are doing?!” Rend
bawled from some corner of the village. “We leave you for one
moment, and-” But she was interrupted by a meddlesome crack of
thunder.

I stared up at the sky and let out a gasp,
for rain had started to fall. The song had done its job. It had
produced the water I’d called for.

So this was the power of
an ariando!

The ravenous flames flickered under the
weight of the drops, which fell harder and harder and quenched the
burning village.

Though my singing had ceased, I held onto
the song’s power, but it was heavy, and I quickly felt drained from
exerting the magic. Nonetheless, liquid salvation continued to
trickle from the heavens, and the thunder continued to roll in low
even rumbles. I was surprised at my own strength, but I was growing
weaker the longer I held the song.

“What is this sorcery?” muttered Rend,
shielding her face.

But I had no answer to give; I was as
astounded as she.

In what seemed like no time at all, the last
of the fires hissed and died out. My adrenaline rushed. It had
worked. I couldn’t believe it, but it had actually, really, truly
worked!

As I released the remaining power of the
song, the weight lifted from my body.

“Amazing!” Kantú, who had backed away during
the spell, ran and flung her arms around my neck. “That was so
great! How did you do it? You’re gonna be in so much trouble.” She
pinched my cheek. “I can’t believe it! You looked like a real
songstress!”

Kantú continued buzzing in my ear, but my
eyes fell on Nyte, who was standing a ways behind her. His gaze met
mine for a moment before falling. He blushed, looking oddly
embarrassed, then turned away and continued searching the
village.

Does he think I’m weird
now? I hoped not.

I sat down and allowed myself to recuperate
from the effects of the song.

Rend was still staring at the sky when Nyte
returned several minutes later.

“The good news is there is no one here,” he
told her.

She dropped her gaze and
winced. “Explain, please,
how no survivors is good?” Her voice was
bitter.

“What I mean is there
is no one here at
all. They all must have escaped before the fire. No one was
trapped.”

His words were a liberation from the shroud
of despair that had settled upon the town. I exhaled in relief, and
that same feeling of ascension was reflected across Rend’s face.
The harsh look that was usually there melted away the same way it
had when she’d stared at the zebron.

Without that bitter scowl she was actually
quite beautiful.

“If the fires were still burning, the
villagers couldn’t have gone very far,” I said, still trying to
regain my strength. “Where did they all go?”

“Probably to Yh’tak,” said
Nyte. And he was staring
at me.

Ah! He does think I’m weird
now, doesn’t he?! I shied away and was
frustrated with myself for caring so much about his opinion.
Why does it matter what he thinks, anyway?
And yet, I was flustered.

“I don’t get it,” said Kantú, filling in the
awkward pause. “Why’d they just leave it burning? Couldn’t they
have put it out before leaving?”

Rend’s fists shook in fury at Kantú’s
implication that the Elves had done something wrong. I hopped to my
feet and stepped in front of the Squirrelean, certain that Rend was
about to unleash another attack.

“It is obvious they were chased away,” she
sneered.

“Calm yourself.” Nyte placed his hand on her
shoulder. “It was an honest question. She meant no harm.”

Whew.

But though I was grateful
he’d stepped in, he was still staring at me with that
look. I resolved to not
let it bother me, but I still couldn’t meet his eyes.

This avoidance lasted until
even after I finished helping Kantú ring
out her tail. In fact, it wasn’t until a
while later, when we’d started to set up camp, that I decided to try talking to him again, and even then I
couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

“What will we do now?” I tried to sound
casual, but my voice came out more timidly than I’d hoped.

“We will travel to Yh’tak,” he said,
stretching out a piece of the tent’s canvas. “It is a small refuge
just a day’s journey from here, and just ten days east of Sredna,
the place where the elders reside.” He dropped the canvas and
turned to me. “Aura?”

My stomach tumbled because he’d uttered my
name. “Y-yeah?”

“That rainsong was remarkable. You have our
gratitude.”

When I finally let myself meet his eyes, he
was grinning at me spiritedly. I couldn’t help but return it. “It
was nothing.”

As the last of the lingering drops dripped
from the scorched trees, I looked around the village. I imagined it
a serene place before the fire. From what I could gather, fruit
bushes had been planted below each of the lofty homes, possibly
serving as each family’s private garden. I tried to picture what
they had once looked like, lush and blooming, but it was hard to
see it through the char and scorch. It was a waste. A terrible,
hellish waste.

“Who could’ve done a thing like this?”

I had no idea then that the answer to my
question would turn out to be far more horrible than I could
imagine.

 


~

 


The next dawn we searched the village for
supplies, though not much had been spared from the fire. Kantú was
sour about many things, not the least of these being a
disappointment at the lack of spring nuts in the Elves’ diets. She
complained about it at length.

“They’re fruitarians,” I whispered, peeking
over my shoulder to make sure the pair of them couldn’t hear. Kantú
had already caused enough offense as it was.

“But what are
we going to eat? Fruit’s
good and all, but what about some fish or cheese or
something?”

“Fruit will have to do for now, I
guess.”

Kantú sneered in Rend’s direction. “And why
does she have to be so cranky all the time anyway?”

“Well, it might be because she despises me,
or that her village was burned down, or that she was sent on a
kidnapping mission-”

“Well, that’s no excuse!”

I chuckled at her angry chitters. The truth
was, I found it hard to be angry at Rend after witnessing the pain
and anguish the loss of her home-village had caused her. Her
attitude was uncalled for, but I couldn’t pretend to know the ins
and outs of Elven lore. I put so much stock in our own Songs of Old
that I could understand why she took the Heart of Havoc legend so
seriously. Of course she’d treat me so if she truly saw me as a
threat to her people.

She still terrified me, but
I just couldn’t hate her.

“We are taking our leave
now. Do not tarry . . . prisoners.” The word dripped off of
the Elf in question’s tongue like poison sap.

“You’d think she’d be grateful for the, you
know, magical rain and all,” said Kantú through clenched teeth.

“Just ignore her; it’s a losing battle.” I
gave her tail a tug. “Let’s go.”

As we passed through the magical barrier into
the wilds of the forest, I turned for one last look at the scorched
Elven town. The overcast sky did little to brighten up its ashen
remains.

Goodbye, Edaw. Rest in
peace. I wondered if I’d be allowed to
return someday when new seedlings sprang from the ground and the
air was again filled with life.

Right. Welcome to Edaw, dreaded Heart of
Havoc. If the rest of the Elves were
anything like Rend, I wouldn’t be very welcome at all.


Chapter 4: The Hammer

 


“Can we please take a break?” Kantú’s voice
was whiny.

Several hours had passed since we’d departed
from Edaw, and the restless Squirrelean was quickly losing steam as
she grew increasingly bored of the surrounding forest. The trees
all looked the same, and with no discernible land markers, we had
no choice but to diligently follow the somber Elves. They’d slowed
their pace to accommodate us, but with much higher stamina, they
seemingly had no intention of breaking on their own anytime soon.
At least the sun had finally come out.

“We could go to the stream,” said Nyte
quietly. He looked to Rend.

My attention piqued at the
mention. I raised my eyebrows at Kantú, and together we quickened
our pace to catch up to the Elves in an attempt to be included in
any following decision-making. In my opinion, a stream
sounded perfect.

But naturally Rend found the idea foul.

There goes that.

“Do not be stupid. We will lose an hour or
more of sunlight if we stop now!”

Kantú stuck out her bottom lip.

I studied Rend’s back and
tried to think of something I could say that might convince her. It
seemed pretty pointless, but . . . maybe if I begged?
She seemed the type that would enjoy some
groveling. It was worth a shot, and even if it didn’t work, the
thought of running water was too appealing for me to remain
silent.

“Please, Rend. We need a break,” I
said, trying to make myself sound desperate, though as I was indeed
growing desperate, it wasn’t much of a stretch.

Rend looked as though I’d just murdered a
zebron in front of her. “You dare call me by name, Evil Heart? I
shall smite you where you sta-”

“Enough, cousin!” For the first time since
meeting him, Nyte’s voice held anger. “They have been cooperative
thus far and even helped extinguish the fire. The least we could do
is let them rest. You forget that they are not Elves. They have
different needs than ours.”

Rend backed away,
apparently shocked by his sudden harshness. “Fine. But do not think I will fail
to mention this to the elders. Clearly you have already been
influenced by this monster, just as I was warned.”

“Gosh, Aura, quit trying to woo Nyte with
your witchy wiles,” whispered Kantú sarcastically. I rolled my eyes
and then shifted my body to conceal her from Rend, who once again
glared at us with harmful intent.

Nyte led us south a ways. My legs were
growing tired, but the thought of fresh water and rest helped me
press on through the dense trees. The ocean was one of the things
most precious to me, and though the stream would most likely not be
anywhere near its grandiosity, it was better than nothing.

“You know, Aura, you could
use another ariando to blast that meanie away,”
whispered Kantú, gesturing lewdly at Rend.

I sighed. “You know I can’t
do something like that.” My agreement with Nyte was still hanging
over me. If I cooperate, you will return
me when this is over.

“She’s just so irk-idy!”

“I bet by the time this is all over you two
will be great friends,” I lied.

She wiggled her nose. “I have no interest to
be friends with a stupid, crabby-” She stopped mid-insult. “Hey, do
you hear something?”

“Something like wha-” But as the sound of
running water reached my ears, I let out an excited gasp. “We’re
getting close!” And at the realization, my tired strides turned to
gleeful marching.

Wa-ter! Wa-ter!
I paraded away from Kantú, impulsively drawn to
the sound, but my excitement was cut short when Nyte suddenly came
up from behind, cupped my mouth, and pulled me down into the
brush.

“Whagomingom?” I was muffled by his hand.

As he held me against
himself, my body flooded with a warm sensation I’d felt
before. This feeling again?
My heartbeat sped. Come
on, Aura! Quit getting so excited! I was
frustrated for being so affected by him, yet my heartbeat wouldn’t
obey my mental protests. The warmth was simply too satisfying. Was
this just him, or was it something all Elves had?

And why’d he grab me all of a sudden?

It wasn’t like I’d been making a break for
it or anything. I glanced up at him for an explanation, but he only
put a finger to his lips. Confused, I looked over my shoulder.
Kantú was struggling in Rend’s arms, tail swinging wildly. She was
clearly not experiencing the same warm embrace I was.

Both Elves peered through the brush, eyes
alert. Was it an animal of some sort or something?

Then I heard it, the faint
sound of men talking. More
Elves!?

Nyte must have felt me stiffen in his arms
because he shook his head before squinting in the direction of the
voices. I strained my ears but couldn’t make out what the men were
saying. Maybe his pointy ones could detect what mine couldn’t.

Nyte turned back and shook his head at Kantú,
who was still swinging wildly, but it was for naught, for at that
moment her tail hit a rattly branch, and the murmurs abruptly
stopped.

I held my breath, wondering if the men or
Elves or whatever had detected us.

Apparently, they had.

In one swift action, Nyte sprang up and
threw himself in front of me as an arrow came whizzing at us. He
caught the arrow in his hand and then dropped to the ground,
throwing me to Rend before rolling out of the brush and charging
the men. Rend pulled Kantú and me behind a fallen log.

From our position, I could now see that
there were only two men, though I couldn’t make out their faces
through the forest branches.

“Stay here.” Rend’s voice was panicked. She
shot me a look of warning that said if I attempted to escape, she’d
hunt me down and blast me with red energy until my paralysis was
permanent. I gulped and nodded.

She sprang up and followed Nyte through the
brush, while Kantú and I cowered together and braced ourselves.
After a tense moment, there was a flash of red light followed by a
loud thud. I peeked over the log to see Nyte wrestling one of the
men. He suddenly looked like a warrior or something! Like he was
practiced in such things! Did Elves often encounter forest
battles?

There was no sign of the other man, and at
first it looked like Rend was also missing, but then I saw her. She
was sprawled on the ground, not moving, and I understood what the
source of the thud had been.

But that meant that someone had been able to
defeat her!? A new sense of fear invaded me. Who exactly were these
new enemies, and how had they combated her vicious red light?

Then again, maybe they could share the
trick.

“Thugs?!” said Kantú. “Use
an ariando!”

“Right.” Why hadn’t I thought of that? I was
the one who was supposed to be a songstress!

I searched my memory for something that
might be of use, but before I could think of lyrics, someone jumped
out of the bushes behind us and grabbed me. The ‘someone’ held a
knife to my throat.

“Ugh!” I let out a startled
and resentful huff. But though my huff read confidence, this was
the most endangered I’d ever felt, and my body trembled in
response. One wrong move and . .
.

“Aura!” Kantú pounced forward, but stopped
at the sight of the knife.

“Back against that tree,” the man told her
with a voice deep and gruff. “I’ll kill ‘er if you make one
move.”

K-kill me?! No, you don’t
want to do that! My heartbeat sped, and
not the same way it had when Nyte had been the one restraining
me. “Please,” was all I could say, and it
left my mouth shakily.

“Shut yer mouth.”

He pulled me through the brush, one hand
gripping the knife, the other around Kantú’s wrist, to where Nyte
was fighting the second man between two massive trunks. The
afternoon sun cast long shadows across their fighting faces,
painting their harsh glowers gray. Nyte had just grabbed the
stranger by the throat when the gruff man yelled,

“Drop ‘im!”

Nyte whirled around, eyes fueled with anger.
His cheek was cut, and he looked quite brutal, all traces gone of
the gentle Elf he’d been just moments earlier. His grip on the
man’s neck was tight.

Don’t kill him!

Even if it was an enemy, I couldn’t stand
the thought of witnessing a murder. Luckily, today was not the day
for something like that. My silent plea was answered, for upon
seeing me, Nyte dropped the man, who fell to the ground, gasping
for air.

Rend was still lying face down. She hadn’t
moved.

Oh, my Creator! She’s not dead, is she?!

“Who are you?” asked Nyte harshly, still
clenching his fist and ready to throw another punch if
necessary.

The second man stood and leaned against an
ancient oak for support.

He was a tall, lanky person with hunched
shoulders and sandy hair, but more peculiar than his stature was
the frayed green tuxedo he was wearing. Its dirt-stained tails were
much longer than they should have been, hanging all the way to the
ground. My first thought was that he looked like some lurching
salamander on his way to a fancy dinner. There was one pale dead
rose poking from his front pocket, which only served to add to the
image in my head of a banquet of frogs and lizards.

“Here.” The gruff man threw Kantú to Nyte
while the hunched man readied an antique bow and pointed it at
them.

Kantú crouched behind her tail, hands over
her ears.

“No!” Thankfully, my scream caught the
hunched man’s attention before he could fire. His eyes widened when
they fell on my face.

“It . . . It’s her!” A low, silky voice
slipped through his thin mouth, adding to the already amphibious
appearance.

“I wasn’t sure,” said the gruff man,
loosening his hold just a bit.

“I can’t believe it. But I thought-”

“Apparently, she survived the fire.”

“The fire?” shouted Nyte.
“You burned
Edaw?!” He looked ready to pounce, though stopped when the gruff
man brought the knife closer to my neck.

The hunched man asked Nyte accusingly, “Why
do you have the Heart of Salvation? What is your intent with
her?”

What? I studied the newcomer with a half-open mouth of
disbelief. More of these lunatics!? I’m
telling you, I’m not that damned Heart of . . . But wait, did he
say-

“Heart of . . .
Salvation?” I
asked.

Nyte’s face mirrored my own confusion. He
appeared to be regaining composure. At the very least, he’d
released his death-grip fist.

But my question went unresolved, for at that
moment their attention was shifted to Rend, who was starting to
stir. She rolled over and moaned and groggily tried to catch her
bearings. It took her only a moment to recover. She straightened up
and shot the two of them a look thick with disgust. “What is the
meaning of this?!” She began to form her hands.

The hunched man anticipated and readied his
bow. “I implore you to think twice before casting a spell, Elven
sorceress.”

Rend’s plan was foiled. As she assessed the
situation, rage quickly spread across her face. I tensed up, unsure
if another battle was about to ensue; however, when she realized
her disadvantage, Rend retreated. But though her hands fell, her
scowl remained.

“What do
you want with the Maiden
of Destruction?” The look she gave the strangers made the earlier
look of warning she’d shot me seem like a gentle glance. It was
that hate-filled.

“Excuse me, but it is clear you are
misinformed,” replied the hunched man, “for this is not a Maiden of
Destruction. We thought she was lost to the flames of Edaw, but
here she is. It’s a miracle. The Heart of Salvation has been
delivered right into our hands!”

“Wha-” started Rend, but as the hunched man
aimed his bow at her forehead, she fell silent.

“We’re friends. We’ve come to protect ya;”
the gruff man said and released me. “Sorry ‘bout the knife.”

Friends?

I looked him over. He was a
bulky, red-haired man with a massive upper body and enormous,
calloused hands. Never had I seen a man so thick. At first his mighty stature
was intimidating, but then I noticed something. His eyes sported
laugh lines that made him look surprisingly good-natured. Maybe he
wasn’t so fearsome after all.

“You came to protect . .
. me?” I asked.
What could they possibly want with a songstress’
apprentice?

Kantú peeked up at me through her tail as
though wondering the same thing.

“We seek the one who holds the Song of
Salvation,” said the hunched man. “We were informed that she’d be
in Edaw, but when we saw the flames, we worried that she’d perished
or that Druelca had seized her.”

Druelca?
I’d never heard of it . . . and what was that
about a ‘Song of Salvation’? I was getting increasingly frustrated.
How could I have been mistaken for two different people in such a
short amount of time?

I was normal. Sure, I had silver hair, but
I was normal!

“Druelca?” Nyte straightened up and scanned
the trees. “Surely they are not around here?”

“We’re certain they started
the fire,” continued the hunched man. “We found this just outside Edaw.” He held up
a torn piece of cloth with odd scribbles on it. Nyte’s eyes grew
wide.

Rend’s face donned a mask of horror. “You
saw the flames and just left Edaw to burn!?” The hunched man was
put on edge by the accusation, for his answer held a stutter:

“P-pardon?” he said. “The barrier prevented
us from entering Edaw upon arrival. It was something we were not
prepared for. We were helpless against it.”

“You spit lies! The barrier keeps out only
natural dangers!”

“It appears the magic was recently enhanced
to keep out anyone not accompanied by Elf. We realized that the
fire was fresh, and we’ve been searching the surrounding forest
ever since.”

Rend slitted her eyes. Nyte responded in her
place, “If Druelca is around, we must get out of here! We may talk
elsewhere!”

But though her cousin
understood the situation, Rend looked as confused as I felt. “Why
should we trust a bunch of Sapes?” she scoffed.

“Because,” urged Nyte, “we are not
safe as long as Druelca is around!”

To this, the gruff man gave
a suspicious eye-narrow and asked, “What do you know about Druelca, Elf? You’re
not with-”

“It doesn’t matter,” said the hunched man.
“He’s right. Druelca is searching for her, so we have to hide
her!”

It was too much to
take. Heart of Havoc . . . Heart of
Salvation . . . Druelca . . . My head
swirled. “What’s going on?!” I shouted, determined to get a
straight answer. “I’m not going anywhere until you explain this to
me!”

The hunched man looked
worried. Finally! Someone was finally going to take my threats
seriously!

“Druelca is a corrupt
empire in the south ruled by Sapes and Daems, men of darkness,” he
said.

Fine. I could handle that much, but then he
added,

“Your sister, Illuma, was kidnapped by
them.”

And I forgot to breathe.

Wait, did he say . . .
? Without a doubt, this stranger had just
uttered my lost sister’s name. But how was that possible?! Some
stranger we’d encountered in the woods somehow knew about Illuma? I
studied him, wounded. If this was some kind of trick, it was
incredibly cruel. But he didn’t look cruel.

“Kidnapped?” I said softly, unsure how else
to respond. “Do you know for sure?”

He nodded. “Without a doubt.”

“But how can you know
that?! How do you know about her?”

“There are many things we know regarding
you. In time you will come to understand, but for now just believe
me when I say that Druelca is your enemy and the ones responsible
for your sister’s disappearance.”

It took a bit for the bittersweet news to
sink in, and when it did, my head spun with confusion and doubt and
so many other things that it was hard to remain standing.

Kidnapped.

She had been taken? She hadn’t drowned.
Had it been our bond of blood that’d always left a nagging feeling
in the back of my mind? What did these newcomers know about her;
what had this mysterious ‘Druelca’ done with her; and more
importantly, was she still alive?

Are you out there somewhere, Illuma?

Was it worth believing that there was a
chance? My heart ached for my missing sister, but there was also a
little bit of hope for the first time in a long time.

“Impossible!” Rend’s voice cut through the
swirling and messy fog of my internal process, stinging my newly
found hope. “She killed her sister! Do you not know the legend?
Look at her hair, her eyes!”

The hunched man shook his
head. “The Elves have the legend wrong. The true prophecy foretells
that two songstresses will rise: one pure, one evil. It doesn’t make
clear which of these ‘Hearts’ will possess the qualities of
midnight and starlight, but we have reason to believe that
this songstress is our
only hope against Druelca and the Heart of Havoc.”

My head was still spinning too quickly for
me to keep up.

“We’re takin’ the Pure Heart back with us to
our headquarters,” said the gruff man. “It’s the safest place for
‘er. Whether or not ya still think she possesses the Song of
Destruction, ya must agree that she can’t fall into Druelcan
hands.”

Nyte contemplated and then
nodded. “That would be unfavorable.”

“Cousin!” Rend shifted her scowl to him.

Nyte ignored her. “We will accompany you to
your headquarters, on the condition that we first check Yh’tak for
survivors.”

“Are you suggesting we work
together with these deceivers?” said Rend, fists balled.
“Clearly they
seek to unleash the Destruction!”

“They will try to take her by force if we do
not comply, and we cannot leave her alone with them. No blood needs
to be shed here. With Druelca on the prowl, we will be safer
together anyway.”

Rend continued to scowl at least thirty
seconds more before nodding reluctantly.

I thought briefly that she’d seen the merit
in his argument until a wicked gleam in her eye hinted that she had
no intention of keeping the agreement.

The hunched man didn’t notice, however, and
finally lowered his bow.

“We shouldn’t chance a trip to Yh’tak;” he
said. “It’s too dangerous. What if Druelca headed there?”

Nyte looked like he was about to protest, but
the gruff man beat him to it.

“If we can find survivors, we can find out
what happened in Edaw. We might be able ta learn what sect of
Druelca attacked and also their numbers.” He turned to me. “I’m
Grotts, by the by. Pleasure to meet ya, Pure Heart!” Then he
flashed me an enormous smile, showing off a chipped front
tooth.

I’d been right. He
was a jolly person. I
could tell that much through my mesh of confusion.

“Call me Aura, please.” The title ‘Pure
Heart’ embarrassed me even more than ‘Heart of Havoc’.

The hunched man was next to introduce
himself. “I’m Scardo Romenda, a member of The Yes’lech Society. I
have devoted myself to your complete safety.” He bowed low. The
tails of his tuxedo lifted off the ground for just a moment.

Scardo and Grotts, huh?
Here to protect . . . me?

I tried to let it sink in, but the thought
was too buoyant. It wouldn’t sink, even though I forced it in with
all my might. It all seemed too farfetched. Only time would be able
to anchor it in place.

 


~

 


Kantú and I freshened up while the rest of
the party kept watch. The scuffle had interrupted our would-be
rest, but we were grateful for even a few minutes in the stream’s
cold, refreshing water. Rend remained bitter even after the
introductions, but Nyte appeared widely on board with our new
comrades.

Everything had finally settled down, allowing
me to consider all that had happened. I summed it up as best I
could.

The Elves thought I was going to destroy the
world while another group called ‘The Yes’lech Society’ thought I
was going to save it. An evil empire known as Druelca had kidnapped
my long-lost sister, and now they were after me. I’d somehow gone
from a would-be songstress to a fugitive in a few days. Was I
forgetting anything?

It was crazy. It couldn’t
be happening . . . but it definitely
was.

“I don’t think we’re going back to Farellah
anytime soon,” said Kantú, picking a burr from her tail.

“I’m sorry you were dragged into all of
this.” Though I was grateful she was along, I felt bad for all the
trouble I’d caused her, certain she’d rather be home enjoying
spring nuts.

“Aww, I’d never let you go on a journey
without me.” She grinned and swatted me with her now-free-of-burrs
tail. “Never knew you were in such high demand.”

“High demand?”
Me? I shook my
head. “I’m just waiting for everyone to
realize I’m nothing special. I only hope I can find out more about
Illuma’s disappearance before then. They only mentioned that
Druelca took her – does that mean there’s a chance she’s still
alive? What do you think?”

I still couldn’t fully grasp the concept
myself, and I intended to drill the new strangers on the subject
once we were safe.

I waited to hear her reply, but Kantú said
nothing.

“Kantú?” Annoyed, I turned to her, but that
annoyance quickly turned to worry when I saw the look on her
face.

She was completely still, staring right
through me, and her eyes looked strange. Unfocused.

“What’s wrong with you?” I
shook her, but she remained silent. It was like she was in some
sort of trance or
something.

What are you playing at? This isn’t funny;
I’m trying to have a serious conversation here!

But she was
too still. It was
unnerving.

When she finally spoke, the voice that came
out didn’t belong to her. It was deep and raspy.

“A white wind is spreading,” she whispered.
“Prepare yourself, Aura Telmacha Rosh!”

I stared at her unblinkingly.

“What the heck!? A white wind?!” Again I
shook her. “Kantú, what’s gotten into you? What’s with your voice?
You sound creepy!”

She said nothing more, but straightaway
started to teeter. I reached for her shoulders just in time as she
closed her eyes and collapsed into the lazily flowing stream.

“Kantú! Wake up!” I struggled to hold her
up.

A moment of panic passed before she blinked
her eyes, smiled faintly, and said,

“Oh, you met the feather lady.”

“Wha-” But I stopped when a dozen white
feathers floated down from the heavens and landed gently on the
surface of the stream.

 


~

 


I was uneasy in the aftermath of the feather
lady incident. I tried to collect my thoughts, uncertain if I had
really just witnessed a full-fledged possession. In that moment
Kantú had been stoic. It wasn’t a look I’d ever expected to see
from the usually carefree and scatterbrained squirrel.

I watched the feathers drift down the gentle
stream, not sure where to start.

“Is that . . . Have you . . . Does that
happen to all Squirreleans?”

“I don’t think so – at least I’ve never
heard of it.” Kantú scratched behind her ear. “I must be super
special!” She didn’t seem the least bit concerned.

“That was . . .” My words trailed off with
the floating feathers.

“I told you it was weird. But the spirit
helped me find you, didn’t it? So it must be a friend!”

I wasn’t so convinced. The voice had been
eerie, to say the least. Could there really be a spirit from beyond
the Mistlands helping Kantú along? And what exactly was its
interest with me?

Aura Telmacha Rosh . .
. I shivered as the words resounded in my
head.

I was glad when Scardo came scurrying
through the trees, thin lips pulled tightly back into a rather
large smile, to interrupt the budding conversation. I half expected
a long, slithery tongue to come shooting out when he opened his
mouth to speak, but none appeared.

“It’s time to depart, Pure Heart and friend
of Pure Heart,” he said.

“It’s Aura.”

“As you wish.” He bowed and signaled us
through the brush.

Something soft tickled my neck when we left
the stream. I pulled off the tag-along feather and unconsciously
stuffed it into my pocket.

Rend, Nyte, and Grotts were waiting for us at
the site of the scuffle.

Grotts was now holding a large, wooden
hammer that was over half my height in length. It was hand-carved –
its fine craftsmanship made apparent by the presence of intricately
carved crescent moons running the handle. I wondered if Grotts had
made it himself, but when I tried to picture the enormous man
crouched over, whittling tediously with a miniature knife . . .

It didn’t seem likely.

The hammer’s head was worn from many
poundings – of what, I couldn’t imagine – though I was beginning to
understand how Rend had been rendered unconscious during the fight.
The large man looked more than intimidating with it grasped it in
his oversized hands.

“We have decided to travel through the
night,” said Scardo.

The sun was already starting to set, filling
the forest with amber light.

Kantú pouted.

“We cannot chance an attack by Druelca,”
said Nyte. “It is imperative that we reach Yh’tak swiftly.”

I nodded.

The forest had an uncanny feeling to it now
that I knew there were unknown forces wandering about in the trees.
I wouldn’t lament the loss of a night spent there, certain that
apprehension would keep me from falling asleep anyway.

Thus, we headed onward to Yh’tak.

Nyte took the lead while Rend hung back
looking sour. I wasn’t sure what she planned to do about the
situation, but I knew she wouldn’t just hand me over so easily.
Still, there was little she could do at the moment with the threat
of Druelca looming heavily over us and the new guardians holding
their weapons tightly.

I eyed them keenly. With the new course set
and underway, I wouldn’t waste any time to find out what they
knew.

“So this Druelca, you mentioned they took
Illuma. Do you know . . . is she still alive?” I anticipated the
worst, so my words were strained.

“On that we are not certain,” said Scardo,
“but it is a matter of great importance to the Society. We will
tell you once we know more.”

“Oh.”

Even they didn’t know for sure. I was
disappointed, but at least the possibility still remained that my
sister had yet to walk through the Mistlands. I’d allow a pinch of
hope to remain.

“Well then, how exactly do you intend to
find out?” I pried.

“We’ve got a man on the
inside – well, not a man
exactly.” Grotts smiled like he was telling an
inside joke.

Scardo stiffened. “Sorry,
but we can’t disclose anything more at this time,” he said, eyeing
the Elves nervously. “We fully intend to tell the Heart of
Salvation everything once we are certain there are no
enemy forces
listening.”

Enemy?

Kantú chittered at Rend’s scowl.

Though desperate to find out more, I was
grateful that at least one of my guardians saw through her ruse.
Still, I sighed in silent frustration because I’d be kept in the
dark once again.

Druelca . . . Yes’lech . .
. Illuma . . .

Deciding to try my luck elsewhere, I hiked
ahead to catch up with Nyte, who was walking several paces ahead of
the rest of the party, careful to overstep fallen branches and
stubborn rocks as I did.

“Quite the turn of events,” he said. His
voice was low, but there was a hint of something there. At first I
thought I’d read it wrong, but then . . .

It can’t be . . . relief?

He shot me a sideways glance.

He wasn’t actually glad that his mission is
failing, was he?

“What’ll happen if you fail to deliver me to
the elders?” I asked uneasily.

“Then you are going to destroy the world,
are you not, Miss Havoc?”

“Miss Havoc, really?” I said, raising
a brow.

He grinned and I rolled my eyes, glad that
his mood had lifted since the scuffle.

“Seriously, though, what’ll they do?” I
imagined swarms of Rend-like Elves pouring through the dense woods
after us.

“They will send scouts, but undoubtedly they
will not realize we have changed our course for a while.”

“Rend isn’t going to try anything, is
she?”

He shrugged. “Most likely.”

I stared at him, confused. Wasn’t he the
least bit worried at how this would all turn out?

“Do not look so worried, Miss Havoc. That
hammer, did you get a good look at it?”

“Yeah . . .” Sure, it looked strong, but I
was certain Rend could blast away Grotts with her wicked red light
before he’d be able to take a swing.

“Did you see the crescent
moons? It is not just a hammer. It has been enchanted. But not only is it
enchanted, it has been enchanted by an Elf.”

An Elf? What did that mean? Nyte was doing little to clear up my
confusion.

“How did that Grotts guy end up with an
Elven hammer?”

“The hammer is not Elven, just the
enchantment.”

He seemed to be enjoying my puzzlement. I
struggled to keep up with his long strides.

“Why does that matter?”

“It matters because Rend
will lose to him every time and
because I know that design. I know which Elf gave
him the enchantment.”

“And?”

“And you will just have to wait and see.”
Smirking mischievously, he patted my head. “Just do not go and
destroy the world or anything before then.”

To that, I feigned an annoyed growl. I
wanted to be mad, but I couldn’t help grinning at his coded
reassurance. He made me feel safe.

I quite enjoyed this new carefree mood of
his.

The sun was sinking lower now, and the
forest cooled as night neared. The approaching darkness must have
awakened Kantú’s nerves because she suddenly bounded to catch up
with us.

Nose twitching, she looked anxiously at the
trees. “Are there really bad guys out here?” She looped her arm
through mine.

“You mean besides Nyte?” I asked.

His smirk widened but then fell as he too
scanned the wood.

“So, what exactly is Druelca, and what do
they want with me?” I asked, following his scan.

It took him a moment to answer.

“One might say that Druelca is,” – he sighed
before continuing – “misguided.”

“Misguided?” said Kantú.

He nodded. “They have long been searching
for a way to cross the great ocean unharmed. Throughout history
they have tried to use Elven power to aid their quest, oftentimes
forcing unwilling Elves into labor. Thanks to Elder Nosrac, we were
able to enter a period of peace with them two centuries ago, but if
they really were responsible for Edaw, it means the truce has been
broken, and they are extremely dangerous. Whether they think you
the Heart of Havoc or of Salvation, if they are searching for you,
then they must believe the time of the prophecy has come and seek
to use your power. They will wage war against all Elves if that is
what it takes to capture you. Moving you into Yes’lech’s hands is
the safest option for you as well as the Kingdom.”

They would wage war to get the Heart? Is
that really me? Am I a Heart?

His words weighed heavily upon me. I might
be putting the entire race of Elves in danger by entering Yh’tak. I
stared at the ground and tried to muffle the guilt rising within
me.

Kantú clung onto my arm even tighter and
asked, “Why do they want to cross the ocean anyway?”

“I do not know.” Nyte’s answer came a little
too quickly.

It gave me the feeling he wasn’t being
completely honest, but I decided not to berate the matter, having
already squeezed out more information than expected. I decided,
instead, to head in another direction.

“How do you know so much about Druelca
anyway? Rend didn’t even know who they were,” I said, remembering
the look of confusion she’d given Nyte upon first mention of the
organization.

He let out a groan – like the question had
caused him some unknown inner turmoil.

“Er, sorry.” I bit my lip. Had I pried too
far?

He looked down at me with his chin in his
hand. “It is fine. I will answer the best I can.”

“The best you can?”

He nodded and moved his
hand to his cheek. “Rend and I had very . . . different upbringings.” The look in
his eyes was dark. “She is actually the norm; most Elves do not
know about Druelca. The elders sealed away any records regarding it
at the time of the truce.”

“Then how do you-”

But Nyte dodged the question before it even
escaped my lips.

“I am going to scout ahead. You two should
fall back with the others for safety.”

With that, he vaulted into the darkness.

Kantú shrugged. “That was weird.”

It was weird. What did that mean
exactly: ‘very different upbringings’? And the dark look that had
passed over his face worried me.

There is darkness within
him, I thought to myself.

“It can only be lit with moonlight,”
answered a voice. The words had been hushed, barely audible, but I
thought they’d come from Kantú.

Moonlight? Did I hear that right?

“Huh? Did you say something?” I asked. Or
maybe it had been my imagination, some trick of the whispering
forest.

She scrunched her nose at me. “Yeah . . . I
said, ‘That was weird.’ You know, about Nytie darting off like
that?” She giggled. “Knock, knock in there, Aura.”

Huh, I could have sworn . . .

“Yeah, weird,” I said, trying to shrug it
off. “But at least we finally learned something. I’m so sick of
being kept in the dark.”

“I’m so sick of the dark.”

True, it was becoming increasingly difficult
to make out our surroundings with the towering trees shrouding us
from the moonlight. Traveling through the night was going to be
more of a challenge than I’d originally anticipated.

We rejoined the rest of the group.

“It’s gettin’ pretty hard ta see in here,”
said Grotts. “Good thing we have a songstress now!”

Good thing they had a songstress now? What
did that mean?

“Yes, Miss Heart, if you wouldn’t mind.”
Scardo patted my arm expectantly.

I stared at the pair of them, trying to read
exactly what it was I ‘wouldn’t mind’ doing.

“I’m sorry?” I said.

“Won’t you sing us a light?” asked Scardo,
bowing.

“Oh! You want me to . . .” I blushed when I
realized what they were asking.

It was true that I’d
learned an ariando for illumination, but never had I been allowed to use it. I’d
already broken the rule once, so I wasn’t really worried about
that, but what would happen if it didn’t work? I didn’t want to
disappoint anyone.

“Do it, Aura!” Kantú’s excited voice urged
me on.

I wasn’t sure how I’d expected to travel
through the dark woods exactly, but I now realized that they’d been
counting on this from the beginning.

Ugh, really?
My nerves started to act up again.
In front of all of you? But I couldn’t very well let them down, could I? No, I
realized that wasn’t an option.

With fists tight, I took a deep breath.

 


“Light of virtue, light of hope,

Light to drive away the void,

A new light born where there was none,

Light this song with
spirit’s sun . . .”

 


Almost instantly a ball of yellow light shot
out of my chest and hovered a foot above my head, illuminating the
surrounding wood. I breathed a sigh of relief. It had worked again!
And it was so bright!

Who’d have thought? First the rain and now
this?

The song was heavy, but it wasn’t as heavy
as the rain had been. It must’ve meant light energy was easier to
wield.

“A bona fide songstress if I ever did see
one!” said Grotts.

“Much better. Thank you, Pure Heart,” said
Scardo.

“It’s Aura.” But I grinned at their
praise, thoroughly proud of myself.

Kantú giggled and gave me a thumbs-up.

“Guess there is no need for me to scout any
longer,” said a voice behind me, making me jump.

Nyte had slipped back into the group
unnoticed and was now standing next to a very unhappy looking Rend.
My neck grew hot. Nyte had heard my song. But so had everyone else,
so why was it I only now felt embarrassed?

“I could have conjured a simple orb,”
muttered Rend, arms crossed.

Kantú’s nose twitched angrily at the words,
but she said nothing, reading the unspoken warning I gave as I
shook my head at her. I knew Rend could wreak havoc at any time,
and the longer we prolonged it, the better.

As we continued through the wood, saying
little, my thoughts drifted. The smell of wet earth that lingered
between the trees reminded me of a fishing trip Illuma and I had
gone on long ago. Father had been reluctant to let us invade his
alone time, but Mother had convinced him to let us tag along.

 


“It’ll be good for them to learn. What if
they fail their songstress training? At least they’ll have fishing
to fall back on,” our mother prodded.

“Mother! Don’t even kid! Aura and I would
never fail our training. I’d run away before becoming a
fisherwoman!” Illuma was dramatic as usual.

“It
is in your blood to
become a great songstress, I suppose;” said Mother, amused, “but
nevertheless, you’re going.”

We traveled to Father’s hidden dock, where
willow arms dipped tenderly into the water, their runaway leaves
riding the current to faraway places. Father attempted to teach us
his secret bollgrub baiting technique, but Illuma and I were far
too enticed by the scenery to pay any attention.

“It’s so dreamy!” said Illuma. She picked
a nearby dandrill puff and proceeded to blow it at my face. The
white tufts floated airily around me like a light flurry of snow
before being pushed away by a short gust of sea air. Illuma busied
herself with picking out the few tufts that clung to my hair and
stayed behind.

“I could stay here all day!” I said a
little too loudly. Father’s shoulders tensed. It seemed he was
already regretting letting Mother talk him into bringing us
along.

“Oops! Sorry!”

Illuma tried to suppress her giggles. She
grabbed my hand and pulled me away from our timid father. We set
off to explore the dock’s surroundings. The earth around the water
was damp and mushy. I slipped off my sandals and dug my feet into
the cold ground.

“Pee-yew!” said Illuma.

But I loved the smell. It reminded me of the
moment after rainfall, when everything took a small break before
continuing on with life. Illuma picked up a fallen branch and poked
it into the ground, carving a zigzag line as we walked.

“Aura?”

“What?” I curled my toes into her
design.

“Do you ever . . . feel your song? Inside
of you?”

“Feel it?” Even though a year still
remained before we were to start our training, I knew enough to
know that such a thing wasn’t possible.

“Yeah,” she said, “sometimes I can feel
it moving around, like the song just wants to come bursting out of
me. Is that weird?”

I thought for a moment. “Doesn’t that sort
of thing only happen after you eat Parnold Rekrap’s famous
morningberry pie?” I grinned at her.

“Aura!” She swatted me lightly on the
butt with the dirt-covered branch.

Father looked back at us with pursed lips,
for our giggles resounded throughout the willows.

 


I carried Illuma’s words with me now as we
traveled toward Yh’tak, for the chilly night air filled my nose
with that same earthy scent.

Feel my song?
Even after completing songstress training it had
never happened to me.

My song.
Was it still in there after leaving the Rite
midway? Would I ever be able to retrieve it now? I pushed the
thought away. It was too worrisome to think about . . . for
now.

As night wore on, our brisk pace slowed to a
lazy trudge. Nyte and Rend were muttering softly behind me, and
every now and then Grotts would peer over his shoulder at them, all
the while holding his hammer tightly, like he thought they were
conspiring against him.

It was more likely that
Nyte was trying to talk some sense into the bitter Elf. I
hoped that was what they
were up to anyway.

I looked over at Kantú, who had wedged her
tail around her neck as a makeshift pillow. Her face was gaunt. I
was nearing exhaustion myself by this time, and the Elves’ murmurs,
mixed with the hum of the forest’s evening insects, lulled me into
a daze. My head bobbed, and the light flickered.

Grotts peered at me, concerned.

“The morning sun should begin creeping
through the canopy in an hour or so. Can you make it until then?”
asked Scardo.

“Yup!” I snapped my head back up, and the
light pulsed to full brightness before again dimming slightly.

The song was getting heavier, but I somehow
managed to continue on, though half asleep, until the morning sun
did indeed peek through the canopy. That was when I fully released
the light.

At that point, Grotts turned around, and as
if I were weightless, slung me over his shoulder, letting his
hammer drag beside us. Though I was grateful, the motion
embarrassed me, and I protested weakly.

“Sleep, Miss Aura, ya did good,” he
whispered in a low rumble.

I was too worn out to hold back. I nodded and
allowed my lids to droop a bit.

Grotts’ arms were too solid to provide any
sort of cushion, but it didn’t matter. The weight of tiredness won,
and my lids drooped even more. The last thing I saw before drifting
off to sleep was Nyte scooping Kantú into his arms and cradling
her.

Would she too get to experience his warmth?
The thought made be inexplicably jealous.

That warmth . . .


Chapter 5: The Fog

 


“Stop!” Nyte’s panicked voice jolted me
awake.

I opened my eyes and groggily searched for
the distressed Elf before being blinded by a flash of red. Grotts
had been carrying me, but he now threw me down and shielded me with
his hammer from the sudden red burst. The fall did little to help
my achy body, which was still stiff from sleeping at such an odd
angle.

I rubbed my hip and looked around in
confusion as my eyes started to adjust. The forest had thinned and
was now dotted with large, jutting boulders. The morning sun
flooded the trees, lighting up a particularly large oak that loomed
ominously above our disarrayed party.

I let out a shout. “Hey!”

Nyte appeared to have tackled a very furious
Rend, who was struggling wildly beneath him.

“How dare you, cousin!?” she spat. “We
cannot allow these brutes to enter Yh’tak!”

“Look around you, Rend. They possess Elven
magic that far exceeds yours.” He pointed at the hammer’s
crescents, which were now pulsating with power and glowing a mystic
blue.

Nyte was right. Grotts and I had managed to
survive the attack widely uninjured.

“You would turn your back on your kind for
this girl?” Rend glared scathingly at me.

“An Elf’s pride is not lost on me,” he
insisted. “Just listen for a moment-”

But Rend wouldn’t be
reasoned with. She continued to wrestle beneath him with wicked
fury in her eyes. Nyte looked to be winning, but Rend’s strength
was fueled with an angry adrenaline, and it seemed she might break
free at any moment. I scanned my memory for the most
powerful ariando I could remember, certain I’d be her first target upon
escape.

Then suddenly – “There’s a man there!” cried
Kantú. She was several feet away, clinging to Scardo, who had his
bow drawn at Rend and was waiting for a clear shot.

I grimaced, and following her finger that
was pointed just above my head at the ancient oak, turned in time
to see a hooded figure leap silently from one of its branches. He
aimed his hands at Rend, and a blue glow matching that of the
crescents shot from them, knocking her back against a mossy rock.
The raging woman started to stand but stopped when the man lowered
his hood.

She let out a gurgle.

The leaper was not a man at all, but a
heavily wrinkled Elf with a wiry, white beard that carried a slight
green hue. He stood and silently surveyed the group, looking both
wise and fearsome, towering before us.

“Greetings, Elder Pietri,” said Nyte, bowing
low.

Elder Pietri?
I searched my memory for where I’d heard the
name. ‘Something was odd about Elder
Pietri before we left.’ That night at
Heaven’s Den Nyte had spoken of
him. An elder? But that means-!
Was he here to cap me?! But I’d hoped we’d avoided that! If
he was an Elf, then he must be an enemy – but then, why had he
attacked Rend?

I studied Nyte’s face for an answer but
found none. Though his eyes were vibrant, his expression was
cool.

“Your . . . Your Excellency.” It was uncanny
to see Rend so respectful. She hurried into a bow beside Nyte as if
completely forgetting that the ancient Elf had just thrown her
against a rock.

“At last,” said Elder Pietri in a wheezy
drawl, but his remark wasn’t directed at either of the Elves; nor
was it directed at Scardo and Grotts, who’d lowered their weapons
and were surprisingly calm; and it certainly wasn’t directed at the
very confused Kantú, who was crouched down timidly in squirrel
position, twitching her ears fervently.

Any of these might have made more sense in
that moment, but it was me whom the Elven elder locked eyes
with.

“It was my intent to meet you in Edaw,” he
wheezed, “but with the evil about in the timber, it was imperative
that I change my plans.” He didn’t take his eyes from mine.

I wanted to look away, but his gaze was too
intimidating. It held me in place. Still, I intended to escape it,
but before I could, the elder walked over and placed one aged hand
above my head.

Alarmed, I glanced over at Scardo and Grotts
for instruction, but Scardo was now bowed low, and Grotts had a
strange half-smile on his face.

How could they be so calm?!

Grotts read my pleading look but didn’t come
to my aid. Instead, he winked peculiarly. I closed my eyes,
immobilized by fear, and braced myself.

Elder Pietri kept his hand over me, and
after an uneventful moment of bracing, I felt something inside of
me wiggle.

I let out a gasp.

My song?

The wiggle intensified and moved upward
through my body, and I realized: It was being sucked out of me! The
old Elf was taking it!

My song! No! Don’t cap
me! But the words wouldn’t come
out.

Wrinkling my forehead, I pulled on the song
with all my might and felt it slip down.

The elder’s gray-green eyes shined. The song
slipped up.

You can’t have it!
I pulled on it harder, but so did he.

We were engaged that way in a silent
tug-of-war for several agonizing minutes until Pietri finally let
out a chuckle and released the song. It came flying back into me,
causing me to fall back.

Then he brushed his hands together, dusting
away the song fragments, and said,

“It is a pleasure to meet
you, Aura Telmacha Rosh. I am Nit’suj Pietri, Elder of the Elven
council of Sredna and officer to the secret society of Yes’lech.”

Rend’s eyes shot up.

I was sure I’d misunderstood. Pietri was
with Yes’lech? But how was that possible when Yes’lech and the
Elves had such opposing views on this ‘Heart’ issue?

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” I said,
scrambling to my feet. “You’re-”

“I am pleased to see your song is still
intact,” he continued, cutting me off, “and it appears to be quite
healthy at that.”

That was good, at least.

But I wasn’t as relieved as I should have
been. I was too curious about the elder’s role in everything. Could
a person working for both sides be trusted? I eyed him with
unease.

“We have much to discuss,” he said. “You are
not the only one who is perplexed at this time.” He tilted his head
sideways just a bit. I studied the rest of the group. Indeed, Rend
and Kantú mirrored my own astonishment.

Rend took the acknowledgement to mean it was
finally time to have her questions addressed. “Elder?” she started
again, but again she was ignored.

The elder turned his back to us and started
to move his hands around in front of him as if pushing away an
invisible curtain.

“I ask that you put up your hoods,” he said
over his shoulder, “and follow me through the barrier. Say nothing
until we reach my quarters. There, all questions will be
resolved.”

I was going to protest, but I stopped
myself.

Elder Pietri hadn’t capped me when given the
chance; Grotts, Scardo, and Nyte seemed to trust him; and there was
just too much for me to ask. Once again, I had no choice.

I nodded and surrendered my frustration.

“Come on, Kantú. Let’s go, I guess.”

We put up our hoods and followed the elder
under the arch of the ancient oak. After several paces, the forest
floor sloped behind an unnaturally placed boulder into a steep
basin patterned with spots of shadow. At the basin’s center lay a
cluster of trees buzzing with movement: the haven town of
Yh’tak.

For a moment, a glimmer of excitement
overtook my other emotions, but it was fleeting when I considered
what sort of fate arriving in the town would bring me.

Again, I imagined the horrors of a horde of
Rends.

Following the lead of the Elves, I used one
of the great tree’s roots to steady myself, and began to descend
the slope. Loose rocks tumbled down from under my feet, and I
struggled to keep my footing, but luckily, the Elven traveling
slippers turned out to be surprisingly good for climbing. I treaded
carefully, clinging tightly to the root until reaching the
bottom.

There, I breathed a deep sigh of relief; and the sweet, fruity
fragrance of the basin filled my nose. I
released the root and wandered behind Pietri into the
refuge.

At once I knew: Yh’tak was everything Edaw
should have been.

Numerous Elves filled the tranquil haven,
their subdued conversations creating a lulling murmur about the
basin. Dozens of small treetop cottages littered the trees, each
with a hanging wooden ladder for access. The cottages were
connected by a series of rope bridges and nets, on which limber
Elves now sprang across with ease. Fruit bushes blossomed
abundantly below the trees, and several Elven women were plucking
various large fruits and placing them into baskets woven from
sinewy vines.

It was great. It was more than great.

Yh’tak had lived up to my expectations, but
the greatest discovery came when I noticed that there were far more
Elves than cottages. Without doubt, the escapees from Edaw had
managed to arrive safely.

To address the issue, Rend’s eyes grew
glossy, and a content smile spread across her tight mouth.

It solidified my sense of respite.

The haven’s Elves stopped what they were
doing to study the train of cloaked figures that had penetrated
their barrier. I pulled my hood tighter and dodged their
questioning looks. It made me feel intrusive – an outsider. But
Elder Pietri nodded at each person he passed to assure them that
they were in no danger, and gradually any hostilities melted
away.

I couldn’t help but notice
the trust they all seemed to feel towards him as well.

The elder led us to a large, solid structure
spread across the branches of several trees in the back of the
village. His aged body was nimble when he climbed the shaky rope
ladder, appearing to be in even better shape than Nyte and Rend,
who already seemed to have an unending supply of stamina. At the
top, he muttered something under his breath before pulling open a
cleverly concealed door in the bark of the tree.

We followed him into the structure, filing
one by one into what appeared to be a large study.

It was filled with elaborately-carved
dark-wood furniture. Shelves containing colorful clay containers
and rolled pieces of parchment lined the walls, and the remaining
wall space was filled with soot-drawn sketches of Elves in various
settings. My eyes fell on one of these in particular, in which
wrinkled Elves were encased vertically in the trunks of
freestanding trees, their faces either dead or sleeping as they
showed through the knotholes.

It was eerie.

In the center of the room was a long, low
table. At the elder’s signal, we knelt around it, resting our knees
on squishy pillow-like sacks made from dried leaves. The elder
pulled a jar from one of the shelves and poured us each a cup of
the clear liquid inside. It was bitter, but felt good on my dry
throat.

He then placed a bowl of large purple fruit
on the center of the table before kneeling at its head.

“If I may speak, your Excellency?” Rend was
the first to break the silence. She was struggling to contain an
out-pouring of questions, but Elder Pietri didn’t care. He held up
his hand. Rend stared into her cup, disappointed.

“It is true, Rend;” he said. “Unbeknownst to
the rest of the council, I am a member of Yes’lech.”

Rend’s long ears twitched. “If I may, sir,
how is that possible?”

Indeed, I also
wondered how.

But he ignored the question. “Grotts,
Scardo. It is good to see you again. I am glad you decided to
continue on to Yh’tak when I failed to meet you at Edaw.”

That explains their composure.

“We almost didn’t, sir,” said Scardo. “It
was by chance that we even managed to meet up with the Pure
Heart.”

“Luckily, this one was understandin’.”
Grotts tilted his head at Nyte.

“Ah yes, Nyte,” said Elder Pietri, rubbing
his beard. “I am pleased that you were able to connect the
dots.”

Rend scowled. “Sir, if you would please
explain?”

Once again Elder Pietri ignored her, instead
directing his attention at me. “I am sorry for the confusion this
ordeal has caused you; nonetheless, I am thoroughly pleased with
the way this has all turned out.”

“Surely, she cannot be this Heart of
Salvation they speak of!” Rend was unable to contain herself any
longer. “I know the legend by heart! You yourself were with the
council when they sent us to retrieve her!”

“It is true that the Elven legend states
that the one carrying the Song of Destruction will be a songstress
with midnight eyes and starlight hair, but it is also true that our
version of the legend was fragmented when the records were sealed
nearly two centuries ago at the time of the Elder Nosrac’s great
treaty with Druelca. Several versions of the legend lived on orally
before one was finally written down at the time of our history’s
rewriting. Many things, such as Druelca, never made their way back
into the record tomes, and the legend was one of the things that
were eternally altered.”

He unrolled a tattered scroll that had been
sitting on the shelf behind him. “The true prophecy is actually
more similar to this:

 


‘A songstress shall
arise carrying the Song of Destruction. A second shall arise
carrying the Song of Salvation. She shall possess hair like
starlight and eyes like midnight. Her sibling shall be struck down
by the Evil Heart to awaken the song to end the world. Her wrath
shall be great that none would withstand her
rage’.”

 


Starlight hair and midnight
eyes. There was that again. Was that me?
My hair was silver, and my eyes were
black, but surely there were other people out
there with such traits!

Ugh. Who am I
kidding? It was an entirely uncommon
combination. Starlight and midnight . . .
can I really be the one they speak of?

“How can you be certain
that is the legend’s true form,” said Rend, unconvinced,
“if the records
were sealed?” She studied the parchment.

“One of the elders at the time of the treaty
kept a hidden account of the whole thing. This was, of course,
forbidden, so it was passed down to only one elder each generation
for safe keeping before falling into my hands. It is the only proof
the Elves have that the treaty with Druelca even happened.”

“It is also the same version of the legend
that the council has been keeping safe for centuries,” said
Scardo.

“The trouble,” said Grotts, scratching his
temple, “is interpretin’ the legend.”

“Interpreting?” I asked.

“Exactly,” said Pietri. “Which songstress
shall have starlight hair and midnight eyes? Although the text is
ambiguous, we believe it is the Heart of Salvation that possesses
such qualities. Also, whose sister is the Evil Heart going to kill?
The text is not clear on that either. Will it be her own, or the
Pure Heart’s?”

Whose . . . sister?
The elder’s words struck me.

“You mean . . .” I started
to form the sentence but stopped to allow it to process.
It processed slowly, like my mind didn’t want to
admit what it had already perceived. Everything in the conversation
thus far had been a small trickle, but now the dam had broken and
released a flood of understanding.

My heart sank.

They believed I was the
Pure Heart; that had been apparent. But they also thought that the
Evil Heart might have had to kill my sister in order to gain the Song
of Destruction?

“Illuma?! The Evil Heart had to kill
Illuma?!” I cried, drawing pity-filled faces from everyone but
Rend. “Just when I thought that maybe there was a chance that . . .
she . . . was . . .”

Kantú put a comforting arm around my shoulder
as I slumped forward and grieved.

The elder answered somberly, “Yes, we
believe that Druelca took your sister for that purpose. They have
the most accurate records of any of the people, so if they took
her, it proves that you are the Heart of Salvation. Druelca is
ruled by a cruel and wrathful queen, known only as ‘The Mystress’,
whom we believe to be the Heart of Havoc.”

Mystress?

Illuma had been murdered by
this evil queen he spoke of? This Heart of Havoc? Could it be true?
And even if it was, what could I do? Show up fueled by vengeance
and defeat her with a hidden ariando that I was yet to
discover?

What’s the point? It won’t bring her
back!

I felt like I was sinking, but Nyte spoke
next, pulling me from my spiraling state of depression.

“If the Song of Destruction has not yet been
released, does that not mean that her sister still lives?”

“Still lives?”
I looked up from my trembling hands.

He had a point. It was true that a song like
that hadn’t been released as far as I knew. I mean, I’d never SEEN
any repercussions of a world-destroying song.

No, the world was definitely still intact.
At least, the small portion I’d seen was.

I let in a seed of hope.

“That is our hope.” The elder nodded. “The
society has placed a mole within the Druelcan guard to determine
the status of Illuma. If she is indeed still alive, as we believe,
then the power of the Heart of Salvation may be the only thing that
can save her.”

“But why would they keep her alive?” It was
Rend that squashed the seed, and she seemed sickly pleased with her
argument.

“It is most likely that the
ritual will not work until certain conditions are met,” said Scardo.
“Although, if Druelca is on the move, it means the time is swiftly
approaching.”

Certain conditions?

Then there was still a
chance Illuma was alive. But she had been taken. I thought of her
behind bars, desolate and alone, but pushed the thought away. If I
allowed myself to accept everything, it would be too much, so I’d
hope for the best, but wouldn’t fully believe it until we were
sure; otherwise I’d be overcome with a bittersweet myriad of
emotions: joy, sadness, worry . . . everything. No, I wouldn’t
fully grasp it, but in the meantime, I’d work on my own power so
that . . .

“If she is alive, I’ll save her.”

I wasn’t sure if I contained the Song of
Salvation. I wasn’t sure if I had the strength to fight an evil
queen. I wasn’t sure where Druelca was or if I could even make it
in time. I wasn’t sure of anything, but I knew that if there was a
chance I could save my beloved sister, then I’d have to try.

I’ll do what I can.

Elder Pietri beamed at me, and his eyes
became lost in his folds of wrinkles. “You will travel to the
Yes’lech Society headquarters in Abardo. By that time, the mole
will have determined Illuma’s fate. You shall proceed to formulate
a plan based on his observations.”

“I cannot agree!” Rend stood up angrily. “We
have been entrusted to deliver her to the council for trial! I will
not disobey the rest of the council!”

Elder Pietri bolted up, suddenly looking
fierce. “Nyte Attirb and Rend Attirb, as a member of the council, I
hereby order you to accompany Aura Telmacha Rosh to the Yes’lech
Society headquarters.”

His voice boomed, shaking the jars in the
room. One of them fell from its shelf and crashed to the floor,
releasing a cloud of strange red powder. Rend cowered to her knees
and stared into her cup. Elder Pietri reverted to kneeling.

“Rend,” – his voice returned to calm and
wheezy – “I understand your allegiance to the council, therefore I
ask that you accompany the Heart to the society, in part to protect
the council. I have not spoken of this to the other members because
it is imperative that they believe she is the Evil Heart. Druelca
will not think twice about waging war with the council if they
think that the elders are on her side. You will be continuing your
order to deliver her to trial, for eventually she will face a great
test anyway.”

A great test?

Rend nodded but didn’t take her eyes from
her cup.

“Now, then. I trust you are all tired.
Please stay in Yh’tak for three nights before venturing onward. I
have placed the enchantment barrier myself, and you will be safe
from enemies while within it. Regain your strength, for the journey
ahead of you is great.”

He continued to tell us of our sleeping
arrangements, but my head was swirling too quickly to pay him much
attention. For the first time since leaving Farellah, I was
completely on board with the mission, eager to journey. I would do
whatever it took to save Illuma, even if it meant becoming the
Heart of Salvation.

I scanned the group of
faces around the table, and was grateful for the peculiar guard
that would be accompanying me on the trip. Grateful that I wouldn’t
be alone.

After an hour or so of discussing more
details, the group left the study, one by one saying their goodbyes
before descending the hanging ladder. I was one of the last to
leave, and as I walked to the door, I caught the end of a hushed
conversation that Nyte and Elder Pietri had been having in the
corner.

I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but . . .

“I trust that you received my message?” said
Elder Pietri.

“I suspected it was from you.” Nyte patted
his pocket, and something shiny caught the light.

The silver envelope from Heaven’s Den? Yes.
At least, I thought so.

“It still applies. Do not forget. Just make
certain that Rend does not find out.”

“Yes, your Excellency.” Nyte bowed low.

I hurried down the ladder before they could
realize I’d heard.

 


~

 


The more time I spent in Yh’tak, the less I
wanted to leave. The rest of the Elves turned out to be more like
Nyte and less like Rend, much to my relief. As a whole, they were a
very accepting and generous people, sharing their food, drink and
treetop cottages with us foreigners.

I’d grown used to the fruit diet, but Grotts
looked oddly fatigued from the lack of meat. Kantú wasn’t faring
much better, and Nyte and I found her on our last day trying to
coax an egg from an Elven child’s pet kluckoo. She stomped away in
frustration when Nyte explained that kluckoos did not actually
produce eggs and that she would have to wait until leaving the
Elven Kingdom to encounter a bird that did.

At least the kluckoo seemed relieved to be
freed from the pesterings. Nyte returned the bird to its owner and
then ushered me up one of the hanging ladders.

He and I had been spending a lot of our time
in Yh’tak together at the request of Elder Pietri, who wanted Nyte
to teach me about the geography of the Westerlands, so that I might
be more prepared for our journey. We’d claimed a shady hanging net
in the center of the village as our study spot. There we poured
over the ancient maps and tomes that Elder Pietri provided.

“The world is said to be broken into the
Westerlands and the Easterlands, two large land masses separated by
the great ocean,” said Nyte, brushing a fallen leaf from the map,
“but we know only legend about the Easterlands, since no Elf has
ever returned from the great ocean.”

So they too have theories regarding an
Easterlands. Is it true, then? But even if . . .

My thoughts started to trail, but Nyte was
looking at me expectantly, so I quickly straightened up.

Ah, I have to pay attention!

“Umm . . . the Westerlands are divided into
six regions!” I said too enthusiastically. “Errr.” It had been an
impulsive cover-up that I immediately regretted, for he certainly
already knew such a thing, and there was no reason for me to share
what little knowledge I had.

“Right.” He grinned and pointed to the
map.

I gave him an awkward smile but felt
incredibly embarrassed.

“So,” he continued, eyeing me with an amused
glint, “Carouth is where you are from, northeastern Westerlands.
West of that is Elenque, where we are now. The Elven Kingdom takes
up two thirds of the region. South of Elenque is Rendalt. It is
mainly dry and grassy, but there is a great desert in the
northeastern part. South of that is Abardo, where the Yes’lech
society is located. It is also where the Crystallands are.” He
pointed to a dot marked ‘Crystair’. “I am pretty certain this is
where Grotts is from. In the far south, along the coast, is
Farrowel. Druelca’s castle is located there.”

“What about this space over here? Is that
the Mistlands?” I pointed to the western edge of the map where the
land faded to black.

“Yes, the Mistlands are next to Nor, this
long skinny region that runs from the top of the Westerlands to the
bottom. It marks the edge of the world.”

“The world’s edge?”

The same Mistlands that souls traveled
through on their way to the afterlife were there looming on the
edge of the map. It made me uneasy.

“Elven legend says,” he continued, “that a
living person can cross the Mistlands and enter the afterlife, but
once they do they can never come back.”

“That’s pretty creepy.” Without thinking I
added, “So then the feather lady was from . . .”

“Hm?” Nyte raised an eyebrow. “What are you
speaking of?”

“Oh! It’s nothing.” I’d almost let Kantú’s
secret slip.

I waved my hand to brush away the topic, but
he continued to look at me with suspicion.

Come on, change the
subject! I studied the parchment in search
of something to say.

“Uh . . . I wish the maps in Farellah were
this detailed!” Again, I was entirely too enthused.

Damn it, why am I acting so
spastically?! But at the same time, I’d
piqued my own interest with the rapid avoidance.

“Yeah. I really do,” I continued. “All we
have are rough sketches.”

I was beginning to realize just how cut off
from the world the city of songstresses really was.

Nyte brushed a lock of green hair from his
face.

“There were once great Elven explorers that
traveled the world, plotting out the regions and recording them on
maps. Before the Druelcan truce, the leaders of the races met
together every decade or so to discuss their findings and update
each other on the current layout of the land. One of Druelca’s
treaty terms was that this sharing of information cease. Since it
has been over two centuries since the last meeting, these maps are
probably inaccurate, but they are better than nothing.”

“Meetings, huh?” I wondered if Farellah had
been included in the meetings he spoke of, certain I’d never heard
of something like that.

I stared at the map and tried to take it all
in.

What was Druelca’s reason for sealing the
records and keeping the races apart in the first place? How had an
organization I’d never even heard of been able to exert so much
control over the world?

I mulled over the questions, but they
remained unspoken. Nyte became unusually reluctant whenever I
brought up Druelca.

I wondered why.

I looked up from the map and realized that
he’d been staring at me. I blushed, and he quickly shifted his gaze
to a red twitfoot that was singing on a nearby branch.

“Should we move on to the Elven Kingdom’s
layout?” he asked after a few seconds of awkward silence, picking
up a particularly tattered tome.

Before I could answer, a strong wind ruffled
the leaves of the surrounding trees, causing a low whooshing
through the quivering branches. The same wind swayed the net and
tried to carry our map away on its back.

Nyte jumped up to grab the map too quickly
and fell forward onto me as his foot became entangled in the net.
The red twitfoot was bothered by the interruption and twitted away
to a more peaceful branch.

Nyte was against me for just a moment, but
his warmth made my heart race.

I’m feeling this way again? What’s wrong
with me?

He smelled curiously like the cherry blossom
trees of my beloved meadow.

His green eyes widened. “I apologize!” he
said, rolling off of me. The warmth left with him.

My heart was still pounding, but I resolved
to stay cool.

“Are you so clumsy with all of your
captives?” I asked with a grin and tried to regain composure.

“Just the non-evil-ish ones.” He
reciprocated the grin and flattened out the newly-crumpled map.

“And I’d always heard that Elves were such
graceful beings,” I teased.

“Hey!” His eyes were mischievous. “And what
else had you heard of us Elves? I hope I have not disappointed you
too greatly.”

Belly buttons . . .
There was no way I was mentioning
that.

“To be honest, you’re much taller than I
expected.” I sighed and pretended to be ‘greatly disappointed’ at
the conclusion.

He chuckled. “Your records must be quite
accurate if that is your only discrepancy.”

If you only knew . .
. But I decided only to share the least
offensive of the ‘discrepancies’.

“Well, I’ve also always heard that Elves age
much differently than Sapes, but now I’m not so sure it’s
true.”

He appeared amused. “How
old do you think I am?”

I eyed him thoughtfully. “You don’t seem to
be an old soul.”

“Well, that is certainly a relief.” He
grinned. “I guess you will never know for sure.”

“Oh, I’m quite certain I already do.”

“Oh? And what of your findings?”

“I guess
you are the one that
will never know.” I smiled as though holding a great
secret.

He laughed.

“Anyways,” I said, “it’s good that everyone
from Edaw was accounted for.”

He nodded, but his expression turned grim.
“It is troublesome, though.”

“What is?”

He chewed his lip. “As I
feared, it seems they were aided by an Elf.”

They? Druelca?
“Why?! One of your own?”

“I do not know. The Edawians said they were
forewarned by one of the prophets that strangers were coming to the
village. They vacated in a hurry the night before the fire was set,
but someone must have stayed behind.” He sighed. “I asked Elder
Pietri, and . . .”

Nyte’s expression was pained. I regretted
that our carefree chat had turned into something like this.

“And?” I asked cautiously, afraid to push
him further.

“And it was as those two from Yes’lech said;
the barrier only allowed in those accompanied by Elf. Someone let
the Druelcans in.” He stared down through the net and examined the
handful of Elves that were relaxing on ground level, his face
concerned. “Someone betrayed us.”

“Nyte, that’s . . .”
Terrible! Disgraceful! Obscene!
I didn’t know which word best suited the
atrocity, but before I could decide, he flicked his eyes back onto
my face.

“It is not something you need to concern
yourself with, Miss Havoc.” He forced a grin, but I could see that
he was only trying to conceal his concern. “You have things to
learn, after all.”

“Wait!”

But he shook his head. He no longer wanted
to dwell on the barbaric event.

Are you sure?

But his face was determined. I nodded,
succumbing to his wishes.

If that’s what you need . . .

 


~

 


We continued our lessons until one of the
Elven women alerted us that it was time to eat. We joined a very
disappointed Grotts and Kantú in the woman’s cottage as they poked
begrudgingly at their plates of fruit.

While the rest of the group knelt around the
table, Rend sat in the corner, saying nothing. Nyte had tried to
reason with her ever since arriving in Yh’tak, but their
conversations usually ended in heated quarrels. Though Rend had no
choice but to follow Elder Pietri’s orders, I had a feeling she’d
try to make the journey as miserable for me as possible.

“Enjoy your last day of rest,” said Scardo.
“We will be setting out tomorrow at dawn.”

“I don’t wanna leave!” said Kantú. Her tail
swished about nervously. “What if those Druelca guys are out in the
trees right now looking for us?”

“We’re gonna take an outta-the-way, sorta
way. It’ll take us longer ta get to headquarters, but it’ll be the
route they’re least likely ta travel.” Grotts patted her arm
reassuringly.

Their shared distaste for the fruitarian diet
seemed to have created an unlikely bond between them.

“Elder Pietri has provided us with two
tents. They possess strong enchantments that will shield us in even
the most extreme climates,” said Nyte, eating a handful of
morningberries.

Most extreme
climates? That didn’t sound
fun.

“Where will we go from here?” I asked.

“South,” said Scardo,
“through Wanzyr Grove.”

“Hm. A grove, huh?”
That sounded pleasant enough, but my gut told me
it wouldn’t be quite so simple if we were truly taking an
‘outta-the-way sorta way’.

We finished our meal and thanked the Elven
woman before leaving to our respective lodges to prepare for the
journey.

As night fell upon the peaceful treetop
village, Kantú and I decided to take one last stroll through the
fruit bushes, admiring the better-fitting clothing the Elven women
had donated to us. The clothes were made entirely from the puffs of
dandrills, a material we’d never thought to use in Farellah, and as
such, were incredibly soft and flexible. The only difficulty had
come when trying to decide how to tailor them to fit Kantú’s
oversized tail, but in the end a small hole had sufficed.

“I still can’t believe
we’re in a real Elf town!” said Kantú. She pumped her fist.

“Me neither. It feels like something right
out of one of the Songs of Old.”

“If only Laria Lynn could see us now; that’d
teach her to pull my tail!”

“If only
everyone could see us
now. Can you imagine what my parents will do if we actually bring
Illuma home?” I winced before adding, “If she’s still alive, that
is.”

“Don’t worry, Aura. We’ll rescue her. I was
able to rescue you, wasn’t I?”

“Well, I wouldn’t really call it rescuing.”
The attempt had, after all, failed entirely.

“Hey!” She put her hands on her hips and
pretended to look mad, but a smile peeked through her pursed lips.
“What’s your sister like anyway? I don’t know if I could handle two
Auras.”

It was my turn to feign anger. “Hey!” But my
attempt was even worse than Kantú’s.

We burst out laughing.

“You’d love her,” I said, catching my
breath. I meant it. “She was always a little over-the-top, but
she’s as carefree as you and me. I’m sure you’ll be friends.”

“I hope so.” Her gaze dropped to the ground,
and her ears drooped. “Just don’t let her replace me, okay?” She
sounded genuinely concerned.

“Don’t worry; you’re definitely one of a
kind.”

She threw her arms around my neck, and I
hugged back, but we quickly dropped our embrace when the sound of
crunching footsteps alerted us to someone walking a short distance
away. We stealthily peeked around a thick bush with small yellow
fruit and searched for the source.

They belonged to Elder Pietri.

“What’s he doing?” I mouthed.

Kantú shrugged.

Whatever it was, it was weird. Elder Pietri
walked up to one of the freestanding trees near the outskirts of
the village, raised a hand against the bark, and rubbed a vertical
line down its trunk. After a moment, the line glowed blue. It
looked to sear right through the wood, for the tree broke open
along the line like it was on a hinge, revealing a hollow space
within. The elder slipped into it, and the tree closed around
him.

It was just like the eerie sketch I’d seen
in the study.

“What?” Kantú rubbed her eyes.

No kidding. Did we just see that right?

“The Thulian Pact,” said a voice from
behind.

Kantú let out a squeak, and we whirled
around, startled.

“Sorry, I did not mean to alarm you.” It was
Nyte, and he smirked like he’d very much meant to alarm us.

“The Thulian Pact?” I said.

“It is an agreement the Elves have with the
forest. When an Elf gains elder status, after many years of walking
through the wood, they form the Thulian Pact. It allows them to
sleep upright in the trees so that at the end of their lives they
may become one with the forest.”

It took a moment for the
words to hit Kantú, but when they did, her eyes grew wide. “There
are dead guys in
the trees!?” She looked around frantically, face filled with
horror.

Nyte chuckled at her response. “No, not
here.”

“Where?” I asked, relieved.

“There is a graveyard near Sredna. The
elders make their final walk through the wood there.”

“What if they die before they reach the
graveyard?” Kantú eyed Elder Pietri’s tree carefully.

“It is very implausible. The elders rarely
leave Sredna. Indeed, it is odd that Elder Pietri is even
here.”

“But how do they know when it is time to
make the final walk?” I asked.

“That is a gift of the Elves. We can feel
our end before it comes.”

I tried to imagine how it would feel to know
you were about to die. “Doesn’t that scare you?”

“I suppose it would if I were to feel it
now. However, after reaching elder status, I would probably be
ready.”

I studied him. He was mature. More mature
than me.

“By the way, did you two already pack?”

“Er . . .” Kantú eyed me guiltily.

Nyte raised his eyebrows.

“We’d better get going.” I grabbed Kantú’s
hand before he could reprimand us. “See ya tomorrow!”

“Good Night, Nytie!” she said.

He waved as we hurried away.

At the foot of our hanging ladder to our
lodging, Kantú turned to me, nose wiggling.

“So . . . ?” she said, inquiry in her
voice.

“So?”

She poked me in the chest accusingly.
“What’s with you and Nyte?”

“W-what do you mean?” My tone was falsely
innocent. I hoped she didn’t mean what I thought she did.

“Awful flirty, aren’t we?” She
chittered.

“Kantú!”

But she scurried up the ladder before I could
do anything.

Flirty? We’re not flirty! We’re just friendly!

Kantú peered at my stunned face from the top
of the ladder and chittered even harder.

“Grrr! Quit messing with my head!” I crawled
up the ladder after her, shaking my fist.

Flirty, eh?
Her words stayed with me much too
long.

We finished packing and settled into our cots
for one more restful night, unaware that the next morning would be
anything but the quiet sendoff we expected.

 


~

 


I awoke in the dawn-lit room to a hand on my
face. I slapped it away and drowsily opened my eyes. Kantú was
standing over me.

“Kantú? What are you doing?”

But it wasn’t Kantú that answered. “The
white wind encroaches, Aura Telmacha Rosh.” The raspy voice of the
feather lady poured from her mouth forebodingly. Her eyes were
unfocused and dull.

What?! Again?

“Who are you?” I asked, unsure what type of
answer I was expecting.

“I am the
Spirit of In-between.
Leave this place now, Aura Telmacha Rosh. The Feirgh arrives!”

“The Feirgh?”

But my question went unanswered.

Kantú fell limply onto the cot just as the
window above our heads burst open with a fierce gust of wind. The
wind carried with it a stream of feathers that danced furiously
about the room before falling delicately around the dazed
Squirrelean. I swatted them away and shook Kantú. She opened her
eyes weakly in response.

“Kantú!”

“Aura . . . good morning.” Her voice was
shaky.

“Are you okay?”

“Just a little tired.” Her eyes drooped
shut.

I felt her forehead. “You’re burning up.
This isn’t good!”

I got up to fetch her some bitterwater but
noticed for the first time that the air in the treetop cottage was
a little smoky.

“What’s this?” I muttered.

I waved my arm through the
smoke, breaking it only for a moment before more rushed to fill the
space I’d cut. Fire!? No, the smog had a strange, sweet smell that was unlike the
charred scent of fire-smoke.

“Strange.” But when I
attempted to cut through it again, a shrill scream pierced through
the now-open window. It sounded like . . . Rend?

“Stay here for a sec; there’s something
going on out there. I’ll be right back.”

But Kantú ignored my words, answering only
with a heavy snore, oblivious to the outside commotion.

I opened the door to find the haven covered
in a dense white fog.

The white wind?

I peered out of the door, but through the
smoke I could only vaguely make out the heads of the village’s
colossal trees. I was uneasy, but Rend’s scream had been distressed
enough to push away my own apprehension. I had to go help.

I slid down the cottage’s rope ladder and
the fog thickened, becoming a blinding white blanket by the time I
reached ground level.

“Rend?” Every step I took pushed the fog
away for a moment before it rushed back to cover my legs. It felt
cool and moist, more like mist than anything. “Nyte? Grotts?
Scardo? Anyone?”

My voice was muffled by the mist that rose
around me.

Maybe this wasn’t such a
good idea. Doubting myself, I turned back
only to find that the ladder had become hidden in the dense, sweet
cloud.

“No! Where did it go?!” I scrambled through
the mist frantically, grasping for the lost ladder, but smashed
instead into one of the fruit bushes. I clung to it, legs shaking.
“Hello? Is anyone out there?”

No one answered.

The white mist carried with it a feeling of
desolation. It slowly swallowed my body, and sadness swept over
me.

It’s hopeless. I’ll forever
wander the mist. I was losing myself in
the sickly sweet smell. There’s nothing I
can do, is there?

Use an
ariando, a small voice in my head
prodded.

An ariando . . . why bother?

Because it’ll work!

It will?

Yes. Just try!

Fine.

With my last ounce of hope, I opened my
lungs.

“Light of virtue, light of hope.”

But the song came out
sounding timid, muffled by the fog. I wasn’t strong enough;
I was helpless.
Everyone would be lost in the fog, and there was nothing I could do
about it.

Scardo . . . Nyte . . . Grotts . . .

Grotts? ‘A bona fide
songstress if I ever did see one.’ His
words trickled back to me, and my spirits
lifted a bit. I thought about that light I’d been able to summon in
the forest, strong and bright.

I did it then, didn’t I?

Yes, you did!

Then maybe I can again?

Yes, you can!

I gained confidence, and the fog seemed to
thin a bit. Still holding onto Grotts’ words, I tried the song
again. This time it cut through the mist, unmuffled and
uncontained.

 


“Light of virtue, light of hope,

Light to drive away the void,

A new light born where there was none,

Light this song with
spirit’s sun . . .”

 


A yellow light burst out of
me, brighter than the last time. I really
was a songstress, and I was finally
starting to feel like one.

Touched by the glowing rays, the fog hissed.
Searing from the power of the song, it dissipated slightly.

My light is doing this?

I focused my energy on the
orb, and it pulsed and pushed the fog back even farther. This time,
holding the song felt good. Even though it was taxing, it made me
feel powerful.

I could make out someone in the distance.

“Who’s there?” I called.

“Aura?” Grotts stumbled towards me, stepping
into the edge of the light. He looked pale and shaky.

“Are you all right?!”

“I wasn’t, but I heard yer song and . . . Is
that what’s pushin’ the smoke away?” He looked around the light,
amazed.

I nodded, relieved by my
newfound capabilities. “What is
this smoke?”

“I don’ know, but it’s sucking the life
right outta me.” He came next to me and let the orb’s rays soak
into him. “That’s better.” Even as he said the words, his skin
seemed to brighten.

“Good. Let’s go find everyone else.”

He nodded and followed behind me.

It was hard for me to walk beneath the
weight of the song, but I forced myself onward. My only thought was
that we had to rescue everyone else from the despair. One by one,
Elves stumbled into my light, each one as confused as the next. No
one had ever seen such a mist before. I tried to press my light
further, so as to accommodate them all, but it was getting harder
to make sure they all remained within.

The mist pulled out anyone that got too
close to the edge.

Eventually we found Scardo gripping onto one
of the ladders. Grotts pulled him from his cowering stance and into
the glow. The fog had drained him even worse than it had the mighty
man, but he too brightened up the nearer he got to me.

“Th-thank you, Miss Heart. You truly are the
chosen songstress,” he said, grabbing onto Grotts for support.

“I’m just glad we found you! Wait, weren’t
you sharing a room with Nyte?” My words were anxious. “Have you
seen him?”

“He thought he heard the sorceress scream,
so we both descended to ground level. I tried to follow him to
Elder Pietri’s but lost him in . . . whatever this is.” He looked
out at the fog disconcertingly.

The scream
had come from Rend. Was
she okay?!

We have to get there!

At once I changed course and headed for the
elder’s.

“Wait, Miss Heart, what should we do with
them?” Scardo looked around the light at the tag-along Elves, who
were holding onto each other and stumbling to stay within the
light’s reach.

“Oh, right. I have an idea.”

Assisted by the glow, we managed to find a
ladder that led up to one of the connecting bridges. Scardo and
Grotts helped me usher the roaming Elves up. None of them
complained, all visibly ecstatic to get as far away from the fog as
possible.

“Stay inside,” I told them.
“We’re going to find Elder Pietri and fix whatever
this is.” Holding the
song gave me a sense of authority. I felt really different with it
over me. Like a different person. A stronger person.

If there was anyone else wandering around,
they’d have to wait. Rend and Nyte could be in danger.

Please be okay.
Since when had I grown so attached to them? Since
when had I started missing Nyte’s presence? It doesn’t matter. All that matters is getting to
them.

Now free of the villagers, we ran to the
elder’s tree.

As we neared, the faint glow of a second
light cut through the fog. I could vaguely make out two figures. We
walked closer, and I saw that it was Elder Pietri and Rend, both of
whom had their hands circled and were together projecting the
second light, though it looked far weaker than mine.

“Is everyone alri-” But I stopped at the
edge of their glow when I realized what they were shining their
light on.

“What the hell is that?” yelled Grotts.

That thing is part of the mist?!

Nyte was standing before
us, sword drawn, fighting something. It was white and wispy –
as if comprised of a thick concentration of fog. It had no face,
but it let out a deafening screech from some other part of its body
and lurched at Nyte, its long arms dragging on the
ground.

“Nyte!” I ran forward, and the creature
hissed when caught by my light.

“Stay back, Miss Havoc!”

I ignored him. “What is it!?”

“I do not know! Some creature from the
Mistlands!”

“The . . . Mistlands? How is that possible?
We aren’t even near them!”

The White Wind . . .
Was this the Feirgh I’d been warned
about?

I walked closer, and the creature sizzled
under the light of my song. That was when it turned its
frustrations to me. It lurched forward, swinging tails of wisp out
of its body and towards my face.

“Ahh!”

“Watch out!” Grotts leaped
in front of me and swung his hammer wildly at the creature. The
hammer sliced through, but the Feirgh immediately reformed itself
and lashed out at Grotts, who fell backwards.

Scardo ran to his aid.

“Sing!” Elder Pietri’s voice wheezed as he
struggled under his own spell. “Make the light brighter!”

Nyte slashed at the creature to hold it off,
so that I could start the song again.

“Light of virtue . . .”

The light flickered only a little
brighter.

Ah! Think! What can I do?!

“I need more power!” I shouted, not sure
where I hoped to gain said power.

“Use Nyte;” huffed Elder Pietri. “He
possesses innate Elven powers, even though he has never been
trained.”

I looked at Nyte. “You do?!”

“Maybe?” He seemed surprised by the news.
“If the elder says so, then it is worth a shot. Grotts, Scardo, can
you hold this thing off?”

“Leave it ta us!” growled the massive
man.

Nyte threw his sword to Scardo, who stepped
in front of us. With hammer held high, Grotts limped into place
next to him.

He’s hurt?!
But I couldn’t worry about that now.
Ah! Sorry, Grotts; do your best!

Both men swatted at
the Feirgh. It
screeched and lunged back at them.

I turned to Nyte. Was it really possible to
draw more power from an Elf? If Elder Pietri believed so, then just
maybe.

I have to try either way, though, don’t
I?

I flattened my palms and held my hands out
in front of my chest. Nyte stood close to me and pressed his palms
against mine. The reflection of the orb in his eyes created a gold
ring around the green of his irises as he stared into mine. My
cheeks flushed.

Stay calm. This is no time
to get nervous! But it was hard not
to.

I took a deep breath.

“Light of virtue . . .”

When I started the song
again, I felt something spark between our hands. Energy?
Then the spark grew into a surge that traveled
into my body, fueling me with power. I could feel him; his warmth.
That same warmth that had touched me those other times now pulsed
through my veins. It was . . . incredible; like everything I’d ever
craved, but intensified.

I wanted more.

The light grew brighter.
Wind erupted from the ariando, creating a whirlwind around
Nyte and me that ruffled our clothes and hair. Light shot from the
orb in every direction, and the Feirgh hissed louder as it flailed
spastically under the blinding glow.

It was working!

I continued to draw Nyte’s power and
struggled to remain composed while the warmth coursed through my
body.

Give me more!
The light surged again.

“Light this song with spirit’s
sun!”

At the end of the song,
there was a loud pop. The Feirgh
collapsed, thinning into a small cloud before
disappearing altogether. The fog rolled away through the trees.
Together we’d defeated the creature.

I let out a mutter before collapsing under
the weight of the song: “It worked.”

Nyte grabbed my hands as I fell to the
ground and finally released the orb.


Chapter 6: The Aftermath

 


I was back in the cavern of mirrors. This
time the vines had completely bound me, strapping me against the
wall with their sinewy arms. The blue orb zoomed into view.

My song!

It flitted about in front of my face,
taunting me. If only I were free, I could reach it. But though I
struggled, the vines only tightened.

Help!

A fragment of mirror flew from the wall and
floated a few feet in front of me. I stared into it, and two
silvery eyes stared back.

Illuma?

But the mirror cracked and fell to the
floor. In its place, another shard flew from the wall and went for
my throat. I couldn’t dodge it, so I braced myself for impact. Red
light flooded the cavern, and –

“She’s awake!”

I sat up and smacked my forehead into
Kantú’s chin.

“Argh,” I grumbled. “Why’s there a squirrel
on me?”

The squirrel in question answered with a
hug. “Good morning, sleeping head!”

I lifted my lids, which were heavy with
grog, and saw that we were back in the tree cottage. It was now
free of smoke.

“It is about time,” said Rend, stepping
from the corner. “I will inform the men.”

“About time? How long was I asleep?”

Kantú let out a whistle and said, “Oh, about
a day or so.”

“A day or so!?” I hopped out of bed and
started to dress. “What about the journey? We really lost a whole
day because of me?!”

“Oh, don’t be like that. From what I hear,
you exerted yourself pretty far. We were worried about you!”

I was about to tell her I was fine, but the
door burst open before I could get it out.

“Miss Heart! You’re awake!” Scardo scurried
into the room in a huff. “I am so relieved.”

I was still getting dressed, but at his
intrusion, I gave up and threw a random stretch of fabric from the
floor around myself. I later found out it was a half-made
drape.

Scardo didn’t notice. He plucked the dead
rose from the front pocket and handed it to me with a bow.

“Uh?”

“It is tradition in my culture to offer up a
rose to a person you are indebted to, as a symbol of the debt to be
repaid,” he said.

Indebted to?

“Scardo, you don’t
owe me anything.” I eyed
the rose, wondering if he’d been holding onto it all this time
solely in case a situation like this should arise.

“If it were not for you, we would still be
lost in the mist, and that creature would have destroyed Yh’tak. I
only apologize that it’s not a live rose.”

“No, it’s great!” Not wanting to offend him,
I tucked the rose behind my ear.

“Glad ta see yer all
right.” Grotts came limping through the door behind Scardo. A
yellowed cloth bandage was wrapped around his leg where the
Feirgh had hit
him.

“Good morning,” I said. “I’m all right, but
you don’t look so great yourself.”

At his arrival, Kantú rushed over and began
examining the bandage. “Grotts!” she scolded. “I told you to
rest!”

The gruff man’s embarrassment at the fawning
was rabidly apparent, for he ran a giant hand through his dirty
hair and grumbled, “I know, Miss Kantoo, but I wanted ta say hello
to Miss Aura, and I knew ya’d be discussin’ important matters in
here, so I just couldn’t stay behind.”

She continued to scold Grotts, but my
interest shifted to a tall figure that had slipped into the room
behind her. With the corners of his mouth curling into a cunning
smile, he walked up to the cot.

“You are, without a doubt, the most
worrisome captive I have ever had.”

My stomach dropped when I remembered the way
we’d left off.

It felt so good.
I shook the thought away and put on a cool
front.

“Well, I wouldn’t cause you so much reason
for worry if you would just keep a closer eye on me. As I informed
you before, your captor skills are quite lacking.” I reciprocated
Nyte’s smirk. “By the way, you never mentioned you were a great
Elven sorcerer.”

He looked embarrassed.

“I concur that it was quite extraordinary,”
came a wheezed agreement. Elder Pietri had just followed Rend into
the room.

We both turned to face him.

“What happened exactly?” I asked.

The wizened Elf rubbed his beard. “You were
able to draw out Nyte’s energy to boost your own, which was already
far greater than Rend’s and mine combined. I knew the Heart of
Salvation would possess a great power, but never did I imagine it
would rival that of the Elves. Your body was strained under the
power of two beings, thus explaining the fatigue you feel.”

“I’m not even sure how I pulled the energy
out of him. I’m just glad it worked.”

The energy.
I glanced sideways at Nyte. He
shrugged.

“I was not certain it would work myself; I
only hoped. You managed to tap into his spirit somehow. It is very
peculiar . . .” The elder’s voice trailed off.

His spirit?
Was that the warmth I’d experienced? My heartbeat
sped at the thought.

Rend studied Nyte and me suspiciously,
clearly put off by this ‘spiritual connection’ the elder had
mentioned.

“What I would be
most interested to
know,” she said, voice sour, “is how that thing managed to break through the
barrier in the first place.”

“The barrier only protects against natural
or living dangers. Since the creature was neither natural nor
living, it was able to enter.”

Kantú was silent a moment and then, “So it
was dead and unnatural?” she shrieked. “Doesn’t that seem like
something kind of important to leave out!?” She scanned Elder
Pietri disapprovingly, like he’d intentionally left the
loophole.

Something dead and
unnatural. “What does that mean, exactly?”
I asked.

“It was a creature of the
Mistlands, a tormented soul that never made it to the next stage.
There are several legends regarding these beings known as
Feirgh. They haunt the
mist, unable or unwilling to reach the afterlife.”

Feirgh. The Spirit of In-between had been
right. Maybe Kantú had also been right to assume the mysterious
messenger was also a being from the Mistlands.

“It brought the mist with it,” said Scardo,
his hunched shoulders slumping even lower than usual as he relived
the fog’s dread.

“The mist . . . it was so sad,” I said.

Kantú bounded over and plopped onto the cot.
“I’m glad I was asleep for it!”

“How did you manage to sleep through the
ordeal, hybrid?”
Rend narrowed her eyes, aware that Kantú was hiding
something.

“Guess I’m just malnutritioned from lack of
meat!” Kantú squinted back and stuck out her tongue.

“What we really should discuss,” said
Scardo, “is our new plan. Will the Pure Heart be ready to leave by
tomorrow’s dawn?”

“I’m fine, really. It’s
Grotts I’m worried about. I wish there was some kind of
healing ariando I
could use on him, but songs of healing don’t exist.”

Grotts grumbled a protest.

“The women of Yh’tak are preparing ointments
from the forest for him now. He should be considerably better after
another night in the haven,” said Elder Pietri.

“Then we shall leave at first light,” said
Scardo. “Rest until then, Pure Heart.”

“It’s Aura.” I sighed and sat back down
onto the cot.

“That is right, Miss Havoc,
get some more rest.” Nyte patted my head.

I gritted my teeth at him, and he dashed out
the door. One by one the rest of the party followed, except for
Kantú, who stayed by my side until even after I climbed back under
the soft dandrill cloth covers.

I was surprised how quickly
my eyelids returned to grog. Still worn from the
ariando,
sleep came easily, and this time I didn’t
dream.

 


~

 


“Pssst.”

Huh? Something made me wake while it was still dark.

“Miss Havoc?”

I jumped up at the whispered voice.

“I am sorry to wake you.”

There were two green eyes gleaming in the
darkness.

“Nyte?” What’s he doing here? What time is it?

“Will you come with me?” he asked, voice
hushed.

I rubbed my eyes. “Come with you?”

“I would like to take you somewhere for a
while, if you would oblige. It is my thanks for putting out the
fire in Edaw . . . and for saving Yh’tak.”

Go somewhere with you? In the dark!?

I was glad that said darkness hid my flushed
cheeks.

“You don’t have to thank me,” I protested,
embarrassed not only by the thought of him showing his gratitude,
but also by the thought of being alone with him while the others
slept.

He shot me a half-grin and without giving me
much room to decline the offer, said, “I will meet you outside in
ten minutes.” He skated away before I could protest further.

Heart pounding, I got dressed and met him at
the bottom of the rope ladder.

He said nothing, but held his finger to his
lips and gestured for me to follow him. From there, he led me
through the haven and then out into the denser trees surrounding
it. I followed him for several minutes, all the while wondering
where he was taking me, though I felt no fear of the dark forest or
our unknown destination.

Where? But then I saw it.

Ahead there was a clearing; in its center a
sparkling pond lit by the moon’s radiance.

“Wow!” I cried, running to the water’s
edge.

Nyte stepped next to me, eyes gleaming in
the moonlight. “Not only is it ‘wow’, it is enchanted.”

“Enchanted?”

He chuckled a bit, and reached out his hand
toward me.

I was nervous, shaking even, to be alone
with him in such a setting. But when I looked into his deep forest
eyes, my uncertainty melted away, and I let my hand fall into his.
It was incredibly warm.

His spirit.

“Now, step forward,” he said, looking over
at me.

“Step forward? Into the water?”

He nodded.

It was easier said than done. The idea of an
enchanted pond was foreign to me, and I didn’t entirely feel like
going for a swim in the midnight hour, but something in his eyes
told me that wouldn’t be the case.

I took a deep breath and put one bare foot
into the pond. I waited for the cold water to race over it. Only,
instead of sinking immediately to the bottom, I somehow managed to
stay above the water.

I’m floating?
I pushed my foot against the water, but it
wouldn’t sink. It was like there was a clear glass barrier over the
entire surface of the pond. I reached down just to be
sure.

Nope, still wet.
At the findings, I let one excited giggle escape
me.

Nyte laughed again and pulled me to my
feet.

“Walk with me? The thing I wanted to show
you is actually over there.” He nodded in the direction of ‘over
there’ with an impish smirk.

I grinned and nodded, but had to dig my
thumbnail into the side of my finger to be sure it was really even
happening.

He led me to the center of the small,
moonlit pond and pointed to the sky. The break in the forest
allowed for a view of the heavens that was usually shrouded by the
treetops.

“The stars are colorful tonight,” I muttered
in awe.

It was an understatement. The stars were
vibrant, glowing shades of rose, teal, and gold; and they were
dancing.

“Things will only get more dangerous from
here on out. I wanted to show you something peaceful before . . .”
His voice trailed off.

Show me? Why
me? But somehow this was just what I needed. Everything that had
happened: captured, then captured again, then the ups and downs of
Illuma’s fate . . . Something peaceful was perfect.

It was hard to look away from the swirling
light patterns with the stars weaving along the night sky like
that, but I dropped my eyes and stared into his.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Are you . . . crying?” He looked concerned.
“Ah! What is wrong?! Is it because I interrupted your slumber?”

“No, nothing’s wrong.” I flicked the small
tear from my cheek, not really sure what had produced it. “Anyways,
‘slumber’?” I sniggered and stared back up at the dancing
stars.

His worried eyes lingered before he too
returned to stargazing.

We stayed that way, staring at the sky in
silence, for a few minutes. Then Nyte absentmindedly started to rub
his thumb along my fingers as he held my hand. It was only a small
gesture, but it made my heart race.

Ah! Why?

It was warm, and then it was warmer; and I
had a sudden impulse to pull even more warmth from his hand, but I
knew I had to stop myself.

Cut it out! Be normal!

I tried to remain composed, but when I could
no longer take it, I had no choice but to break the silence.

“I-I have an idea,” I blurted out, calling
us back from the bewitching night sky.

“Hm?” Nyte looked at me, puzzled.

Let go, Aura.
I reluctantly obeyed myself and dropped his
hand.

I next took a running start, fell to my
knees, and slid across the enchanted pond’s surface. It was
slippery like ice, but it was neither hard nor cold. A smile lit
across Nyte’s face. He followed my lead, and running much faster
than me, fell on his chest and slid along the top of the water.

“Show off!” I called, laughing.

“You are just mad that you are so slow.” He
winked at me and slid again, this time on his back.

The childish outburst had done its job and
freed me from my warmth-craving state.

Phew. But what had gotten into me?

I walked to the side of the water and
dragged my foot around in circles along the surface, still
marveling at its solid yet liquid form. After a bit, Nyte joined
me. He sat down on the water, hugged his knees, and stared into the
inky blackness dotted with dancing stars. I did the same.

We stayed like that awhile in quiet
contentment.

Why did I feel so
comfortable and yet so nervous around this person?
I barely knew him, yet I felt like we’d long been
friends. What a ridiculously carefree thing for us to do, stealing
away to an enchanted pond in the middle of the night, while the
rest of the party slept in preparation for the journey. It was
dangerous, childish, and irresponsible, but we both went with it as
though it were completely normal.

Now I was sure; we
were both in our
element under the moon and stars; creatures that preferred the
night to the day, found comfort in its still serenity.

I still feel like I’ve met you before.

I wanted to stay there with him until the
dawn light reflected off the glassy water, but we both knew it
couldn’t be so. We spent no more than an hour before leaving the
mystical place.

“I wish we could stay a little longer,” I
said when we headed back to the village.

Nyte shook his head. “I already feel guilty
for pulling you out of bed. I am certain Grotts’ hammer would meet
my stomach if they realized you were gone. We cannot chance
it.”

“Afraid of a silly old hammer?” I
teased.

He grinned. “Very much so.”

“Well then, thank you for putting your
stomach on the line. I’m glad you brought me there.” I stared off
into the distance and allowed a faraway look to cross my face. “It
was really lovely.”

“It is my favorite thing in Elenque. I could
not leave without seeing it once more.”

His favorite thing? And he
shared it with me? My heartbeat sped again at the
thought.

“Here we are.” He pointed to the hanging
ladder that led to the treehouse.

“Oh . . . right.”

Already?
The trek back had gone quickly. I’d wandered
alongside him, entranced in the fresh memory of the pond and
unaware that we’d even entered the village.

“Good night, Miss Havoc,” he whispered, the
night breeze ruffling the bottom of his shirt.

I grasped the end of the ladder and turned
to him. It looked like there was something else he wanted to say,
so I waited, but in the end, he turned away, leaving the
‘something’ unsaid.

Though I wanted to know what it was, I
didn’t press the issue.

“Sleep well,” I called quietly to him,
dazed.

Had that really just happened? Our midnight
excursion now seemed like a fading dream, a half-awake, half-asleep
phenomenon that would forever be only barely visible within the
confines of memory.

I crawled back into the treehouse, certain I
was much too giddy to fall asleep. But a second time, sleep came
easily.

 


~

 


This time I awoke with the dawn light. Kantú
was snoring loudly in the cot next to me.

I stretched my arm out and poked her.

“Stop it, Rend,” she said sluggishly. “Give
Grotts back that kluckoo. We’re hungry.”

I giggled and rolled out from under the
covers. It was a chilly morning, but the crisp air that crept
through the window and fluttered the cottage’s curtains was
refreshing. I took in a hearty helping before reattempting to wake
Kantú.

Eventually, I managed to pull her out of bed
with promises of the delicious food we would ‘surely’ encounter in
the next town, and after several more minutes of coaxing, she even
ate one of the bitter purple fruit that I offered her.

I’d count it as a win, even though she
cheated and held her nose.

We put the few things we’d acquired in
Yh’tak into our packs before taking one last look at the simple
wooden cottage and climbing down the rope ladder for the final
time.

Everyone was waiting for us outside of Elder
Pietri’s tree when we arrived.

“Be swift on your journey. Deliver the Heart
of Salvation unharmed at all costs.” The elder addressed the guard
then turned to me. “Aura, you are the only one that can save us.
Harness your power, and do not stray from your task.”

The weight of his words was heavy, but I
nodded, accepting the fate he handed me.

Then, with the Elder’s blessing, we left the
quiet haven.

I didn’t know what lay ahead on the road to
the Yes’lech headquarters, but I knew I might be one step closer to
reuniting with Illuma each step of the way.

I followed faithfully through the barrier and
into the unknown.


Chapter 7: The Traveler

 


It was evening by the time we made it out of
the forest. Tepid night air moved through Wanzyr Grove, forcing the
honey-like fragrance of its chime trees to reach us long before we
encountered the grove’s entrance. This scent left a trail leading
to the petite trunks, and it filled my head with all sorts of
images of the beautiful growths yet to come, but when we finally
reached the entrance, it was more like some haunted potter’s field
than the pleasant grove I’d hoped for.

The chime trees had sinewy, drooping
branches that were covered in tiny succulent-smelling flowers. Nyte
explained that these intricate light-pink flowers were actually
tiny bells; their delicate chiming a siren song intended to lure
unsuspecting travelers into their silvery branches. It was hard to
imagine that such majestic flowing boughs could be so deadly, but
the Elves assured us that waiting inside each of the stout trunks
lived a small, carnivorous creature called the ‘suckle’. Suckles
were said to be adorable, fluffy creatures with giant, glowing
purple eyes, though the two Elves had never seen one
themselves.

After being lulled to sleep by the chime
tree, the traveler would then be ripped to bits by the suckle to be
shared between beast and tree. It was an amazing and frightening
partnership.

I shivered. All through the grove, small
purple eyes shined, thirsty and waiting.

“A-are you certain
this thing is
going to hold, sorceress?” stammered Scardo, eyeing a particularly
large purple shine.

“Of course it will, worm!” spat Rend. “You
dare question my might!?”

“Cousin, calm down. You need to focus.” Nyte
put his hand on her shoulder. “Please leave her be, Scardo. It is
imperative that she maintain the spell.”

“Ah, yes.” Scardo narrowed his eyes at her
but said nothing more.

The spell was, in fact, a protective barrier
she’d cast around the party, blocking the deadly melody from
reaching our ears. I was grateful for the barrier, but the
circumstances of it put us all on edge because not only did it
block out the chimes, it completely blocked out all sounds from the
outside world. Thus, it was eerily silent inside of our bubble. Too
silent.

The atmosphere made us all uneasy.

“This quiet just adds to the creepiness of
this place,” I said, and my voice echoed within the spell.

“Yeah, yer right,” said Grotts. “Sure’d be
nice if we had somethin’ ta listen to.”

I didn’t like the way his eyes sparkled.

To listen to? I hope you don’t mean . .
.

But whether or not ‘that’
was what he’d meant, Scardo took it that way. “A wonderful idea!”
sang the hunched man. “Why don’t you sing for us, Miss
Heart?”

“ME?! That’s not really what I . . .”

Blood flushed my cheeks at the thought of
singing in front of all of them. I knew I should be used to it by
now, but even after everything that had happened in Yh’tak, it was
still hard for me to melt into my role as ‘songstress’ for the
group.

With a face that was way too hopeful, Scardo
prodded, “It would make this unpleasant journey through Wanzyr much
more enjoyable.”

“Ehh.”

“Do it, do it!” chanted Kantú.

Great, not you too!

But then I sighed at the absurdity of my
reservation.

Singing for others
was supposed to be my
trade, so what was with the inhibitions? It was funny in a pathetic
sort of way. Even during apprenticeship, I’d never really thought
about life as a songstress. I mean, I knew I’d have to sing, but I
hadn’t really considered the fact that other people would be
listening. It was kind of my duty to do
things like this now, wasn’t it?

Good grief! Why am I only
now realizing that?! Maybe I should
have become a fisherwoman.

“Do it!” Kantú was still chanting.

Rend looked perturbed, but the rest of the
party seemed encouraging, so I reluctantly nodded.

“Yes!” Kantú flashed an excited smile.

“If you try any sort of bewitchment, Heart
of Havoc, I shall bind you faster than you can blink!” warned
Rend.

Grotts shot her a menacing look, daring her
to try.

Though she’d taken the opportunity to show
her distaste for me, I suspected her unpleasant attitude now had
more to do with my friendship with Nyte than anything else.

Nyte chuckled. “Go ahead, Miss Havoc. Do not
mind her.”

I blushed at his approval. Rend scowled.

But still, you could have let the bickering
go on a bit longer.

Nonetheless, I took a deep
breath and began. I chose a soft, soothing Song of Old about lost
light traveling over the great ocean, searching for its source. It
felt nice to sing something other than an ariando. Far less tiring.

I traveled through the melody until I got to
the sad ending:

 


“Where will you go when everything night turns to
light?

What will you do when night betrays you,

And you can no longer shine?

Will you find your meaning,

Will you find your meaning,

When your heart is
lost?”

 


Self-conscious, I forced a chuckle and
brushed my hair behind my ear.

“Lovely!” said Kantú.

“Really? Thanks.”

The others, aside from Rend, of course,
nodded in agreement, and I tucked another strand back, hoping for
something to divert their attention away. Luckily, Kantú did just
that.

“Grottsy?!” she said all of sudden, filling
the bubble with high-pitched reverberations. “Everyone! Something’s
wrong with Grottsy!”

“Wrong?” I looked over at him.

The burly man had dropped his hammer and was
wiping away what appeared to be a tear with the calloused palm of
his hand.

“What? A marocanfly flew into my eye,” he
grumbled, looking away.

There was a smile hiding in
the corner of Scardo’s long mouth. “Peculiar,” he said.
“I was under the
impression that we were in an impenetrable bubble.”

Kantú let out a soft chitter and in a
whisper to me said, “Guess he’s a softy under all that muscle.”

We continued through the grove, unable to
make camp until safely reaching the other side, and our talk
quickly turned from playful banter to the task at hand.

“So,” said Kantú, pulling on Grotts’ elbow,
“What’s Yes’lech’s headquarters like anyway? Is it big?”

At the question, a faraway look spread over
his dirt-splotched face. “Big?” He gave out a growling laugh. “Sure
is! It’s a great stone fortress by the coast. The pinnacle of miner
stonework!”

Kantú let out an awestruck, “Oooo.”

“The coast.” I repeated, feeling homesick.
“I miss the waves.” I could almost hear the gentle lapping of water
against rock.

“As do I,” said Scardo.

He clasped his hands behind his back in
reverence, but it only made him look like some kind of amphibious
butler, once more bringing to mind the image of a fancy dinner of
wetland creatures.

I held in the urge to laugh, but it was
difficult.

Nyte saw my struggle and in distraction
said, “Ah, Scardo!”

“Er, yes?”

“Are there many members to your
society?”

“Th-that is-” The Yes’lechian was reluctant
to answer at first, but then he huffed and said, “Our numbers are
secret to even us. We’ve been charged with the greatest secret of
all,” – he nodded at me – “therefore, all precautions have been
taken.”

Me? I was their greatest secret? It made sense, I guessed, but it
was weird, considering how incredibly normal I felt. They had me
wrong. They had me so wrong.

“And this ‘Mystress’ we’re going up
against?” I said. “Do your members combat her often?”

At this, Nyte stiffened. It was the same
reaction he’d had the other times I’d brought up Druelca, only now
there was nowhere for him to run. His obvious discomfort worried
me, but no one else noticed.

“She is a mystery,” said Scardo. “Indeed, we
have yet to verify what she even looks like.”

Grotts nodded. “You see, her guards do all
the dirty work. She just commands ‘em.”

“You have yet to see her?” said Rend in a
scoff. “How can you be certain such a woman even exists?”

Grotts growled at her assumption of
incompetence. “We didn’t say we never saw ‘er. We just can’t
determine what she looks like fer certain ‘cause she’s always
wearing a long black veil.”

“A long veil?” It sounded creepy.

“Yes,” answered Scardo. “She stands at the
top of her castle, watching over her kingdom, clad in black.
Although her face is always hidden, our latest report suggests that
she is most likely an Elf.”

That was puzzling.

“But if The Mystress really is the Heart of
Havoc, isn’t she a Sape? Aren’t all songstresses Sapian?”

“Indeed,” continued Scardo, “it is one of
the mysteries regarding The Mystress. She appears to possess the
power of both an Elf AND a songstress, something we’ve never seen
before.”

Was that the reason Nyte was so
uncomfortable talking about Druelca? Had he somehow known that one
of his brethren might be the organization’s commander?

I tried to discern it, but his face was
stern and difficult to read.

“An Elf? Impossible. An Elf would never
wage war with other Elves. We are a noble and peaceful people.” The
fierceness in Rend’s eyes did little to help her argument. If
anyone in our group was fitting to stand at the top of a fortress
in a black veil it was her.

Reading my thoughts, Kantú chittered.

We continued to discuss Druelca’s queen, but
Nyte, maintaining an unreadable expression, found a diversion in
searching the ahead shadows. Squinting, he pressed his face to the
edge of the barrier, if only to separate himself from the
conversation, and after a few minutes, he unexpectedly
exclaimed,

“What is that!?”

I followed his line of sight.

“Is that . . .
a person?” I could
scarcely make out a man walking dazedly toward one of the chime
trees. “Out there?!”

“What?!” yelled Grotts. “Naw. Can’t be.” He
peered through the rim of the bubble and then realized, “It is! And
he’s mesmerized!”

Now everyone ran to the edge.

Kantú let out a squeak, began shifting her
weight from foot to foot in anxious dance, and cried, “But those
suckers are gonna get him! We – we have to do something!”

“Yeah!” I said, pleading
with Scardo. “Let’s go help him! But what
can we do?”

But Scardo only shook his head. “Nothing,”
he said, voice somber. “If we go out there, we will share his
fate.”

“Regardless, we cannot just leave him out
there!” Nyte pulled his fist back in preparation to plow through
the edge of the bubble, but Rend grabbed his collar and restrained
him.

“Are you a
fool, cousin? Once again
your compassion gets the best of you. Do you wish to die for that
imbecile?”

Still, Nyte struggled in
her grasp. My mind raced for a
solution.

We can’t just leave him out there!

The next train of events happened much too
spontaneously for their own good. I’m not sure why I did what I did
in that moment. Certainly I didn’t want to see the man get eaten by
the suckle, but did I actually think I had the strength to combat
the deadly song? It wasn’t something I even considered. I didn’t
give a thought to what might become of me on the other side or what
my plan was at all as I impulsively pushed my way out of the
barrier.

I heard Nyte yell when I stepped through the
bubble, but his voice became stifled by Rend’s spell as I reached
the outside grove. Kantú pressed a horrified face to the barrier’s
edge.

I felt bad, but I ignored
the group’s frantic gestures and called to the man.
Maybe I could reach him before the song affected
me.

Tink . . . tink . . . tink . . .

It was then that the deadly melody reached
my ears.

A most delicate twinkling sounded filled the
grove, like dozens of wind chimes dancing in the breeze. I wanted
to run to the man but found myself instead drifting towards two
large purple eyes that peeked out of a nearby tree. The tree’s
boughs reached out to me when I neared – like they were welcoming
me into a warm embrace.

I closed my eyes.

What’s that sweet sound? A chimbree?

I was back on the beach the
night of the Rite as the priestesses twirled their
chimbrees about in the
air.

I’m a songstress; I should sing along.

Yes, why not sing
along? That stupored logic would turn out
to be my salvation.

I started humming along with the chimes,
quietly at first, but then growing louder as my head started to
clear.

What was I doing?

Walking towards those lovely purple lights,
of course.

I should keep going. But wait, wasn’t there
a man?

The humming grew into a full-fledged song,
and my head continued to clear.

 


“Juniper, Juniper for whom do you cry?

Willows will echo, boundless in time,

Juniper, Juniper for me you
do sigh . . .”

 


I took a step back from the eyes.

That’s right . . . I have to save that
man!

But don’t you want to stay with the purple
shine?

No, it’s dangerous!

I took another step back, and the Song of
Juniper’s Cry resounded through the grove, muffling out the chimes
and completely breaking their hold over me.

Ah! That was so close! How stupid of me! I
have to keep singing or else . . .

I started to the man, and the branches
stretched out after me, angry that I’d escaped their grasp, but my
song didn’t falter. I quickened my pace. The man was almost at the
tree now, but his steps were laggard enough that I just might be
able to reach him. I pressed myself.

I got closer and saw that
there was something sticking out of the man’s britches.
A Squirrelean?

Yes, it was a graying tail. Kantú would be
thrilled!

“Willows will echo, boundless in time . . .”

I came right up next to him and pulled on
his arm, trying to draw him away from the tree’s outstretched
limbs, but he only let out a high-pitched whimper and continued
toward the tree, still under the chimes’ spell.

“Juniper, Juniper . . .”

Luckily, just as the limbs
began to reach around him, my song started to break through, and he
quit resisting. That’s it!

But I was a little too late. One of the
branches hooked onto his pack, and the flowers became sucking
leaches as they latched onto his arm. The purple eyes within the
tree grew wide with hunger.

I tugged on him, but the tree was stronger,
pulling the Squirrelean back into its branches.

No! Give him back!
But it was no use. The branches kept
pulling.

It was too late. I was too . . .

Just as I was certain I was
going to lose to the tree, a gleam of silver caught my eye. It was
the moonlight reflecting off Nyte’s blade. He’d come to our rescue,
sporting the same sword he’d used against the Feirgh.

“Keep singing!” he yelled, slashing
precisely at the branches.

R-right!

“Boundless in time . . .”

He cut one of the stretching branches off,
and it writhed on the ground like a dying snake before burrowing
into the earth below the tree. He proceeded to cut off the rest of
the attached limbs, each sword swipe controlled and accurate. One
by one, they slithered into the earth.

As the final limb was cut, the Squirrelean
fell back.

“Come on!” Nyte threw the man over his
shoulder, grabbed my hand, and ran back to the bubble.

We sprinted, and the furious trees reached
for us, but Nyte was swift. He darted between them, cutting off any
that got too close.

“For me you do sigh!”

With one final line, we pushed through the
barrier and crashed to the floor. The trees around us shook
violently in defeat.

We were welcomed by a flurry of voices.

“Miss Heart! What were you thinking? You
could have been killed!” Scardo was pale. He quickly helped me up
and with trembling fingers, turned over my hands, examining me for
scrapes.

“Holy smokes, ya had us sweatin’!” Grotts
patted his hairline with a yellow rag that looked suspiciously like
the one that had been tied around his knee earlier that day.

I bit my lip. “Sorry. But I couldn’t just
leave him!”

Rend shot us a cold look. “Foolish to the
core,” she said, but as she studied Nyte, her eyes carried a hidden
look of relief.

Having passed Scardo’s inspection, I was now
free for Kantú to fling her arms around.

“You did it!” she cried. “You saved- Oh!
He’s a Squirrelean!”

Everyone turned to the Squirrelean, who was
rubbing his temple, lightheaded.

He was a short, plump man, clad in tan
overalls that looked like they could use a good washing. He sported
a large grass hat, in which he’d cut two small holes to accommodate
his gray furried ears.

We stared at him and he stared back at us;
then all at once, he erupted into an outpour of questions with a
voice even higher than Kantú’s.

“Was that some kind of spell? Those bells?
What’s this thing we’re in? Who are y-”

“More importantly,”
interrupted Scardo, “what were you
doing wandering around in the Wanzyr Grove with
no protection?”

“M-m-me?” he stammered. “Why, I’m a trader
from Astenberry! The road to Benro was closed, so I decided to take
this shortcut instead. I didn’t know there was any danger here.” He
gulped and scanned the hordes of purple eyes. “Had I known, I never
would have entered!”

“Oh?” Scardo eyed the man with suspicion.
“And why was the road to Benro closed?”

“Because! There were guards in black robes
patrolling the roads. They wouldn’t allow me to pass, even though I
explained I was just a traveling-”

“Guards!?” Grotts lurched at the man,
suddenly as fearsome as he’d been on our first encounter. “Who were
they? Wha’d they want?”

“I don’t know!” The Squirrelean cowered and
batted at Grotts with his tail.

Growling, Grotts backed off and turned to
Scardo. “We shouldn’t chance it.”

Scardo nodded. “We will have to take another
way.”

They lost no time planning a new route.
Scardo pulled a map from his pocket, and the two of them began to
study it fervently

Guards in black
robes? Could Druelca really be that
close? The thought turned the unease I’d
felt all through the grove into a heart-pounding panic. In an
attempt to push it away, I gestured to the timid man, and trying to
keep my voice steady, asked,

“What’s your name?”

He straightened up and adjusted his pack.
“I’m Toll Garrich.”

I was about to offer mine in return, but
Nyte shook his head, a warning to keep my identity secret. “Right,”
I said, not yet used to my fugitive status.

“Wow!” Kantú poked the newcomer’s tail.
“It’s been so long since I’ve met another Squirrelean! Are you of
the Northern Tribe?”

“Northern Tribe?” Toll
scratched his ear. “I’m not from a tribe. As I said, I’m from the city
of Astenberry.”

Kantú looked confused. “You don’t have a
tribe? You’re tail doesn’t look very big, so for sure you can’t be
off on your own . . . .”

“What does the size of my tail have to do
with anything?” he asked, offended.

Kantú’s jaw dropped, stunned by Toll’s
response. How could this foreign Squirrelean not understand the
importance of tail size? She furrowed her brows and studied the
man, who squirmed under her intense gaze.

With an ‘ahem’, Scardo folded the map and
tucked it away. Then he said, “You may accompany us to the end of
the grove, but once there I’m afraid we must part ways. You are to
tell no one you encountered us.

“Why-”

But Grotts shot Toll Garrich a threatening
glare that quickly turned the question into an eager nod of
compliance.

We continued onward through the grove, and
the mood was awkward. Kantú scrunched her face at Toll. The others
studied him suspiciously. Unable to take it, I sought for a topic
to lighten things up.

“So, what’s Astenberry like, Toll?” I asked.
Maybe I could use our accidental meeting to find out more about the
world outside of Farellah.

“Oh!” He brightened at the
mention of his hometown. “It’s a perfectly bustling city! The
noblewomen stroll the square, looking positively lovely under their
pastel parasols. Old men, be they Squirrelean or Sape, share pipes
as they watch over the grazing shepsheps. And there is a big brass bell in the center of town that
tolls every hour on the hour. The mekanix of it are quite
magnificent!”

My eyes widened.
Mekanix? Shepsheps? Brass? It sounded so exotic!

“And the best part,” he
continued, “is the market. New shipments from the coast are
delivered daily. Yes, business is good in Astenberry. My wares are
ever changing, ever more fascinating.”

“What sort of wares do you trade?” I asked,
eager to find out more about these ‘fascinating’ things.

“I have all sorts of fine wares from around
the world,” he said animatedly. His words became rehearsed as he
turned from traveler to salesman. “Silver hand-mirrors of the
finest quality, imported from the Crystallands; Elven travel
slippers, hand-woven for your enjoyment; necklaces beaded from one
hundred percent real glass. I’ve got boxes and bobbins and
something for everyone. Care to take a look?”

“We’d love to! Right Kantú?”

Kantú still looked a little put off by the
Squirrelean stranger’s mannerisms, but her curiosity got the best
of her. She peeked over my shoulder when Toll opened his pack.

His wares turned out to be
quite interesting indeed, and we spent the remainder of our trip
through the grove examining the odd array of items. There were
dainty white gloves made of an odd fabric called
‘sylk’, jars of
strange elixirs, and even a comb made of zebron horn, which I
stuffed back into the pack before Rend could see, certain she
wouldn’t approve.

Kantú fell in love with a small spinning top
carved out of a piece of driftwood from the great ocean – or so
Toll claimed it to be. The top made a whistling noise when spun,
entertaining Kantú to no end.

Grotts purchased the toy for her, since
neither Kantú nor I had anything of value along. “It’s payment fer
carin’ for my knee,” he told her and handed Toll something small
and sparkly.

“Thanks, Grottsy!” She squealed in
delight.

Just as Toll tucked the sparkly payment into
his pocket, we reached the end of the grove. Rend dropped the
barrier once we were safely out of the deadly chimes’ reach. We
were surrounded by the gentle hum of nighttime insects. It was a
welcome break from the bubble’s silence.

“Head straight to Astenberry,” said Scardo,
voice thick with warning in preparation of parting ways with Toll.
“Tell no one of our encounter.”

Toll chittered nervously in agreement before
saying his goodbyes to the rest of us. He saved mine for last, and
upon shaking my hand, he placed something small into my palm and
whispered, “For saving me,” before tipping his straw hat and
scampering away.

I looked down at the
peculiar black bead he’d set in my palm. What’s this? A pearl? It was
extremely cold and didn’t warm when I held it. I studied it a
moment before silently slipping it into my
pocket. Weird.

“Where are we going next?” asked Kantú.

“We’ll camp here for the night before
continuing on,” said Scardo. “We had planned to travel through
Benro, but that is no longer an option.”

“Is it really Druelca?” I asked.

Grotts nodded. “Black cloaks are sorta their
thing.”

My pulse quickened. They were close. “Which
route will we take instead?” asked Nyte. Grotts and Scardo
exchanged wary glances.

“The Mud Sea,” they said.

The Mud
Sea? Kantú lifted the left side of her lip
in disfavor.

I stared into the night and watched the
traveler’s silhouette as it faded into the distant darkness. I
yearned to follow after him, certain that his road home would be
much easier than mine.


Chapter 8: The Mud

 


“Just how muddy is the Mud Sea?” I’d asked
Scardo after departing Wanzyr Grove, hoping for the best.

“Unfortunately, it
is very muddy and
too shallow and thick to take a boat,” he’d answered, a queer
expression of longing upon his face. Over four days had passed
since our conversation, and I now fully understood the expression
because it was at present reflected on my own mud-speckled
face.

A boat . . .
if only.

The sea of mud we trudged through was
endless; not a living thing in sight. With no solid ground for us
to set up camp, we had no choice but to continue ankle-deep in mud,
ready to collapse from our day and a half long trek. The barren
brown sludge that stretched on for miles in every direction was
more of a mud desert than anything else.

My stomach grumbled. At
least real seas
had fish.

“It should be less than a half day’s trudge
farther,” said Scardo to answer my stomach. With the tails of his
tuxedo drenched in mud and trailing behind him like a tail, he fit
in with the surroundings better than the rest of our party. He was
so salamander-like himself that I wondered if his homeland had been
similar to this mud pit.

“Scardo?” I said.
“Where are you
from?”

“A place in the mid-region of Rendalt,” he
answered. “A town known as Temsa.”

“Really? Huh.” That wasn’t
what I’d expected – Nyte had mentioned
that Rendalt was known for its dry grasslands.

“Filthy zebron herders,” muttered Rend.

But the mutter was loud, and Scardo heard
the comment, just as she’d intended. He responded,

“Ahem. Does the sorceress have something to
say, or was I mistaken?”

Though his words were polite, his tone was
wholly irritated.

“I simply do not appreciate those that would
consume a beast as graceful and delicate as the zebron. Surely
something so heinous cannot be forgiven.”

Rend’s tone, on the other had, was
judgmental enough to ruffle even the proper Yes’lechian.

“Well, pardon me,
Elf!” he hissed,
stomping his foot into the mud. “It’s
slim-pickings for us in the dry region!”

“Then eat some grass.”

With that, they were at each other’s throats
again.

Nyte shook his head and gave me a smirk.

His green hair was flecked with mud, making
him look boyish in the afternoon light. Through his smirk I saw
fatigue. Even the Elves with their god-like stamina were becoming
worn from the mud.

Half a day’s trudge
more.

Kantú was ahead of me, giving Grotts doe
eyes and complaining about her muddied feet. He listened with
apologetic eyes that were so apologetic, in fact, that if his hands
hadn’t been full of hammer, he would have scooped her up and
carried her the rest of the way.

In the midst of her whining, Kantú’s tail
drooped. It dipped into the goo slightly. She pulled it up too
quickly, and a fresh spatter of mud hit me in the cheek.

I flicked away the spatter
and groaned. “Couldn’t we have gone around the mud?”

Nyte chuckled, but quickly
turned contemplative. “It is
good for a person to travel the mud at least once
in their life, I suppose.”

“Why’s that?” I scanned the muck,
unconvinced. “Aren’t there are other ways of building
perseverance?”

“Would you like to hear the story of the
Making as it is told by the Elves?” he asked and his eyes turned
spirited.

I nodded, grateful for a distraction from
the monotonous trudge. He straightened up and started.

“At the time of the Making,
the great Creator summoned His angels around Him. ‘I shall make
five races of intelligent beings to share dominion over the world,’
He said, commissioning each of His angels with the task of
searching the land for a fitting home for His new creations. The
angels happily accepted the task, but there was one angel,
Lusafael, who was
jealous of the great Creator’s love for the new beings. He forged a
wicked plot to punish them and instead searched the world for the
most barren land he could find, settling on the Mud Sea.

“The rest of the angels
faithfully searched the lands and returned to the Creator,
presenting Him with evidence of the world’s most suitable places,
but Lusafael claimed to have found the greatest place of all. ‘I have
discovered a land for all the races to share. It is a great land,
bountiful and pure. They will surely be happy there,’ he said,
seeking to trick the Creator. The Creator saw through this scheme,
of course, and decided to teach the deceitful angel a
lesson.

“He cast
Lusafael into the great
mud pit, telling him that the reward for finding such a ‘fruitful
land’ was to live there for five centuries. Begrudgingly,
Lusafael suffered in the
mud for 500 years before returning to the Creator, fully repentant.
The Creator forgave Lusafael, forever marking the Mud
Sea as a symbol of His mercy.

“The Creator then went about placing the
races upon the earth. He gave to the Elves, a people of nature, the
western forests, charging them with care of the trees. To the
Daems, He gave the southern rockylands and coast, charging them
with care of the sea. The Squirreleans were placed in the northern
forests and grasslands, charged with bridging the gap between beast
and being. The Sapes were a complex people, free to choose from
many ways of life. Some took the grasslands, while others took the
caves and mountains, and still others settled along the sea.

“A special sect of the Sapes, to whom the
Creator granted mystic powers, were placed in hidden villages
scattered about the world. These were few in number and would come
to be known as the people of song.”

He released his poised pose and looked at
me.

“It’s very similar to Farellah’s Song of the
Races,” I said.

Aside from the part about the Mud Sea,
Nyte’s story was actually remarkably parallel to the song of
creation I’d learned as a child, though the Elven legend’s focus on
the origin of songstresses struck me as unusual.

Hidden villages scattered about the
world.

Was it really possible that Farellah wasn’t
the only city of songstresses? I’d never really considered it, but
now I realized that if The Mystress truly was a songstress, there
must be others out there.

“But who’re the fifth
race?” I asked. Sapes, Daems,
Squirreleans, Elves, and . . .

“An alleged ‘people of spirit’. However,
they are not spoken of in detail.”

People of spirit?
I’d never heard of them, but a fifth race sounded
. . . intriguing.

I contemplated the rest of the legend, and
becoming worried that my complaining had offended him, asked,

“So this is sort of sacred ground,
then?”

“How dare you defile such hallowed ground,
Evil Heart of Hav-”

But at my stunned and mortified expression,
he burst out laughing.

“Fear not, you have caused no offense,” he
struggled to get the words out through gibbering laughs.

“Eh? How mean!” I swatted his arm, but as
always, I was unable to produce a frown under the spell of his
impish charm.

“Sorry.” Nyte grinned and caught his
breath.

I shook my head.
“Seriously, though, it’s not
sacred or anything, is it?”

“I would not call it
sacred exactly,” – he
gestured at the mud – “just somewhat important. That is,
if you believe the
legend. Personally, I think the tale is just an analogy, although
Rend would disagree. She is a traditionalist who believes all of
the legends are literal word-for-word. I am more of an alternative
thinker.” He scratched his collarbone. “Just another thing for us
to quarrel about.”

I checked to see that Rend was out of
earshot. She was several paces ahead of us, still arguing with
Scardo, who appeared to be rabidly annoyed.

“Your relationship with her
is . . .” – I stumbled to find an appropriate word –
“dysfunctional.”

He glanced at her. “Unfortunately, I have no
power over her. Rend is my elder, and . . . we should be
engaged.”

“Engaged?!” I tried to imagine Rend and Nyte
together in wedlock, but it was way too disturbing, and I quickly
pushed the image from mind. The comment must’ve been another joke.
A really unfunny joke.

He laughed at my response.
“Tradition states that Rend should be my bride. We
are cousins, after all.
If my father were alive, the marriage would have been arranged;
however, since he is not, I am free to propose on my own, and you
can understand why I have thus far refrained from making the offer.
Many of the younger generations of Elves do not practice such
traditions nowadays anyway, although as I mentioned, Rend is
very traditional.”

He watched me from the corner of his eye. He
was gauging my reaction.

It’s kind of unsettling,
but . . . I didn’t know how else to react
but to make light of it.

“Be sure to invite me to the wedding; I’m
sure you’ll make a lovely couple.”

He snorted.

“What’s that?!” Kantú’s squeak cut through
the sea, interrupting our conversation.

I searched the horizon for the source of her
outcry.

“What?” Grotts shielded his eyes from the
sun and peered into the distance.

She pointed. “That rock thing over
there.”

I could vaguely make out a shape in the
distance, but it was too far away to determine what it was.

All at once and without warning, the
suddenly-energetic Squirrelean took off in a bound toward the
discovery.

“Wait, Kantú!” I yelled. But she kept going.
“Ugh! Wait!”

I took off after her, and the rest of the
party changed course and followed.

Several mud-soaked strides later, I could
make out the object clearer. It seemed there really was some sort
of rock jutting from the mud, but more than that, it appeared to be
balancing on a flat landmass, solid amidst the gooey sea.

“Is that an island?” I asked, squinting.

Scardo tilted his head and studied the
object. “If it is, then it’s quite unexpected.” He took the map out
of his pocket and scanned it. “Nothing is marked here. Nyte, have
you heard anything about an island?”

Nyte shook his head. “I have not. We should
examine the structure, though. If it is solid, we might be able to
make camp.” He shrugged at Rend and she nodded.

Kantú called back over her shoulder, “Yay!
We can finally rest!”

Geesh, that you heard?

She’d completely ignored
our other protests, forgetting all about her muddy feet as she
happily skipped through the muck with Grotts bounding after her
faithfully. The pair of them were becoming quite close, and
despite my frustrations with the
disobedient Squirrelean, it put a smile on
my weary face.

Anyways . . . Rest.

It sounded like a good
idea; in fact, it sounded like the best idea.

Though drained, I forced myself to continue
toward the mass.

 


~

 


An hour later we stood on what indeed turned
out to be a small island of sorts, though rather than earth, it was
comprised completely of red rock. The jagged rock that we’d
originally seen extended from the exact center of the island’s oval
base. Nearly three times my height, it was out of place on the
plateau’s otherwise smooth surface.

“This does not seem to be a natural
structure,” said Nyte, pacing about the base. “The surface is
smooth as though it has been polished, and the center rock balances
unnaturally.” He pushed on the rock to prove his point.

It didn’t budge.

Kantú and I didn’t care in the least that
the structure was unnatural. We sat on the edge of the island and
dangled our feet into the mud, glad to rest.

Grotts cocked a bushy red eyebrow and rubbed
the balancing rock. “How’d this even get here? I know this kind ‘o
rock; it’s not usually found in Elenque.”

“I agree it’s peculiar,” said Scardo,
surveying the area. Then he let out a yawn. “Pardon me, I do
apologize.”

Apologize for a
yawn? I must’ve seemed entirely
uncivilized to him.

“There is room enough here for us to pitch
our tents,” said Nyte. “We should camp for the night. We can
examine this structure more tomorrow.”

Rend studied the horizon. Though it was not
yet nightfall, the sun had set, leaving the island in an odd twilit
glow.

She gave one nod in agreement.

I was grateful for the decision. It had been
too long since our last camp, and I was confident that the hard
surface would feel adequately comfortable under my weary body. The
realization that we would soon be able to sleep cut off whatever
adrenaline I’d been running on, and I found my eyes fluttering
shut.

Just a little
longer.

The odd hues of twilight lit up our tents as
we pitched them, giving our campsite an almost mystic quality.

“What a weird place,” I said. The glow was
hypnotizing.

“Yes, it is a bit unsettling,” agreed
Scardo, yawning again – this time into the sleeve of his tuxedo.
“We should leave first thing in the morning.”

“In the morning . .
.” But first comes night.
Sleep.

Being that tired was like being hollow –
some sort of shell that just floated from place to place without
really feeling any attachment to anything.

Sleep. I need to sleep.

“Well then, goodnight.” Scardo had been
staring at the sunset, but he now scuttled away, for once
forgetting to bow.

I nodded at no one in particular before
following his lead and retiring into the tent for the evening. I
settled in next to Kantú and finally allowed my eyes to stay shut.
Sleep came quickly. Quicker than it ever had.

 


~

 


Tap. Tap. Tap.

I opened my eyes, fully rested.

Kantú was still sleeping next to me, but Rend
was no longer in the tent. I dressed quickly and brushed my teeth
with water from the canteen before venturing outside to examine the
source of the tapping.

The sky was a dimly lit blue-orange, mixed
with fragments of purple, exactly the same as it’d looked when I’d
gone to sleep.

Is it a new day?

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Rend and Nyte were feeling along the jutting
rock, tapping it in various places.

“What are
you doing awake?” Rend
didn’t look at all pleased to see me.

“Good Morning, Miss Havoc,” said Nyte.

Morning.
So I had
slept through the night. It was just so early
that the sun had yet to rise. I scanned the island. Grotts and
Scardo had yet to emerge for the day.

“What are you guys doing?” I asked.

Rend rolled her eyes. She was upset that I’d
interrupted her alone time with Nyte.

“There is something odd about this rock,”
said Nyte. “It appears to be hollow.” He gave it another tap.

“Hollow?” Sure enough, there was an echo
from the interior of the rock.

I placed my hand where he’d tapped, about to
try it myself but was quickly distracted by something in my pocket
that was rapidly growing warm. I reached down, but promptly had to
pull my hand out.

“Ow!” The bead from Toll Garrich was searing
hot.

“What is it?” Nyte looked worried by my
exclamation of pain.

I looked around for a cloth and found
Grotts’ yellowed one several feet away. I used it to carefully pick
up the burning object. Holding it out, I showed it to the
Elves.

Nyte gasped.

“Where did you get that!?” Rend grabbed my
wrist and examined the bead, which had turned from black to blood
red.

“Toll gave it to me. What is it?”

Nyte glanced at Rend
darkly. “It is an angel
stone,” he said.

“An angel stone?”

“They are very rare and
extremely valuable,” said Rend. “Why would he give it to
you?”

“Maybe he didn’t know what
it was.” I didn’t
know what it was.

“He would not be a very good trader if he
did not know the value of a stone such as this,” spat Rend. She
eyed me suspiciously, most likely imagining the ways I could have
possibly seduced the stone from the Squirrelean.

Oh, please.
I chose to ignore her.

“I don’t understand.” I turned to Nyte. “It
was really cold before.”

“Maybe it is reacting to the rock.” He
furrowed his brows. “Can I see it?”

I handed him the cloth, and his expression
quickly became puzzled.

“What?” I asked.

“It is cooling.” He picked the bead up with
his bare hand and held it out to me. It was slowly darkening back
to black.

“Huh.” I reached out my hand, but when my
finger brushed the bead, it seared once more.

“It is responding to her touch,” hissed
Rend, narrowing her eyes.

My touch?
It did seem to be the case, but I couldn’t
imagine why I should have an effect on the bead.

“I touched it before, though, and nothing
happened. Why would it respond now?”

“It might be because of this place. Here,
try holding it against the rock.” Nyte handed me the bead, now
safely back in the cloth.

I did as he said, and for a moment nothing
happened, but then the stone abruptly hopped from the cloth and
flew to the wall, like some invisible force had sucked it up. Then,
as if bewitched, the stone rolled along the side of the rock before
sinking into a small divot. There was a click, and the wall cracked
open, revealing an ornately carved door with strange symbols.

Rend and I gasped.

This was hidden back here!? Out in the
middle of the mud?

“A door?” Nyte ran forward to examine the
crack. He rubbed his hand along the symbols, trying to decipher
them, and his face rapidly filled with amazement.

“Is it Elven?” I asked.

“No. It is something ancient. Something I
have never encountered before.”

Something ancient? What’s more ancient than
Elven?

“Should we go inside?” I asked. I felt
strangely excited, having inexplicably aided in the revealing of
this strange door. Could I somehow have a connection to whoever
built it?

Nyte’s nod was full of adventure, but Rend
looked wary.

“We do not know what lies ahead. You wish to
go bolting into danger?” she said. “I refuse to allow such
nonsense.”

“Would it please you to find out what the
others think?” appeased Nyte.

She nodded stiffly.

We went to retrieve the rest of the group.
Scardo was already starting to stir when we entered his tent, but
Grotts and Kantú both looked annoyed when prodded awake. We
recounted to them what had happened, and they each took a turn
examining the strange crack. Grotts used his hammer to remove the
fragments of rock that still covered a portion of the door.

“What’s this weird ‘ol writin’?” he asked,
chiseling.

“It is a language I have never seen,” said
Nyte, “but there are a few similarities with ancient Elftongue. The
elders might know of it.” He fumbled about in his pack for a piece
of parchment on which to copy the text.

Scardo had never before seen the strange
symbols either. He shared Rend’s reservations about opening the
door, but Grotts and Kantú were both eager to find out what lay
beyond.

“Maybe there’s a treasure in there!” said
Kantú with eyes of wonderment. “A hidden pirate treasure!”

“Mud pirates?” I asked doubtingly – but
still I hoped.

Rend folded her arms. “Or
there might be danger. Are we not supposed to deliver the . . . the
. . . girl safely?”

But the way she cringed at the word ‘girl’,
gave away that she was not at all worried about my safety. I
suspected that her only reservation sit in wasted travel time. She
wished to deliver me to Yes’lech as quickly as possible so as to be
rid of the task altogether.

“What would you prefer to
do, Miss Heart?” asked Scardo. “After all, we are
your guard.”

I was glad, but also surprised, when the
decision was left to me. “Let’s at least open it.”

“Aaaalright!” Kantú did a fist pump.

Grotts gripped the door’s handle, having
removed all stray fragments of rock, and tried to pull; but it was
stuck from ages of disuse, and even the great man struggled under
its weight.

Nyte ran forward to help.

“Maybe it’s locked,” said Kantú,
disappointed.

But the statement was immediately countered.
Just then, the heavy door finally released and swung open. Nyte and
Grotts fell backward from the impact, and the angel stone flew out
of its groove, rolled off the island’s edge and into the mud.

As it sank into the mire, it let out a
strange hiss.

Paying the hiss no mind, we inched toward
the door and peered inside. The outside light illuminated a narrow
spiral of stone steps leading downward.

“A staircase?” said Kantú.

It wasn’t a hidden treasure, but Nyte’s face
looked as though we’d discovered something way more precious.

“Is this . . . ?” he muttered in awe.

“Is this what?” I prodded, but he just
continued to stare, mouth agape, until he suddenly ran to his
tent.

When he returned, he was carrying a worn
map, but it wasn’t the one Scardo had been using. Rather, it was
one of the ones Elder Pietri had given us to study in Yh’tak.

He flattened it out and
examined it for a moment. Then he gestured to the door. “I think I
know what this is. This could one of the entrances of the
Orolian Tunnel.”

Grotts rubbed his chin,
confused. “But the Orolian Tunnel was
closed off at the time ‘o the Druelcan treaty, wasn’t
it?”

“I think we just uncovered it. Look here.”
Nyte pointed to the map where there was a thin line running from
the elder village of Sredna to the southeastern corner of the
Westerlands.

Grotts nodded.

“I suppose it
could be,” said Scardo,
examining the map with caution. “If it were intact, we could shave
days off of our journey.”

Rend perked up at the information.

“What’s the Orolian Tunnel?” I wondered.

Nyte looked up from the map. “Remember when
I told you about the leaders of the races meeting every decade?
They would travel the Orolian Tunnel to avoid certain dangers.”

“Is it possible it’s still intact?” I
asked.

“There is no way of knowing,” answered Nyte,
“but if it were completely intact, we might be able to take it all
the way to Yes’lech undetected.”

The thought of avoiding the remaining trudge
through the mud was tantalizing, and the idea of a secret passage
implanted in me a sense of adventure.

“Alright! Let’s check it-”

But I was interrupted by a hungry-eyed
Rend.

“If it will take time off of our journey, we
should use it!”

Now she wants to explore it? Typical.

“I’m afraid I cannot allow that,” protested
Scardo. “If there is a chance of danger, then the Pure Heart should
not go. It is vital that she remain safe!”

“Oh, no, don’t worry about me. I’m pretty
sturdy!” I flexed my arm to make a point, but since I was actually
quite puny, it probably only served to make him more anxious.

I hated being a liability. I really hated
it.

Nyte eyed my puny muscle with a grin, but
shook his head and said, “Scardo is correct. We should not chance
such a thing. I apologize for getting lost in the moment.” He
folded the map.

Rend started to scowl, but stopped when a low
hissing intruded the air.

Puzzled, I peered over the edge of the
island and into the mud where the angel stone had fallen. But what
I saw made me recoil, for in its place was a large black mass
bubbling beneath the mud’s surface.

“What is that?” I cried.

Kantú peeked over my shoulder and
yelped.

The black thing, whatever it was, was
spreading out and quickly filling the mud around the island.

“Get back!” Nyte jumped in front of us just
as the mud level started to rise.

“Did the stone do this?!” I yelled, grabbing
Kantú. “But how?!”

“I do not know.” Nyte stared at the mud. He
was astonished. Crazed. The muck was pushing against the base of
the island and creeping steadily upward. A fleck of the stuff
sprayed his arm. He let out a cry. “Ah! It is like acid!”

It was like acid, for it had burned
right through his skin.

“Quickly, pack the things,” said Scardo. He
readied his bow and shot into the black muck, but the mud level
didn’t falter. Instead, it swelled upon absorbing the arrow.

I gave Kantú’s collar a tug, and together we
raced to tear down the tents and pack the supplies.

Rend shot a flash of red light at the thing,
but it absorbed her light the same way it had the arrow, appearing
to leech off her power and growing even more.

“What is this sorcery?!” she shrieked. “It
seeks to swallow the entire rock mass!”

She was right. The mud level reached the
height of the plateau and started to spill over the edges of the
island. From there, the sludge crept inward. The black thing
continued to circle the island and bubble violently.

We all backed away from the edges and
crowded around the jutting rock. We too would get eaten if this
continued.

“What should we do?!” I yelled, hands
shaking. If the thing had absorbed Rend’s spell, then it would
definitely absorb mine!

“The tunnel!” bellowed Grotts. “We have’ta
use the tunnel!”

We had no choice. It was
almost like the stone wanted
us to go down there.

I edged to the staircase and peered into the
darkness. I’d wanted to descend before, but it was different now
that we wouldn’t be able to leave the same way. It didn’t seem so
adventurous anymore.

This tunnel was either going to be our
salvation or our tomb.

What should we do?!

You were able to open the door.

There might be danger down there!

But the stone let you open the door; it’s
urging you to follow through!

“Let us go!” Nyte wasn’t put-off by the
darkness in the least. He grabbed my arm and jerked me in after
him.

The muck hungrily seeped toward the open door
in pursuit, angry that we were getting away.

In a flash, Grotts seized Kantú and threw
her in behind us. Rend and Scardo were soon to follow. They grabbed
the packs, and ignoring the mud that licked at their ankles, raced
to the door and flung themselves through. Grotts was last in. Not a
moment too soon and with a mighty heave, he pulled the door shut
behind him, narrowly escaping the acid-like monster.

We were engulfed in darkness.

Though it was muffled by our panting, the
sound of the mud’s angry hissing on the other side of the door was
a reminder of how close we had been to our demise.

Too close.

“We made it,” I whispered.

“What was that?” said Grotts breathlessly;
but it was no use asking. We were all equally distressed and
confused at the stone’s effect on the mud.

I sang a light orb into existence, and we
descended the stairs one by one, still struggling to catch our
breath.

 


~

 


The staircase went down much farther than
expected. It took us down past mud level and deep into the ground.
The steps were uneven, and I found myself stumbling forward every
so often and grabbing onto various members of the party for
support.

Out of all of us, Grotts looked particularly
uncomfortable in the cramped passage. He descended sideways, his
shoulders too broad to fit in the small, winding space. Kantú
didn’t fare much better. Her large tail got in the way with each
turn.

Was this preferable to the mud’s trudge? I
wasn’t so sure yet.

“Watch it, Havoc!” hissed Rend as I yet
again slipped on a loose rock, staggered, and grabbed her arm for
support.

“Sorry!”

“Honestly! Sapes are so clumsy!” She
gingerly leaped down two steps at a time to prove her
superiority.

Kantú stuck out her tongue at the Elf’s
fleeting back.

We traveled downward for what seemed like an
eternity until Rend, who was now several steps ahead of the rest of
us, reached the bottom.

“Nyte, I have found something.” Her voice
echoed against the stone walls.

But my ‘clumsiness’ would delay me for
several minutes from finding out if the something was good or
bad.

When I finally reached the
last step, the light from my song revealed a small, dust-coated
room. It was empty aside from a decaying wooden cot in the back
corner containing fragments of cloth that had once been a blanket.
The air was thick and cool, and stained with a musty smell that
reminded me of the library in Farellah. Strange symbols akin to the
ones from the door littered the walls of the shabby
‘dwelling’ . . . if it could be called such.

“Did someone really live here?” I asked,
baffled as to what sort of person would want to live underground
without the company of the moon and sun.

Unless . . .

My mind raced back to the story of Lusafael.
The angel had lived in the Mud Sea for five centuries. Could the
strange symbols be angelic? Nyte had said they were ancient . . .
.

No, that was just a legend,
and even if it were true, it’d taken place at the beginning of the
world. There was no way the remnants could have survived . .
. Right?

Still, it was pretty unusual.

“It does appear to be some kind of
living space,” said Nyte, studying the destroyed cot.

“Who’d wanna live ‘ere?” asked Grotts. “It’s
so small!”

Though arguably, the room was much smaller
with such a large man inside.

Scardo, practical as he was, examined the
room a bit before concluding, “If this is the Orolian Tunnel, this
could be a rest spot for travelers.”

Right. The explanation made far more sense
than my angel’s dwelling theory.

“If this
is the Orolian
Tunnel, then
where’s the tunnel?” asked Kantú. Her question induced panic in me
when I realized that the room didn’t actually appear to
have an exit. I scanned
the quarters, growing more anxious the longer it remained
unanswered.

Are we trapped? What if we can’t get out?
We’ll die here!

But then:

“Here.” For once, Rend’s voice, though
stern, was comforting. She pointed to a small opening hidden in the
shadows just behind the staircase.

“Phew!” Grotts chuckled and wiped his
beading forehead with the back of his hand.

Scardo inspected the opening, brushing away
thick spider webs, and poked his long neck into the darkness.

“Miss Heart, if you wouldn’t mind?”

I walked the orb over to him, also swatting
at the dust-covered webs, and allowed its light to fill up the
small space. When it did, Scardo’s mouth curled into a smile.

“We are extremely lucky,” he said.

I peeked through the hole and was greeted by
a vast stone tunnel stretching in two directions. It was as Scardo
had said; the room was a pit stop along a much longer route.

The group had been tense since our narrow
escape from the mud, but at Scardo’s news, the energy shifted. Our
likelihood of being ‘all right’ had just increased
dramatically.

Kantú let out a whoop.

I stepped through the hole to get a better
look, and Grotts shuffled in behind me. The space in the tunnel was
much more accommodating for his stature.

That was when I saw that
the walls of the tunnel were slick. Slicker than slick. It was
unexplainable, but they seemed to not have suffered any corrosion
through the years, appearing even polished.

“This is crazy!” My voice split and echoed
hauntingly down both directions of the tunnel. Though eerie, it was
a good sign that we weren’t blocked in . . . at least not yet.

Nyte inspected the floor. He pinched a bit
of earth between his fingers. “The ground here is much softer than
is to be expected at our depth. They must have removed all of the
rocky earth when they dug the tunnel.”

When they dug?

“But who could dig something like this?” I
asked. “And with what power?”

I tried to imagine how many spade-wielding
men it would take to accomplish the task. A LOT, and that didn’t
even explain the sleek stone walls.

Scardo fidgeted at the question. The orb lit
the room only dimly, but I was able to catch the sideways glance he
shot Grotts. Rend and Kantú were still in the dusty room, so they
didn’t see it, but Nyte’s did, and his eyes flickered in response.
Nonetheless, he continued to examine the dirt.

“Well, er.” Grotts seemed to be thinking
hard about something. “Miners, mostly.”

“But how?”

I’d heard that miners were masters of rock,
able to construct large structures out of mortar bricks and able to
use polished obsidian stones or silver-coated glass to make
mirrors, but this wasn’t brick or mirror; it was pure uncut stone,
stories below the earth.

“How did it get like this?”

Grotts eyed Nyte’s back uneasily and then
locked eyes with Scardo. Why was my inquiry so uncomfortable for
them? It was only an honest question.

Yet, when Grotts finally looked at me, he
refused to meet my eyes.

“I dunno,” he said, staring instead at my
feet.

Is that so?
It was obviously a lie. I raised a skeptical
brow.

Nyte snickered but said nothing.

I don’t get it.

Grotts and Scardo clearly didn’t want to
discuss the matter in front of Nyte, but why? They’d gotten along
fairly well and had even included him in much of the
decision-making. What did it matter since Nyte seemed to be in on
the secret already anyway?

When I thought about it, I started to get
mad. They were treating me like a child, and even though I was
childish by nature, that didn’t mean that I wasn’t capable of
handling the truth!

Scardo noticed my annoyance.

“Ahem,” he said, “there are people at the
society headquarters that may be able to explain it to you. I
apologize that we cannot be of more help.” He bowed low, but I had
a sinking feeling it was to avoid eye contact more so than an
expression of courtesy.

I looked back at Nyte, who was now shaking
his head, one corner of his mouth slightly curved. I found the
expression strange, but I wouldn’t have time to decipher it because
he stood and interrupted the awkward moment with an enormous
sigh.

“Well,” he said, brushing his hands together
to remove the dirt, “we should not tarry here. Should we not move
on?”

“Er, yeah,” said Grotts, looking
sheepish.

Scardo only nodded, still bowed low.

Nyte popped his head back into the dusty room
and called for Rend and Kantú.

Kantú’s tail was sooty gray when she scooted
through the hole behind Rend, having unwantedly attracted much of
the room’s dust. She shook out the bushy appendage, and gray specks
flittered around her in the air, forming a dust cloud. I wafted it
away, but it was too late. Kantú’s ears folded forward, and she let
out a great chittering sneeze. The jerking motion only caused more
soot to fall from her tail.

“This is ridiculous,” sneered Rend, backing
away from Kantú, who was now locked in a vicious cycle of sneezing.
“Which way?” She peered down the corridor.

Amidst the twisting stairs I’d lost all
sense of direction, but luckily, Scardo and Nyte were both
confident. They unanimously pointed down the right-hand tunnel, and
Rend took off, shrouding her face in her sleeve to avoid the
dust.

I stayed with Kantú and waited for the dust
to settle. When it did, she tiptoed away carefully, plugging her
nose to avoid another outbreak. We followed after Rend, making much
quicker strides now that we didn’t have to combat the mud with each
step.

We’d definitely be through the tunnel
swiftly. I hoped I could survive under the weight of my song until
then.

“Aura?” A now fully composed Kantú poked my
arm.

“Hm?”

“I was just thinking about your song. When
do you think you’ll be able to release it?” She bit her lip.
Concern painted the brims of her gentle brown eyes.

You’re worried too, huh?

“Honestly, I don’t even know if I can
now.”

Actually, I’d given the issue a lot of
thought. The society was expecting me to deliver the Song of
Salvation, but I’d never heard of a songstress gaining her song
outside of the Rite. Was it possible even?

“Well, Elder Pietri said your song was still
intact, right?”

“I suppose he did. That’s good at least. If
only I knew what was supposed to have happened at the Rite, maybe I
could replicate it and urge the song out?”

She nodded. “That would probably work!”

“It’s a relief to know it’s still in there,
and I’m glad it’s not broken or anything; I’m just worried that I
won’t be able to release it on cue. How can I release it if I don’t
even know how it works? I’m completely in the dark.”

Even at the Rite I hadn’t had much
confidence in my songstress abilities, but at least I’d had the
ritual to depend on. Now I just didn’t know.

“Maybe someone at the Yes’lech place will
know how to do it? Don’t worry, Aura. Everything’ll be all right!”
She tickled me with her tail, but it only produced the rest of the
leftover dust.

I sneezed and Rend glared over her shoulder.
In retort, Kantú shook a spiteful fist at the unpleasant Elf’s
back.

“Boy, I’d like to swat her with my
tail!”

“Heh. Bet you would.” Then I sighed. “Oh,
Kantú. How I cherish you.”

I meant it.

“Oh, Lady Heart of our Salvation . . .”
Kantú pretended to bend down in worship.

“Hey!” I growled and flicked her ear. “Not
you too!”

She chittered uncontrollably.

“Miss Havoc!” Nyte had been scouting ahead
to check for blocks in the passageway, but at that moment, his
voice came echoing down the cavern. “Drop your light!”

“My light? Why?”

“You will see.”

Scardo swiveled his neck. “I do not think it
is wise, Miss Heart-”

But I’d already let the song fall. It felt
good to release the weight.

The cavern dimmed as the light disappeared,
but it didn’t fade to darkness. There was another light source, a
faint purple glow, coming from farther down the corridor.

“Pretty!” Kantú grabbed my hand and pulled
me toward the place where Nyte stood.

He looked dreamlike in the dim glow.

Like a warlock or something.

As we neared, I searched the floor around
his feet for the light’s source. Then I saw it.

“They’re . . . flowers?” I said. “Glowing
flowers?!”

The glow was indeed coming from a small
cluster of bright purple flowers that crept along the bottom of the
tunnel. Each blossom was the size of my fist or larger, with
dainty, scrolling veins that showed through thin, glowing petals –
much like the intricate patterns found on my Elven traveling
slippers.

Scardo leaned forward to inspect the plant.
“How unusual. But how does it live in this environment?”

Surprisingly, it was Grotts
who answered. “They’re effulgence
flowers. They grow all over the mines in
Crystair. They don’ need sunlight, and they pull moisture from damp
air. Miners use them as a backup light-source if the lanterns burn
out.”

“Effulgence flowers?” I repeated. “They’re
beautiful!”

Farther down the path I saw another cluster.
They really were as way-lights leading through the underground
tunnel.

The most beautiful
flower. My sister had mentioned something
once. A flower of the night.

I stared at the effulgence flowers, and the
forgotten memory flooded my mind as I became lost in the hypnotic
glow.

Illuma . . .

 


“Aura! Marbeck Berfield just told me the
most wonderful story!” Illuma came running into our cottage late
one afternoon, slamming the door behind her. I was sitting on the
kitchen table, a habit that always annoyed Mother, braiding a cloth
bracelet.

“What is it?!” I’d perked up at my
sister’s excitement. Her energy was always intensely
contagious.

She became poised as she mimicked the stuffy
librarian, folding her hands together at her chest. “The Song of
the Midnight Flower:

 


‘A
lady did but wander late,

A woeful move that sealed her fate,

A darkroad traveler found her there,

An ill intention he would bear.

The great Creator did send down,

An angel’s aid to her be found,

The angel fell but not in love,

Amidst the interest lady dove.

One midnight flower offered he,

A gift seduction surely be,

But lady’s heart was far too pure,

To take the flower offered her.

The darkroad echoed angel’s cries,

As she was left to dark
demise.’”

 


She took a deep breath. “What did you think?
Isn’t it creepy?” She wiggled her fingers at the word ‘creepy’.

“Yeah, it was!” I
said. Though at the time I didn’t
really understand the story.

Illuma plopped down next to
me on the table. “That lady wasn’t very smart,” she said, grabbing
and starting to braid the other end of the cloth bracelet. “I mean,
if I were offered
a midnight flower from an angel, I’d take it.”

I turned to her. “What does a midnight
flower even look like?”

She thought for a moment. “I’m sure it’s the
most beautiful flower of them all. It’s probably black like the
night sky.”

“We can find one on our
adventures!”

“Sure we can! We just have to catch the
interest of an angel first.”

“The interest of an angel?” I cocked my
head to the side and thought. “I guess we’d have to get pretty
interesting first,” I concluded. “Maybe we should learn some random
facts from Parnold Rekrap.”

“That boring old blacksmith?” She rolled
her eyes. “Naw, I’m sure we’re interesting enough.”

“Really?”

“Sure. You just wait. Someday we’ll find
a flower of the night; the most beautiful flower . . .”

 


Was this the flower Illuma had lusted after?
How silly we’d been back then, two children seeking to seriously
interpret the Songs of Old.

But the flowers liked it. They enjoyed
bringing up the past – for in addition to arousing the memory,
their glow reflected off of my silver hair, almost matching the
deep violet of my lost sister’s.

I let out a sigh.

But the rest of the party was completely
quiet, spellbound by the beauty of the petals. They stood circled
around the cluster, basking in the glow and staring with dreamy
eyes.

I felt the hair on my arm stand and realized
that Nyte was next to me, his arm close to mine in the darkness. My
breathing quickened in response. Goose-bumped, I looked up at him,
but he wasn’t staring at the glowing mass like everyone else.

It was me his gaze was upon.

Ah! What is it?

I instantly felt nervous and very aware of
myself. Was my growing heartbeat as loud as it felt?

I locked eyes with him.

I want your warmth again.

The flowers were bewitchingly beautiful, and
yet it was Nyte I longed to stare at in that moment.

Nyte, if only we were alone
. . . Why was I thinking something like
that!? I need the warmth.

I felt like the flowers were bewitching me
with their glow, or maybe a little of that warmth was lingering
within me, calling for the rest.

Nyte held my gaze for only a short while
before looking away. It was too intense. I was shy.

If only . . .

Then he slowly bent down and plucked one of
the effulgence flowers. When he looked back up, his eyes were
determined.

For me?

He rose and stretched the flower out to me,
but it faded as he did, losing its glow and withering before I
could take it.

“Aww!” Kantú’s disappointed cry broke the
intimacy of the moment.

Nyte appeared as embarrassed as I felt. Rend
said nothing, but her lack of fury informed me that she’d been too
preoccupied by the flowers to notice anything.

Phew. For now I’d escape her wrath.

“I really wanted to take one with me!” Kantú
puffed out her lip at Grotts.

“The only way’d be ta pot one of ‘em.”

Kantú sighed at her lack of said pot.

“Tell ya what,” continued Grotts. “Like I
said, these grow all over the caves ‘o Crystair. I’ll pot one for
ya myself someday.” He rubbed the back of his head bashfully.

“Really!? Yay!”

Rend made an annoyed clicking sound. “We
should be off, should we not?”

“Yes,” said Scardo. “It won’t be necessary
for you to strain yourself with a song’s light as long as there are
effulgence flowers about.” He tipped his head at me, but he didn’t
pull his eyes away from the plant.

The news was a relief, not only for the sake
of saving my strength but also for the sake of wandering through
the soft purple light. It sounded so . . . romantic.

But unfortunately, it was not as romantic as
I’d hoped. With no filter for atmosphere, it was a wonder Kantú had
ever been a librarian’s assistant. She talked animatedly to Grotts
while we walked from cluster to cluster, never once thinking that
silence might be preferable in such a setting.

I grinned to myself.
Batty squirrel.

“Something funny?”

I jumped at the question. Nyte had slipped
in next to me unnoticed. The Elf was far too stealthy for his own
good.

He slowed his long strides to keep my
pace.

“No!” I said, caught off guard. “Just
enjoying the serenity. I much prefer it to the mud.”

“Really?” He grinned cunningly. “I always
thought the Heart of Havoc would enjoy such mire.”

I scrunched my nose at him, and he laughed. I
was glad we were back to playful banter. Remembering to breathe was
much easier around him when the mood was light.

“Actually, the Heart
of Salvation is
much too pure to walk through mud, haven’t you heard?” I batted my
eyelashes obnoxiously.

“My apologies, Miss Heart.” He mimicked
Scardo’s trademark bow.

“Very funny.” Then I gave
him a sly look. “Shouldn’t you be returning to your
bride?”

He smiled back through clenched teeth. I
giggled, but then gained composure as an idea came to me. Maybe his
mood was jestful enough to let something slip.

“So . . . ,” I said.

“So?”

“So, are you going to tell me what Scardo
and Grotts won’t?” I asked offhandedly, gesturing to the tunnel’s
wall.

He thought about the question, the smile
left his face, and he stiffened.

Uh-oh. Not the response I’d hoped for.

When he finally spoke, his response was
teasing – as though he were trying to make light of the situation.
“You do not think I would ruin the surprise for you, do you?
Besides, who is to say I know anything anyway?”

“The surprise?” I narrowed my eyes at him.

He sighed. This time he looked sympathetic
when he answered and his words were serious. “I really do not think
I can say anything, Miss Havoc. I am not in charge here, and those
two do not trust me as it is.” He nodded towards Scardo and Grotts.
“Plus, I am not supposed to know some of the things I do. It would
not be . . . beneficial for me to disclose those things to
you.”

His words only did more to confuse me.

It wouldn’t be beneficial?
He knows things he shouldn’t? Did it have
something to do with his ‘very different upbringing’?

“What do you-”

But he put his finger to my mouth before I
could press him further.

Ah! My lips trembled, but I restrained myself from pulling in his
spirit. Why is that my first
instinct?

“Please, do not ask me more. I fear that I
will not be able to resist if you do. I promise that if your
questions do not get answered at Yes’lech, I will tell you
everything I know.”

He waited for my answer, looking apologetic
and forest eyes now brimmed with sadness as they stared me down. I
couldn’t help but nod at the remorseful Elf. It seemed I was
destined to be left in frustrated ignorance once again.

He grinned, relieved I’d agreed to his
terms.

I couldn’t seem to stay mad at him, no
matter how secretively he behaved. I knew so little about him, yet
the inexplicable trust I’d felt towards him all along had grown
even more after feeling his spirit’s warmth in Yh’tak.

Why did he have such a hold
over me? What was he to me?

“Do you enjoy being so mysterious?” I asked
as we passed another flower cluster.

He chuckled. “Do you enjoy putting me on the
spot?”

“Most certainly.”

“Cousin!” Rend’s voice echoed from behind
us.

Hadn’t she been ahead of us
before? We must’ve passed her while we
walked, lost in each other’s company and unaware of our
surroundings.

“I am here, cousin.”

“I must speak to you.” She looked at me with
blood-lust before grabbing Nyte’s arm and pulling him away down the
corridor.

“Your carefree nature with that girl sickens
me!” I could hear the beginnings of her rant as the two of them
disappeared into the darkness ahead.

Poor
Nyte.

Though admittedly I felt bad for Rend too.
She expected the hand of someone that didn’t want her, and now she
was forced to journey with the very person that caused her heart so
much turmoil. I could understand her bitterness, even if I couldn’t
condone it.

The last of her echoes disappeared, and it
became quiet. Kantú’s ramblings to Grotts had also faded into the
silence I had so craved earlier. Were they ahead of me now or
behind me? And where was Scardo? I hadn’t been paying attention to
anyone but Nyte, and now that Rend had stolen him away, I truly did
feel alone. At least the tunnel was a straight shot, or I should
fear getting lost.

I continued on until –

“Tchuuu!”

– A strange squelching noise sounded in the hall just ahead of
me.

What was that!?

I stopped and cautiously examined the
tunnel. There didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary. Earth
. . . stone wall . . . flower cluster . . .

“Tchuuu!” Something squelched again.

“Kantú?” I whispered, deciding that she was
the person most likely responsible for a noise like that.

There was no response.

I strained my eyes, but
then decided it would be easier to just take matters into my own
hands. I started my trusty lightsong but
was interrupted by another squelch, this one more obnoxious than
the first two.

Gah! Where is everyone?

I quickened my pace and tried again, but
mid-song I ran into something squishy hanging from the ceiling. I
felt the thing, and it was cold and clammy and gross to the touch,
like a long stringy tongue.

“Ugh!” I swatted at the dangling thing, and
it limply swung forward at the prodding of my hand.

Is it alive?
I strained my eyes, but it was too dim to make
out what it was.

I should’ve run then, but my curiosity got
the best of me. I started the song again, this time speeding
through the words, eager to find the identity of the squelching
thing. When the light orb finally shot out of me, I braced
myself.

“Tchuuu!”

What the hell?!

I stared in horror when I realized that the
dangling thing was some sort of clear appendage attached to a much
larger creature that was stuck to the ceiling just above my head.
The creature looked gelatinous, with many other clear appendages
strewing from a thick, stubby core – like some giant land
anemone.

Within the core, one giant, pale eyeball was
suspended in a cloudy liquid. It rolled around sickly before
locking onto me. The creature squelched, and the eye shook
violently.

I screamed, but it was probably the worst
thing I could’ve done. The anemone responded by releasing itself
onto me. The base plopped down, squishing my body, and the giant
eye pressed up against my face.

I shuddered at its cold, dead touch and
frantically squirmed out from under it, but its stringy arms
wrapped around me when I tried to run, pulling me to the ground. As
I fell, I accidentally released the song, and the light fell
too.

I was alone in the dark with the
creature.

“Aura?” I heard footsteps running toward me
from both directions of the tunnel. The scream had alerted them to
my peril.

“Help!” The anemone pulled me towards its
eye, dragging me along the earthy floor with its clammy arm. I
kicked and struggled, but it only caused more arms to reach out and
wind around me.

“Aura!” yelled Kantú. “What’s wrong?”

She, Grotts, and Scardo came running up the
hall behind me.

“What-” Scardo ran to me but stopped short
when one of the arms flailed at him. In the dim light, they
couldn’t see clearly what was happening.

“Be careful! It’s some kind of monster.
It’s- it’s got a hold of me!”

They stopped and frantically tried to make
out the unknown creature.

“Damn Elf! I thought he was with ya!”
Holding his hammer high above his head, Grotts ran toward the
anemone. He swung into the creature, but the body rebounded the
attack, and he was knocked back by the force of its impact.

“Miss Havoc!” A panicked Nyte ran around the
corner in front of me.

“What is
that?” yelled Rend,
closely behind. She came to a stop in front of me, eyes
wide.

Though he squinted at the creature, Nyte
didn’t falter. He ran toward me, sword unsheathed, and sliced at
it. The sword jammed into its plushy body but seemed to have no
effect and bounced back. The creature’s body was too squishy to be
cut.

“Tchuuu!”

“Be careful, Nyte!” I screamed.

The creature flailed its arms wildly at the
party, who dodged it the best they could, but they were at too much
of a disadvantage in the poor light. Kantú was slapped by one of
the arms, and she fell down, but Scardo rushed in and pulled her
away before it could wind around her.

“Take ‘er over there!” Grotts pushed Scardo
toward Nyte and Rend and then made another swing at the
anemone.

Nyte was still swinging wildly at the
squelching creature, trying to chop away the arms that clung to
me.

Gotta get loose!

I squirmed, but then stopped at the
realization that my energy would be better spent lighting up the
cavern. I sang the lightsong even quicker than the last time,
summoning the orb and finally revealing to the rest of the party
just what they were fighting.

“What the hell?” Grotts stared at the milky
eye that swiveled about.

Kantú yelped at the sight and cowered behind
Scardo who wasn’t much better off. He said nothing – only made a
small cry and stared, paralyzed by fear. Suddenly remembering that
she possessed magic, Rend bolted forward from her previously frozen
position and cast a red light at the thing. For once, I was glad to
see her hands circled.

Her light pierced the creature. It let out a
pained squelch before releasing its grip on me slightly. Nyte took
the opportunity to pull me from the arms, dragging me with him
behind Rend. The creature recovered quickly from the spell and
swung its arms after us.

By this time, Grotts had realized that his
trusty hammer would be of no use. Though its enchantments pulsed,
its attacks were futile since no physical attack could hurt the
creature. He joined the rest of the party where we stood watching
helplessly behind Rend. She shot another ball of red at the
creature. It let out another squelch before stopping its fervent
swinging altogether.

“What’s it doing?!” Kantú’s voice quivered
behind me.

The anemone rose up and attached its arms to
the walls, floor, and ceiling. It pulled itself up off the
ground.

It’s spreading out!?

The base hung suspended in the center of the
tunnel.

Rend shot another ball at it, but the anemone
shifted its body to avoid the blow.

“UGH!” she yelled and shot another. It
dodged that one too.

At that moment, the giant eye split,
revealing a circular mouth holding a set of fang-like teeth. It now
looked even more terrifying.

“Tchuuu!”

“Run!” Scardo spoke at last.

We obeyed his panicked order and turned to
run down the hall away from the creature. It used its limbs as legs
to propel itself forward along the tunnel, quickly pulling itself
after us.

We dashed to get away from its reach, but
the thing was too quick. Its mouth swung at the back of our necks –
a rotten cloud of stench emitting each time it lunged. Still, we
ran faster past the flower clusters, stumbling over the soft earth.
The thing followed and paid no attention to the delicate petals. It
ripped them from their stems and destroyed their purple glow.

“What shall we do?” Scardo looked over his
shoulder tensely at the creature. It squelched in response.

Rend shot a ball over her head back at it,
but it dodged her blow.

“We need a plan!” I said.

I hurriedly scanned my
memory for an ariando that could be of use. The anemone could dodge projectile
magic attacks, and physical attacks would just be bounced
off.

Think! Think!
“We need some kind of area magic attack!” I
concluded, still scanning my memory.

“Do you know any?” Nyte looked at me
hopefully, urgency in his eyes.

“I’m thinking!” If only I could keep them
all straight!

“Think faster!” spat Rend, trying another
light ball.

“Aura!” Kantú pleaded at me.

Their pressure wasn’t helping the
situation.

I’m trying here!
I frantically searched my memory until
–

“Wait!” There
was something. An attack
Miss Dance had mentioned. But would I be able to cast a second song
while still holding the orb from my lightsong? And could I even
remember all of the words?

‘Ring of energy’ or was
it ‘ring of power’? Frustrated with my
harebrained memory, I decided to try whatever came naturally. I
stole some of the energy I’d been using on the orb, and its light
dimmed.

Even so, I started the second song.

 


“Ring of power surging through time,

Endcalming ways, endcalming ways,

Parting the path, surging the sign,

Endcalming ways,
endcalming ways.”

 


I gritted my teeth in anticipation of the
result.

Magic wind swirled around me once again, and
sweet relief poured over me when I felt the song begin to take
shape. I looked behind me in time to see a yellow ring of mist rise
up from the ground. It circled the walls of the tunnel just in
front of the creature.

Instinctively I pushed the ring toward it,
unsure what would actually happen upon contact.

The yellow mist moved towards the anemone,
and for a moment it appeared to have no effect, but as the mist
ring closed in on its base, the creature made a sickly squelch. The
mouth closed, and the mist solidified into a strange putty that
wrapped around the newly exposed eyeball. The anemone flailed and
released its clutch on the walls.

It fell to the floor.

The party slowed their pace and turned to
look at the flailing creature.

“Get back!” I cried. I knew
that something was about to happen, even though I didn’t know the
specifics of the ariando.

There was a loud crack, and the creature
exploded as the putty dissipated into mist once more. The cloudy
liquid from inside the eye erupted along with the body of the
anemone, spraying the tunnel with sinewy flakes of clear, wet
flesh.

“Ugh!” Grotts crouched and covered his
head.

The rest of the group followed his example,
falling to the floor protectively. I shielded myself from the
falling anemone fragments, grateful that the song had worked, but
regretting that it couldn’t have been less messy.

The last of the anemone dripped down the
walls of the tunnel, and I stood, at once feeling the extreme
fatigue of using two songs at once. The light flickered, but I
strained myself to push it brighter.

“That was awesome!” Kantú wrapped her tail
around my hip and flicked a piece of anemone from her ear.

“What an absolute mess!” said Rend. She
kicked a piece of appendage away and straightened up. But her words
sounded blurred.

I was dizzy.

“Miss Heart?” Scardo looked at me with
concern in his eyes.

I started to rock.

“I’m fine-” I protested, but the light
flickered, and I continued to sway. Two songs had been too much. I
couldn’t hold on any longer. I teetered.

I’m falling . . .

Someone warm caught me before I could slump
completely to the floor.

“Most worrisome captive . . .” Nyte’s tender
voice faded into silence as I folded under the weight of the
song.


Chapter 9: The Exchange

 


It was dark.

“Aura Rosh?” Someone whispered my name.

I was lost on the edge of consciousness,
drifting. Was I falling asleep, or was I waking?

“Are you finally awake?”

“I don’t want to leave the meadow,” I
muttered.

The ‘someone’ laughed gently. “I was afraid
you would not wake up this time.” The ‘someone’s mouth was close to
my ear, its voice hushed.

I opened my eyes. The moon was staring back.
No, it wasn’t the moon; it was two moons.

Hmmm? I blinked. They weren’t moons, they were eyes, and the moon
was reflecting in them perfectly. The ‘someone’ laughed
again. The moon? That meant we were back outside.

The moons were green. “Nyte?”

He nodded. “You were sleepwalking
again.”

“I was?”

“You were.”

I looked around. We were indeed outside. The
western moon’s pink beams illuminated our two small tents. It
appeared we’d made camp in the middle of a field.

“We made it out of the tunnel?”

“A few hours after you fell unconscious we
reached the first exit of the tunnel. We passed it and continued on
until we reached an area that was sealed off by a powerful
enchantment. While Rend and I were able to proceed, no one else in
the party could cross. We had no choice but to backtrack and take
the first exit.”

“A few hours? I’ve been asleep for a few
hours?”

He looked concerned. “Try a few days.”

A few days?!
Had the strain of using two songs at once really
been that great?

“It’s really been that long?” I looked
around the field. “Where are we now?” There weren’t any discernible
landmarks.

“Northern Rendalt. We will travel around the
desert and then cut east and head to Abardo . . .” His voice
trailed. “I was so worried . . .”

Why did he look so pained?

You were that worried about . . . me?

My face flushed under his lingering eyes,
but unwaveringly I stared back, longing to comfort the pain I’d
inexplicably caused him.

“I’m sorry.” I started to bring my hand to
his face, but stopped halfway at the sound of someone shuffling out
of the closest tent.

“Nyte, it’s time for my shift . . . Miss
Heart!” Scardo came slithering out for patrol. “You’re awake! We
were incredibly worried!” He grabbed my shoulders and began another
examination.

Nyte looked away, embarrassed by my almost
touch of comfort.

If only Scardo hadn’t
interrupted. What would have
happened? Those green eyes . . .
My heart raced just thinking about them.
Why? I couldn’t
understand why he
had such an effect on me.

Scardo stopped his
inspection, satisfied that I was in one piece, and said, “Miss
Heart, I insist you rest until morning. You might be awake, but you are far
from ready to travel.” He bowed low.

“It’s Aura.”

Nyte smirked. “Yes,
Miss Heart,” he said,
reverting to his normal, sarcastic self, “you must return to bed at
once.”

I scowled at the pair of them before
reluctantly returning to the tents.

Those green eyes . . . Why?

 


~

 


At the new dawn we traveled farther south.
The terrain was uneven and grassy, though the grass was short and
weedy and unlike the long swaying grasslands of Carouth. Farmhouses
much larger than the small cottages of Farellah dotted the
landscape, but we went out of our way to avoid the towns to which
they belonged.

Now that we were out of the tunnel, Grotts
and Kantú day-dreamed grandiose plots of catching the brown
bunnalies that hopped the grass, in hopes of eating meat once
again. Scardo offered up his bow, but Rend threatened that anyone
who tried to shoot it would be bound before the arrow left the
quiver. Our stock of fruit was starting to wear thin, and Nyte
informed us that we’d need to gather more supplies soon.

“Can we get some bread or cheese or
something when we do?” Kantú looked up at me for agreement. She
hadn’t released my arm since earlier that morning when she’d
discovered I’d awoken from my long slumber.

“Or some spring nuts?” I grinned at her.

“We should reach the dry prairielands
tonight,” said Scardo, shielding his eyes from the blinding
mid-morning sun as we passed yet another lonely, wooden windmill.
“We should stop somewhere before then to restock.”

“Aww, I like it here. It’s
nice and sunny and open. Can’t we just go around the prairie?” Kantú spun to
prove her point.

“It would be
far out of the way to do
such a thing,” said Rend. “What a foolish question.” She was bitter
as usual, and I suspected my awakening had only added to her
irritation.

Kantú stuck out her tongue. “Well, how am I
supposed to know that?!” She chittered angrily. “One of these days
you’re gonna wake up to a tail smothering-”

I cupped her mouth.

“The prairie’ll be real sunny and real
open,” said Grotts, seeking to comfort his Squirrelean friend.

She mumbled something through my cupped
hand, but I didn’t release her because her tail’s swishing informed
me that she was still fuming.

“Where should we stop for supplies?” said
Nyte. “Scardo, you know this terrain better than any of us. Where
would the safest place be?” He glanced at me.

Always the liability.

“Probably Cana,” said Scardo. “It’ll be on
the way if we veer east.”

I noticed then that one of the wilted
effulgence flowers had taken up residence in the hunched man’s
front pocket, replacing the rose of debt he’d given me.

Just in case?
I wondered if he expected to be indebted to
someone else on our journey.

“Cana it is then,” said Nyte.

The sun felt good after being cooped up in
the dark tunnel. I allowed its rays to seep into me.

That warmth . . .

I looked over at Nyte. He was making large
strides next to Rend. The pair of them treaded easily across the
grass, much like the zebron we’d encountered in Carouth.

“Aura,” whispered Kantú.

“Hm?” I quickly shifted my gaze to her.

She was looking up at me intently. The corner
of her mouth twitched.

“What?” I asked.

“Are you in love with Nyte?”

Her words hit me squarely in the jaw. I
stared at her dumbstruck before scrambling to answer.

“W-what? No! Of course not!”

She chittered hysterically at my response.
She derived a sick pleasure from planting such thoughts in my
head.

In love with . . .
Nyte? I contemplated the notion a little
too long, and the plotting Squirrelean smiled mischievously,
satisfied with my belated response.

“Quit . . . screwing . . . with . . . my . .
. head!” I lunged at her, and she ran away chittering. I raced
after her through the stubby grass.

“Ahhh! Grottsy, help me!”

The rest of the group turned to us with
varying degrees of puzzlement.

“For people on the run, you certainly do not
know how to behave discreetly!” Rend readied her hands.

Kantú halted abruptly at the sight of them,
and I bumped into her. We both fell down laughing. Nyte looked
amused, but I wondered what he’d think if he knew the origin of our
scuffle.

In love.

Grotts raised a brow at Scardo. “At least
she’s back up an’ runnin’.”

From there, it took us several hours to
reach the small, dusty town of Cana. The staggered farms grew
closer and closer together until finally culminating in a cluster
of wooden buildings centered around one lonely dirt-road.

“It would be best if you revealed nothing
about yourself, Miss Heart. You never know who may be listening,”
said Scardo.

“Do you not think we should do something
about her hair?” asked Nyte.

I had to admit, its silvery quality was sure
to attract at least a little interest.

Rend smiled evilly. “We could cut it
off.”

No thanks.

“A hood?” I offered.

“A hood would only serve to make you stand
out in these parts,” said Scardo. “How about this?” He pulled out a
white kerchief made of dandrill.

“That should work,” I said. I took the soft
kerchief and wrapped my hair in it. “How’s that?”

Kantú nodded. “Looooooks great!” She jumped
into the air. “Let’s go!”

We entered the town that barely qualified as
a town. Cana’s cluster of buildings turned out to be a pub, a
mercantile, an abandoned shop, and a dark-windowed ‘inn’, that
looked way sketchier than any inn I’d ever seen. I imagined it a
place where many ill-happenings occurred, though I couldn’t say for
certain what those ill-happenings might entail. A sleazy woman in a
tattered, red dress sat outside the door waiting to welcome her
guests, which were most certainly all male.

There were no souls walking the stretch of
dusty road running the center of town, but there were a few old men
sitting outside the storefronts, as dust-covered as the town
itself.

One of them whistled a lively tune that was
out of place in the shabby setting. It seemed he’d taken a liking
to Kantú, for he shot her a one-toothed grin when we walked by, to
which she responded by snuggling up closer to Grotts.

The entire town was basked in an orange
afternoon glow, making it feel warm despite its otherwise lifeless
quality. The sun was hanging lower in the sky now that we were
leaving the northern Westerlands, and it cast long shadows behind
our walking posse.

Scardo and Nyte stood on either side of me,
taking their places as my protective guard. It was strange to be
thought of as a fragile thing that needed protection. I still felt
like the same unqualified songstress. Would I ever get used to
it?

We headed toward the mercantile. Our shadows
meshed together into one as we curved. I hoped that the atmosphere
of the rest of the town wasn’t an indication of its selection of
food, but I strongly suspected such might be the case.

“Rend and I will remain outside to keep
watch,” said Nyte when we reached the wind-eroded mercantile door.
He glanced over his shoulder uneasily at the toothless man that was
still staring at Kantú.

“That’s a good idea.” Scardo followed Nyte’s
gaze.

“Get fruit,” ordered Rend, slitting her eyes
in threat.

Kantú and I followed the two men into the
mercantile. The door was on a spring and it swung shut quickly,
narrowly missing Kantú’s tail. The store was dim and dingy, and it
felt like I was back in the Orolian’s underground dwelling. I
scanned the dust-coated shelves that lined the small store. My
hopes of food variety quickly faded when my eyes beheld their
nearly bare state.

“Hello?” called Grotts.

At first there didn’t appear to be anyone
inside, but a shuffle alerted us to a young boy with dark brown
freckles in a dirty, oversized coat standing behind the
counter.

Is he seriously in
charge? I scanned the store, but there was
no one else.

“What can I get ya, Buck? If ya ain’t
buyin’, then get out!” The boy’s demeanor was surprisingly brash.
He wiped his nose on his much-too-long coat-sleeve, and waited for
us expectantly.

Scardo took no offense at the boy’s
rudeness. It made me wonder if this was a natural occurrence in the
mid-region.

“We’re here to restock our food supply,” he
said, sticking out his long neck and peering about the sparse
shelves.

“Back there.” The boy pointed to the far
corner of the store.

Grotts raised a red brow at him before
following Scardo to the back corner.

The boy eyed us suspiciously. “Ya sure are a
weird bunch. What’s your story?”

“Ah . . .” I giggled nervously.

“Eh, doesn’t matter. Don’t get many
strangers around here.” He stood on his tiptoes and peeked over the
counter at Kantú’s prized tail. “You one of them squirrel
folk?”

“Why yes I-”

“I thought your kind was supposed to be
barbaric and stuff.” He wrinkled his nose – like she was some
filthy creature that might attack him at any moment.

Kantú’s mouth dropped. “Why you!” She shook
her fist at the boy, and her ears twitched savagely. She wasn’t
doing much to make a case for herself.

Keep calm. We have to stay under the
radar.

“Are you looking after the store for your
parents?” I asked, pushing away the fuming Kantú.

The boy threw his head back and burst out
laughing. “My parents? Now I’ve heard ‘em all!”

“Huh?” I cocked my head.

“This here’s
my shop. Bought it
myself.” He struggled to compose himself in the aftermath of the
wild guffawing.

“But you can’t be more than a decade old!” I
blurted the words, not really considering they might be
offensive.

But they were, and the small boy became
furious.

“You some kinda ageist?!” He pounced onto
the counter and folded his arms. It was an ironic allegation,
coming from someone so obviously racist.

“No! No! It’s just quite
incredible, that’s all.” I waved my hands to shake off the
accusation. Keep a low profile.

“Oh.” The boy crawled back
behind the counter. “Yup! I’m the youngest entrepreneur in
Cana. And I got a
prime piece of real estate.”

Prime? The word didn’t accurately describe anything I’d encountered
thus far in Cana.

“You just wait. Someday this’s gonna be a
booming town, and I’ll be at its center. I’m even gonna start
carrying weapons soon!” He looked at me proudly.

Weapons!?
I nearly fainted at the boy’s gumption. Kantú was
still fuming in the corner, and I decided to use her as an excuse
to escape the bewildering encounter.

“Kantú, did you hear that? Weapons. Isn’t
that something?” I ran to the corner and shook the angry
Squirrelean.

But something caught my eye through the
barred window just behind her.

It was . . . Nyte? That was to be expected,
I suppose, but the interesting thing was that he was talking to
someone in a dark-colored robe a ways down the road, and that
‘someone’ wasn’t Rend. In fact, Rend was nowhere to be seen.

So much for them standing
guard at the door. Who is that?

I strained my eyes at the robed person,
though I don’t know what I hoped to accomplish. Nyte shouldn’t have
been talking to anyone, and even if I could’ve seen the stranger
clearly, there was no way I’d have known who they were.

What are you up to?
The two of them were huddled together and
glancing around shiftily. I’m sure there’s
an explanation, but still . . . It gave me
a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

I continued to stare, but when Nyte lifted
his eyes to the window, I ducked to dodge his line of sight. Had he
seen me? I refrained from peeking through the bars again, not
wanting to chance being found out.

Kantú was still muttering under her breath,
unaware of my stint of spying. The unexplained meeting between Nyte
and the robed man left me fidgety. I decided I’d confront him about
it as soon as we left the mercantile. But I hoped he’d mention it
without my prodding.

“Get what ya want, Buck?” said the small
boy.

Scardo and Grotts were back at the counter,
their hands full of yellow korrofruit and bread.

“Is there anything else you need, Miss H . .
. Aura?” said Scardo.

I grinned at his almost slip up, but then I
grew anxious. Should I mention what I’d just seen?

“No. Thanks.” I looked at the floor.

Grotts studied me with suspicion.

“Shouldn’t someone do something about her?”
The boy nodded casually at Kantú, who was still muttering
crossly.

Grotts, who hadn’t noticed previously,
quickly dropped his load on the counter and ran to her. He went
about trying to sooth the pouting girl, but she only pouted more at
his fawning.

Scardo rummaged through his tuxedo pocket
for payment, pulling out various scraps of cloth and dried petals
as he did.

The small boy rubbed his chin and looked me
up and down intently.

“I like you,” he said after a moment. “Come
back sometime. I’ll give you a special discount on a cutlass!”

“Uh, thanks.” I smiled weakly.

“Shall we, Miss Heart?” Scardo motioned to
the door.

This time I ignored the title. I was
beginning to see that it was pointless to try breaking the
habit.

I nodded and followed him through door,
eager to confront Nyte.

But my confrontation would have to wait. On
the other side was a shocking sight.

Rend was slumped on the
ground, unconscious. Nyte stood over her, his arm raw and bloody,
as though he’d been burned by something. Something
searing. On his face was
a look of paranoia and distress.

“Help me get her up!” He struggled to lift
the lanky Elf, but was only able to pull her up slightly.

“W-what happened!?” asked Scardo. He rushed
over and grabbed her other side.

“Nyte! You’re bleeding!”

I reached for his arm and inspected the
gash, but he winced when my fingers touched his skin, so I pulled
back, afraid to cause him more pain.

“I am fine, but we must leave NOW!”

That was when Grotts and Kantú came trotting
through the door. Kantú appeared to be in high spirits once more,
but when she caught sight of the scene, she immediately started
chittering nervously.

“What’s going on? Nytie, what’s wrong with
your arm?!”

Grotts hurried to help the struggling Scardo
by hoisting Rend up in his arms. She most certainly would’ve
protested had she been awake.

“Let us go!” Nyte tugged on my arm.

“But Nyte, your arm!”

“Explain yourself, Elf!” demanded
Scardo.

“I will in a moment!” Nyte looked around
tensely. “I ask you to trust me! Now come on!”

Trust him?
Did this have something to do with the robed man?
I felt a pinch of hesitation.

Had witnessing the strange encounter hampered
my trust in him?

No, I still felt that
familiarity – that safety. Though the sick
feeling had yet to leave my stomach, that inexplicable sense of
trust was still there too.

“Okay,” I said.

Nyte looked relieved. He pulled on my hand
and led me away from the mercantile. I looked around anxiously to
see what the people of Cana thought of our sudden chaos, but the
street was now completely deserted. There was no sign of the sleazy
woman, the robed man, or any of the geezerly onlookers.

Just what had occurred in the short time
between my looking out the window and exiting the store? Whatever
it was had happened extremely fast.

Nyte ushered us to the abandoned building
we’d passed on our way through town. Like a fugitive, he glanced
apprehensively over his shoulder the whole way. Even so, when we
reached the door, we followed him in, unspeaking and unsure and
struggling to keep up with his longer-than-usual strides. His
distress had rubbed off on the rest of us, and we now all felt a
sense of paranoid urgency in lieu of the unknown danger.

“Shut the door; find something to bolt it!”
Nyte charged Scardo with the task before slumping against the back
wall of the building.

“Nyte!” I crouched over him.

A steady trickle of blood flowed from the
cut, staining his shirt red as drops like scarlet tears trailed
down his side, fell to the floor, and mixed with the sooty
dust.

I pulled the kerchief out of my hair and
wrapped it around the wound. He stared up at me, eyes
unfocused.

“Hey! Stay with me!” I brushed the hair from
his forehead and held his head steady, but it was no use. His eyes
fluttered, and his head rolled forward heavily. He looked like he
was about to topple. He swayed unsteadily, and I grabbed his
shoulders, but he was too heavy and fell against me. I struggled to
hold myself up.

I noticed then that there
was something different about him, his warmth. It felt
dimmer than
usual.

Your spirit . . . it’s hurt?

“Just what kinda creature got ‘em?” Grotts
shot me a worried look while I fought to steady the wobbly Elf.
Then he set Rend down on the floor and rushed over to help Scardo,
who was following Nyte’s order and jamming a loose board against
the handle of the door.

Kantú grabbed Grotts’ pack and put it under
Rend’s head for support before running over to help me with
Nyte.

“Wet this!” I ripped off a piece of my shirt
with my teeth and handed it to her.

She nodded and grabbed the scrap but didn’t
move.

“Kantú, hurry!” I turned to urge her on but
stopped at her blank stare.

“Not now!” I yelled. The Spirit of
In-between couldn’t have picked a worse time to show up.

“Aura Telmacha Rosh,” said the raspy voice,
“heed my words!”

“Kinda busy here!”

Grotts and Scardo abruptly halted their task
and stared at Kantú’s odd change in demeanor.

The Spirit took no notice
of our situation and continued, “Salvation may be found in
the Inscription of Ulan. The other now searches. Make
haste!”

With that, Kantú collapsed to the floor, and
I threw my arms out to catch her, releasing Nyte in the process. He
completely slumped over onto his wound. Feathers from some unknown
corner of the deserted building blew over and landed around us,
some turning crimson when they absorbed Nyte’s blood.

Grotts and Scardo stared in shock.

“What!?” said Scardo. He remained frozen,
eyes wide, but Grotts ran over to us and shook Kantú’s arm.

“Kantoo?! What’s wrong with ya!?” He looked
up at me. “What happened to ‘er?!” He swatted away the feathers,
more concerned with Kantú’s dazed state than their unusual
origin.

“Not now, just help me!” I’d have to
interpret the cryptic message later; Nyte and Rend were more
important.

He lifted Kantú from me and let out a sigh of
relief when she started to stir in his arms.

I turned back to Nyte, put
my hands under him, and rolled him onto his back. Yet again, I
wished there was some sort of ariando for healing.

I’d asked Miss Danice about
it once, but she’d explained that ariandos only allowed for
manipulation of the elements. Mist, light, water, and such.
Songstresses had never figured out how to use those elements to
heal, though many had tried. I could’ve use my mentor’s wisdom now,
uncertain which, if any, ariando
would come in handy in the present
situation.

I checked Nyte’s arm, glad to see that the
kerchief had stopped the blood flow. The wound appeared to be
clotting, and his breathing was normal. But his warmth was still
lacking.

I rummaged through his pack for a
canteen.

“Someone is coming!” Scardo was standing by
the door, peeking through an open knot in the wood. He gasped. “It
appears to be more than one person . . . it’s . . . a mob of
townsfolk!”

A mob? Those kinds of things really
happen!?

It couldn’t get any worse.

“A mob?!” Grotts ran to the door, still
holding the waking Kantú, and peered through the knot. “What the
hell? They’re all carryin’ spades and stuff, an’ . . . they look
mad!”

“What’ll we do?” Scardo tilted forward and
slithered about anxiously. “No, no, no!”

This was a disaster. We were down three
guardians, and we had to combat an angry mob when we didn’t even
know what they were angry about. It was remarkable that the small,
lazy town of Cana was even capable of a mob!

I left Nyte’s side and rushed to the door.
It was as Grotts had said, they were angry, and they were heading
our way.

As they neared, their cries became audible:
“Get the demon!”

The demon?

Scardo reached for his bow, but I stopped
him.

“We don’t know what happened; we can’t just
shoot at innocent people!”

“It’s my top priority to keep you safe. I
cannot risk you getting injured.”

“Can’t we just try talking to them?”

“We cannot take the chance that they might
swing before talking. It appears they are in quite a frenzy.”

Grotts looked sympathetic to my cause, but he
nodded in agreement.

I’d have to think of
something, an ariando, to draw the mob away without
injuring them.

A fire? Mist bomb?
Everything seemed too harsh. I thought about the
boy from the mercantile. He’d for sure be caught in something so
extreme.

“I know! At least I think
it might work!”

The rainsong I’d used in Edaw. If only I
could make it strong enough . . . I looked back at Nyte. There was
no way he was in any condition to lend me power. Rend wouldn’t be
of any use either. I scanned the room, and my eyes fell on Grotts’
enchanted hammer.

Would that work?
It was
infused with Elven power, after all.

The mob’s cries were growing louder with
each passing moment.

Guess I have to try at least.

“Don’t shoot, Scardo! Just wait! Okay?”

I bolted to the hammer and
tried to pick it up, but it was much heavier than I’d expected.
Grotts had always swung it about so easily! Then again, he
was huge. For once I
wished I were burly.

I resolved to drag the massive thing across
the floor and into the center of the room.

“Wait! What’re ya doin’ with that?” Grotts
eyed his beloved hammer.

“Just borrowing it, trust me.”

I placed my hands on the hammer and started
the rainsong.

“. . . Fill this place with glory’s fall.”

The wind swirled around me furiously when I
finished, kicking up the dust on the floor. Scardo hid his face in
his shirt. Grotts hid his face in Kantú.

There was a booming crack across the sky
outside the building. I focused my energy on pushing the song away
from our shelter. The rain fell, but it was too light. A soft
shower would do nothing to drive the crowd away.

“They’re still coming!” said Scardo, licking
his lips nervously.

I pushed the song harder. The rain’s gentle
tapping on the roof immediately transformed into a violent barrage,
drowning out the cries of the mob.

Okay, a little harder.

I needed to make sure it would be too strong
for them to walk through. I strained myself to push the song
harder, and it turned to pelting sheets of downpour.

Just a little more.

I fell to my knees under the strain of
concentration. The walls shook from the rain’s pounding.

Yes! That should be strong enough!

The townspeople would have no choice but to
retreat.

“Are they still comin’?” asked Grotts.

“I cannot see anything through the
rain.”

No, they won’t be able to
make it through this. I quit pushing and
focused on maintaining the song.

“Aura! Be careful!” Kantú had recovered from
her otherworldly encounter, and she now sprang from Grotts’ arms
and ran to me.

“Miss Heart!” Scardo turned
from the peephole and scuffled toward me. He looked around,
searching for a way to aid me. “Try transferring some of the song’s
weight into the
hammer!”

Into it? Force the power
out of me? Again, it was worth
trying.

Following Scardo’s advice, I pushed the song
into the hammer. The weapon accepted it and pulsed with blue
energy, and almost immediately, the weight of the song reduced. I
fell back.

I didn’t know how long it would hold up, but
hopefully long enough for me to regain some strength.

Kantú helped me up.

“We have to figure out how to help the Elves
quickly!” I said. Grotts kept watch. Kantú and I returned to tend
to Nyte. Scardo went to fetch a canteen for Rend.

“Nyte?” I dotted his forehead with a wet
cloth.

Scardo splashed Rend with water, and she
started to stir. “She’s coming to!” He helped the very disgruntled
Elf sit up.

She looked around, disoriented, and
groaned.

“Rend!” I called to her, glad that she was
all right. She actually looked sort of grateful for my concern at
first, but when her eyes fell on the wet rag in my hand, her
expression grew stony.

“What are you doing?” She struggled up from
the floor.

“Ease yourself!” warned Scardo.

But she ignored him and teetered over to
me.

“This is not a task for you,” she said
coldly. “Stay away from him!”

“Rend, I-”

“Neither your tongue nor your false empathy
can dissuade me, Havoc!” She threw me aside and leaned over Nyte.
“I am sorry, cousin . . .”

Sorry?

“Watch it, Elf! Don’t ya dare hurt ‘er!”
Grotts looked ready to beat her.

Scardo lunged forward. “I should strike you
down myself for laying your hands on the Pure-”

“Wait!” I said. We needed Rend if we hoped
to make it out of this mess. “Rend, can your barrier block out
rain?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Of course it
can!”

“Good. We need you to cast one right now.
Whatever happened before upset the townspeople. I had to sing this
rain, and now we need to escape through it somehow.”

“What did happen?” asked Scardo. He shot
her an accusatory look, but the look she shot back was far more
fearsome.

I shook my head. “It’ll have to wait. I
don’t know how much longer we have until the hammer breaks from the
pressure I put on it, and when that happens, I won’t be able to
support the song on my own for very long.”

“Breaks?!” Grotts’ voice was pained.

“I’ll try to take the song over before that
happens,” I assured.

Kantú tugged on his hand. “Grottsy, you
should carry Nytie.”

Gaze still locked on hammer, he let out a
grumble and nodded.

Rend stood to protest, but at the
realization that we had no other option, she too nodded
reluctantly.

“Fine!” said Scardo. “But
you will admit
your role in this calamity once we are out of harm.” He retrieved
his pack from the floor, and gripping his bow tightly, threw a
disapproving frown at Rend.

Rend held her arms straight
out. Then she took a breath and formed them into a large circle
above her head. Apparently, the barrier spell took much more power
than the binding bewitchment because her next breath was huffed,
and soon after, her body started to shake in concentration. The red
light started as an orb floating above her head before expanding
into a much larger sphere that encompassed her. It was same
protective bubble we’d used in Wanzyr Grove.

Grotts picked up Nyte and stepped into the
barrier and waited for my signal. Scardo gathered up the packs and
followed him through.

“You ready, Aura?” asked Kantú.

I nodded, and we walked through the barrier.
Kantú placed her arm around my waist, anticipating the song’s
weight.

Alright. Here we go.

“Now!” I pulled the rest of the song away
from the hammer, and its crescents dulled.

Grotts grabbed his treasured weapon,
relieved that it hadn’t broken, and pulled it along the ground in
his free hand.

We rushed out the door and into the rain,
which was coming down even stronger than I’d imagined. It shook the
bubble as it fell, crashing into the top turbulently and sliding
down the sides. It was nearly impossible to see anything through
such a wall of water.

I struggled to keep it up. Rend had to
concentrate her energy on the barrier, and Grotts’ hands were full
of Nyte and hammer, but Scardo and Kantú acted as crutches for me
while I staggered along.

The rain bolted against the hard, dusty
ground, wetting it into an ashy mud.

If there was anyone left
from the mob, we didn’t encounter them on our way from Cana. I was
able to hold the song much longer than I expected. It seemed I was
getting stronger the more I used the ariandos – the harder I pushed
myself.

“We’ll have to change course once again,”
said Scardo.

I didn’t care where we went, as long as we
got there soon.

The rainfall lessened the farther away we got
from the village, easing to a light patter, and finally stopping
altogether. I stumbled along with my eyes closed, still clinging
onto Kantú and Scardo for support.

I can’t pass out.
If I did, there’d be no one to catch me. I had to
stay strong for as long as possible.

 


~

 


“Let’s stop here,” Scardo’s voice echoed
through my haze.

How long had we been traveling?

I slumped to the ground, once again losing to
the power of the song.

 


~

 


This time I wasn’t out for very long. When I
awoke, the sky was dusky gray, and it carried the scent of
after-rain. The ground was still wet.

I looked around. There wasn’t a farmhouse or
windmill in sight, just our lonely group and two tents strewn over
the wet grass. Rend was crouched over Nyte, who was lying down. Was
he awake yet? I couldn’t tell. Kantú was rummaging through our tent
for something, while Scardo and Grotts attempted to start a fire on
some wet kindling. They weren’t having much luck.

“Scardo? Where are we?”

“Aura!” Kantú backed out of the tent tail
first and came bounding over to me. “You’re up a couple days
earlier than we expected!” She felt my forehead.

Grotts and Scardo threw the kindling down and
hurried over to us.

“How do ya feel?” asked Grotts, propping me
up.

“I’m all right. Just a little tired.”

“I’m terribly sorry we put you through such
strain, Miss Heart.” Scardo bowed low. “Deepest apologies!”

“It’s okay, really. I’m just glad we’re all
okay.” I looked over at Nyte, hoping he was included in the ‘all
okay’ part of my statement.

Grotts set his eyes on Rend and said,
“Alright, ya two, Aura’s awake. It’s time for yer explanation.”

You two? That
was good.

Against their protests, I pushed myself to
my feet and staggered over to the injured Elf. Rend hunched over
him protectively, daring me to come closer.

“Miss Havoc?” Nyte sat up and pushed her
away.

She let out a ‘tch’ and turned her back to
us.

Ignoring her, I fell to my knees and
examined Nyte’s bandage, relieved that the blood was dry. I was
about to change the dressing, but he grabbed my hand from his arm
and pulled me close to him. I blushed deeper than ever before.

“Thank you,” he whispered, pulling me in
closer.

My heart wanted to leave my body.

“What’s with you all of a sudden?” I looked
away, embarrassed.

Grinning, he released his grip and
straightened up. “Guess your powers of Havoc come in handy every
now and then.”

I rolled my eyes, glad that he was back to
normal, but my heart continued to pound in the aftermath.

“Most worrisome captor,” I muttered.

Rend’s back trembled. She was trying
extremely hard to restrain herself. I felt guilty at the sight and
quickly leaned away from Nyte, leaving him to look confused.

“Ahem. If you would
please tell us what
happened now, so that we may decide how to proceed from here on.”
Though Scardo’s words were polite, his manner indicated that he was
in no way asking.

“Of course,” said Nyte, melancholy.

Rend jumped up with a flustered expression.
“I am leaving to look for dry kindling.” With that, she turned her
back to us and stomped off.

What’s with her?

Nyte watched her leap away and then turned to
us and took a deep breath.

“As you may have guessed,” he said, “it was
Rend.”

“Whaddaya mean it was Rend?” said Grotts. He
looked like he hadn’t ‘guessed’ and was about to lunge after
her.

“It was not her fault, though. Rend has a
condition.”

“A condition?” asked Scardo.

“Her magic becomes unstable under strain. It
is common amongst young Elves that have not yet mastered their
power.”

“Unstable?” That was weird. She’d always
seemed so bold and confident when using her power.

“Yes,” said Nyte. “She felt unwell, so I
suggested she draw some water from the pump. I . . .” – he paused –
“stepped away for a moment, and when I returned she looked ready to
collapse.”

Stepped away?

I’d been too distracted by the recent
happenings to think about the strange encounter I’d witnessed from
the mercantile window, but now the scene came rushing back,
bringing with it that sick feeling.

That robed figure. Should I bring it up
now?

No, it wasn’t the time. I didn’t want to
throw around accusations now, with so much going on. I’d ask him in
private.

Nyte continued, “I ran to steady her, but as
I did, she unintentionally cast an attack. Thank Creator, it was
only my arm,” – he ran his hand over the bandage – “but another
shot straight for the inn.”

“So what?” said Kantú. “The people of Cana
haven’t ever seen Elven magic before?”

It wasn’t all that unlikely. After all, the
people of Farellah hadn’t either.

Nyte nodded. “It is as you say. The people
yelled out ‘demon’ and scurried into the pub, calling out a
challenge to us as they did.” He looked at his feet. “That is when
you encountered us.”

Grotts remained silently mulling it
over.

Scardo finished his mullings first. “Very
well,” he said. “Retrieve your cousin. We’re ready to deliver our
decision.”

Nyte nodded and went to fetch Rend. Scardo
and Grotts huddled together, talking in hushed voices.

“What do you think they’re gonna do with
her?” asked Kantú, rubbing her cheeks. “I bet she’s going to be in
soooo much trouble!”

But my response to the situation was
something different.

“She must be so ashamed,” I said, “knowing
we’re all talking about her right now. Think how this hurts her
pride.”

I watched Nyte fetch Rend. She appeared
hesitant, her posture unusually meek.

Rend.

“Aura!” scolded Kantú. “Are you actually
feeling bad for her? She’s such a meanie! And she caused this whole
mess. She deserves whatever they do with her!”

Did she?

I said nothing, but watched Rend finally nod
at Nyte’s urging. She followed him back to the tents, head hung in
shame. Their silhouettes were long against the dusky horizon, their
pace slower than I’d ever seen it. When they reached us, she
said,

“I am ready to accept my leave. I have
earned the dishonor it will bring from the elders.”

“You are placing the Heart of Salvation in
danger by being here,” said Scardo, “I insist that you immediately
retur-”

“No,” I interrupted, my voice stern.

“Excuse me, Miss Heart?”

Rend was bitter and mean and frustrating to
be around, but she was important to Nyte, she was part of this
team, and she’d helped protect us. They couldn’t just send her
away! The way she’d fought that creature in the tunnel . . .

“No,” I said again. “Rend will not
return.”

Rend’s eyes erupted with
fury. “Pity me not! I will not accept any sympathy from
you.”

“Rend!” Nyte reached for her shoulder, but
she rejected him coldly.

“It’s not pity!” I shouted, trying to make
myself sound authoritative.

Rend was taken aback; at least, her cold
eyes wavered somewhat.

“We need you. You’re an asset to this guard.
It’s in my best interest to have a magic-wielder like you along.
Scardo, Grotts, I refuse to cooperate without proper protection.” I
folded my arms and turned up my nose.

I hoped I looked convincing enough to at
least fool Scardo. It was pretty difficult to play demanding.

“Miss Heart! Are you quite sure?”

I nodded, and Rend stared at me in
disbelief.

Kantú knew me well enough to know I wasn’t
at all thinking about my own protection, but attempting to save
Rend from her dishonorable fate. She opened her mouth, but I
stopped her with a threatening jaw flex.

I know you hate her, but don’t say anything
or so help me!

She chittered uneasily, and a small grin crept across Grotts’
face.

Uh-oh.

He could see through the charade. What would
he do, send Rend away regardless? I struggled to maintain a posture
of authority.

But instead of giving me up, the great man’s
eyes twinkled.

“Scardo, ya know we gotta do what she says.
If she quits cooperatin’ it might be us that’s caught in a
rainstorm next.”

Really? Thank you!
Even though he knew as well as I that said
rainstorm would never occur.

Scardo widened his eyes. I tried to look
fierce.

“V-very well,” he said. “You may remain in
the guard, but only at the request of the Pure Heart.”

I’d have to thank Grotts later.

Rend ground her teeth and bowed before
escaping into her tent. Kantú scrunched her nose in disappointment.
Nyte exhaled deeply.

“Glad that’s settled.” Grotts clapped his
hands together.

Scardo rubbed his temple. “Settled? I
suppose . . .” He sighed, clearly uncomfortable with the outcome.
“Anyway, we should retire. I’ve plotted out a new route for us.
We’ll reach the Stable of Y’ram tomorrow.”

“Stable?” I asked, looking at Kantú. She
shrugged.

“We’ll proceed through the
rest of Rendalt on osterflit-back.”

Osterflit?
I tried to remember if there’d been anything like
that in the records of Farellah. Nothing came to mind.

“What’s an osterflit?” I asked.

“Damn brainless birds,” muttered Grotts.

“Birds?” I said. “We’re going to ride
birds?” But how could a bird support a person’s weight? I pictured
Grotts flying through the air suspended by dozens of tiny
twitfoots. There was no way.

“Osterflits are domesticated land birds,”
said Scardo, still rubbing his temple. “You will see for yourself
tomorrow. Excuse me.”

He retreated into the tent, looking
thoroughly worn out. I felt a pang of guilt for giving him the
ultimatum, but then I thought about Rend’s face when she’d offered
to take leave – so ashamed – and I was sure I’d done the right
thing.

“Land birds? Like kluckoos?” Kantú became
hopeful. “Do they lay eggs?”

“Yep, but chances are we’ll be usin’ the
males fer travel.” Grotts looked cross at the thought. “Idiotic
birds!”

He stomped after Scardo into the tent, still
grumbling.

Kantú, Nyte and I were left alone in the
moonless night. It was growing increasingly chilly, and the wet
ground did little to help make the atmosphere more comfortable.
Rend hadn’t returned with any dry kindling, so any hopes of a warm
fire to guard the tents wouldn’t see fruition. It looked to be a
dismal night.

“You two should head to bed. I will take
first guard,” said Nyte, gesturing to the tent.

“But you only just came to!” I said. “Your
arm-”

“I am all right.” He looked into my eyes.
“Actually, might I speak with you alone for a moment?”

Alone? Goose-bumps rand down my arms at the thought.

Kantú winked at me with a sly smile and
said, “Night, Nytie! Night, Aura!”

She was still looking at me knowingly when
she backed tail-first into the tent. I shook my head and rolled my
eyes, but I was grateful she wasn’t holding a grudge that I’d come
to Rend’s aid.

“Anyway . . .” I turned to Nyte, curious as
to why he’d called the meeting; not that it bothered me, of
course.

He rubbed the back of his neck and leaned
forward. “I thank you for what you did for Rend.”

I resumed the haughty stance I’d used on
Scardo and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was
only watching out for myself, you know.”

“Right.” He narrowed his eyes and
smirked. “As is to be expected from the dreaded Heart of
Havoc.”

“Hey!”

He leaned in closer. The drafty night air
ruffled the hair around his ears, making him look like some
stranger of the night. My heartbeat quickened.

Why do I always get so nervous in these
situations?

I stared into his eyes. They looked black in
the now-darkness. It was getting hard to breathe again.

“You are a curious captive, are you not?” he
said. He reached out his hand toward my face like he was going to
caress my cheek, but at the last moment he looked away, stuck out
his finger, and instead poked me in the cheek playfully.

“W-what’s that supposed to mean?!” I brushed
his hand away and rubbed the spot where he’d touched, frustrated
that I’d let his teasing get to me.

“Going out of your way to rescue someone
that has been so hostile towards you.”

“What happened was an accident. She
shouldn’t be punished for something like that.”

He stared out into the darkness. We were
alone. Now was my chance to bring up that robed figure. Should
I?

It was probably nothing . .
. But what if it wasn’t?

“Nyte, who were you talking to when you
‘stepped away’ from the mercantile?”

My question took him by surprise.

“Oh, you saw that?” His voice was hushed. He
looked over his shoulder at the tents. There didn’t appear to be
anyone stirring inside.

“Yeah, I saw.”

“Spying, were we?” He grinned.

I looked away, embarrassed. “It was an
accident, sort of,” I muttered. I hadn’t really meant to spy or
anything.

He looked amused by my response. “It was a
messenger from Elder Pietri. He came for a status report.”

“A messenger? Why didn’t he just talk to
everyone? And how did he even know where we’d be?” We’d only
traveled to Cana by chance, after all.

“He had been trailing us for a while. Elder
Pietri sent him in secret to ensure the guard was sufficiently
doing its job. There was no reason for him to meet with anyone
else, since it would only cause distrust amongst the party.”

So that was it.
But the thought was far from
reassurance.

“Wait, so you’re saying no one noticed he
was following us?!” It made me lose a little faith in my guard.
“That’s really bad.” If the messenger had gone unnoticed, who could
say that a Druelcan spy would not as well?

“I did, of course, but Elves are very
stealthy by nature and can easily stay hidden if they so desire.”
Nyte had proven that point on several occasions.

“What happened to him during Rend’s
outburst? Did he witness it all?”

Nyte shook his head. “He was already gone by
that time. Elves can also be quite swift when they are not
burdened, you know.”

“Hey! Who’s a burden?!” I folded my
arms.

He chuckled and stared off into the night.
We sat in silence a moment.

I’m glad that’s all it was.

I was contented by his explanation. It made
sense. Everything made sense now. The sick feeling finally
lifted.

“You should rest. From what Rend said, your
song was very powerful. It must have taken a lot out of you.”

“Rend said that?” I dropped my jaw in
disbelief.

He laughed at my expression. “She can be all
right at times. I only hope she treats you more kindly from here
on.”

I wasn’t getting my hopes up.

He was quiet. Everything was quiet.

I stared into the blank sky. “Too bad
there’s no moon tonight,” I said in a murmur.

“We should be encountering the eastern moon
soon.”

I tilted my head, confused. “But it’s not
the season for that right now.” The eastern moon wasn’t due for
several more months.

“Not in Farellah, maybe. But in this part of
the world it is the western moon that is out of season.”

My beloved moon. I didn’t even get to say
goodbye.

Nyte placed a warm hand on my shoulder. “Do
not look so sad. The eastern moon is beautiful as well, even if it
is not your secret lover.”

I smiled and nodded. He’d remembered my
comment. What a strange person this Elf was, able to make me feel
embarrassed and nervous and carefree all at the same time.

“Goodnight then,” I said, pulling myself
away from his hand before it became too tempting. “Thanks for
telling me everything.”

But when he replied, the words sounded
strained. “Goodnight . . . Aura Rosh.”

Huh? Why was his voice so dispirited all of a sudden? My
imagination, or . . . ?

I glanced back at him, but his back was
turned to me, his face concealed.

Maybe it
had just been my
imagination.

I fought the desire to stay by his side a
little longer and returned to the tent, settling in next to Kantú.
Rend was lying on her side, her expression stern even in sleep.
Would her hatred for me ever cease? Could we ever become
friends?

I fell into uneasy sleep.


Chapter 10: The Mole

 


“Aura!” My sister’s peppy voice cut
through the meadow.

“Illuma, I’m here!”

The air was hot and thick and filled with
the buzzing of trundlebees. I was sitting under the cherry trees,
but they were abnormally still in the stagnant air.

“There you are! I was looking for you!”
She slumped down next to me.

I groaned. “It’s too hot today. I can’t
move.”

“I felt them again down
by the beach. Their eyes were peering at me.”

“It’s in your head.” My voice came out
sluggish. Normally, I’d play along with her drama, but today was
just too hot.

“Ugh! I shall be captured by those
peepers, and you don’t even care!” She threw her arm over her
forehead dramatically.

“And just who are these mysterious people
you feel watching you every so often?”

“How should I know? They’re probably
goons from across the great ocean! Or worse . . . thugs!”

“Oh, you know there’re no such things as
thugs. That’s just a silly legend they tell kids so they don’t go
swimming alone.”

She scowled. “All legends
are based in truth. Thugs do
exist!” She jumped up and stomped off
dramatically. Her angry footsteps made a series of dull thuds
across the meadow.

 


I woke up. The dream had
been a memory of one the only fights Illuma and I’d ever had. I
hadn’t bothered to follow after her that day, convinced she was
over-reacting. But she’d been right. How I wished now I’d believed
her. The memory haunted
me, coming out in only the darkest moments of
brood or nightmare.

Illuma, will you forgive me when I find
you?

“What’s wrong?” asked Kantú, rubbing her
eyes. She was sitting up in the covers, her hair a mess from a
night of tossed sleep.

“It’s nothing,” I lied. “Didn’t sleep so
great, huh?”

“I think I had a bad dream, but I can’t
remember it.” She scratched her head.

You too, huh?

“Kantoo?” Grotts’ husky voice sounded from
outside the tent.

“Morning, Grottsy!”

“I didn’t have a chance to give ya these
yesterday, but I got ‘em at that store in Cana.”

“Hm?” Kantú poked her head out of the tent.
She let out a loud squeal. “Aaaalright! Thanks, Grottsy!”

“What is it?” I asked.

She pulled her head back into the tent. Her
mouth was full of something. “Spfringnufts!” The words were
distorted, and a small piece of said spring nut came flying out
across the tent.

“Gross, Kantú!” But I smiled, glad she’d
finally gotten her prized treat.

We dressed and joined the
rest of the party, who’d let us sleep well past dawn in
consideration of the previous day’s strenuous events in Cana. Then
we packed up and headed to Y’ram Stable. I still couldn’t figure
out how we were going to use birds to travel, but the idea made me
excited. It might be fun, and since I’d agreed to enjoy this
little excursion enough for Illuma too, I had to take ‘fun’ when I
could.

Rend said nothing during our walk. She was
usually several strides ahead of the rest of us, but today she
lagged behind, staring off into the countryside.

Nyte flitted back to check on her every now
and then, but she was cold even to him, answering only in
headshakes and nods. Even though Rend was never particularly
pleasant when she spoke, it would’ve been preferable to her present
state.

After going several hours without hearing a
single stabbing remark, I asked Nyte, “Is she going to be
okay?”

“She will be fine,” he said, distracted.

My captor had maintained his dispirited
attitude from the night before.

I hadn’t been imagining it.

“And are
you going to be okay?” I
studied his face.

He looked at me, startled. “What?”

“You’re brooding over something.” I poked
him in the chest.

His face softened. “It is nothing.”

But I raised a brow, not
convinced. He was upset about something, even if he wouldn’t admit
it.

“And why are you so intent on finding out?”
he teased, showing off his old charm.

“Intent?” I folded my arms. “What are you
implying?”

But he said nothing else – only patted my
head before trotting away.

How frustrating.
But I couldn’t help but smile. At least he seemed
a little happier.

I breathed deep.

The day felt . . . good. Even with the
dream, I was surprisingly well rested, and aside from Rend’s
negative energy pulsing at the back of the group, everything felt
lively and exciting. Maybe it was all of the open space. Scardo had
definitely taken us off the beaten path this time, for there was
nothing for miles but grass and sunshine.

I closed my eyes and imagined myself flying
over the stubby grass, wind sweeping my hair behind me. I was free,
a cherry blossom petal blowing towards the Y’ram Stable.

Floating, floating . .
. tossed about with the wind’s
whims. Elation, elation . . .

I should have realized then that the
pleasant ambiance couldn’t last forever.

 


~

 


“That’s it there.” Scardo pointed to a group
of buildings in the distance.

“Yay! Eggs!” said Kantú. She grabbed my
hands and twirled me around, an act which resulted in her
chittering uncontrollably when we lost balance and nearly toppled
over.

Rend turned up her nose and looked like she
was about to say something, but then sighed and walked past us,
averting her eyes.

Maybe she really had changed; or at the very
least, she was going to lay off for a while.

That’s what I wanted, but it’s weird like
this, isn’t it?

The grass around us had transformed from
weedy and green to brown, scorched, and rough. The same burning
sunrays responsible for the transition bore hotly into the back of
my neck, a sensation that was much easier to endure now that the
stable was in sight.

Grotts had been antsy all day, but the
closer we got to the stable’s fence, the more he grumbled.

“Nillybeaked, blockheaded, bird-brained . .
.” He muttered insults under his breath and anxiously rubbed his
red hair while staring intently at the far-off building.

Despite his attitude of utter detest, I was
anxious to see what these ‘osterflits’ looked like. It’d be nice to
travel on something other than foot for a while anyway, even if
travel by bird was a foreign concept. My muscles were sore from
overuse.

“Doesn’t appear ta be anyone here,” said
Grotts when we reached the edge of the stable-grounds. His voice
sounded a little too optimistic.

Indeed, the vast wooden fence that
surrounded the stable and small ranch house appeared devoid of
life. There were no osterflits in sight, even though Scardo had
said they’d be roaming the dry grass grounds when we arrived. Their
keeper was also nowhere to be found.

“Maybe he’s inside of that house over
there?” I said and pointed, but I saw no movement within its
windows.

“Probably,” said Nyte. He grinned slyly at
Grotts, who looked cross at the idea.

Nyte and Rend took running starts and
hurdled over the fence.

Show offs.

Nyte smirked back at me
from the other side. “Coming, Miss
Havoc?”

I scrunched my nose at him, and followed the
rest of the group through the gate, which we found to be
conveniently unlocked. Maybe the place really was deserted.

We made our way toward the house without
hearing so much as a tweet or cluck or whatever sound osterflits
emitted, but when we passed by the closed stable, Nyte froze, his
long ears perked as if sensing some far off sound.

“What is it?” asked Scardo. He stuck out his
neck and slowly reached for his quiver.

“Shhh!” Rend stared toward the stable.

I strained my ears, but heard nothing. Kantú
wiggled her tail uneasily and clutched my arm.

What’s going on? Are we in danger?

But my question was quickly answered when
something whizzed out of the stable and headed straight for Kantú,
who wasn’t agile enough to dodge it in time. Nyte jumped in front
of her and caught the arrow before fluidly pulling out his sword.
We were under attack by something in the stable.

The osterflit keeper? Argh! Why are we
always under attack?!

“Get back ya two! Leave this ta us!” Grotts
flung Kantú and me down to the ground and charged at the
stable.

Its doors flung open in response, and we saw
then that it wasn’t the keeper that was attacking.

It was something much more treacherous.

A dozen men in onyx, hooded robes charged us
from the stable, swords unsheathed and arrows flying.

At once I knew: Druelca was
here! Inside my head, my pulse quickened
to a deafening thud. They’d been hiding in
wait for us.

“We’re trapped,” eeked Kantú.

We were trapped, but . . . Rend, Nyte,
Grotts and Scardo reacted quickly, like they’d rehearsed the
response to such a situation. Practiced it hundreds of times. But
since something like that was impossible, it meant they were
just that good.
All I could do was watch, lost to the skill of their
reflexes.

The four of them plowed into the crowd,
slashing and shooting, fearless.

Grotts held his hammer high and swung it at
two of the strangers, knocking them both down with a single blow.
He readied it for a second swing, and the crescents surged with
blue power. Another of the men raced towards Rend. She bound him as
he came at her, but she was tackled by two more before she could
ready a second attack.

“How dare you!” With a fierce glower, she
lashed at the men. She clawed one of them in the face, but the
other was strong and managed to straddle her. He brought a short
sword to her chest, ready to plunge it in.

“Rend!” I yelled.

Nyte heard my cry and ran over and sliced at
the man, who erupted into a cloud of black smoke upon sword’s
piercing.

Black smoke?
That was when I realized they weren’t ordinary
men. They shed not blood, but
shadow?

“Daems?!” I mouthed the word, eyes wide.
These were the legendary men of darkness, made of flesh and shadow
and merciless by nature. The Daems of Druelca!

But how had they found us?!

I watched the fight, concerned for the
safety of our group, but despite being outnumbered, the four of
them were winning against the Druelcan attackers. Scardo stood in
front of Kantú and me and unloaded arrows at the men, who each
turned to smoke upon fatal contact. Grotts hammered at others,
knocking out black smoke with each blow.

“Good job, Grottsy!” Kantú peeked out from
behind her tail in time to see him send one of them flying.

“Take that!” Rend was up again, this time
fueled by wrathful vengeance as she shot out bursts of red light.
She looked terrifying, encompassed in her own red glow of
power.

Then there was Nyte. While the battle
continued, I cowered with Kantú, my eyes locked on him. He looked
fearsome like that, cutting at the men, like he had when we’d first
encountered Grotts and Scardo outside of Edaw. How quickly he’d
transformed back into a fighter. Were all Elves trained like that?
It seemed unlikely, but the way he wielded his sword looked
natural, like it was easy for him; an extension of his own arm.

It was elegant to watch.

One by one the men in black burst into smoke
and glided away with the wind. Scardo maintained his protective
stance, shooting any bow-wielders before they could shoot at Kantú
and me. Things were looking good until a stray arrow whizzed out of
the stable and grazed Scardo’s leg.

“Ah!” He dropped his bow and fell to the
ground, clutching the wound.

“Scardo!” I cried. Kantú and I hurried to
stop the bleeding.

“Miss Heart, what are you doing? Take
cover!” Scardo swatted us away.

“Hold still!” I said, pressing down the
wound with the bottom of my shirt. Luckily, it didn’t appear very
deep.

“Aura, watch out!” squealed Kantú.

She pushed me back as one of the men ran
toward me with sword drawn. I tried to roll away, but the man
tackled me. Kantú punched at him in retaliation, but he hit her in
the chest and sent her flying.

“Kantú!” I watched helplessly as she hit the
ground with a thump.

She didn’t move.

No!

“Got ya!” The man’s voice was smooth, his
accent thick. It’d happened so fast. How had I allowed myself into
a situation like this!?

He neared his face to mine, and I caught
first sight of the Daem who’d been previously shrouded in hood. His
skin was pale white, a deep contrast to his jet-black hair. At
first glimpse, I thought his eyes were also black but then realized
that they were actually a dark blood-red and filled with a hatred
so intense that it made even the worst of Rend’s scorn-filled
glances seem gentle by comparison.

You hate me? But you don’t even know me!

I quickly looked away from the shame of the
look, and my eyes fell on two curling horns growing from the top of
his head.

It was just like the legends.

I stared in amazement, for a brief moment
forgetting my fear.

“What’s the matter? Like what ya see?” He
chortled evilly and then brought his hand to my throat. He
squeezed.

Sing! The thought came. I struggled to form a song, but nothing
came out. The words were choked away by the Daem’s grip.
I can’t breathe! I
started to grow dizzy. Help me . .
. Again I wondered how I’d let myself get
into a situation like this. Stupid Aura.
You should have sung from the get go!

All that was left was my heartbeat, pounding
in my head but growing weaker.

Then my salvation came.

There was a flash of silver, and the hand
dissipated along with the rest of the Daem, who dissolved into
smoke.

Nyte?

I coughed and looked around for him dazedly,
growing used to being saved by the heroic Elf. A blurred hand
reached down and helped me to my feet. Still dizzily recovering, I
smiled at him, grateful he’d come to the rescue, and let him pull
me up, but when my vision cleared, I saw that it wasn’t Nyte’s hand
I was holding.

Another hooded Daem smiled back at me, still
wielding the saber that had been my savior.

“Wha!?” My voice was froggy. My throat
struggled to open. I backed away from him, confused and afraid.

The Daem lowered his hood, and I stared. He
was strikingly handsome and completely different from the first
Daem. His eyes weren’t dark, but bright red with an intense dark
ring around the iris. His hair was short, dark, and unkempt, and
concealed his horns that were far shorter than the other
Daem’s.

He smiled at me coolly, showing off a set of
straight, white teeth.

Why? Why did you save me?

Nyte was wondering the same thing. He sprang
in front of me, sword drawn.

“Get away from her!” he said, voice
cold.

“Easy,” the handsome Daem replied. “If I
wanted to harm her, tell me, why would I have saved her?” He
narrowed his eyes at Nyte in challenge.

“Saved?” Nyte looked confused but didn’t
lower his sword.

“Ardette,” said Grotts suddenly, “‘bout time
ya showed up!” He threw the Daem a chip-toothed smile.

Ardette?
Grotts knew him?

I looked around at the rest of the group.
There were no other Daems left, just crumpled piles of clothing
where they’d once stood. Rend was spitting wildly and lurching
forward like she wanted to tackle the handsome Daem, but she was
being restrained by Grotts, who was beaming brightly. Kantú rolled
about groggily on the ground where she’d been thrown.

She was okay!

Scardo sat up, his hand covered in blood
from gripping the fresh wound. “It is nice to see you again,
Ardette. Nyte, you may lower your sword.”

But Nyte didn’t move. He and Ardette
continued to stare each other down. Ardette’s smile didn’t
falter.

“Honestly, Nyte.” Grotts walked over and
pushed Nyte’s arm down. “He’s on our side. He’s with Yes’lech.”

I finally
understood. The mole. Ardette is the
mole.

Nyte studied Ardette uneasily before turning
to me.

“Are you all right, Miss Hav . . . Aura?” He
examined my neck. “I am sorry I could not reach you first.”

“I’m all right. It’s okay.” I shivered at
his warm hand on my throat that caressed the area the first Daem
had held.

“Aura,” said Ardette. “At last I meet the
Heart of Salvation.” He started toward me.

In response, Nyte grabbed my arm and pulled
me into him defensively. My cheeks turned hot at his embrace. The
newly-released Rend looked away in discomfort.

Why was he behaving so protectively? Not
that I minded.

“Geesh, I’m not gonna hurt her, alright?”
said Ardette. He moved closer.

Nyte blushed at his sudden burst of
protection and released his grip on me.

Ardette reached his hand out to shake
mine.

“I’m Ardette.”

I reached out to shake it; but when I did,
he pulled my hand to his lips and kissed the back of it gently. I
pulled it away, embarrassed at the nature of his introduction.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said, hiding the
kissed hand behind my back. “Thanks for saving me.”

I studied him, still trying to make sense of
everything. Weren’t all Daems supposed to be men of corruption? But
he didn’t appear shady or evil or anything. He was attractive and
composed.

It was probably another misconception
spawned from the ignorance of secluded Farellah.

Ardette’s red eyes searched my face. “My,
my, you’re even more beautiful than I imagined,” he said.

I leaned back, startled.

Beautiful?
Who was this person to say something so bold?
Nyte let out an odd grumble behind me. I looked over my shoulder,
and he was staring at Ardette intensely.

“Who . . . is . . .
that?” Kantú had sat up
and was now also staring at Ardette. She looked like she wanted to
eat him.

“Kantú!” I ran over and helped her up. “Are
you okay?”

She smoothed her tail out. “Oh, sure! Just a
little bumbled, that’s all!” Then she sauntered over to Ardette
with an odd swagger.

“I’m Kantú,” she cooed, fluttering her
lashes.

“Why, hello.” He nodded to her with a bright
smile.

She let out a chitter and stepped back, lost
to his charm.

I rolled my eyes.

Scardo, still clutching his leg, let out a
hiss-like laugh at the scene. I’d been so consumed by this new
person that I’d forgotten all about him.

“Let me help you!” I hurried to him and
helped him wrap a band around his thigh.

Grotts looked around. “Wha’ happened ta the
guy runnin’ this place?”

“He was gone when we got here,” said
Ardette.

“And the osterflits?” Grotts’ voice was
hopeful.

“They were just roaming around freely. Quite
careless of their keeper if you ask me. But don’t feel too at ease,
my good sir, they’re in the cellar. Those Druelcan crones planned
to ride them back to Farrowel after beating you guys.” He let out a
deep laugh at the thought.

Grotts bared his teeth at the news.

“Anyway, we should talk inside.” Ardette
gestured to the house. “The door is unlocked.”

“Alrigh,’ that sounds good.” Grotts helped
Scardo to his feet.

But before starting away, Ardette turned to
Rend and eyed her up and down, apparently liking what he saw. “And
who might you be?” he asked.

“You may
not address me by
name.”

“That’s just Rend,” said Kantú stiffly.

“Rend.” He beamed at her, and she scowled
before storming off toward the house.

I turned to follow, but a hand on my shoulder
stopped me.

“Might I accompany you, Aura?” Though
Ardette asked, he didn’t give me the opportunity to decline. He
looped his arm through mine and pulled me along with him.

Nyte followed beside, fists tight.

“Tell me, my cherry pit, am I the first Daem
you’ve met?”

Cherry pit?
I nodded, unsure how to approach the situation,
and hoped the nickname wouldn’t stick.

“And what do you think?” he asked, tilting
his head.

I thought for a moment. “You’re really
different from what I’d heard, to be honest.”

“Because I’m not evil?” He let out another
deep laugh. “How I love stereotypes.”

“Sorry.” I looked down at my feet.

“Oh, don’t fret. It’s quite all right.
Throughout history Daems have sort of made a name for themselves by
siding with darkness. Just like any group of people there are good
and bad eggs. There are plenty of Daems that are evil and all, but
not all of us.” He smiled. “Plus, the whole being part shadow thing
doesn’t help misconceptions, I suppose.”

He paused and waited for a response.

Ardette, huh?

What did I think of this flashy person? What
a way to expose oneself, springing out at the last minute and
saving the day like that . . . but that was just his style, it
seemed. Flirty . . . flashy . . . and kind of gaudy. But there was
a valor about him too. Even aside from his charm he was
likeable.

I smiled back.

“Oh, made up your mind about me, have you?”
he asked, rubbing his chin.

Could he really sense that?

I nodded and gave him a small grin. “I guess
you’re all right. We can be friends.”

“Friends, eh?” He laughed lightly, and I
felt the urge to brace myself. “Then how’s this for you?” He leaned
in close to me and dragged his lips against my cheek lightly on the
way to my ear. “I have a secret to tell you,” he whispered.

I pushed him away. “What was that?”

Whatever it was, it’d been too forward.

“Hmmm, it seems you aren’t as affected by me
as I’d hoped.” He looked disappointed.

As he’d hoped?
What did that mean?

He continued, “How I enjoy making beautiful
women nervous, but alas, your reaction was angry. I wonder why that
is.”

“Quit harassing her!” Nyte walked over, and
with fierce green eyes, shot the Daem an angry glance.

“It’s all right,” said Ardette. “I’ll behave
myself. My ploys seemingly have no effect on her anyway.” He
shrugged at me.

It was true; the seductive gesture hadn’t
made me nervous in the least.

Weird. I got so giddy around Nyte, but that had done
nothing.

“Miss Havoc?”

“It’s all right, Nyte. I’m fine,” I said,
interested to find out just what Ardette was playing at.

Nyte made another strange grumble and then
jogged ahead into the house. I watched him trot away and tried to
imagine what my reaction would have been, had he been the one
drawing his lips along my cheek. The thought made my heartbeat
quicken.

Ardette leaned in close again. “Ah, I see.
Already have your eye on that one, have you? Most unfortunate.”

“Eh?! No, that’s not
it!” My eye on Nyte? Ardette was as good at messing with my head as
Kantú.

“Quite defensive, aren’t
you? Well then, I suppose we can be friends, but I’m not going to
give up on you, just to warn you. I will make you nervous one way or
another.” He smiled widely at me. “I just can’t resist.”

I understood then. It was a game he was
after.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” I said, smiling
calmly. “I’m quite sure I’m immune to your charm.” I accepted the
challenge. I always was one for games.

“We’ll see,” he said, pleased. He stopped at
the ranch house door. “Though I wasn’t lying, you know.”

“Lying? About what?”

“I do have a secret to tell you, and
I’m afraid it won’t make you happy. But we’ll save that for later.”
He winked and stepped through the door.

 


~

 


“Well then, Ardette, do share your most
recent findings,” said Scardo, stoking the fire.

We’d settled into the den of the seemingly
abandoned house. It looked like the owner had been out for some
time, but they hadn’t taken anything with them. A light coat of
dust blanketed the home’s interior.

“Is it okay to be trespassing like this?” I
asked, looking around.

Ardette took my hand. “Does it worry you, my
cherry pit?” he asked, trying to get a rise out of me. Apparently
the game had already started.

I slapped his hand away. “Not really.”

“Leave her alone,” said Nyte, settling into
the worn wooden chair across from us.

“Nyte, was it? Would you like to take my
place, then?”

Nyte narrowed his eyes.

The air was tense a moment
until Kantú cried out, “It worries me! It worries me
so much!”

Oh, geez.

Ardette flashed her a smile
and said, “We’re only borrowing
the property. Besides, it’s quite apparent that
the owner isn’t going to be using it anytime soon.”

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

Ardette studied his nails almost boredly for
a second before answering. “I suppose because Grotts found the
man’s body up in the bedroom.” His tone was droll despite the
weight of the statement.

“What!” Kantú and I jumped
at the same time. There’s a dead body up
there?!

Kantú glared at Grotts, and he rubbed the
back of his head nervously.

“I was gonna tell ya, Kantoo. I just didn’t
wanna scare ya.”

She thought for a moment before lowering her
glare; in response to which Grotts looked more than relieved.

“What caused his demise?” asked Rend
stiffly, not looking at anyone in particular. It was one of the
first things she’d said since meeting Ardette.

“Well, I’m glad you
asked, Rend.
Nothing particularly interesting, I’m afraid. Old age most likely.”
He leaned at her with a delightfully coy smile on his face. I
couldn’t tell if he was trying to piss her off or charm
her.

She curled her lip in disgust and Ardette
smiled, looking wholly pleased with the reaction he’d earned. I
studied him with suspicion.

Guess the answer was ‘piss
her off’, I concluded.

“In that case, I’m gonna go look for meat!”
yelped Kantú. It seemed the osterflit keeper’s ‘demise’ was of
little importance to her.

She bolted up and grabbed my hand and pulled
me behind her into the dirty kitchen. I followed reluctantly.
Looting the recently deceased wasn’t on my list of favorite
things.

Once within the small dirty room that barely
qualified as a kitchen, Kantú waited only a moment before
stealthily peeking around the corner at Ardette. Meat hadn’t been
her only objective. She now took in several helpings of
Daem-ogling.

“What a dreamy man that’s joined us!” she
said, and her voice was even higher than normal – like she couldn’t
contain her bubbling emotions.

“Well, he certainly has
flair, though I don’t know if he’s dreamy, per
se.”

“You’re just saying that ‘cause you already
have Nytie.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What
do you mean have him?” I gave her tail a tug to pull her away from her
gawkings.

She ignored the question and started
rummaging through the osterflit keeper’s cupboards.

“This feels so wrong,” I said, flicking a
dead spider off the windowsill.

“Come on, Aura, we’re on the run. We need to
take opportunities like this when we get them!”

“I guess,” I muttered. But her argument
didn’t make me feel any better when I thought about the lonely
corpse in the upstairs bedroom. At least we’d only be staying one
day.

Kantú continued her rummagings for a few
minutes, tossing aside useless empty containers and dust-covered
packages, until she finally found something worth keeping.

“Score!” With a giant squirrely grin, she
held up a hidden stash of dried jerky.

I eyed the find warily. “What kind of meat
is that?”

“Does it matter?” she squealed. She threw a
thick piece into her mouth and started happily chomping away.

I cringed and turned from the unknown animal
meat, desperately hoping it wasn’t squirrel.

On one of the shelves I
found a small bag of dried citronge pit that had been ground into a
fine powder. Delighted, I heated some water and mixed in the
powder. It was a drink called piit
that we made during the summer festivals in
Farellah. I poured enough for everyone, sure that even the
fruitarian Elves would be able to enjoy the concoction.

The piit’s steaming aroma filled my nose and
brought back memories of last year’s Mooncoming Festival. The
priestesses had been out in full force that night, dancing
ankle-deep in the tide. I’d watched between Laria and Kantú,
sipping piit in the shallow sand and laughing at the village boys
as they tried to interrupt the dances with wild catcalls.

I sighed at the memory and carried the
kettle of steaming piit back to the others. How long had it been
since I’d enjoyed a luxury like this?

“What is
this?” Rend sneered when
I handed her a cupful. “We do not drink tea.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s not
tea; it’s piit.”

I explained the process to her.

“Oh.”

“It should be okay for you guys to drink,
right?”

Rend looked at Nyte, he nodded, and they
each took a sip. Rend didn’t say anything, but her lack of spiteful
comment was gratification enough for me.

“It is very good,” said Nyte.

“Really?” I blushed at his approval.

He nodded, downed the whole thing and then
requested another. I brought him one, and he made some comment
about being surprised at the Heart of Havoc’s adeptness at ‘wifely
skills’. I hit him in the arm, and he pretended to be hurt, all the
while grinning with an impish glint in his eye.

Meanwhile, Ardette was studying Nyte and me
with a strange expression of concentration on his face. I pretended
not to notice.

Why was he so interested in our relationship
anyway? He seemed to be making up his mind about something . . .
but what? I sensed it was more than just part of his plan to ‘make
me nervous’.

What else are you after?

Though I was curious, I didn’t say anything.
Until I figured out his intentions, I’d let him observe us
uninhibited.

We sat around the cracking fire and sipped
the hot piit, letting its aroma diffuse into the stuffy den. It was
the coziest I’d been since leaving Farellah.

I stared into my cup.

I should’ve been enjoying
the drink on a beach’s warm sand, surrounded by festival songs.
That was how it was meant to be enjoyed. Once again, the memory
threatened to push its way back into my mind. It made me homesick,
but the emotion was fleeting. There were
matters that needed discussing.

“Well then, down to business?” Scardo set
down his cup.

Grotts gave a great nod. “Yeah, Ardette,
find out anything useful?”

Ardette paused for a moment, like he was
thinking very carefully. Then he looked at me, and I suddenly
remembered just what task the mole had been charged with.

Was this it? Would I finally find out
Illuma’s fate? What would I do if she was alive? What would I do if
she wasn’t?

I didn’t know what to do with myself, so I
just stared back at him, unblinking, and held my breath.

“It seems her sister is alive, as we
suspected.” His voice was calm.

The room fell silent. All eyes turned to me
and cautiously awaited my reaction to the news.

It took a moment for the words to sink
in.

Illuma . . . was . . . alive.

“You’re sure?” My words were barely
audible.

He nodded and stared at me intensely.

Alive?

Alive!

After a decade, she was alive, and I’d be
able to see her again.

“Illuma,” I whispered her
name. All along I’d tried to restrain my
emotions in preparation for this day, always stifling any hope that
arose. Just in case. Just in case she’d already passed through the
Mistlands. It wouldn’t hurt so much if it was something I already
expected. But now she was alive for certain. That changed
everything!

The emotions I’d been bottling up for so
long came rushing out. The hope, the grief, the longing, the
wonder, the heartsick. My lost sister was found.

I couldn’t stop the tears, even though I
silently fought them. They just came.

I hid my face in my hands and tried to brush
them away, embarrassed by my emotional vulnerability. Everyone’s
wondering eyes turned sympathetic. Even Rend’s expression was
unusually soft. She stared at the floor.

I looked back at them and struggled to
remain composed.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, upset that I’d
interrupted the meeting.

Scardo tried to soothe me. “M-Miss Heart,
there is no reason to apologize. It is to be expec-”

“Let’s go for a walk.” Kantú cut in, voice
soft.

Nyte had risen from his seat, but Kantú
stepped in front of him and reached for my hand. I nodded, grateful
for an escape from the internal struggle I was facing. She pulled
me from my chair and drew me out of the room and into the deserted
night.

Alive. Alive. Really? Alive?

She led me to the center of the fenced-in
area and pointed to the eastern moon. It was at crescent; its beams
a lovely faint orange.

“See, the moon is here for you, and so am
I.”

She wrapped her arms around me.

Oh, Kantú. How I cherish you.

I buried my face in her chest and allowed the
tears to come freely.

We stood together under the pale moonbeams
for a third of an hour or more, and during my vent, my feelings
turned from relief and release to urgency and worry. Illuma was
alive. It was shocking and wonderful and hard to swallow, but she
was also in danger. She was a captive, she was going to be ‘struck
down’, and time was running out!

Alive, but in danger!

These thoughts were what finally pulled me
out of my emotional whirlwind. It meant we had to hurry, and
therefore, I really didn’t have time to waste in this state. I had
to pull it together if I hoped to rescue her. I didn’t even know
how much time I had left before . . .

No, I couldn’t think like that.

I’m going to be strong for you, Illuma. I
swear it.

Remarkably, a new sense of determination and
purpose came over me.

Yes, alive, but hurry!

“Alright.” I pulled myself away from
Kantú.

“Alright?” She looked at me, confused.

“I have to save her.” I
looked up at the moon. No, not just ‘have
to’. My tone turned to one of conviction.
“I will save
her.”

Kantú looked at me for a moment with wide
eyes and then grinned brightly. “Aaaalright!” She threw her fist
into the air. “Let’s do it!”

I wiped away the last remnants of tear with
my shirtsleeve.

“Thanks, Kantú.”

“Aw, don’t be so sappy. You know I’ll always
come to the rescue!”

“I know.” I smiled, grateful for such a
faithful friend. Though it was by chance that we were on this
journey together, I was glad she was with me.

“Ready to go back in? I’m sure Nyte’s
worried . . . .” She fluttered her eyelashes innocently and let her
voice trail off.

“Kantú!”

Her gleeful chitterings lit up the silent
night. I looped my arm through hers and together we walked back to
the house.

The den was filled with the hum of quiet
conversation when we rejoined the others, but it stopped as soon as
we stepped into the room. Scardo hopped from his seat and scurried
toward us.

“Miss Heart! Are you all right? Shall we
retire for the eveni-”

“No. I’m fine. Please, let’s continue.”

Nyte looked concerned. Gently he asked, “Are
you sure?”

I opened my mouth to answer, but Ardette cut
me off.

“You certainly aren’t very good at reading
her, are you? Clearly she’s gained new resolve, isn’t that right,
my cherry pit?”

Nyte bared his teeth.

“Just tell us what you know,” I said, not
wanting to admit he was right.

Ardette winked at Nyte. My avoidance only
served to reinforce his statement. Nyte looked murderous.

Great, another standoff.

“Alrigh’ ya two,” said Grotts. “Knock it
off.”

“My, my, your boy certainly gets upset
easily,” said Ardette, directing his attention at me.

Whether it was Ardette’s obvious disrespect
for Nyte or the implication that he was somehow ‘mine’, Rend
finally reached her breaking point. She stood from her chair, eyes
ablaze, and took a defensive stance in front of Nyte.

Tread carefully, Ardette.

But Ardette didn’t heed my
non-uttered warning. “Oh, have I upset you too, Rend? So this is more of a
love-triangle, is it? But I wonder which he prefers?”

Kantú and I exchanged astonished glances of
worry, concerned for the foolish Daem’s safety. Who’d challenge the
relentless woman so openly? Was upsetting Nyte that important to
him? And besides –

Love-triangle? Please.

As expected, Rend readied her binding attack,
an evil gleam in her eye, but Nyte grabbed her arm, stopping her
before she could follow through.

“Sit, cousin. Do not worry yourself for my
sake,” he said. His voice was calm, but his expression was
cold.

She looked at Ardette with the same murderous
intent but returned to her seat. Now there were three involved in
the standoff.

“That was close,” whispered Kantú.

Next time Ardette wouldn’t be so lucky; Rend
definitely wouldn’t give him a second chance.

“Ahem. I must insist that we move this
meeting along. The moon is already high in the sky.” Scardo fiddled
with the collar of his tux. He and Grotts both appeared very
uncomfortable.

“Why of course,” said Ardette, rubbing one
of his horns. “If it’s all right with Nyte, that is.”

Nyte nodded silently.

I caught his eye, but he looked away,
embarrassed. Was it the comments themselves or the fact that he’d
let them get to him that caused him discomfort? Either way, it was
apparent that Ardette had no intention of making things easy for
Nyte.

Why, Ardette . . . Why
Nyte? What was this special
interest?

“Well?” I said, trying to hurry along the
awkward silence.

Ardette looked at me and his smile fell. It
was then that he remembered the importance of our meeting, for his
tone was serious when he responded,

“While we lesser guards
were not made aware of the entire plan, there was talk of a songstress to be
sacrificed.”

I tried not to let the words affect me. I had
to stay strong.

“And it’s Illuma?” I asked, leaning forward.
“Did you see her? Is she all right?”

“I never saw her myself, but one night I
sneaked into the records office and checked the log of living
prisoners. Illuma’s name was among them.”

“Oh.” I was disappointed that he hadn’t
actually seen my sister, but his account was better than nothing.
“How do you know she’s the one to be sacrificed?”

“She’s the only prisoner that was listed as
a songstress. All the others are laymen Elves.”

“Plus,” said Grotts, “if they’ve kept ‘er
fer a decade, they must have big plans for ‘er.”

Ardette nodded. “It seems
we were right to assume that the sacrificial lamb must be ‘readied’
before the ritual can be completed, for there was also talk of The
Mystress growing restless as she waited for ‘the day’ to come. The
guards have been referring to it as ‘ad’ai’.”

Ad’ai? Then that’s . . .

“When’s this ad’ai supposed ta happen?”
asked Grotts.

“I was unable to find an exact date. The
higher-ups are very secretive, you know, but I do know that it’s
coming soon.”

“That is
all you found out?”
asked Rend, her tone condescending. “Not even a specific date?” She
rolled her eyes in disgust. “Some mole.”

“Ah, yes. If only I’d been promoted or
something; but alas, I never reached said promotion. Seems I didn’t
make the best impression on my commanders. I suppose it might have
had something to do with my intolerance for figures of authority
and lack of respect and the like, but who knows, really?”

“Repugnant Daem.”

But while they were bickering, I was
thinking . . . about ad’ai.

“I know what it is!” I said abruptly. Miss
Danice had taught me that much. “Ad’ai is an ancient term used to
refer to a songstress’ coming of age.” I was extremely glad I’d
been paying attention that day.

I looked over at Nyte. He was rubbing his
chin, forehead furrowed in contemplation.

“Aura, you mentioned that
Illuma was your older sister,” he said. “If it was your coming of age ceremony that
we,” – he winced – “took
you from, then are we not out of time? Illuma
must already be of age.”

“Illuma was my elder, yes,
but she was also my twin. She won’t reach the end of her second
decade until I do.” I ran my finger along the tattoo on my wrist.
“The Rite of Discovery is performed in accordance with the position
of the moons, specifically when the western moon is at its lowest
stage during the year that the songstress in training reaches
maturity. Due to that technicality, my Rite was actually
before I came of age.
Sometimes it just works out that way.”

Ardette smiled, a far-off look in his eyes.
“Twins . . .”

“Pig,” spat Rend.

“When is your birthday, Miss Heart?”

“When the western moon is at half-pass, in
accordance with Farellah’s moon cycles.”

Kantú seemed to be calculating something.
“So we have like . . . under a month and a half to stop the end of
the world?” Her tail swished about apprehensively. “What happens
then?”

“The Pure Heart’s sister will be sacrificed,
and the Evil Heart will gain the Song of Destruction,” said
Ardette, but he didn’t sound very concerned.

“We’ll leave for Yes’lech tomorrow,” said
Scardo. “Once there, we’ll inform the officers of this and
formulate a battle strategy. Miss Heart, you will need to discover
your song if we hope to stop this disaster from happening.”

I felt ashamed at his words. Didn’t he
understand it wasn’t so easy?

“But how do I do that without the Rite?”

“The original prophecy. We’ll retrieve it.”
Ardette had been staring at me for some time, and his eyes now
filled with longing . . . or maybe it was lusting. “Don’t fret, my
cherry pit, I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

Ugh.

“Have you found the location of the
prophecy?” Nyte directed his question at Scardo.

“The original prophecy, known as the
Inscription of Ulan, is at a location only known to the officers of
Yes’lech.” He looked at Ardette. “The ‘higher-ups’.”

“The Inscription of
Ulan?” The Spirit of
In-between. It was always one step ahead
of us. The other now searches.
Was ‘the other’ The Mystress? The Mystress . . . the evil queen.

I wondered if Ardette could shed some light
on the Druelcan ruler where the others had been unable.

“Ardette?” I said. “Were you able to find
out anything useful about The Mystress?”

“Ah, her. The rest of the Daems swoon
over her, of course, but she is an utterly despicable woman. I’m
not drawn to such darkness, so I find her to be quite annoying and
demanding.”

Annoying and
demanding? I’d been expecting brutal and
wicked.

“Did ya see her face?” said Grotts.

“No. That damn veil. Though
she must be hideous if she hides herself away; I’m certain I have
no desire to lay eyes upon a woman like that, anyway. You’re much
more my type, Aura.” He practically purred my
name.

Nyte gripped the arms of his chair.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I can’t
forget about you, dear Rend.
You’re also my type.”

Kantú leaned forward. “Boy,
I sure love the sun! Wouldn’t you know; I’m actually
afraid of the
dark?”

I cracked a smile. Could she be any more
obvious?

Ardette shot her a dazzling grin. She looked
ready to faint.

“Were ya able ta figure out for sure this
time if she’s an Elf or a Sape or what?” asked Grotts.

“Hm, yes a most peculiar issue. She’s
undeniably a songstress, but on several occasions I watched her
cast Elven magic. It’s quite odd. I’m not sure what to make of it.
Maybe the officers will know?”

“You’ve done well, Ardette.” Scardo smiled
thinly. “I’m certain the officers will be pleased with your
findings. They should be able to formulate a plan with the new
information.”

“How far is it to Yes’lech from here?” asked
Nyte.

Ardette’s eyes narrowed slightly at the
question, but he said nothing.

“On osterflit-back we should be able to
reach headquarters in a week,” said Scardo.

Grotts grumbled, still apprehensive about
the osterflits.

Ardette let out a bored yawn. “If that’s
all, let’s turn in, shall we?”

Scardo nodded and stood up. “Yes,
let’s.”

Just like that?

But it was late. I felt a spasm of guilt in
realizing I’d cut into our precious meeting time.

“G’night then,” muttered Grotts, standing
beside Scardo.

One by one the rest of us exchanged equally
unenthusiastic goodnights and started for the bedrooms that didn’t
have corpses.

I followed behind Kantú, but Ardette grabbed
my arm when I started up the stairs.

“Go on ahead,” he said, nodding to Kantú. “I
have something to discuss with my pit.”

Kantú looked at me inquiringly, so I nodded
to her. I had some things I wanted to ‘discuss’ with him
anyway.

Ardette pulled me next to the fire. He
looked even more handsome with the firelight lighting up his pale
face.

“Why?” I asked, earnestly staring him
down.

“Why what?” He stared back.

“Why are you acting so cruelly towards
Nyte?”

He sighed and drew his finger seductively
along his jawbone. “Just a little friendly competition, I’m
sure.”

“Bull.” I said, ignoring
his attempts at distracting me. “That’s not it.”

“Is it so hard to believe that I want you
for myself?”

“Actually, yes. You don’t
even know me, and . . . well . . .” But I couldn’t finish.
Want . . . me? Ridiculous.

 

He stared into the fire. “Haven’t you heard
of love at first sight, my cherry pit?”

But I wasn’t convinced, and it reflected on
my face. I stared him down, daring him to continue on.

His red eyes studied me for a moment before
he turned away and looked glumly over his shoulder. “Ah, why must
you torment me so?” His expression was pained, but I strongly
suspected it wasn’t at all genuine. “How about we make a deal,
then?”

“A deal? What kind of a deal?”

“One kiss.” He breathed the
words.

K-kiss?!
I was a little shocked by the proposal, but I
wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of letting him see any sort of
reaction from me. Instead, I looked only a little
perturbed.

“One kiss and I’ll lay off your dear Elf.
What do you say?” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me close.

I pulled away. “Not a chance.”

Despite the rejection, he remained cool. “Do
you enjoy seeing me suffer?” he asked, raising a brow
innocently.

I knew for certain then that this was all
part of his game.

If that’s how you want to play . . .

“Would you stop if I said ‘yes’?”

He smiled back, delighted I’d interpreted
the situation. “Not a chance.”

I started to grin, but then I cut it off and
sighed. It was fun like this, but the grief he’d given Nyte just
wasn’t fair. That was what I’d wanted to talk to him about, wasn’t
it? I couldn’t let myself get lost in his game.

“Well, whatever your
deal is,” I said, “could
you just leave him alone?”

Again he studied my face, and this time his
pain looked real. “Do you wish to know my secret?” he said, leaning
close to me.

Do I . . . ?

I nodded, surprised and saddened by the pain
that had invaded his eyes. It’d happened so suddenly.

“Very well. I will observe
the situation a while more before I disclose the secret. If Pietri
. . .” He started to say something but stopped. It seemed he was
struggling with something. “Never mind; he
must have his
reasons.”

The situation? What situation? And what was
that about Elder Pietri?

He brought my hand to his lips and kissed it
softly.

“Leave him alone, you say?” Then all at
once, the sadness left his face and he smiled brightly, way too
abruptly reverting to his old swaggery self. “I apologize for my
actions, my cherry pit, but I’m afraid I will not change.”

What? I stared at him, concerned. How quickly he’d changed back!
How quickly he’d erased that hint of pain.

It was in that moment that
I first began to understand Ardette. He had real pain. Real masked
pain. Was that demeanor all a front to conceal the secret, or
rather the burden, he was carrying?

I squeezed his hand. “Alright then, I accept
the current ‘you’, though I’m certain it’s not who you really are,
and . . . I’m sorry for the pain your secret is causing you.”

I was sincere.

An odd look passed over his face. He blinked
and dropped my hand, opened his mouth but then closed it. I
waited.

“My, my, what’s this? It
seems you are the
one affecting me.
How strange . . . yes, a rather rare occurrence. I shall just have
to try harder, then.”

He pulled me to him and brushed the hair
away from my neck. With short breaths, he brought his lips to my
ear.

“Goodnight, my cherry pit.” This time his
voice quivered a bit.

He left me standing by the fire, bewildered
by his reaction.

What a strange
person. I rubbed my neck where he’d
touched. It was so intimate, yet I felt nothing.

Why? Nyte . . . Your warmth . . . Was
that it? Was Ardette right?

I shivered though the fire was warm.

I pulled myself away, too tired to
contemplate the situation further. Was that true? Was I too tired,
or was it all too complicated? Either way, I headed to bed.

Kantú was waiting for me at the top of the
stairs.

“No fair,” she whispered. “You got to be
alone with him!”

“You still think he’s dreamy after all
that?”

“What a Pervy Irving . . . but yes, so
dreamy!” She giggled.

I rolled my eyes and followed her into the
bedroom.


Chapter 11: The Terms

 


“Aura, come see!” Kantú burst through the
ranch’s washroom door while I was still getting dressed.

“Ah! Hold on!”

But she didn’t wait for me to finish getting
ready. She grabbed my arm and pulled me down the stairs behind her.
I struggled to pull on my shirt before anyone else could see.

“What is it?”

But Grotts’ loud grumblings
alerted me to just what it
was before she could answer.

“DAMN BIRDS!”

We ran through the front door and found
Grotts being chased by one of the creatures. It appeared to be
pecking at his fiery red hair.

“We’re going to be riding on those!?” I
asked, eyes wide and staring around the pen that was now filled
with a dozen or so large osterflits.

They weren’t like any birds I’d ever seen.
They didn’t even have real wings, just miniature, stubby ones that
looked way too small for their massive, white-feathered bodies,
which were nearly twice my height. They each scurried around on two
skinny legs that must’ve been remarkably strong to hold up such a
large body, despite their feeble appearance. These knob-kneed limbs
were a pale blue color that matched the osterflits’ towering,
curved necks. Atop each gangling stem sat a tiny head sporting a
pompous tuft of blue feathers.

Several more birds flocked to him. Kantú ran
to help.

“Grottsy! Are you all right?”

“Careful, Kantú!” I braced myself to run to
her rescue, but none of the birds charged her.

Is it just Grotts they’re after?

“It is his hair,” said Nyte. The stealthy
Elf had once again crept up beside me.

I spun around, startled.

“Jumpy today, Miss Havoc?” He grinned
slyly.

“Can’t you make some noise as you approach
or something? You’re too sneaky!” I tried to look cross but ruined
it with a grin. I was relieved to see he’d recovered from Ardette’s
batterings.

“Maybe you are just too oblivious to your
surroundings.” He tapped me on the nose. I wrinkled it in
return.

“Get back, ya dumb birds!”

I looked back at Grotts. He was now waving
his arms wildly. Kantú seemed to be trying to distract the flock,
for she scooted around the grounds, wiggling her tail. The birds
ignored her. They just pummeled after Grotts.

“Why are they after his hair?”

Nyte struggled to hold back
his smile. “An osterflit’s favorite food is a plant called
tangeroot,” – he paused;
an amused gleam filled his eyes – “which looks remarkably similar
to poor Grotts’ hair.”

“They want to . . . eat his hair?”

The bird at the front of the pack made a nip
at Grotts’ head.

I felt bad for him, but I couldn’t help but
laugh at the enormous man scrambling away from the birds, calling
out insults like they could understand him. There I was, witnessing
the very scene that had played in his head all those times he’d
ranted about the osterflits. No wonder he’d been so apprehensive
about riding them.

Nyte chuckled behind me, and I laughed
harder. I tried to stop, but it was just too funny. We turned our
backs and hid our faces – so as not to alert Grotts, who was now
cowering behind a frenzied Kantú – to the amusement we felt at his
expense. We laughed and laughed, and my stomach started to hurt
from flexing it so hard. But the hurt felt good; because it meant
complete, senseless release without reservation.

It’d been a while since I’d let my childish
side out.

I grabbed Nyte’s shoulder and struggled to
gain composure, but my heart pounded at the touch, and I
immediately quit laughing.

So warm.

I looked up at him, and his face became
serious. Breath-capturingly serious.

Is Ardette right? Is Kantú right? Are you .
. . mine?

We stayed like that for a moment. The wind
swept past him. It brought me his cherry blossom scent.

My meadow.

I let my arm fall, but he caught it around
the wrist. He opened his mouth to say something.

What is it? Tell me.
I waited, but the words weren’t
delivered.

“Aura! Come help!” Kantú called to me,
interrupting whatever it was he’d been about to say.

“Er, right!” I peeled myself away from the
gaze and ran to help Grotts.

But Nyte was faster. “Grotts, over here!” He
waved his hands toward the stable door. Grotts rushed to it, barely
outrunning the horde of hungry birds.

Nyte pointed to a rope ladder hanging from
the loft of the stable. “Up there!”

“Thought I was done with those blasted
ladders!” But he climbed it anyway, leaving the birds to pace
angrily on the ground.

Nyte climbed up after him. “Here.” He handed
Grotts a brown piece of fabric from somewhere on his person.
“Conceal your hair in this.”

Begrudgingly Grotts tied it around his head,
caught his breath, and then cautiously descended the ladder. The
osterflits were entirely unintelligent creatures. They left him
alone now that his hair was out of sight.

“Phew, thanks.” He wiped the sweat from his
forehead and uneasily eyed the birds. They pecked stupidly at the
ground.

“Grottsy, did you know that would happen?
Why did you go outside in the first place?” Kantú examined him for
scuffs. His sunburned cheeks became even redder.

“Yeah, I knew somethin’ like that would
probably happen, but I didn’t know the birds had already been
released when I went outside. They came ‘round the corner when I
was at the bottom of the stairs.” He shivered in reliving the
moment.

“Apologies. Terrible timing, really.” I
turned to see Ardette. He was clutching a saddle in the doorway.
Scardo and Rend weren’t far behind, both also holding saddles.

“Naw, it ain’t yer fault. The buggers are
always after me.” Grotts narrowed his eyes at the birds. They were
now quite oblivious to him.

The scene replayed in my head. I grinned and
shot Nyte a knowing glance. He grinned back.

“Good morning, my cherry pit. Shall I saddle
up your osterflit for you?” asked Ardette.

“That would be . . .
nice. Thanks.” I eyed
him with caution and tried to gage his mood. Would he attempt to
cause trouble this early in the day?

“Splendid! Which one would you like?” He
pointed to one standing next to Nyte. “Will it be the lanky,
brooding one over there?” He dropped his point and placed his hand
on the back of the one standing right next to him. “Or will it be
this good-looking bird here? He seems to be a real charmer.”

Nyte narrowed his eyes.

So that’s what you’re playing at, Ardette.
Okay.

I pretended to consider both choices
thoughtfully before answering.

“I think I’ll take this uncomplicated,
good-natured one over here.” I pointed to the bird spaced evenly
between the two, even though it didn’t look good-natured at
all.

“Ah, I see.” Ardette looked amused. “Very
well.”

Kantú chose the ‘good-looking’ one, of
course.

We packed our belongings, and avoiding the
corpse’s room, searched the house for extra supplies. Food was
always useful, but extra cloth, rope, and parchment might also come
in handy. I felt like a rotten pillager, rummaging through the
house in such a way, but Kantú insisted it was acceptable behavior
in our situation, though it didn’t make me feel any better. I only
hoped any debt we accrued would be repaid when I transformed into
the Heart of Salvation and rescued the world from its fate, but it
still didn’t seem like a plausible chain of events.

Just before we left, Nyte and Grotts buried
the keeper behind the stable; a token of our gratitude. I hummed a
short song of departing while Kantú and I watched from the
window.

“It’s sad,” I said when I finished the
song.

“That he’s dead?”

“That he’s alone.”

She nodded and put her arm around me.

Alone. My own words made me think of Illuma. Alone. A captive. My
poor sister, whose captors were probably nothing like
mine.

My captor.
Nyte’s smirking face intruded the thought,
cutting away the creeping despair.

“Are you two ready?” Rend’s voice pushed the
thought away completely.

“Yeah,” I said.

“Then come.” She took particular joy in
the command since it’d been a while since she’d been able to boss
us around.

Kantú and I grabbed our packs and followed
her out of the keeper’s house.

May your journey through the Mistlands be
safe.

 


~

 


“Woohoo!” Kantú let out a cry as her
osterflit leaped over another random piece of prairie debris.

Before departing the ranch, Ardette and
Scardo had released the rest of the birds to wander freely, since
they’d be left without master to watch over them. Ardette had asked
me one more time if I wished to change my selection, but I was
stubborn, sticking with my original ‘good-natured’ choice, which
turned out to be pretty wily.

The bird had a tendency of randomly
challenging the other riders as we went, every so often gaining
speed and cutting off whichever of his flock was closest. This of
course, bothered Rend to no end, but the rest of the group found it
entertaining, as did I at first; though after enduring several
charges, I grew as tired of it as the bitter Elf.

Aside from these sudden outbursts, travel by
bird made for a surprisingly smooth ride. The osterflits kept low
to the ground when they ran, reducing any turbulence we might have
otherwise encountered. Their feathery backs were cushy and warm and
served as further absorption for any particular rough spots we
trotted over. It was delightfully comfortable and far preferable to
walking.

The scenery flew by as we rode; blending
into a mesh of browns, tans, and burnt greens. As Nyte had said,
the rest of Rendalt was incredibly dry, but the osterflits had a
special internal reservoir that allowed them to go very long
distances without water. They also had incredible stamina, for even
as we took our breaks, they were anxious to run again; spending
entire nights tugging on whichever objects they’d been leashed to –
rather than resting.

Grotts hadn’t exactly warmed up to the
osterflits, but his grumblings had reduced significantly now that
they were no longer after his hair. The great man looked the most
unnatural of all of us in his bonnet-like head-wrap and teetering
top-heavily atop his bird, which seemed to be the least comfortable
with the idea of letting a person ride it; or maybe it could just
feel Grotts’ own discomfort.

Though Nyte, Rend, Kantú, and I had never
ridden osterflits before, we learned how to use the reins quickly.
The birds were, for the most part, compliant, though Ardette’s
charm seemed to carry over into the animal kingdom, for he could
call them to him on command even if it meant going against our
original orders.

He used this skill to force me into
conversation with him while we rode, calling my bird to him
whenever he wanted my company. This was frustrating on several
levels, but the part that irked me the most was having to raise my
voice to be heard over the wind. These weren’t the best
circumstances for idle chitchat – a detail that didn’t seem to
bother Ardette in the least.

“There’s room here for two, if you’re
interested,” he coaxed on the eve of our third night.

“I am not.”

“Pity. I should hope your osterflit doesn’t
accidentally become unharnessed during the night, or you might not
have a choice.” He smiled at me, and his white teeth shined
brightly against the dismal backdrop.

“I guess I’d just have to ride with Kantú,
then. Fortunately, her bird seems pleasant enough.”

“Must you strive so diligently to break my
heart?”

“I’m certain your heart is intact.” I rolled
my eyes. Never had I thought I’d meet someone as dramatic as
Illuma.

Scardo rode up next to us.
“We will break for the night at Nor’ash
Cross.” His low voice was barely audible;
lost in the wind as the birds trotted on.

“Scardo?” I strained my voice. “Are we going
to be passing your hometown at all?”

“No. Temsa is not in our path, though I wish
it were.” His expression was wistful.

I wondered how long he’d been away from
home.

“What’s it like there?” I asked, but my
question was carried away with the wind.

“Pardon me?” He cupped his ear and leaned
over, holding onto his saddle so he wouldn’t fall off.

But before I could repeat myself, Nyte joined
us.

“Care to race, Miss Havoc?” His voice was
much stronger than ours, and it reached me clearly before it could
be tossed away.

A race?

I definitely had no chance of ever beating
Nyte on foot. Would the odds be evened now? I looked down at my
osterflit. He was spastically pecking at nothing. I grinned at the
thought of using that pent up energy to outrun the showy Elf. This
might be my only chance.

The conversation with Scardo would have to
wait; I couldn’t resist the challenge.

“Sounds fun.” My voice was confident.

“Are you not afraid of losing?” teased
Nyte.

“There’s no reason to fear something that
could never happen.”

“Please, Miss Heart, I must insist that you
refrain from doing anything reckless;” Scardo pleaded, “your safety
is of the utmost import-”

But Ardette interjected on
my behalf. “Let them play. Nyte will make sure nothing happens to
her, won’t you?”
His smile was generous, but his words were threatening.

“Of course.”

“Ah, very well then,” said Scardo, “but do
be careful.” He bowed out of habit, and in doing so, knocked his
head into the back of his osterflit’s neck. The osterflit read this
as a prompt to sprint and took off, carrying away the protesting
Scardo.

“Thanks, Ardette.” I studied his face in
search of an ulterior motive. “That was kind of you.”

Sure enough, Ardette
answered, “Oh, you can be sure I have my own reasons. I want to see
how well you two play together. By the way, Nyte, what will you take from her if
you win?”

Take from me?

“I will take nothing from her.”

“Come, now, what fun is a race without
placing a bet? No? Very well, I’ll set the terms.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Ardette’s
next words made me close it.

“If Aura wins, you must tell her about your
past.”

Nyte’s eyes widened. He was as shocked by
the statement as I was. He stared at Ardette with a stony
expression while I contemplated the proposal.

His past . . .
The very different upbringing . . . The knowledge
of things he shouldn’t . . . What did
Ardette know about it? Why the secrets? One thing was certain:
something was off. Ardette had too much of an interest in Nyte. Had
they known each other before the ranch? Or maybe Ardette could just
read that Nyte wasn’t an average Elf? Something about the situation
made me wary. Was I safer not knowing?

There were too many questions. My head
swirled.

“Aha, see, she is curious.”

Nyte searched my face. He looked worried,
and the expression made my stomach drop.

I can’t. I was dying to know, but I couldn’t force him to tell me.
It wasn’t right. This was supposed to be fun, friendly competition.
I wouldn’t let Ardette get between our friendship. Maybe Nyte would
tell me on his own, when he was ready. At least I could
hope.

“No,” I said, “I won’t demand that.”

Ardette looked amused. “Why?”

“Because there’s something I want more.”

It was a lie, but I sounded convincing. A
blend of confusion and relief spread across Nyte’s face.

Ardette was taken aback. “Well, I didn’t
think you were bold enough to go THERE.” He raised an eyebrow.

I shuddered to think of the perverse thoughts
that ran amok in his head.

“If I win, Nyte must fully
and unconditionally accept that I am not the Heart of Havoc.”

“But I already-” Nyte
started to protest, but then he grinned. “Fine, Miss Havoc, I accept. And if I win,
you must . . . ,” – he looked away and his cheeks flushed slightly
– “sing for me.”

Sing?

I nodded, embarrassed by the request. It was
no longer as hard for me to sing in front of others as it had been,
but thinking of singing solely for him . . .

“Really? That’s all?” asked
Ardette. “How disappointing. I was hoping for something more . . .”
He sighed. “Scurry along, then. Good luck, my cherry pit, wouldn’t
want you to have to sing, heaven forbid.”

I smiled at him sweetly, and his smile
wavered. Nyte and I trotted ahead.

Once out of earshot, Nyte turned to me with
a remorseful frown on his face. “Miss Havoc, I-”

“Where will we ride to?” I interrupted. I
didn’t want him to apologize for the interference. I was just glad
I’d thwarted Ardette’s attempts at ruining our sport.

He looked at me a moment before nodding. “We
will race until Nor’ash Cross. It is a straight shot from here. Use
those peaks as reference points.” He pointed to two lonely
mountains in the distance.

“Got it.”

“Good luck, Miss Havoc.”

“Enjoy calling me that. It’ll be the last
time.” I narrowed my eyes in challenge.

He chuckled. “Right. Three, two, one,
go!”

 


~

 


“Well, do you want me to sing now or
later?”

I’d accurately judged my osterflit’s energy
level, but I’d completely overestimated his ability to run in a
straight line. He’d traveled a longer distance in a shorter amount
of time than Nyte’s; unfortunately, the moment I commanded him to
sprint, he’d gone berserk, running only in a large circle around
the rest of the flock.

“Later will be fine, Miss Havoc,” said Nyte.
He patted me on the head. “Keep in mind that I will be expecting
your best, so please take time to prepare.”

“Damn birds,” I muttered, growing more
sympathetic to Grotts’ case the more time I spent with the
osterflits.

We camped for the night at Nor’ash Cross,
which was nestled quaintly between the two mountains. As nightfall
approached, distant trees on the horizon became inky silhouettes
against the indigo night sky.

“Are we heading that way, towards those
trees?” I asked, looking over Scardo’s shoulder as he studied his
map.

“No, we will remain on the plains for a
couple more days before moving into the jungle,” said Scardo. “It’s
easier for the osterflits to run without dodging through the
trees.”

“Jungle?”

“Do not fear, my cherry pit; I will watch
over you and protect you from the ill-intentions of the wild
jungle.” Ardette walked past me and brushed his finger down my
arm.

I shuddered. If anyone had ill-intentions it
was most certainly the Daem himself.

“Jungle?” I said again, trying to ignore
Ardette’s passing caress.

“Yes,” said Scardo. His expression was
tired. He watched Ardette saunter away. “The closer we move toward
Abardo, the thicker the air will become. The trees you see there
will eventually transform from sparse and dry to thick and
tropical. Yes’lech lies through the thickest part of the Drig’ni
Jungle.”

“Can’t wait.” Grotts rubbed his hands
together and eyed the group of osterflits, which were pecking at
the dry ground for bollgrubs. He looked kind of insane.

“What will happen to the osterflits when we
enter the jungle?” I asked uneasily.

“We will release them, of course.” Scardo
looked puzzled at my question. “It would be impractical to take
them with us once the jungle thickens.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Grotts was still staring at the birds and
caressing his hammer absentmindedly.

It was scary.

I examined the rest of the group. If I
hadn’t known their respective personalities, I’d think them a
pretty intimidating bunch. I’d grown used to having their guard,
maybe even taken them for granted thus far, but as I watched them
unpack in the deserted cusp of the mountains, I felt grateful for
having such comrades. I wondered what it would it be like if they,
rather than Druelca, were the ones searching for me.

Grotts with his mighty hammer and strength;
Rend with her fearsome magic; Ardette with his saber and wit;
Scardo and his rapidly firing arrows; Kantú, loyal and persistent;
and Nyte. Nyte with his speed, his sword, his strength, his innate
power . . .

Would I even have a chance?
Even with my ariandos I felt powerless against them. What
had I done to deserve their protection?

Thank you, everyone. I hope I can come
through for you.

 


~

 


That night I awoke to a strange howl.

I sat up and listened. There it was again,
but it wasn’t just a howl; it was actually a series of short howls,
interspersed between low hungry, growls. It didn’t sound like any
animal I’d ever heard.

“Kantú?” I nudged the sleeping girl, but she
didn’t stir.

There was another series of them. This time
they sounded closer.

Should I stay in here, or should I go see?
We might be in danger!

The sound was terrifying, but I had to at
least check to see if the person keeping watch needed any help. Or
maybe I just wanted them to comfort me.

Either way,
I threw on a cloak and cautiously left the tent.
I held the cloak tightly and looked around the campsite, my nerves
a mess.

There was a soft chuckle. “Are you
frightened, Miss Havoc?”

Nyte was sitting next to the small fire,
poking at it with a long stick. He was amused by my creeping
state.

I narrowed my eyes. “Of course, not.” But
there was another howl, and I stiffened up, giving away my true
disposition to things like that.

“It is a nightwere.”

“Nightwere?! Shouldn’t we wake the others?”
I looked around nervously.

“No. It will not come near, so long as there
is fire. And if it does . . .” He pointed to his sword which was
near his feet, brazen in the firelight.

“You’ll swoop in and save the day?”

He grinned. “Something like that.”

I walked over and sat next to him. The fire
was sweltering. It hungrily reached toward us.

Nyte stared ahead for a moment and then
glanced at me. “I noticed something about you,” he said. His voice
was quiet and filled with some sort of soft emotion that I couldn’t
quite recognize.

“Oh?” I forced my voice to be calm. “About
me?”

“Your eyes.” He looked into them as if to
study their deepest reaches.

“You noticed I have eyes?” I said the words
coolly, to hide the fact that my heartbeat had sped
significantly.

The corner of his mouth twitched, but he
ignored the smart remark. “I always thought they were black, but
they are actually dark violet; only, you cannot see it in ordinary
light. During dusk is when it is most noticeable.”

Yes, that is something
someone else once told me. I couldn’t
remember who it’d been, though. Should I
thank him for noticing, or . . .? I wasn’t
sure what to do with myself, so I just let him study me, all the
while using the opportunity to, in turn, study the deepest greens
of his irises. What were they hiding?

Then he lowered his gaze, and his eyelashes
shrouded whatever emotion his eyes would have otherwise betrayed.
“That hidden color,” he said. “It is something quite
captivating.”

Ah! Captivating!?
What should I say?

I became entirely
flustered. I thought about a way to
respond, convinced I was about to melt into the ground, but he
continued before I could think of something.

“My captivating captive.”

“Nyte,” I whispered, my voice trembling a
little. But another group of howls made me jump. It broke the
tension.

“Are you frightened, Miss Havoc?” he asked
again. This time his voice was serious.

“Just a little.”

“Of the nightwere, or of what is to
come?”

I thought about it. “Both.”

“Do not be afraid, Aura. I will protect
you.” He reached for my hand.

At his touch, warmth flooded into me, far
more incinerating than the fire itself. Though I knew it was wrong,
I allowed myself to pull in a little warmth before pulling my hand
away and hiding it in my cloak.

I know you will.

We remained like that, silently staring into
the burning coals, until the end of Nyte’s shift, even though the
howling had long since ceased.

I left him standing beside the waning fire,
beneath the night sky, but I turned to say goodnight at the mouth
of my tent. For once, it wasn’t the moon I was talking to.

Goodnight, my captor.


Chapter 12: The Command

 


When we entered the jungle the air was hot,
as it had been all through Rendalt, but it was now moist with
sticky humidity.

Moist?

That was an understatement. In actuality,
I’d never felt so wet without being wet. The jungle canopy was so
thick it completely blocked out the sky, though the trunks
themselves were not so densely compacted. From all around, the
sound of strange hums and squawks enveloped us, as thick as the air
itself.

“Ew! Grottsy, get it!” Kantú kicked away a
beetle the size of her foot.

The beetle scurried away, barely missing the
impact of Grotts’ hammer, which left a large divot in the ground.
The pair of them had left a trail of similar divots behind us, some
filled with the remains of other large insects that hadn’t been so
lucky.

I didn’t mind the large insects much; such
crawling things had never upset me the way they did Kantú. Ardette
was extremely disappointed by this tidbit when he swung in to
‘rescue’ me from a rather large red ant that he had most definitely
planted himself. He awaited my praise, which did not come, as I
instead walked over and retrieved said ant and placed it back where
it had crawled.

Upon discovering that I
couldn’t be bothered by buggy things, Ardette took to obnoxiously
flirting with Rend. Her scowl grew more menacing the more pick-up
lines he threw at her, and the rest of us braced ourselves for the
flash of red that was sure to come if he kept it up. I didn’t know
how much longer we had until Rend finally broke from being called
‘dear Rend’.

Luckily, Scardo made up Yes’lech-related
excuses to call Ardette to him anytime Rend looked seriously on the
verge. Even though the hunched man usually kept out of the affairs
of the rest of the group, I got the feeling that he was actually
really aware of everything that went on, interfering only when
necessary. He took the role of silent observer and diffuser of
Rend’s rage, the scenery taking no effect on him, as usual.

But in contrast to being unaffected, Rend
and Nyte were having a heyday with the new environment. The Drig’ni
was apparently filled with all sorts of rare fruits that they
didn’t have access to in Elenque. Every so often they’d scamper
ahead at Elves’ pace and return with handfuls of juicy berries and
ripe melons.

“Try this one, Miss Havoc!” Nyte handed me a
dark yellow fruit that smelled only slightly less bitter than the
purple one he’d offered me all those days ago at Heaven’s Den.

“Uh . . .” I wrinkled my nose and he
laughed.

“It tastes nothing like the smell,” he
assured me.

I eyed him cautiously, hoping it wasn’t a
prank.

“Do you trust me?” His eyes were gentle.

Yes. The answer came to me quickly and definitely. I took a
bite.

“Yum!”

“See, it is good, right? Not nose-wrinkle
worthy?”

“Yeah, it’s way better than it smells!” I
took another bite. “It tastes sweet and kind of jasmine-ish. We
should find one for Kantú; even she might like it.” I scanned the
surrounding trees.

“Sure, up ahead!” But instead of trotting
away, Nyte scooped me up in his arms and whisked me along with
him.

“Ah!” This time my cry was
uttered. Warm . . . You’re so
warm.

I wondered if he could feel my quickened
pulse, but the thought only served to make me even more
flustered.

“M-Miss Heart!” Scardo called after us.

“It’s all right,” I called. “We’ll be right
back!”

“They think I am going to kidnap you.” Nyte
laughed.

“They give you far too much credit. I’m
quite certain I could escape you, if you tried such a thing.”

“Is that so? And just how would you do
tha-”

“Unhand her.” A cold voice cut
through the trees.

Still holding me, Nyte stopped and spun
around.

Ardette?

Indeed, it was the Daem who had followed us
away from the rest of the guard. His face was livid, his fists
clenched.

“Er, what’s wrong?” I asked, puzzled. For
once, there wasn’t even a faint smile on his lips.

“You think I’d just let you run off with the
Pure Heart?” he spat, seething.

Pure Heart? Since when are you calling me
that?

“What?” asked Nyte, as surprised as I
was.

“You disgust me!” Ardette’s cherry eyes were
blazing, his pale cheeks blotched with red. He’d completely lost
his cool attitude.

“What’s gotten into you?!” I shouted.

Scardo’s reaction I could understand, but
Ardette’s?

Ignoring the question, Ardette lurched
forward to grab me from Nyte, but Nyte sprang out of the way. I
clung to his neck, wildly trying to assess the situation.

“What is your problem?” yelled Nyte, dodging
another attack.

“Knock it off! What’s wrong with you?” I
said. “We were going to come right back.”

Ardette must’ve recognized my distress
because he paused.

“Please, Ardette!” I pleaded. “You’re acting
like a lunatic!”

He looked at me, and the anger slowly lifted
from his eyes.

“Why must you make things so
difficult for me?” he muttered, searching my face. His expression
softened back to handsome.

“It’s not a big deal,” I said, trying to
understand his raging response. “I was the one that suggested we
look for fruit.”

He continued to compose himself.

“This is what you wish?” he asked.

I nodded.

The smile returned to his face, but it was
too late; I had seen the rage – the fear that had broken through
his haughty facade at the thought of Nyte taking me from his
protective watch.

Why such an extreme distrust? The others had
had their moments, but nothing like this!

“Pardon my impulse,” he
said. “You must understand that I have been trained to guard you at
all costs. I have not had the . . . time to get to know this
stranger as the rest of
my comrades have.”

I studied him with hesitant eyes. His excuse
made sense, but the ‘impulse’ he spoke of had been way rash.

“It’s okay, right Nyte? We’ll just be on our
wa-”

“I could accompany you then, if you wish?”
said Ardette. He arrogantly raised a black eyebrow at Nyte before
continuing, “I would certainly offer better company than this
one.”

Nyte scowled.

I shook my head, still wary.

Ardette stared at Nyte and
then lowered his eyes to me. I locked eyes with him and thought I
saw a flicker of remorse through his mask of smile, and then there
was something else there. Sorrow?

“Ardette, I-”

“Very well, then. Hurry back, my cherry
pit.”

He turned his face from me before I could
discern more and then slowly retreated back through the jungle in
the direction of the party. They’d been completely shielded from
the encounter by the hanging vines and brush.

Nyte and I stared after him, still
recovering.

“Nyte?”

He set me down.

“There’s more to this,
right?” I asked. It was a stupid question. Of course there’s more.

He turned to me but said nothing.

“Does Ardette know you from before? Is this
about your past? I can understand if you don’t want to tell
me.”

If you don’t want to tell
me . . . The words hung heavily in the air
around us. Is that it? I trust you, but
you don’t trust me?

My throat fell when I considered that maybe
I’d misjudged our friendship.

“No!” He grabbed my hand. “I wish to tell
you, but I, I . . . ,” – he looked away – “I cannot.”

“Oh.” I pulled my hand away.

It’s too big for us, right?
‘Us’ . . . I’d been silly to think there
was such a thing as ‘us’. There is no us,
just you and me, and a secret that’s too big for our
friendship.

“That’s all right.” Disappointed, I turned
to leave, but he reached out his hand and grabbed the back of my
shirt.

I looked over my shoulder. He was grinding
his teeth together, like he was internally fighting something.

What is it?

He took a deep breath.

“Yes. It is about my past.
I want you to know everything, Miss Havoc, but I have been . .
. ordered not to
tell you.”

“Ordered?”

“Not just ordered. I was
given the Silver
Command.”

At my puzzled expression, he continued, “It
is hard to explain to a non-Elf just how binding a Silver Command
is. If I were to break such an order, it would be considered
treason. I cannot even think of the shame that doing so would bring
me. I would become an outcast!”

Treason?
I let the word float about in my head. Who would
command something like that? Issue an order so severe? Elder
Pietri? He was the only one that knew about the current situation.
He was the only one that could have specifically told Nyte not to
tell me.

But why? Why would he tell Nyte to hide his
past from me?

“I don’t understand why someone would want
that.”

He placed his hands on my shoulders and
crouched down to reach my eye-level.

“Aura, although I cannot
say what I want to tell you, I can
say this: my past is clouded by darkness, and
Ardette has every right to treat me so. But I would never do
anything to harm you. You can
trust me, even if he does not.”

Clouded by darkness?
It was confusing, but he was sincere. I could
tell. His eyes gave him away. They
earnestly pleaded with me.

There may be darkness, but there’s no
deceit.

“I know I can trust you.” It wasn’t a
lie.

He released his breath heavily. He’d been
holding it, and my words soothed whatever tension he’d been having
within himself.

“Aura!” Kantú’s voice broke through the air.
A moment later, she stepped through some low vines. “Oopsie, am I
interrupting?”

She smiled coyly at the site of the two of us
so close.

“Eyaah! No!” I jumped back from Nyte, and he
grinned.

Rend popped into view behind Kantú. She
looked deadly.

“Ah, anyway, Nyte, where was that fruit
again?” I rubbed the back of my head and tried to sound
inconspicuous but failed miserably.

“Let me go fetch it for you, Miss Havoc.” He
dashed ahead, leaving me behind with the boiling Rend.

I laughed nervously. Kantú, oblivious to how
dangerously red in the face Rend was growing, bounded forward and
asked,

“So, did he finally make a move on you?”

“What?” My eyes widened at her words, as did Rend’s, and I
frantically looked around for something to hide behind. But it
wasn’t necessary; Grotts and Scardo stepped through the vines,
halting the flaming Rend before she could even begin the
punishment.

“Aura, what’re ya doin’?”

Phew. I breathed a sigh of relief, certain I was saved.

But the feeling lasted only until –

“There you are, my cherry pit. He didn’t do
anything indecent to you did he?”

– Ardette entered the scene.

“Ah! No, of course
not!” Ardette, you idiot!

“Wonderful! Well then, come along.” He
looped his arm through mine and pulled me beside, leaving Rend
without an outlet for her anger. It’d been a narrow miss.

“No struggle?” He sounded surprised. “So
you’ve forgiven me, then? For attacking your beloved?”

“That’s not it exactly . . .” I glanced back
at the venomous Rend, grateful for an excuse to avoid her
wrath.

“So he is then?” said Ardette, giving me a
sideways glance.

“What?”

“Your beloved?”

I’d completely missed the trap Ardette had
laid with his words.

“Who?” I asked, still preoccupied with the
Elven glare that bore into my back.

“Charming. Well then, how can I make it up
to you? Would you like to see something as lovely as you, my cherry
pit?”

I rolled my eyes at his cheap flattery.
“Sure, I guess.”

“Wonderful! I shall arrange it.” He started
to pull himself away from me, but I squeezed his arm, holding him
back from leaving. There was something I needed to tell him;
something he needed to hear.

I stared up at him and leaned in close.

“W-what?” His smile faltered a little – like
it had that night at the stable.

Here goes.

“Ardette. Thank you for guarding Nyte’s
secret.”

He stared at me, dumbstruck.

That was it, wasn’t it? His earlier outburst
had alerted me to the meaning of the turmoil caused him by his
secret. He took a moment and then,

“Ah, so you’ve figured it out, have you?” He
remained cocky, but his voice quivered.

I nodded.

“I want you to know that I trust Nyte, so
whatever it is, it doesn’t matter, but I appreciate you trying to
protect me. You’re a good friend.”

Taken aback, he paused and contemplated how
to answer.

“So a friend, am I now?” He pretended to act
surprised, but I ignored his attempt at averting the sincerity of
my statement.

“Please don’t worry yourself for my sake,” I
said.

I released my grip.

He rubbed the place where our arms had
linked, and his eyebrow twitched oddly.

“There you go again. A quite unusual person
you are.”

I stared ahead, embarrassed at my spontaneous
boldness.

He thought for a second then flashed me his
pearly smile. “Right then, now to arrange that ‘lovely’ thing we
discussed.”

I nodded, still staring ahead.

He left to talk with Grotts and Scardo.

Kantú approached me with scurried
footsteps.

“Scardo says we’ll reach Yes’lech by the end
of tomorrow! I’m so excited! I hate this gross, buggy place.” She
swatted at some unseen flies with her tail.

I tried to focus my attention on her. I
didn’t want her to sense the worry the secret was causing me.

“I can’t wait to see it!”
At first I said it only as a cover up, but then I thought about
Grotts’ words: a great stone fortress near
the coast. I missed the ocean. I missed
the salty breeze. I missed the sound of waves on rock. As my love
for the ocean surged inside of me, it suddenly wasn’t so hard to
ignore the worrisome secret.

Near the coast.

“It sounds so romantic,” I said, dreaming of
the hidden base.

“Romantic?”

“Sure. A jungle fortress on a cliff
overlooking the ocean where secret going-ons occur.”

“Is that the kind of place you prefer?” said
someone quietly.

Kantú and I jumped and looked around for the
source of the disembodied voice.

I should’ve known. Nyte had returned with
more fruit.

“Ah! Nytie! You scared me.”

His smirk informed us that it had been
exactly what he’d hoped to accomplish. He threw one of the fruit to
Kantú. She inspected it and turned up her nose.

“Try it,” I insisted. “Trust me; you’ll like
it.”

She sniffed it before begrudgingly taking a
bite. Her eyes lit up.

I grinned and gave her a thumbs-up, and she
went about finishing off the fruit.

“So, Miss Havoc,” said Nyte, “you love the
ocean . . . and the moon. What else?”

“That’s easy. She loves-”

I hit Kantú in the arm before she could say
something ridiculous, and she spat out the piece of fruit she had
been chewing on.

“Oops, sorry,” I said, biting my lip.

Nyte laughed.

“The meadow!” blurted Kantú. “I was gonna
say the meadow.” She looked at me a little too innocently, and I
immediately didn’t regret hitting her in the arm.

“The meadow?” Nyte tilted his head.

“Outside of Farellah,” I said. “Illuma and I
used to play there all the time as kids. Now Kantú and I laze about
there in our free time. It’s peaceful. The grass is long, and the
breeze is warm, and the cherry trees smell good.”

“You can come and see it when this is all
over!” Kantú threw her fist into the air.

Nyte smiled. “Alright.”

When this is all
over. When would this be over?
My ad’ai. I counted the
days until my birthday. A little over a month. This would be all
over one way or another in a month. But was that enough time?
Enough time to formulate an infiltration plan, find the prophecy,
gain my song, travel to Druelca, defeat The Mystress, rescue
Illuma?

I tried to imagine walking with Nyte and
Illuma through the meadow, stray cherry blossom petals swirling
around us in the wind. It was a pleasant thought; a perfect picture
of everything working out.

If only.

Something in the pit of my stomach warned me
right there that some things would never be.

 


~

 


“Close your eyes,” Ardette whispered in my
ear. He’d slipped up behind me while I rummaged in my pack for a
canteen.

“Why?”

“It’s almost time for the ‘lovely’
thing.”

I eyed him suspiciously.

“You too, Miss Squirrel.” He beckoned to
Kantú, who immediately obeyed.

“Okay, but don’t try anything.”

“Try anything? I would never!” His catlike
grin said otherwise.

I reluctantly closed my eyes.

Please don’t do anything
gross. But deep down, I didn’t think he
would.

He took us each by the hand and led us along.
Either the rest of the group fell silent, or Ardette led us away
from them because I could no longer hear their murmurs, just the
lazy chirps and caws of the jungle. We walked forward for several
minutes.

“Argh, where are you taking us?” I didn’t
like being blindly led.

“Trust me.”

I was about to say something rude, but a
faint sound made me stop.

“Water!” I cried.

“Water?” squeaked Kantú.

Ardette said nothing.

The sound of rushing water was soft, but
grew louder when we neared the ‘lovely’ thing. Its loud swooshing
eventually overpowered the other jungle sounds. It didn’t sound
like a river, or even a coast; it was too powerful.

What is it?

Whatever
it was gushed just
ahead.

Ardette brought his lips too close to my ear
– so that they were touching me softly. I ignored the invasion of
space and let him deliver his message.

“Open your eyes, my cherry
pit. It’s the Waterfall of
Sorrow.”

“A waterfall?”
I’d only heard tales of the phenomenon. I opened
my eyes.

“Lovely?” asked Ardette, his mouth still too
close to my ear.

“It’s . . . beautiful.” I stared, dazzled by
the shining water that fell over the rocky edge and into the lapis
lazuli pool. Bubbling, it crashed into the rocks below, spraying a
fine mist around the area.

I closed my eyes again and listened. The
sound of the waterfall was overpowering, but at the same time
lulling. Fearsome, but at the same time soothing. Raging, but at
the same time surrendering.

I guess that sort of thing can only be
described as lovely.

“Oooh!” Kantú ran forward and stuck a toe
into the water.

“Ya comin’ in?” called Grotts.

I searched the far edge of the small pool.
The rest of the group had beaten us there, and they were now wading
around in the shallowest part.

I looked at Kantú. She
nodded, and we both ran in without care. The water flooded over us,
and I felt like I was back in Farellah. .

It was cool and refreshing, and though I’d
felt wet with humidity all through the jungle, this wetness seemed
to wash away the old wetness, taking with it all thoughts of the
looming task ahead of us. I reveled in the waters’ cleansing
purity.

Our break at the falls was abnormally long,
but no one spoke out against it. We seemed to share an unspoken
understanding that one afternoon apart from the impending mission,
hidden away in the falls without worry of what enemy might attack
or what obstacle we might face, was something we all deserved. Just
one afternoon to clear our heads and relieve some of the weight of
our ever-present duty.

 


~

 


“How bothersome,” said Nyte. “Should I try
to stop him?”

I shook my head. “He won’t listen to you
anyway. Besides, it’s kind of funny.”

He thought about it. “I suppose you are
right. Maybe she will teach him a lesson.” He grinned slyly, like
nothing would make him happier.

I sighed. “We can only hope.”

Several hours had passed since entering the
falls, and Nyte and I had been observing Ardette’s failed attempts
at trying to coax Rend into water games from the opposite side of
the pool. Indeed, it was quite amusing to watch since she offered
up various insults to Ardette along with each of her declines, all
of which he combated with equally insulting remarks.

Rend’s refusals had been getting
progressively more vicious, and she looked ready to strangle him at
any minute.

Sensing the impending danger, Ardette swam
over to us, breaking from his impossible task. He came right up
next to me, and I stiffened. I’d been avoiding the pervy Daem since
turning down several of his skinny-dipping invitations earlier that
day. I suspected Kantú would have obliged, had she been asked. I
knew it was all part of his game to make me nervous – not that
there was a chance in hell I’d have accepted anyway.

I ignored the fact that he looked even more
handsome than usual drenched in water, and determined to remain
nonchalant as he pushed his soaked hair away from his face and
locked eyes with me.

You will not make me
nervous. If he hadn’t given up on the game
yet, then neither would I.

“Tell me, my pit, what do you think of the
lovely thing?”

“It’s quite stunning,” I said warily. “I’m
glad you brought us here.”

He beamed proudly.

“Splendid! Have I earned your forgiveness,
then?”

“I haven’t decided yet.” I shrugged. He
pretended to look hurt. “By the way, why’s it called the Waterfall
of Sorrow? There doesn’t seem to be anything sorrowful about it
from what I can tell.” I surveyed the scenery. Beautiful.

“The Test of Reflection,” said Nyte, drawing
his finger in a swirl around the top of the water. He looked
disappointed that Ardette had backed out of the situation before
things could get lethal.

Ardette turned to Nyte sharply. “An educated
Elf, are we?” His voice was mocking, but I detected surprise.

Grotts, who’d been treading some ways away,
also caught Nyte’s answer. He inched a bit closer to us.

“Just how do ya know ‘bout that?” he asked,
narrowing his eyes.

Things he shouldn’t know .
. . Was this another one of those? I let
out an exasperated sigh. I just wanted things to be simple; I
didn’t want to start wondering about Nyte’s past again.

But Nyte shook off the underlying suspicion.
“Elder Pietri told me the story when I was a boy.” But his answer
was a bit hasty.

Was it the truth? I couldn’t tell.

“Oh.” Grotts didn’t look convinced.

“What’s the Test of Reflection?” I prodded,
once more pushing along the uncomfortable silence.

Nyte turned to me. The reflection of the
water made his green eyes look unusually murky.

“It is said that a soul carrying the burden
of a great sin will not be able to peer at the falls without
weeping. It will reveal the true nature of one’s spirit, or so the
legend goes.”

“So that’s it.” I stared at the falls.

Ardette exchanged a strange look with Grotts
that I couldn’t quite read and said, “Ancient kings used them to
test their knights. There was a whole ritual that went along with
it and such; an awfully dry topic if you ask me.” He looked
bored.

But I didn’t find it dry at all.

“Ancient kings?” I repeated. “Knights?
Aren’t those kind of things just fairytales?”

He chuckled. “Yes, I suppose someone from a
closed city wouldn’t know.”

Closed city?

I wanted to ask them more, but Grotts cut the
conversation short.

“Er, Ardette, can I talk to ya?” He raised a
bushy brow.

“Uh-oh, have I let something slip?” Ardette
pretended to act apologetic, but his grin said otherwise. He
thought it amusing to plant such a vague idea in my head.

Grotts didn’t notice, and the two of them
went to join Scardo, who was wading properly in the shallowest part
of the pool.

I watched them leave and then lowered my
voice. “Nyte?”

“Yes,” he answered, “they are probably
discussing me. Most certainly their distrust is only growing, but
do not let it worry you.” He watched them over my shoulder, his
voice low “I wish for you to enjoy your time here. Just please do
not ask me about that ‘closed city’ comment for now.”

I searched his face, about to protest, but
then I nodded, knowing it would be pointless to berate the issue;
he wouldn’t be able to tell me anyway. What was one more mystery on
top of the heaping stack I was already struggling with?

“Sorry,” he said, dropping his gaze to my
face. His expression was again pained.

Splash! Splash!

Kantú splashed towards us. She’d been in the
shallows trying to capture some of the pool’s small, brown fish,
but she now left the spot, having grown bored with the game after
coming up empty-handed every time. Her reflexes were way too slow
for such sport.

“Let’s go look behind the falls!” She tugged
on our arms.

Her tail was matted and wet, and her ears
slumped forward, their fur heavy with water. She fiddled with them
to try to get them to stand up again, but they proved stubborn and
flapped forward again each time. She let out an annoyed grunt
before giving up completely.

Nyte and I tried to hold in our laughter. We
followed her out of the pool and around the edge of the falls. A
few paces later, we stepped behind the roaring curtain of water,
sheltering our faces from the pelting spray that guarded the
way.

“Whoa!” Kantú let out an excited gasp.

My gasp was slightly more subdued, but there
nonetheless, at the sight of the small indentation behind the
falls. The misty space was filled with creeping, blush-colored
flowers.

“Enticing.” I stared around the hidden
recession, taking in the magical aroma of floral-infused
freshwater.

Nyte walked to the far wall. “Look at this.”
He crouched near a large stone. “I think there is something here.”
He brushed some of the plant away, revealing a series of strange
symbols. He let out an excited, “Ah!”

“What is it?”

“This is ancient Elftongue!”

“Really?” I peered over his back. “What does
it say?”

He studied it. “It is a king’s order.”

“King? So, that stuff about kings and
knights was real!?”

He nodded and looked over his shoulder at
Kantú who was busying herself with the blushing flowers. “I might
get in trouble for telling you this . . . .” He bore into my eyes,
like he was about to tell me something forbidden.

I wondered if he realized just how it made my
stomach leap.

“I won’t tell, if you don’t,” I said.

He grinned. “Deal.”

He leaned in closer and
continued, “A very, very long time ago, long before the Druelcan
truce, there were great kingdoms that stretched across the land.
The land was, er,” – he paused and looked down –
“different back
then.”

Different?
What does that mean?

But his irises begged me not to ask, so I
remained silent.

“There was a great war over what to do with
the land, and the world was divided into two sides. One side relied
mainly on magic. They held strongly to the belief that these falls
carried magical power, able to reveal the hearts of men and their
transgressions. The kings sent their knights here to undergo a
great test. If they were found worthy, they were allowed to join
the battle, but if they were not, they were cast into the
mist.”

“That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?”

“Back then, there were spies everywhere. The
kings believed that if a knight failed the ritual, then they must
secretly be for the opposing force. It was a rightful punishment
for something like treason.”

“I guess.” Though I still didn’t think it
deserved that extreme of a sentence. “Then what does the king’s
order say exactly?” I bent over and ran my finger along the etched
symbols. They were really well preserved.

He squinted. “Something like:

 


‘Those who feel worthy
come forth. The Creator’s water can discern the true intent of the
spirit. The faint soul shall not withstand the falls’ weeping.
Deceivers be cast away.’”

 


I shivered, feeling jittery at the words
despite the otherwise pleasant scenery. “It’s pretty
foreboding.”

He sensed my unease and smirked. “Probably
just superstition. You are far above such things, are you not, Miss
Havoc?” Eyes twinkling, he patted my head.

His teasing worked. It pushed away the
disquiet.

“Oh, that’s right. I forgot you’re one of
those ‘new age’ Elves that don’t believe in things like that,” I
said, pushing his hand away.

So warm!

My hand lingered for too long on his. I
couldn’t help myself.

What’s with me?
Once again I was filled with a sudden
thirst. Your warmth. I wanted to draw from his spirit again. If only there was
some need to cast an ariando. I was addicted to the
warmth. I needed it.

Nyte stared at me, and my veins swam.

“Ah, I guess I’ll be going now. Leave you
two alone,” said Kantú, voice unusually loud. I’d completely
forgotten she was there.

“Alone? N-no! I mean . . . that’s okay,” I
sputtered.

But I had protested too forcefully. Nyte
quickly looked away and occupied himself with the etchings.

Kantú broke out in chitters. “You guys are
in serious denia-” But she stopped when a blaze of red light lit up
the water. There was a loud scream.

“Rend!?”

“Cousin!” At once, and seemingly in
automatic response, Nyte jumped up and dove through the falls,
paying no mind to the jagged rocks at the bottom.

“Oh, no! Come on, Kantú!”

I pulled her arm and together we scurried
around the water after him.

My eyes widened when they discovered the
terrible event ensuing just on the other side.

Another unstable outburst?

Rend was lying on the ground, writhing and
seizing. Her limbs were limp, though her veins surged red with
Elven power. She twisted about, her teeth gritted tightly. She was
struggling to contain herself.

She screamed again, overcome with agonizing
pain.

“We have to help her!” I let out a yell.

I ran forward, but Grotts stepped in front of
me, barring my way. Kantú hid behind him.

Another burst of light erupted from the
struggling Elf’s stomach and headed for Scardo. He jumped out of
the way just in time, but the light didn’t miss him entirely,
instead grazing the tails of his tuxedo. They smoked where the
spell had burned them.

Learning his lesson, the hunched man quickly
took cover behind a thick trunk.

“Hold on! I am coming!” Nyte started forward
to subdue the convulsing Rend, but Ardette jumped in front of him
and reached her first.

Boldly, and while Nyte looked on in horror,
he hopped on top of her and held her hands down.

“Get off of her!” spat Nyte, appalled. He
ran forward, but Grotts grabbed his arm and flung him back into
Kantú and me.

“Ardette, stop!” I called out
frantically.

But Ardette ignored my warning and calmly
lowered his face to Rend’s.

He’s going to kiss her!?

My jaw dropped, as did Kantú’s, but that was
nothing compared to the look that spread across Nyte’s face. It was
an entirely unsafe look – a look of mind-blowing shock and utter
fury.

Indeed, if Ardette
had kissed Rend, I’m
certain Nyte wouldn’t have allowed him to make it past that moment
still breathing; but thankfully, the straddling Daem did nothing of
the sort and instead lingered his face just above hers.

She continued to struggle, but he held her
steady.

“What is he doing?” Nyte’s voice was more
than furious.

“Just watch!” growled Grotts.

“What?!”

At first I didn’t think I’d
seen it right, so I did a double take, but it was the same outcome
the second time around. It seemed Ardette’s skin had flickered
into shadow or
something.

What was that!?

I strained my eyes to
discern it, but it was too late. The shadow trick was already over.
But though I hadn’t quite caught it, I was certain that
something had happened. It was like he’d been a wispy version of himself
for just a second before returning to normal. The brief conversion
left an odd shadowy haze hanging over the pair of them.

Rend convulsed. She was readying another
attack.

“Bastard Daem!” shouted Nyte, but he didn’t
run forward to stop the impending burst.

Ardette, move!

Things weren’t looking good. Rend was going
to release a blast of searing power at any moment, and Ardette was
going to be killed. And for what? It was frustratingly pointless!
Why was he putting himself in danger’s way? Why was no one doing
anything to stop him?!

Despite Grotts’ blocking stance, I threw
myself forward and shouted, “No!”

My plea rang through the trees, but was
ultimately unnecessary, for just as the next blast started to shoot
out of Rend, the gray haze swooped down and sucked it up, instead
consuming the blast.

Ardette shook, but remained intact.

The haze lingered around them a moment more
and then forced itself into Rend’s mouth, plunging down her throat
and into her lungs. Her chest rose as the smoke disappeared within
her. Another moment later she exhaled, and the haze, now a smoky
red, retreated from her mouth in a barreling stream. It was fueled
by pressure at first, but it lost form when it entered the openness
of the outside world and floated away into the jungle canopy,
trailing off and then disappearing altogether into the air.

Amazed, I stared at the now clear space
around falls.

Rend stopped twitching but didn’t open her
eyes. Ardette rolled off of her, exhausted.

“There, ya see?” grumbled Grotts. He finally
lowered his guarding stance and turned to comfort Kantú, who was
cowering fearfully with her tail dipped in the water’s edge.

“Rend!” Nyte dashed to the silent Elf and
crouched over her. He felt her face. “The power has ceased,” he
said after a moment of frantic inspection, his expression grateful
and surprised. “How did you do that?”

“I’m a Daem; there’s much I can do.”
Ardette’s words were labored. His eyes remained closed.

“Ardette! Are you all right?” I snapped from
my state of amazement and ran to him, concerned for his weakened
condition.

As I neared, I heard his panting.

“Worried about me, are you? How charming.”
He smiled faintly but kept his eyes closed.

I knelt at his head and
inspected him. His pale skin seemed even paler than usual. Sickly.
Whatever that thing had been, it’d taken a lot out of him.

“Ardette?”

“Mm?”

I had planned on helping him up, but he was
in no condition to stand, so I instead lifted his head into my lap.
It was a risky thing to do. I understood that, had he been in full
health, he would have surely taken advantage of the situation, but
now he just seemed so helpless. I wanted to comfort him however I
could. Therefore, it was worth the risk.

“That was . . . kind of you,” I said
quietly.

“You sound surprised,” he panted.

I am.

“Here.” Scardo scurried over and handed me a
small vial. “Make him drink this.”

“What is it?”

Scardo looked to make sure
Ardette’s eyes were still closed before mouthing the word,
“Andap.” He put
his finger to his lips, warning me not to repeat it.

Andap? I took the vial and put it to Ardette’s lips.

His eyes opened wide when the thick, black
liquid hit his tongue.

“Ack!” He coughed and then glared at Scardo,
who quickly scurried away to help Nyte with Rend.

“I knew you didn’t care for
me, but never did I think you hated me that much,” he said, still
sputtering out the liquid.

How dramatic.
I rolled my eyes. “It helped, though, didn’t it?
What is this stuff?” I sniffed the bottle. It smelled like
festering meat.

“Have a taste.” He gave me a shrewd
look.

“I’ll pass.” I looked away, and turning
self-conscious, said, “And enough with the ‘you don’t like me’
crap. I told you, we’re friends.”

He stared up at me. “I suppose we are. Then
would you do something for me?”

“Hm? What sort of ‘something’?”

But before I could agree to anything, he
grabbed my hand and brought it to his right horn, which was only
faintly visible through his messy hair. The horn felt hot, but it
was quickly cooling.

“Is it hot from that,” – I
didn’t know what word to use – “spell?”

He nodded. His usually bright red eyes were
darker than normal, nearly blood-red. I wondered if it was a
side-effect of the magic.

“Um, what did you want?” I asked, curious as
to what the ‘something’ was.

He chewed his lip and asked, “Can I have a
little of you?” His voice was different than usual, earnest.

“What?! H-have a little of
me?” What are you asking me?!
I had an impulse to throw his head from my lap,
but the look he gave me made me refrain. He was entirely
serious.

“For my horns,” he said.

“Horns? What do you mean?” I studied his
face for ill-intent, but he seemed to be in a moment of surrender,
like he was at my mercy or something.

“Like this.” He closed his eyes, and my hand
turned to ice on his horn.

“Ah!”

When he opened his eyes they were brighter.
It was weird, but it was kind of like he was using my power the way
I used Nyte’s.

“Did it bother you?” he asked quietly.

I shook my head. It wasn’t a lie.

“Then . . . may I have a little more?”

I nodded.

Once again my hand chilled.

Is it right for me to share my spirit like
this with him?

But I didn’t try to stop him. This time when
he opened his eyes, they were their normal cherry color. He looked
back up at me, his expression still earnest.

I realized then that there
was something genuine to the intimacy of the moment. It was the
first time it wasn’t forced, wasn’t an act. I had a feeling this subdued
person was the real Ardette, and . . .

I felt something – a very small something –
tweak in my chest.

“Can I stay here?” he whispered.

“Stay here?” I asked. Despite my best
attempts, my cheeks grew hot.

His eyes widened. “Have I won, then?”

“Huh? No! Of course
not!” What? Impossible.
I wanted to run, but I was trapped by his heavy
head in my lap. “Get up!”

“But my cherry pit, don’t you long to stay
with me?” He flashed one of his masking smiles.

The small tweak completely died.

“No way,” I said firmly.

I forcibly helped him sit up and then left
him in Grotts’ care and went to check on Rend. She was slipping in
and out of consciousness, coherent enough only to mutter a few
words:

“My gratitude.”

Gratitude?
It was something I’d never expected to hear from
the proud Elf, and I doubted she’d meant to utter it
aloud.

“Scardo, should we set up the tents?” asked
Nyte a while later.

I looked around. Day had quickly faded to
night, and the already dim jungle had darkened to black.

Scardo studied the space and nodded. “I
suppose this is as good a spot as any.”

Thus, we made camp just beyond the falls for
the night, our enchanted tents blocking out most of the thunderous
splashing. Despite the chaos that’d played out, it was the first
night in a long time that I went to bed feeling entirely refreshed
and clean.

But that content feeling wouldn’t last long;
for that night while I slept, I had another unnerving dream.

 


I was in the cavern of mirrors again, but
something was different. I wasn’t deep in the cavern; I was at its
mouth, facing outward.

Come back . . .
A phantom voice called from behind me.

I shook my head, somehow knowing that the
voice was accompanied by the red light.

I can’t stay here. It isn’t safe. That red
light wants me.

It would be safer for me away from the
cavern. Away from the jeering grins of the mirrors. I walked out
into the night, and I was at . . .

Our campsite?

We were still camped by the Waterfall of
Sorrow, but the water was silent. The falls had ceased. I looked
over and saw our two tents. Scardo was keeping guard out front, but
he’d dozed off.

I heard someone crying. I looked out over the
water and saw a black figure standing on the opposite side of the
pool. Its cries started as hushed whimpers, but while I stood and
watched, escalated to moaning sobs.

What’s wrong?
I spoke, but the words didn’t sound.
I’d like to help you if I can.

I stepped into the shallows of the water and
trudged toward the figure, which was now doubled over and heaving
hysterically.

Are you okay?

The figure stepped out of the shadow,
revealing for the first time who it was.

Are you . . . me!? Another me?

The surrealism of the situation hit me when
I realized I was staring at an image of myself. It was like I was
looking into Miss Danice’s full-length mirror – except, the
reflection was moving on its own. The other me reached out her
hand, and I walked to her. I could see her tears. They weren’t
clear, but like drops of silver mercury.

Why am I crying?

I reached out my hand to take the other
me’s, but my hand fell through her, and I was grasping at nothing
because the image had completely dissipated into feathers. They
fell to the ground all around me.

I opened my eyes.

It was morning, and I was covered in
feathers.


Chapter 13: The Magir

 


“You really didn’t hear the feather lady?” I
asked.

Kantú and I spent most of the following
afternoon trying to sort out just what’d happened in the middle of
the night, though she wasn’t much help since she’d apparently
remained asleep for the whole thing.

Kantú shook her head. “It’s
really, really weird. There were definitely feathers, so it
couldn’t have been all dream.”

“I know. There didn’t seem to be a message,
though, like there usually is when she speaks through you. Or maybe
I just didn’t catch it?”

“Are you gonna tell anyone?” She looked over
at Nyte.

I shook my head. “No. They all have other
things to worry about.”

Rend and Ardette had fully recovered, and I
didn’t want to bother them with another strange occurrence – at
least, not until I could figure out the dream’s meaning.

This whole Spirit of In-between thing still
made me uncomfortable.

Unknown help from the
beyond? Something just didn’t seem right.
It’d been one thing when the spirit had communicated through Kantú,
but now that it had moved directly through me, I understood just
how powerful the unseen being was. What was its motive for helping
us? For leaving us clues? Last night’s dream had been creepy, to
say the least, but did it too contain some clue I wasn’t getting,
or was the spirit flat out messing with me now?

Thinking about it all made me edgy.

I walked for some time under the canopy
beside Kantú, deep in thought and not really paying attention to
the low-hanging vines around us until one slapped me in the
face.

“Grrr.” I growled at the vine and swatted it
away.

After everything that had happened, I
half-expected it to grow a mind of its own and ensnare me like the
ones from my dreams, but it did no such thing. It simply retaliated
from the momentum of my push and came swinging back at me. I dodged
it and moved on.

I win.

The fight with the vine snapped me out of my
trance of dull, wandering contemplation. I looked around, ready to
take on any more vines that sought to challenge me.

“Huh?” I’d been preoccupied all afternoon, but now I realized that
the jungle had substantially thickened since we’d left the
Waterfall of Sorrow. Yes’lech lies through
the thickest part of the jungle . . . . Were we getting close?

Kantú and I continued on, following closely
behind Grotts and his bug-squashing hammer, but travel soon became
difficult because the trees grew increasingly denser. The new
compactness of the trees gave birth to a multitude of vines akin to
the one I’d battled, and with more vines, came a wider abundance of
insects, much to Kantú’s chagrin. Grotts’ hammer couldn’t keep up
with them all.

“Icky!” Kantú grabbed me and used me as a
shield to plow through a particularly thick row of wall-like
vines.

I accepted the role and tried my best to
deflect any bugs that might have otherwise ‘gotten’ her. It worked,
and I shielded her that way for a while, but as the trees grew
closer and closer together and more and more vines filled in the
jungle space, it became impossible for me to knock them away from
her fast enough.

Sensing my frustration, Grotts said over his
shoulder, “We’re almost there.”

“Almost there?” squeaked Kantú.

The vine walls kept coming, even thicker than
before and to the point where it was no use even trying to swat
them away; we were being swallowed.

I reached out and clasped Grotts’ shirt for
fear of getting lost in the stringy green strands. Kantú held tight
to me, and Grotts pulled us both along through the dripping arms
that enveloped us. Together we swam this way through the last leg
of the jungle.

“Ishy! Get away!” The bugs were unavoidable
now – they were frenzied that we’d disrupted their homes – and
Kantú whimpered behind me whenever they dropped onto her.

“Just a bit more!” Grotts’
words were barely distinguishable.

I’d lost sight of the rest of the group, but
I could barely hear their muffled grumblings somewhere through the
sloppy vegetation.

Nyte? Where are you?

“Here we go!” Grotts gave one last, great
tug, pulling us through the final vines. I tumbled out into an
opening where there were no vines, and Kantú rolled forward onto
me.

I heard the sound of rough wave furiously
licking rock before anything else.

I pushed Kantú off and then stood and
speechlessly stared ahead.

She wriggled about on the ground, trying to
get the tag-along crawlies off.

“Grottsy! When you said the
thickest part of the jungle, I so
didn’t think you meant . . .” But her words
trailed off when she looked up and saw what I was staring at. She
scampered next to me and joined in my amazed gawking.

“Wow,” I muttered.

The jungle had opened up just enough to make
room for a great stone fortress, the size of every cottage in
Farellah put together. It was unlike any structure I had ever seen.
Ivy-covered and immense, it sat on the very edge of a steep cliff
overlooking the ocean. The rocky coast was violent and intense, and
unlike the gentle waves of Farellah’s sandy beaches, but it was
still comforting. It still reminded me of home.

The jungle canopy had blocked out the sky
for so long that I’d lost track of time. It was dusk. The backdrop
of ashy sky added to the fortress’ already alluring mystique,
shrouding various eerie ivy-covered statues that dotted the grounds
in a soft darkness.

“Beautiful.” It was an understatement, but I
hadn’t yet found a word to describe something so mysterious; so
intense; so breathtaking.

Grotts took a deep breath. “Ah, home sweet
home!” he boomed.

“It is about
time.” Rend was pacing
impatiently just ahead of us. Nyte was next to her, kicked back
against a rock like he’d been lazing about. Clearly the vines had
been a much easier obstacle for the two nimble Elves.

“Are you guys all right?” Nyte ran forward
and placed his hands on our shoulders. “We were becoming
worried.”

“Hmph.” Rend crossed her arms. Somehow I
doubted she was included in his statement.

“We’re alrigh’, but where are the other
two?” Grotts looked around.

On cue, Scardo and Ardette stepped through
the massive wall of vines that encircled the fortress’
clearing.

“My, my, it appears we are the last to
arrive,” said Ardette, brushing himself off.

Scardo bowed low. “Are you all right, Miss
Heart and Kantú? I apologize that we became separated.”

I started to answer, but Ardette dramatically
waltzed over, swooped in front of Nyte, and interrupted me.

“We have been apart for too long, my cherry
pit.” He leaned in close and stared deeply into my eyes. “Did you
miss me as I missed you?”

“Not really.” I shooed him away.

He pretended to pout. “Still nothing? Not
even a hint of swoon? Alas, do you take pleasure in my
turmoil?”

“Cease it, Ardette.” Nyte narrowed his
eyes.

“Testy as usual, hm?”

“Come along now. They’ll be waitin’ for us,”
said Grotts. He clapped Ardette on the back to urge him along, but
what would’ve been a light tap for a normal person, came out as a
hard blow for a man of Grotts’ strength.

Ardette had just started some smart remark,
but upon the blow’s impact, he stumbled forward, teetering
awkwardly and looking as uncomposed as I’d ever seen him. A rare
smile slid across Rend’s stern mouth.

Rend thinks it’s . . . funny?

Nyte stared at her, dumbstruck and as
surprised as I was at the crack in her hard exterior. The smile
lingered for only a moment, for Rend caught Nyte’s stare and
stiffened back up, reverting to her old stony self.

Rend and Ardette?

I didn’t have time to contemplate it
further, for at that moment, a hooded figured shuffled out of the
towering wooden doors of the fortress and bounded across the
grounds toward us.

“Is it you?! Have you really returned?!” It
was a man with a voice that was soft and young.

“It’s us, Darch.” Grotts waved a massive
hand above his head, bearing his chipped tooth in a wide grin. He
and Scardo hurried to meet the man called Darch.

Darch wrapped his arms around them. “It’s
good to see you, friends!” He looked up. “And you’ve brought
guests!” He turned anxious. “Did you bring her? Did you find our
salvation?”

Our salvation?
I groaned at the thought of another
fan.

“We did, indeed.” Scardo tipped his head in
my direction, his silky voice carrying a hint of pride mixed with
excitement.

Darch lowered his hood and walked to me. His
eyes were wide; a brilliant, azure color. He was young and bald and
sported a pair of boxy spectacles.

“Are you Aura Rosh?” His soft voice wavered
– like he couldn’t contain himself. He beamed at me, his dark face
lit with excitement.

He’s this excited to meet
me? I was taken aback by this blatant
enthusiasm, but I tried to act normal.

I nodded, smiling lightly. “I am. And this
is Kantú, Rend and Nyte.” I gestured to the rest of the
non-Yes’lechian guard. “It’s nice to meet you. Darch, is it?”

I stuck out my hand to shake his, but he
wrapped his arms around me, picked me up, and spun me in a circle.
When he set me down, his face was positively brimming with joy.

“I’ve waited so long to meet you! I was
always so jealous when the others returned with tales about you!
Ardette, she’s even more beautiful than you thought, isn’t
she?”

Again with the
beautiful? How should I approach this
awkward situation? Ardette smiled smugly.

“The others?” I asked, trying to gain
composure after being whisked around by a complete stranger, though
it seemed things like that were becoming an everyday
occurrence.

“Uh-oh.” Darch ignored my question, and his
face became concerned. He reached out and grabbed my ears, one in
each hand and then closed his eyes.

I was too flabbergasted to
protest. I squinted at Kantú. She shrugged
and tried to suppress a chitter that ended up escaping
anyway.

“What is it?” Scardo scurried up next to
Darch.

“I told them you should have taken me
with you!” Darch sounded frustrated. “If you had a
Magir along, you would
have realized she’s being tagged!”

A Magir? Tagged?
Great, this new acquaintance would be as
confusing as the rest of them.

“Tagged?” Nyte looked at me, fretful. I
couldn’t tell if he knew what that meant.

I shook my head out of Darch’s grasp.

“Um, could you please explain what are
you’re talking about? What’s a ‘Magir’? What do you mean I’m ‘being
tagged’? Those ‘others’ that you mentioned . . .”

But my voice trailed off when he stuck out
his pinky and brought it up to my forehead.

“Ah? Darch?”

From there, he traced a circle just above my
eyebrows, gently drawing his finger along my skin.

He was insane. Definitely insane.

“Shhh,” he shushed. “We’ll get that spirit
away from you, don’t worry. Caring for the soul happens to be my
specialty.”

“Spirit?” Kantú piped up. “The feather
lady?”

Darch turned to her, piqued interest on his
face, but didn’t remove his pinky. “The feather lady?”

“What’s happen . . . enin .
. . ining . . . ,” I asked, growing faint as he circled his finger
around again. What are you doing to
me?

“Grotts, come take her . . . ,” said Darch,
and his voice was fading.

Circling . . .

“What are you doing to . . .” Nyte’s words
were angry, but then that too sounded foggy.

Still circling . . .

Grotts scooped me up, and I saw Ardette peer
over his arm at me. “Don’t be frightened. I’ll protect you . . .
cherry . . .”

Cherry?

But his voice fragmented before I could catch
the rest of it.

Circling, circling, circling . . .

Ardette’s eyes were red, but now they were
cherries.

No . . . I’m the cherry.

No, silly, you’re the cherry pit.

I am? But then who’s the cherry blossom?

Nyte is, of course.

That’s right. He’s my meadow.

My thoughts were muddled as I drifted off
into hazy sleep.

 


~

 


“Aura?”

The circling was over. I was in a bed. It
wasn’t the hard ground of the tent. It wasn’t a lumpy cot. It
wasn’t someone’s arms. It was a soft, squishy bed with thick
quilted blankets and two down pillows.

“Good morning, sleeping head!”

“Kantú?” I sat up. I was in a small bedroom
with finely crafted dark-wood furniture and elegant drapes made of
that strange sylk material I’d seen in Toll Garrich’s collection of
wares.

My head was aching.

“Here ya go! Darch said this will make you
feel better.” Kantú handed me a small glass vial. She was sitting
on the edge of the bed, leaning over me.

“Darch? What did that guy
do to me?” I sniffed the liquid. Brandy?

I took a sip. “Blegh!”

Kantú giggled at the face I made.

“How long?” I asked, trying to forget the
bitter taste.

“Hm?”

“How long was I out this time?”

“Oh, just the night and morning.” She
brushed the hair away from my forehead.

“That’s good at least. I was worried it was
a week or something. And what happened, exactly?”

“Well, as it turns out, the
feather la-, er feather man
was putting a bit of a strain on you.”

“Feather
MAN?” I nearly spit out
the second swig of brandy.

She gave me a few vigorous head shakes and
rambled,

“Apparently, he’s one of the ancients or
something and I guess that Squirreleans are specially equipped to
handle stuff like that, but Sapes aren’t, and so when he decided to
communicate with you directly, it put a real strain on your body
and stuff. Were you feeling sick or anything?”

“Sick? Not really . . . Wait, he’s an
ancient? What does that mean?”

“Um, I’m not really sure.
But he’s an Elf or something that crossed through the Mistlands a
long time ago, and supposedly, if they’re powerful enough, they can
leave a piece of their spirit in an animal, and well, since I’m
a teensy bit
animal, it worked on me too!”

“How did it know about us? Why was it
helping us? I don’t get it.”

“Me neither!” She scrunched her face.

“So what did Darch do about it?” I’d have to
save my more in-depth questions for the man himself.

“He tried to get rid of him but then figured
out that he’s a good ancient somehow, and so he pulled him out of
you and put him back into me.”

What the heck does that mean!?

I fought my head’s spinning. “So, it’s okay
now?” I’d keep it simple.

“Yup, should be! I guess the Spirit of
In-between is going to tag along for the rest of the mission or
whatever.”

If I hoped for things to get any less
confusing, I’d have to wait, for just then there was a knock at the
door.

It was a pretty woman in a white bonnet with
a delicate voice.

“There’s someone here to see you, Miss Pure
Heart.”

Pure Heart? Great, another one of those.

“Er, thanks, but you can just call me
Aura.”

The woman looked incredibly flustered at my
statement. She dropped her eyes to the ground and shook her head
before letting herself out with a curtsey.

I sighed. “Is it too much to ask, Kantú?
Really, is it?”

Kantú chittered but composed herself when the
door opened again. The person that walked through it was one of the
people I least expected to see.

“Hello, Miss Rosh. It’s been a while.”

You are . . .
I was speechless. No way. There was no
way.

Standing in front of me was Parnold Rekrap,
the lined, pie-making blacksmith from Farellah. What in Farellah
was he doing here, so far from home, and at a secret headquarters,
no less? I stared at him rudely with mouth agape.

He laughed. “You look so surprised. Do you
honestly think the officers of Yes’lech would allow someone as
important as you to grow up unguarded?”

As important as me?
I still couldn’t think of myself that
way.

“You’re . . . part of Yes’lech?” I strung
the words together the best I could, still overcome with shock.

“That’s right.” He sat down in a chair next
to the door.

“But that’s impossible!”

“No, I assure you it is very possible. You
see, we’ve had guards stationed at each of the songstress villages
for decades, awaiting the coming of the Hearts, but when a
songstress with starlight hair and midnight eyes was born in
Farellah,” – his eyes lingered on my hair – “well, as you can
imagine, we paid special attention. I was posted there, alongside
Marbeck, who was already standing watch, to survey the
situation.”

“Marbeck Berfield’s with Yes’lech? But she’s
the mayor’s mother!”

My worldview was being dismantled right in
front of me. Parnold thought it was funny. “She’s a feisty old
girl,” he said. “You’d be surprised.”

‘Be surprised’? I already was. Enough to
last the rest of my life.

“You two were watching over me?” I said.
“Were there others?”

“Of course. Don’t you find it funny that in
the years since your birth we’ve had exactly one traveling trader a
year come through Farellah, and no one else?”

Was it really that strange?

“All of them were Yes’lech guards,” he
continued, “coming to hear my annual report. They were the only
ones allowed into the chosen of the closed cities.”

Closed cities . . .

“But I got in!” Kantú, who’d remained silent
thus far, suddenly perked up.

“Hm? Ah yes. Marbeck and I
were quite concerned when you
showed up.” He laughed. “We were sure you were a
Druelcan spy at first. Though once we monitored you for a while, we
realized you couldn’t possibly be that . . . complex.”

“Hey! What’s that supposed to mean?” Kantú
crossed her arms.

Parnold studied her. “Still, you did make it
through the barrier. That was very unexpected.”

“Barrier?” I asked.

“Yes. Farellah was already secluded to begin
with, but once you were born, an Elven barrier was put up to stop
unwanted company from entering. Unfortunately, Druelca had a spy
within Yes’lech, and they used him to release the barrier. That’s
how they managed to capture Illuma. After she was taken, we knew
for certain that you were one of the Hearts, and we took extra
precautions to ensure that Farellah remain cut-off. Kantú’s arrival
gave us quite a stir; we’re still not certain how she managed to
pull it off.”

Kantú shrugged at me.

“I don’t understand, though. What was
Yes’lech planning to do with me? Keep me there and hope that
Druelca stayed away? The villagers were all in danger with me
there! Druelca could’ve come back and . . . and . . .”

“The reinforced barrier
ensured that the only way Druelca could have entered again was by
releasing all of
the seals placed around Farellah. That would mean they’d need
cooperation from every one of Yes’lech’s officers. It was
impossible.”

“But Kantú got in! And what about Nyte and
Rend?”

“The seals were released on the night of the
Rite of Discovery. I was planning to take you from there myself
once your song was released.”

So even without Nyte and
Rend this was all unavoidable. That meant
it was just by chance that Nyte had even come into my life. That by
luck, we’d met.

“Grotts and Scardo were to meet me outside
of the village, but a tip from Elder Pietri made us change our
plans.”

“But you were at the Rite; I saw you! How
did you beat us here? Were you on osterflit the whole way?”

He shook his head. “Simple. I was
inconspicuous. Why would Druelca think to stop a boring old man
like me? I used the Road to Benro, where you were detoured. When
you struggled to remain unseen, I traveled openly along the main
trade routes. I made pretty good time.” He smiled.

I sighed. “Sounds
nice.” Still, Parnold Rekrap is in front of me right now at a hidden
fortress. How could I fully wrap my head
around that?

“By the way, aren’t you wondering how your
parents took the news when they found out you disappeared from that
cave?” he asked.

I felt like he’d dropped a boulder on
me.

Since leaving, I’d been pushing the topic
away every time it started to enter my head. I couldn’t bear to
imagine my parents’ faces at losing another daughter. Were they
okay? Of course they weren’t. But just how bad was it? Selfishly, I
didn’t want to know.

I diverted my eyes, ashamed. “Er, how are
they?” My voice was meek.

“They were pretty shocked
at first, but they took the news surprisingly well. After all,
she is your best
friend.”

My best friend? They took it well?

Just what had Parnold told them? I wrinkled
my forehead, and his mouth opened into a dirty smile.

“I planted a note saying
that you got cold feet, and that you and Kantú ran away
together to visit her
hometown.”

The way he said it made me
wary. He couldn’t mean . . . Together?
Like . . . together, together?! “What do
you mean ‘together’?” My eyes narrowed.

“You dirty old man!” Kantú picked up one of
my pillows and held it up menacingly.

“Well, they bought it.” He laughed. “And so
did the rest of the town.”

“Really!? No way . .
. That’s good, though, I guess.” Despite
how ridiculous it was, at least they were spared for the time
being.

“Well, glad to see you made it in one piece
anyway. Unfortunately, Marbeck had to stay behind and monitor
things back in Farellah, so she won’t be here for the big
event.”

“Big event?”

Parnold pointed at Kantú in accusation. “You
haven’t told Aura yet?”

At his prod, the forgetful Squirrelean
looked as though she’d just remembered a great secret. “We’re
having a ball!”

“A ball? Like from a fairytale?”

Kantú nodded and wiggled her hips like she
was about to bounce on the bed. “In your honor!”

Wait, what!?
I wished I’d misheard her, but there was no
mistaking it. She’d clearly said . . . “In my honor?! But is this
really the time!?” My voice rose, but not from excitement. “Don’t
we need to hurry?”

I looked to Parnold. There had to be more
important things to worry about. Not to mention, the thought of a
dance where I was the guest of honor was something more
nerve-wracking than I could even comprehend.

It sounded like the worst
thing ever. Why couldn’t everyone just
treat me normally!? I’m normal! I’m
normal! I choked the scream
back.

Parnold stood. “You have no idea how much
you mean to Yes’lech. They’ve had preparations for this ball ready
since before you were born. It’s a symbol of the Heart of
Salvation’s arrival. The most important members will be in
attendance.”

“But the prophecy-!”

“The path to the
Inscription of Ulan is close, but it will not open until
the full moon. You must wait here until
then anyway. The celebration will not prolong departure in any
way.”

A celebration
sounded so trivial with everything else going on.
I stood up to protest more, but the blacksmith held up one of his
worn hands.

“The ball is tonight. Tomorrow morning the
officers will hold a private meeting to share the secrets of
Yes’lech with you. You will inherit all of the sacred knowledge,
and with it will come great duty. I suggest you two enjoy
yourselves tonight.”

With that, he tipped his head and left.

Was that really
Parnold? Had that really just
happened?

After the door swung shut, I turned to
Kantú, unsure where to start.

“Can you believe it?” I asked, still trying
to swallow everything. “Marbeck . . . Parnold . . .” I tried to
push all thoughts of the impending ball away.

“I know! I was shocked when I saw him
wandering around last night; and get this,” – she leaned in like
she had a juicy tidbit of gossip to share – “Parnold told me that
Marbeck Berfield hid all of Farellah’s ancient documents a long
time ago, so that everyone in the village would remain oblivious to
everything. Isn’t that just mind-blowing?!”

“Is that what they mean by ‘closed
city’?”

“I think so. He said they did it to all of
the songstress villages.”

My mind went back to the
Elven story of creation: A special sect of
the Sapes, to whom the Creator granted mystic powers, were placed
in hidden villages scattered about the world.

Hidden villages . . . closed cities . . .
barriers . . .

Everything I’d ever known had been a lie.
The world wasn’t as separated as I’d thought. There were still
people traveling and expanding and integrating. Why’d Farellah have
to be left behind?

That’s because of Druelca,
isn’t it? Yes. This was
all Druelca’s
fault.

But I didn’t understand why
someone would want to bring ruin. Why wage
war against the Elves? Why seal the records? Why take Illuma? Why
make societies form in secret? Why take the side of evil? What did
they have to gain from forcing people apart? What did they have to
gain from allowing the world to be destroyed?

The Mystress had no right. Even if I’d
turned out to be the Heart of Havoc, never would I have released
the Song of Destruction.

I grew angry, hate-filled even, for the
distant threat. Their actions were unpardonable!

“Aura?” Kantú’s voice wavered at the sight
of my stormy face.

“Sorry. It’s just too much, and . . .”

Never in my life had I felt true hatred until
that moment, and it all welled up inside of me under the catalysts
of so many things.

“I hate her.” I whispered, shaking with
fury.

“Um, who?” Kantú’s tail swiveled
nervously.

“I hate . . . The Mystress.” A few angry
tears started to slide down my cheeks.

Kantú looked at me for a moment with her
face scrunched, but then she jumped onto the bed and thrust her arm
into the air. “Then let’s beat her!”

My tears stopped at the sight of her
standing on the bed holding her fist high and firm, nose upturned
and ears erect. It was a pose of squirrely victory.

Beat her? Beat The
Mystress? It sounded like such a simple
solution, but in reality there was nothing simple about it. But
still . . .

Yes, I will. I’ll take her down and bring
all of Druelca down with her. I’ll save you, Illuma. I’ll save
everyone. Farellah . . . you won’t need to hide anymore!

Ears twitching, Kantú awaited my
reaction.

I took a deep breath. “Alright,” I said
firmly.

“Alright?” She wrinkled her forehead.

I nodded. “Alright.” Then I hopped up on the
bed next to her and copied her victorious pose. “Let’s do it!”

“Aaaalright!” she said, jumping into the
air.

I followed the motion with a jump of my own.
“Alri-” And started my most triumphant battle cry yet, but-

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“Wha!” Kantú and I spun around to see Darch
standing in the doorway. Mortified, I fell back onto the bed,
pulling Kantú down with me.

He beamed an eager and excited smile. “At
least you seem to be back up to optimum performance!” I laughed to
cover up my embarrassment.

He walked to the side of the bed, stretched
out his arms, and grabbed my ears, as he had the previous night.
“Ah, much better.” A content smile spread across his face. “How are
you feeling?” He released me.

“I’m fine. Thanks for
getting rid of . . . whatever the problem was. Um, what
exactly was the
problem?”

Kantú rubbed her opposite elbow and
sheepishly looked away. “I couldn’t exactly remember everything you
told me.”

“That’s all right.” His voice was gentle.
“Have you ever heard of Elder Nosrac of the Elves?”

“The Elf that made the treaty with Druelca
two centuries ago?”

“Yes. It seems he’s taken a special interest
with you two.” He took off his spectacles and started to clean them
on the back of his shirt.

“What?! Elder Nosrac is the feather lad- uh,
the Spirit of In-between?”

An important person like that? But I guess
it sort of made sense. If anyone’s spirit was powerful enough to
stay behind, it would be the man who ended the Druelcan conflict
himself. But why the feathers?

Darch nodded and let his gem-like eyes study
me. “I understand why he’d be interested in you, Aura. May I call
you that?” I nodded, and he fidgeted excitedly. “What I mean to say
is I understand why he’d contact you, but I just don’t know why he
picked Kantú to do it.”

“I guess I’m just special!” She winked.

“You might be right.”

He pondered, and I used the opportunity to
ask him something else that’d been bothering me.

“Darch?”

He wiggled at his name. “Yeah, Aura?”

“Sorry about my ignorance,
but what’s a Magir?”

His eyes sparkled. “Me!” He pointed to his
chest with both thumbs. “I’m not surprised you don’t know. Am I
your first? Well, that’s just fantastic!”

Kantú scratched her ear and gaped at him.
“Are you a Sape or what?”

“Kind of. I’m kind of like you actually.
Daems are part Sape, part shadow, and Squirreleans are part Sape,
part squirrel, right?”

We nodded.

“Well, I’m part Sape, part spirit.”

“Part spirit?” I
asked. People of spirit . . .
Was this the fifth race Nyte had spoken of? I
became just as intrigued as I had been at first mention of the
people.

“How do I explain?”
continued Darch. “Basically, everyone is supposed to get one life
to live, right? But sometimes the Creator gives a person a
second life. Those
people retain some of the memories from their first life and also
have the ability to communicate with spirits and a whole other
array of fancy tricks. Those are Magirs!”

A second life?
It sounded mystical and astounding and so many
other things. “That’s great!” I said, now wholly enthused with the
discovery.

“You think so!?” Darch’s eyes shined
brighter than I’d seen them yet.

But Kantú wasn’t so accepting. “Wait!” she
cried. “Were you born a full-grown man!?” She looked appalled.

I let out a groan and hid one of my eyes
behind my hand.

Kantú, this might be your worst one yet.

Darch had a funny expression on his face for
a moment, but then he burst out laughing. “No! That’s a good one,
though. I like you; you’re funny!” He couldn’t tell that she was
completely serious.

“Phew.” I uncovered my hand.

“Right. A ‘good one’ . . .” Kantú chittered
nervously, trying to save face.

“But why haven’t we ever
heard of Magirs before?” I asked. I’d never even heard the word
‘Magir’ mentioned in any of the Songs of Old. Something as exotic as two lives . . .

“They are extremely rare nowadays. Most of
them left during the Great Divisi- Ah!” He clasped his hands over
his mouth. “Shoot!”

“Great Divisi-ah?” Kantú and I said in
unison.

“Please, please, please
don’t tell anyone I just told you that! You’ll find out soon enough
anyway, but please!”

“Um, yeah. We won’t say anything, right
Kantú?”

She pretended to zip her lips shut.

“Thank you! You really are as great as they
say! I better go before I spill any more sacred knowledge. See ya
at the ball!” With that, he rushed out the door before we could say
goodbye.

“Wow, Aura, it just keeps getting weirder
and-”

Knock. Knock.
The dainty-voiced lady was back.
“We’ve drawn a bath for you, Miss Heart of
Salvation.”

I cringed at the title.

“Shall I guide you?” she asked.

“Sure. Kantú, are you coming?”

“Naw, I already had a bath. The water was so
steamy and nice. You’re gonna love it!” She gave me a
thumbs-up.

I nodded and followed the dainty-voiced lady
out into the hall.


Chapter 14: The Masks

 


I opened the door to a flood of color. The
hallway to the washroom was lit with vibrant sunbeams shining
through strange colored windows built high into the towering walls.
The pieces of glass were mismatched shapes in no particular
pattern, and the light cast through them spotted the hallway with
different shades, a new colored beam for each step.

“It’s called
stained glass,” said the
dainty-voiced lady.

“Stained glass? Weird. I wonder what they
stain the glass with.”

At first, it looked like the nervous woman
was going to giggle, but she instead bit her lip, too polite for
such things, and stared at the floor, ashamed at her near slip.

She was formal. I didn’t like things that
way; the mood was too stiff.

“We are one of the only places in the
Westerlands that has it,” she said, still staring at the floor.

“Wow.”

I followed her through the massive hallway
and was quickly captivated by its allurement. Aside from the
painted rays, the hallway itself was completely white. The walls,
the beams, and even the wooden floor-panels were flawlessly
frosted. It contained no furniture aside from elegant chairs placed
next to each of the hall’s many white doors.

It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Pure
and pristine.

“This is really amazing.”

The dainty-voiced lady nodded. “It’s the
same reaction all strangers have to the fortress.”

“Would you tell me how it was built? I mean,
this massive building, and those high windows and-”

“That is sacred knowledge!” she blurted.
Hand at her chest, she looked astonished that I’d asked.

“Oh, right,” I said, seeking to retract my
offensiveness. “I understand if you don’t want to tell me.”

That was something I’d grown used to.

She shook her head vigorously. “No, it’s not
that, Miss Pure Heart. It’s just that I am not worthy to know such
privileged things.” She gave me an apologetic curtsey.

“‘Worthy’?” I wasn’t even going to attempt
understanding. “Sorry, I didn’t know. What’s your name, by the
way?”

But her eyes darted away when I tried to
meet them.

“You may call me whatever you wish, Miss,”
she said.

I blinked at her.
Should I say something like ‘okay, how about
Ganglehoff’? But I resisted the
urge.

“I’d like to call you by your name, if
that’s okay?” What else, in all seriousness, would I want to call
her?

“Very well.” Her voice grew even daintier.
“I’m Poe.”

“Poe? That’s cute!”

She shook her head and stared ahead
meekly.

I got the impression she didn’t like me. I
was too nosy. Why was I so nosy?

I remained silent for the rest of the walk,
determined not to upset her any further.

“Here it is, Miss.” She stopped at the
second to last door.

“Thanks, Poe.” I put my hand on the knob. I
should’ve turned it, but I was stupid. I asked, “Are you going to
the ball tonight?”

At this, Poe stiffened up, stared at the
floor, and nodded. Again, I’d made her uncomfortable.

Guess I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

With hands folded properly, she took a seat
in the waiting chair.

I sighed, said nothing, and entered the
washroom. I was welcomed by a crisp and minty scent.

Like the hall, the washroom
was completely white. Maybe even more so – from the water’s vapor.
In the middle of the floor sat one large basin filled with steaming
water and sprigs of yellow afterlily.

“Ahhh.”

I undressed and settled into the basin.

Grateful, I drew the afterlily-infused steam
into my lungs, and it was awakening – alike a brisk breath of
morning air. In that way, I soaked awhile, but instead of allowing
the water to soothe me, my thoughts raced.

Parnold had said that the
Inscription of Ulan was close. How close was close? Would
this really all be over soon?

I wanted to get going, but
first . . . A dance?

The idea still troubled me. It wasn’t that I
didn’t like dancing. Actually, I really enjoyed it, but I’d never
really danced in front of other people before. That kind of thing
was always left to the priestesses. It might’ve been fun to attend
a ball . . .

If it weren’t in my honor!

I groaned. It was too embarrassing. Way too
embarrassing.

The Rite had been bad enough. Now a ball?

“Poe?” I impulsively called for her, my
voice a little more panicked than it should have been. “Can I talk
to you for a sec?”

She quickly swung the door open and rushed
over to me. “What is it, Miss?” She sounded alarmed. “Do you
require assistance?”

“Sorry, it’s not really a big deal, but . .
. how many people are going to be at this ball?”

Looking confused, she fiddled with the
strings of her bonnet. “Well, I don’t know, probably one or two
hundred.”

“One or two hundred?! That
many?!” I’d assumed a ‘secret society’
would be a little bit more exclusive than that.

I sank below the water.

I should stay under here.

I held my breath and tried to calm down. It
was foolish of me to ask. I’d have been less nervous not
knowing.

“Miss Heart! Miss Pure Heart!” The voice
that breached the water was garbled.

Huh?

Before I could understand what was
happening, Poe reached into the basin and frantically pulled me
out.

I wiped the water from my eyes and looked at
her, startled and dripping.

“What’s wrong?!” I asked.

“I-I thought you were going to drown!” She
clutched her heart.

“Drown?”
In the bath basin?

“Yes! If you were to drown, we’d all be
destroyed!” Her eyes read true fear.

Destroyed?
Parnold’s words resonated in my head.
You have no idea how important you
are.

“I’m really that important to them?” I said
the words aloud without really meaning to. It was just something I
was trying to understand.

“Please, Miss Heart. Don’t do
anything so dangerous again!”

So dangerous as going
underwater? Was all of Yes’lech so on
edge?

“I’m fine. I practically grew up in water,”
I said, trying to relieve her fear. Then I let out a chuckle. “You
remind me of Scardo.”

Her reaction was unexpected. She leaped back
from the tub abashedly with a face that was bright red. “S-Scardo?
Why do you say that? Did he mention me?”

I read into her words, and my mouth fell
open.

Scardo? She likes Scardo?

I managed to hold back my laughter, though it
was difficult when I thought about the nervous, formal man having
an admirer.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “You just have
similar temperaments.”

“Really?” She was eager all of a sudden, and
for a moment, it looked like she’d finally dropped the formalities,
and I was glad, but then she shrank back into her meager self and
stared at the floor. “I apologize. I have overstepped my rank.
Please forgive me, Miss Salvation.”

“Your rank? I don’t really care about things
like that.” How could I make her understand? “You said you’re going
to the ball, right? Then we should dance together! I won’t really
know many people, after all.”

Her eyes widened.

“Er, unless you don’t want to?” I added.

She said nothing, but made a small motion
with her head.

Was that a yes, or a no?

I opened my mouth to ask, but she scurried
away before I could clarify.

“I’ll be outside, should you need me,” she
said. She slammed the door behind her.

I stared after her, puzzled.

“Scardo?” I said to myself. “I wonder if he
knows.”

Even though I wasn’t supposed to, I sank
back below the water, which had now cooled to warm, and let my
thoughts flow. Poe and Scardo treated me like I was . . . delicate.
Darch had been so excited when we’d met. Even Ardette, Grotts, and
Elder Pietri treated me like something important.

Important?
Me?

Yes, you.

But how? I feel so normal.

But you’re special. Even Illuma thought
so.

She did? That’s right. That time . . .

 


Illuma and I had been playing in the rocky
caves just outside of town one summer day when we were still
kids.

“Aura, want to play a game?” Illuma
asked.

“Sure!” I said, picking up a stick. “How
about pirates?” I slashed the air in front of me.

“Naw, how about . . . a fairytale game?”
Her voice was filled with excitement. It was her favorite type of
game to play.

“Okay! But who’s going to be the
princess?”

“You, of course!”

“Why do I get to be the
princess?”

She shrugged. “Because you’re special.”

“I am?” I cocked my head to the
side.

“Yep. You’re
innocent.” She said the
word like she’d just learned it.

“I’m
innocent? How do you
know?”

“I heard Miss Danice tell Mother.” She
grabbed some dead grass jutting out of a nearby rock pile and
started braiding a crown.

“Aren’t you innocent too?”

“No. Because I’m grown up.”

“But we’re the same age!”

“I’m a few hours older, though, and that
makes all the difference.” She sounded like she really knew what
she was talking about, so I believed her.

“It does?” I asked.

“Yup!”

“Oh . . .”

“So, that settles it.”
She placed the grass crown on my head. “You can be the princess,
and I’ll be the prince and
the nightwere.”

“How will you do both?”

“Like this!” She came close to me. She
swept the hair from my cheek and kissed it lightly. “My darling . .
. ,” – then her face became scary, and her voice turned grumbly –
“I will make you my werewife!”

“Wow, Illuma, you’re really
good!”

“Of course I am! I want to be a keeper of
stories when I grow up. I’ll recollect them to everyone and make
them really interesting by acting them out and everything!” She
fell against the rocks dramatically.

It seemed a fitting trade for her.

“What will I do, then?” I asked.

“You will sing for me.”

 


I will sing for you, my
sister.

Back then, that old rock pile had been our
castle. What would Illuma think of this massive fortress with its
white halls and soft beds? Today I was like a real princess,
soaking in the sprigs. And I hadn’t done anything to deserve
it.

Innocent? Special?
Nope, I still felt the same as I always
had.

“Miss Sacred Heart?” A voice called from the
other side of the door, cutting off my thoughts. “Are you all right
in there?” It was Poe. My silence had worried her.

Honestly, how could I drown in here?

“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks.”

Deciding it’d be best to make noise for her,
I hummed the Song of Juniper’s Cry for the duration of the bath and
tried to relax. My thoughts finally calmed.

 


~

 


“Oh . . . my . . . Creator!” Kantú let out a
squeal when I stepped out from behind the changing screen.

“Does it look . . . okay?” I asked,
smoothing out the front of the dress.

Our ball gowns had been waiting when I’d
returned from the bath. Mine was made of sylk, a deep violet with
tiny crystals and beads sewn all over it in swirling patterns. It
was the most intricately detailed piece of clothing I’d ever seen,
and it made my purification gown look like an old rag.

“It’s really, really beautiful!” Kantú
walked around me and admired the gown. “It sparkles when you
move!”

“Really? Thanks.” I examined myself in the
bedroom’s mirror. It was just like Miss Danice’s. “I feel kind of
naked with my shoulders like this, though. Why doesn’t it have
sleeves or straps or anything?”

She chittered. “Because it’s exotic!”

“I guess.” I rubbed my bare neck and then
turned to her. “Well, hurry up and try yours on. I’m anxious to see
it!”

Kantú’s dress was vermilion with dyed
feathers attached in rows down the bottom half. She put it on and
twirled about in front of the mirror.

“I love it!” she exclaimed.

“You look like a queen.” In truth, it was
strange to see her in something so formal. She looked remarkably
grown-up . . . remarkably beautiful.

I’m like a princess, and you’re like a
queen.

“I’m a queen, so bow down before me!” She
threw her head back, and for once, her laughter wasn’t a chitter,
but a throaty rumble as she forced an evil laugh.

“Oh, how scary!” I smiled, and she chittered
her usual, non-evil chitter, thoroughly pleased with herself.

“But it really is fitting for you, with the
feathers and all,” I continued.

“You know what? It is! I bet the feather
man’s happy too since he seems to love feathers as much as me!”

“Yeah.” I chuckled
nervously. What a strange idea;
but it seemed Kantú had entirely accepted the
concept of a disembodied spirit living within her.

We continued getting ready, trying on our
shoes and brushing out our hair, but something bothered me. I
didn’t want to make a big deal of it, but I couldn’t ignore it, so
I tried to bring it up offhandedly.

“Kantú, have you seen anyone? From the guard
I mean?” Even though I didn’t want to be, I was disappointed that I
hadn’t heard from any of them since arriving at Yes’lech
headquarters.

“Missing Nyte, hm?” She grinned slyly.

“No!” I blurted. But it was a lie. “I was
just wondering what they were up to, that’s all.”

“Well, the Elves were only supposed to
deliver you to Yes’lech, right? Isn’t their duty over now?”

Their duty?
My heart sank. Not once had I thought about it
like that. Duty. That’s right.

They weren’t part of
Yes’lech. They’d only come along because Elder Pietri had commanded
them to. Would they return to Yh’tak now that they’d fulfilled
their mission? The thought made my chest ache. Unless . . . Another thought
intruded my head that made my chest ache even more.

“They haven’t already left, have they?!
Without even saying goodbye?!” I started to feel sick.

“Relax, I was just teasing.” Kantú, in an
attempt to fan away my worry, waved at nothing. “We haven’t seen
any of the other guys either, right? And Nyte wouldn’t do that to
you. But that meanie, Rend, on the other hand . . .”

That was true.
Nyte wouldn’t do something like that. We were
friends. He’d have to at least say goodbye, right?
I breathed a sigh of slight relief, though the
worry still lingered. I
hoped he wouldn’t do
something like that.

“What happened yesterday after I collapsed?”
I asked.

“Nyte, Rend and I were taken to our rooms,
and the other three went to a meeting or something. Grottsy said
he’d see me at the ball. So I haven’t really been expecting to run
into any of them.”

At the ball.
Good. We’d be reunited then. At least, I thought
we would.

Knock. Knock.
Poe tapped on the door.

“Are you ready for me?” she asked.

“Come on in!” Kantú pranced over to the
door, fairy-like in her new gown, and let Poe in.

Poe curtseyed. “Then I will proceed with the
painting.”

“Painting?” I asked. “What kind of
painting?”

Poe nodded and took from her pocket a small
brush and a vial of white liquid. She walked over and brushed the
hair away from my neck.

She was painting . .
. me?
I’d never heard of painting a person before.

She wet the brush and drew it along my
collarbone and across my throat, painting on an invisible tattoo. I
tried to remain still, but the brush was cold and sent shivers down
my back with each stroke. Finishing the necklace, she moved the
brush to my wrist, and I asked,

“What is this stuff?”

She proceeded to trace the
tattoo I already had: Illuma
Rosh.

“It’s made from the earthstones mined by the
crystal miners of Crystair. It’ll glow under the firelight,” she
said, drawing a ring around my index finger.

“It’ll glow? Wow!” I looked over her
shoulder and examined the painted ring. She’d made it to look like
a bent key wound around my finger. “Amazing, Poe. You didn’t
mention you were such an artist!”

She remained silent, but I caught a small
spark in her eye.

She turned to Kantú. “Your turn, Miss.”

But the Squirrelean put up a fight,
chittering uncontrollably each time Poe’s brush got near. “It
tickles! Help, Aura, Grottsy, someone!”

In the end, I was the only one painted, much
to Poe’s vexation.

“Well then,” said Poe, curtseying, “I shall
return when it’s time. Please remain in these quarters for now.”
She frowned, still sore about the way things had turned out, and
headed for the door.

“Thanks, Po-” I started to bid her goodbye,
but Kantú interrupted.

“Wait!” The Squirrelean ran over to her
before she could leave. “Have you seen a real brooding, lovesick
Elf named Nyte by any chance?”

Lovesick?
I rolled my eyes at the description, but I was
grateful that she’d asked.

Poe thought a moment and then nodded. “I
delivered his suit to him before coming here.”

He’s still here.

This time, full relief washed over me. The
idea of a dance didn’t seem as bad if I pictured Nyte by my side –
even though thinking of him in dressy getup made me a little
jittery.

“I nearly forgot!” Poe’s expression turned
flustered.

“Hm?” I barely heard her, still consumed
with the thought of Nyte in formal wear.

“Your masks are in that box over there.” She
pointed to a silver wooden box covered in scrolling carvings on the
table next to the bed.

“Masks?” asked Kantú, voicing the
bewilderment I also felt.

“The ball is a masquerade. Since many of the
members of Yes’lech are unknown even to each other, it is important
that identities remain hidden even during a time of jubilee.”

“Masks to conceal identities? I guess that
makes sense . . . but if they don’t know the other members, then
how do they know who’s on their side?”

“The officers know. They control
everything.” She sounded incredibly ominous.

“Oh, right.” I shivered.

Poe left, and Kantú and I hurried to the
ornate box, eager to find out what the masks were like.

They were beautiful, sparkling with
crystals, each in the colors of our gowns. Just big enough to go
around our eyes, they were trimmed in silver thread and tied behind
the head with long, silver strands of fabric. It was just like a
fairytale!

“Now nobody will be able to tell who we
are!” squealed Kantú after putting hers on.

“Yeah, besides the fact that you have a tail
sticking out of your gown and I have silver hair, we’ll be totally
inconspicuous.” I grinned.

She crumpled her nose at me.

 


~

 


Poe returned hours later, dressed in a much
simpler gown and mask than ours, and led us down the stained glass
hall, which was now dim with afternoon light. Each of the colors
still shown from the light cast through the glass, but they were
much darker and tinted with orange.

I preferred it that way.

Sort of mysterious.

It felt surreal. We were walking through a
dream.

When we neared the large doors at the end of
the hall, I started to hear the sound of murmured voices, and my
stomach toppled.

One or two hundred? Eh . .
. Was it too late to turn back?
But Poe opened the great doors and led us down a
swirling stone staircase. It was suspiciously similar to the one at
the Orolian Tunnel’s dwelling. Had it been built by the same
people?

But I’d have to contemplate that later.
Right now I had to concentrate on breathing.

The bottom of the staircase came way too
quickly.

“I’m so excited!” whispered
Kantú. She looked ready to burst. I was ready to shrink.
I wanted
to share in her excitement, but instead I was
shaking. My nerves were a mess.

Calm down. Everyone will be there. Grotts,
Scardo, Ardette, Rend, Nyte . . .

“Wait here a moment, please.”

Poe slipped through the door at the bottom.
While we’d descended, the murmurs had grown louder, but now they
stopped altogether. I looked to Kantú apprehensively. She patted my
back, attempting comfort, but it didn’t work. It didn’t work at
all.

“It’ll be fun,” she coaxed. “Don’t
worry.”

I faked a smile. “Thanks, Kantú. I couldn’t
do this without you.”

But in the end I’d have to, because Poe
returned a moment later and said,

“Alright, Miss Heart. I must take your
friend.”

“What? You’re leaving?!”

“Sure!” Kantú gave me a thumbs-up. “You have
to make a grand entrance, after all.”

I growled, getting the feeling she’d known
it would be this way all along.

Poe tipped her head in a delicate nod. “When
the music starts, walk through this door and follow the hallway to
the audience chamber.”

“Wait! I don’t even know-” But she pulled
Kantú behind her through the door before I could finish, “. . .
what to do.”

Since when had the dainty woman become so
aggressive?

Alone? This is mortifying.

If Kantú’s presence had comforted me any, it
all went away as I stood in the dim stairwell. Time passed slowly,
but I couldn’t have waited more than a few minutes before the music
started. A solo violin hauntingly called me through the door.

I don’t want to!
But I knew I had to. I took a deep breath before
stepping through the door and into a hall that was lit with glowing
torches.

The earthstone paint glowed
a silvery-white just as Poe said it would, showing for the first
time the true intricacy of the designs. I wished I had time to
marvel at the phenomenon, but I had to keep going.
They were waiting for me
. . .

And him too?

I walked down the dim
hallway, and the violin grew louder, but in my head the drumming of
my own heartbeat overpowered it, seeming to reverberate off the
hall’s stone walls. I tried to calm down with each tapping step
that brought me closer to the ball. I was scared, but one thought
kept me moving though my steps were meager: Nyte. I’d get to see him. That was
reason enough, wasn’t it?

The hallway opened to a
large chamber also lit with glowing torches. I walked into the
chamber, and it filled with a chorus of gasps and
‘ahhh’s.

I was standing on a balcony at the top of a
rounded staircase. The chamber was sickly warm from the heat of
flame and bodies.

Bodies? I looked down at the crowd below. One or two hundred people?

This was more – much more. The floor of the
enormous room was filled with masked people, and they were all
staring at me expectantly. My deafening heartbeat grew even
louder.

What was I supposed to do? Introduce myself?
Sing? It was too many. I wasn’t prepared.

I felt like I’d faint, but just then, a
masked figure came to me from the opposite side of the balcony and
reached out its hand. My eyes were still adjusting to the fire’s
glow, my head still swirling from the intense atmosphere. Was it
Nyte? I couldn’t tell. His eyes were shadowed by the mask. If it
was Nyte . . . My veins danced at the thought of walking with him.
I took the hand.

Nope. It wasn’t warm, but it still felt good
to hold.

Who are you?
It wasn’t Nyte, but there was a small something
there. I entwined my fingers in his.

“Ardette?” I whispered. His presence calmed
my raging nerves.

“My, my, how did you guess, my cherry pit?
Is our connection so deep?” He beamed and led me down the
staircase.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” a voice boomed from
somewhere, “The Heart of Salvation, Aura Telmacha Rosh!”

The room was quiet, but then immediately
erupted in a fury of cheers that lasted way, way too long. It made
me feel guilty, for I’d done nothing to receive their praise. The
cheers weighed heavily upon me. All those people. All those people
were counting on me. They all believed I held some mystic power
capable of saving them.

Do I?

“Ugh . . . Tell me when it’s over,” I
muttered under my breath.

“Aura.” Ardette’s voice was soft.

“Hm?” I scanned the crowd for the rest of
the guard, but it was no use. There were too many of them; too many
masks.

“You are too beautiful.” He squeezed my
hand.

“It won’t work, Ardette. You’ll never win.”
I grinned, still scanning the room.

“I’m serious.”

Was he? I couldn’t tell. I glanced over at
him, but he was staring ahead at the crowd, a strange half-grin on
his lips.

We reached the bottom of the stairs, and the
crowd leaned in eagerly. I didn’t know what to do, but Ardette
turned to me and bowed.

“Dance with me?” he asked.

I nodded, unsure what else I could do
beneath the shackles of hundreds of curious eyes. As though on cue,
the violin faded, and a much more fanciful song sounded from
another group of musicians holding bells and woodpipes.

Ardette pulled me close.

“But I don’t know the steps,” I whispered.
And silently I pleaded with him, afraid to make a fool of myself in
front of the society members. Surely they’d been expecting someone
far more graceful than me.

“It doesn’t matter. I’ll lead you.”

I nodded, grateful that I didn’t have to
think.

He twirled me around with ease and then
pulled me back in and rocked me close. The band played on, and he
continued leading me through the steps in that manner. His cherry
eyes never left mine. I felt safe there, led by him on the dance
floor that had cleared.

His gaze was intense.

Don’t get nervous.
I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

But he grinned knowingly when his hand
lingered too low on my back.

“I see. Is tonight the night I’ll win,
then?” he asked, voice cocky.

“Not a chance.” The mask hid my expression,
but I narrowed my eyes anyway and swatted his hand away.

The song ended, and he released me.

No! Don’t feed me to the
wolves. But he slipped away, smiling
brilliantly. Stupid Ardette!

The crowd closed in, and at least a hundred
introductions were thrown at me all at once.

“At last we meet.”

“If there’s anything I can do to aid in your
quest . . .”

“Miss Rosh, thank you for coming!”

“It’s an honor to be in your presence, Pure
Heart.”

I was suffocated by the crowd struggling to
gain my attention. It was too much. The heat of the chamber was
affecting me. I couldn’t think properly.

“It’s nice to meet you all. I’ll help out in
any way I can.” I waved and smiled, but I couldn’t answer their
questions fast enough.

“Alright. Git back. Give ‘er some room.”
After five or so minutes, a husky voice cut through the crowd.

Grotts? Sweet familiarity poured over me. Something I knew.

The giant man swooped in to save me. He was
oddly dapper in a gray tuxedo, his white mask making his red hair
look even more fiery than usual. He looked extremely uncomfortable
in such garb and stood rather stiffly, though his posture had
always been lax. In his hand he held tight to his trusty hammer.
Its crescents were calm.

Really, Grotts? At a ball
even? I snorted.

Scardo wasn’t far behind.
In contrast, he appeared quite comfortable in formalwear since he’d
preferred it all along. He’d traded in the worn, green tuxedo for a
clean, emerald one that was almost too green. It didn’t do much to help
his amphibious appearance, though I supposed Poe would be pleased.
On his hands he wore fine white gloves with the fingers cut
out.

“Simply stunning, Miss Heart,” he said.

“Thanks, guys.” I was extremely grateful for
their interference. They threateningly took guard on either side of
me to stop the crowd from pestering further.

“Kantoo’s waitin’ for ya.”

Grotts and Scardo led me to
the back corner where Kantú was standing next to a woman that was
much too tall to be an ordinary woman. The tall woman leaned
boredly against the wall. Even with the mask, it was easy to tell
who it was. Rend. Her dress was simple and muted, but she still looked fiercely
beautiful.

I wondered what kind of persuasion it’d
taken to get her to participate in the event.

“Kantú! Rend! But where’s Nyte?”

Rend shrugged. “How should I know? Am I my
cousin’s keeper?” But in a way she was.

That’s strange.
Usually Rend kept tabs on him.

I looked around.
Where are you, Nyte?

“See, you did great, Aura!” Kantú ran over
and hugged me. “Where did you learn to dance like that?”

“Ardette sort of helped me.”

“Couldn’t refrain from talking about me,
could you, cherry pit?” I whirled around to see the Daem himself
coolly sauntering over to us.

Now that the blear of everything had
settled, I got a good look at him. It was my first time seeing him
out of his Druelcan garb. He looked quite princely in a black suit,
just like the sort of foreign royalty Miss Danice would’ve liked to
play hostess for. It was a look that suited his garish
personality.

Kantú swooned.

“I’ll save a dance for you too.” He flashed
her a dazzling smile.

“Ugh.” I was still frustrated with him for abandoning me to the
crowd.

“Come away with me for a moment.” Ardette
nodded to Grotts and Scardo and then grabbed my arm and pulled me
with him before I could disagree. He shielded me from the hungry
crowd and led me through a heavy, burgundy curtain a ways down the
wall. A small passage led us outside onto a veranda.

Much better.
I breathed in the fresh air, glad to be away from
the muggy warmth of the chamber.

The sky was cloudy, the moon shining only
faintly through the dense white haze.

“It looks kind of haunting,
doesn’t it?” I asked. “Just like that
violin.”

I sat down on a stone bench
and listened to the waves that had calmed only slightly since the
previous day. Whoo shaa . . . whoo shaa .
. . The sound only added to the eerie
atmosphere.

Ardette stood at the veranda’s edge and said
nothing, and I suddenly had a strange feeling.

“Where’s Nyte?” I blurted the words, somehow
sensing that Ardette knew the answer.

He stared out at the waves. “I’m most
interested to know what you find so appealing about such a boorish
person. Do you really prefer him that much to me?” His voice was
quiet.

“What?” Prefer him?

Whoo shaa . . . whoo shaa . . .

Ardette wave-gazed another moment before
taking off his mask. When he did, his smile was completely gone; in
its place, staleness.

“Ardette?”

He walked to me.
“Dreadfully sorry to disappoint; he’s not here.”
But he didn’t sound sorry at all. He sounded impervious.

“Nyte left?!” My heart
dropped. Why? Without Rend?
That didn’t make any sense!

The waves continued to clap, and I waited
for him to answer the question. To tell me I was wrong. To pull my
heart back up. But that staleness remained, and he said
nothing.

“He didn’t leave, did he?” I asked in a
small voice.

Gritting his teeth, Ardette finally dropped
his arrogant air.

“I should say yes.” He
averted his gaze, but before he did, I saw that flicker of pain
return. “Why can’t I say yes? Most peculiar, I tell you. Never have
I been affected in such a way. I believe it’s your eyes. The look
in your eyes. That’s why I’ve allowed it to go on for so long.
True, I worried about Rend’s
reaction if I tried something while traveling,
but now that we are safely here, I can’t keep you in danger any
longer, even with those hauntingly innocent eyes!”

Danger?

“What are you talking about? My eyes?” Why
was he acting so strangely?

“Tell me. Why do you
blindly trust him so? Do you . . .” – he stared out at the tumbling
coast, his voice strained – “love
him?”

It really bothered him?

“Love him?” I repeated the
words. Do I? “We’re friends. Elder Pietri trusts him enough to give him
this task, so why shouldn’t I?”

He simpered, “Friends, are you?” His haughty
attitude was back.

“Don’t do that,” I said.

“Excuse me? Whatever are you talking about,
my cherry pi-”

“That. Don’t do that. It’s so
frustrating when you do that! I like you how you really are, those
times that you show through that stupid act. I want to talk to
the real you.”

His eyes widened. He stared down at me. The
masking smile was once again gone.

“How? How is it you’ve come to affect me,
when I can’t even do anything to you?” He gnashed his teeth and
messed with his unkempt hair.

And he looked . . . poetic.

Why? Why was he struggling so?

“Ardette. Please quit tormenting yourself. I
told you not to worry about the secret any longer. I don’t
care-”

“I’m not tormenting myself!”

He dropped his mask and slammed his hands
against the wall on either side of my head. I jumped back,
surprised at his sudden aggression. He left his hands there and
dropped his head.

He was so close to me. Almost against me. My
chest rose and dropped, and my breathing grew heavy.

“It’s you. YOU are the one
tormenting me.” His voice fell quiet. “It would be fine if it were
someone else. But why him?”

I was tormenting him?
How? I don’t understand. I’m sorry,
Ardette. I don’t understand.

“Where’s Nyte?” I bore my eyes into him. He
still hadn’t answered my question. I wouldn’t let him avoid it any
longer. Something was wrong. “Did you . . . do something to
him?”

He sighed, finally defeated. “I’ll tell you.
But before I do, you must agree to two things. I want you to make
your choice wisely.”

“Choice?” I breathed. He was still close to
me, his hands spread against the cold stone wall on either side of
my face.

“The first is to listen to my secret,” he
said.

I nodded. If I could take some of its
burden, then I’d hear it. I couldn’t stand to see him struggle any
longer.

“The second,” he said, voice a whisper, “is
to do . . . this.” Before I realized what was happening, he pulled
my body to his and arched me backward; and as he brought his lips
to mine, I struggled for a moment, but then something about it was
okay-ish, so I closed my eyes and finally succumbed to his
charm.

It felt good.

You win.

The kiss was passion-filled
and forceful. This wasn’t part of his game. This wasn’t gaudy or
cheap flattery. This was real; the real him. He had genuine
feelings for me. Did I have feelings for him? Yes.

But not like I had for Nyte. Nyte’s warmth;
I wanted it again. But it was more than that. Nyte was something
more. Nyte was the western moon; he was the ocean; he was the
meadow. He was everything dear to me.

How strange that I only now fully understood
my feelings for Nyte as I kissed Ardette.

When he finally released me, his face was
tortured.

“Ardette, I’m sorry,” I whimpered. “I didn’t
kno-”

“I know. I feel it. It’s him. Damn it! Why
did he have to interfere anyway? It could have been us! This isn’t
how it was supposed to be!”

“Ardette, I-” I reached out my hand, but he
turned away.

“Worried about me, are you, my cherry pit?
Don’t fret. I’m quite certain I’ll recover from such heartbreak.”
Out of nowhere he flashed me one of his dazzling smiles, and my
stomach dropped. It seemed his mask was already back on, though it
was still lying at the foot of the bench.

I’m sorry.

“Follow me. I suppose I’ve no choice but to
take you to him. But first, it’s time you knew the truth.”


Chapter 15: The Lie

 


“Let’s see then, how exactly should I tell
you this?” Ardette’s eyes were wide; his irises glimmering like
polished rubies in the firelight of the small room.

I shuffled in my seat.

“Go on,” I said.

“Your dear Elf, Nyte.” His voice reeked of
contempt.

I winced.

He continued, “It’s true that I’ve seen him
before, only briefly, but I’m sure it was him. How could I forget
such a temperamental and gangly person? It was back when I first
started with Druelca; roughly a half-decade ago.”

I didn’t get it, so I just repeated,
“Druelca?”

He gave me a nod. “I assure you.”

“What? You saw him there? What does that . .
. ?”

But his expression was grave.

Did that mean . . .
The captor was a captive?

Nyte had been a captive of Druelca?!

“No way.” The words fell out of my mouth in
a blub.

“Yes.”

“No, that’s not-”

But then I thought about it, and it kind of
started to make sense. How he’d known so much about Druelca and
other ‘things’. His ‘very different upbringing’. A past clouded by
darkness.

This whole time it had
been . . . The darkness of
Druelca?

If he’d been a captive, then he was just
like Illuma. Was that really possible? And if it was, what had they
done to him there? Just what was so painful that he’d been ordered
not to repeat!?

I had to go find him! I had to comfort him!
I had to . . .

But, reading my expression, Ardette shook
his head.

“It’s not what you’re thinking.” His eyes
wouldn’t meet mine.

“Not what I’m thinking?”

What are you talking about?
We don’t have time for this. Nyte’s been struggling alone under the
weight of Druelca’s darkness! A wave of
urgency flooded me. I understood now, and I had to tell him it was
okay!

Let’s go find him!
Inside my head, I screamed at Ardette, unsure as
to why I was feeling so defensive all of a sudden, but feeling
defensive, nonetheless.

Maybe it was that I could sense what was
coming.

Why won’t you look at me, Ardette? Say
something.

But he said nothing.

Say something!

When the Daem finally looked up, he was
staring right through me with empty eyes.

“Ardette?”

“He was part of the guard,” he said
quietly.

Something wouldn’t allow the words to
process correctly.

“The . . . guard?”
I must’ve misunderstood.
But from some instinctive part of my body, I started to tremble as
if I’d known it all along. “What do you mean?”

“Your boy was a member of the Druelcan
guard. Please inform me if there’s a way I can make it
clearer.”

“No.” But I was still shaking.

“Yes.”

It can’t
be.

Despite my instinctive trembling, I was
filled with disbelief. Ardette expected me to believe that Nyte had
been a member of the Druelcan GUARD? How could that be true?

It was impossible.
Elder Pietri trusted Nyte enough to place him in
my detail, and there was no way something like this would have
remained unknown to him, so it just didn’t make sense!

“You’re wrong,” I whispered.

“Am I?”

I nodded a jerky nod, but
then images began to fill my head. Nyte fighting off the chime tree
branches . . . the Feirgh
. . . the Daems with such precision and force.
During those times he’d seemed like a different person. Was such
behavior normal for a layman Elf? No, I’d always suspected he was
different – special.

Ardette raised his brows, reading the
understanding that was slowly crossing my face.

Okay. Say it were true, so what? What did
that mean, exactly? If he’d been a member of the Druelcan guard at
one point, his knowledge had certainly helped on our journey. Sure,
he’d kept it from me, but he’d been ordered to do so.

Why? Unless – the memory of Nyte meeting
with the man in the dark robe filled my mind – he’s still on their side?

“I know you ‘feel’ for him, but he cannot be
trusted. He was not a Yes’lech spy, of this I’m certain, and
there’s another tidbit you might find interesting.” He winced
before continuing, “I saw him torture a Squirrelean. Quite the
atrocious little habit if you ask me-”

“Torture?!” I cried.

It was a sharp word.

“No! There must be some explanation!”

“You see,
this is why I wanted to
spare you.” With a conflicted expression, he reached out his hand,
but I pulled away.

For one dreadful moment, I
started to sink into despair. Had it all been an act? Was I a
fool? Torture. I’d been deceived. Druelcan
guard.

But then –
I will protect you – something glimmered inside of me. That trust. That trust was
still there. Ardette’s secret had pushed it away, but there it was
rising back up, assuring me that there was a logical explanation
for this. It wouldn’t allow me to believe that Nyte was who Ardette
said he was.

“This is ridiculous.
It’s Nyte. He’s
fought with us. Protected us.”

“Even after this, you still
trust? Hm, it’s quite puzzling. Do you really even
know him?”

Do I? My captor. My Nyte.
Those midnight meetings . . . His forest eyes. Of course I knew him!

“Yes. Take me to him,” I said, my eyes
brimming with tears. “Please, Ardette!”

Ardette sighed and stared into the fire.

“Very well. The scoundrel’s been locked up.
I’ll give him one opportunity to plead his case, but then . . .”
Fury invaded his flickering eyes. “I assure you, I’ll not think
twice before killing him.”

I won’t let that happen.

But I nodded to appease him.

“Come along then, foolish one.”

 


~

 


Ardette led me through the fortress, but not
once did I marvel at its unexplored beauty. My only thought was
clearing Nyte.

I’m coming.

I followed the Daem. He kept his back to me.
He was shielding me from the brutal fury that was still in his
eyes, hiding away the hatred he felt for Nyte, in lieu of my
fragile state of being. Even so, his strides were lazy.

Please Ardette, faster!

At the end of one dark corridor there was a
small spiraling staircase. We followed it down into the depths of
the fortress, where the sounds from the ball no longer reached and
the air was still and cool. Another winding corridor led us to a
single cell, dimly lit by a lone torch. Its light cast a creepy
glow down the hall.

“Nyte?” I called to him, but my voice was a
quiet whimper. There was no response.

I ran past Ardette and to the unyielding
gate that barred the way. The metal was cold on my face, but I
pressed against it and peered through. Nyte was sitting on a small
stool in the far corner, his shoulders slumped over, his face in
his hands. I should have felt at least a little reservation, but
even under the circumstances, my heart soared at the sight of
him.

He’d managed to change into his formal wear
before being locked up, but it looked like he’d been arrested while
still in the process of getting ready. The collar of his black suit
was loose and his shirt unbuttoned a ways, revealing a dark pendant
hanging against his bare chest.

I’ve seen that before . . .
where? But the quiet thought fled before I
could grasp it.

Nyte looked up, and his eyes were melancholy
for a moment until he caught sight of me.

“Miss Havoc?” He brightened up. “You look .
. .”

He studied me, and I blushed, but the moment
was short lived.

“My, my, still keeping it up, are we?
Pitiful to watch, really.”

Nyte scowled when Ardette stepped into his
line of sight.

“How does it feel, I
wonder, to sit like a caged animal while she peers in at you? Quite
mortifying, I should imagine.” Ardette fiddled with his
cuff.

I ignored him. The
situation was too dangerous to bother with petty comments.
I’ll not think twice about killing him.
The fury in his eyes had been enough warning to
not underestimate him. He would
hurt Nyte if things didn’t get cleared
up.

“Nyte, is it true?” I asked, not quite sure
how to word the question. “You . . . tortured people?”

“Tortured people?” At first he looked
confused, but that confusion quickly turned to horror. “Tor . . .
ture . . .” He sputtered the words.

“So it’s not true?” I wrung the bars and
silently urged him to repeat the words.

“I suggest you give it up. I quite intend to
kill you here and now.” Ardette’s tone was uncaring. “I’ve already
told her that you were a member of Druelca. There’s no use hiding
it any longer.”

Nyte jumped up from his stool and furiously
grasped the bars just opposite me. “It is none of your concern,
Daem!”

“Is that all you have to say, then?” said
Ardette, pulling out his saber. “Fine by me.”

“Wait! Nyte,
please.”

Nyte let out a strange grunt and then
violently pulled something from his pocket. “Fine!” He threw the
thing at Ardette – who boredly caught it – then turned his back to
us.

“What is this turn of events?” said Ardette.
His voice showed only a little interest. I could now clearly see
that the thing was the silver envelope.

“Read it,” snarled Nyte, back still
turned.

Ardette opened the
envelope, and a frown crossed his mouth. “What?!” He looked over at
me, his expression a strange mixture of fear and disbelief. “But
this is . . .” The Silver
Command?

“You see? I cannot tell
you, even if I wanted to. The only way is . . . to
force me.”

“Where did you get this?” Ardette sounded a
little panicked. “But it’s still her choice, even if it’s
undecided? Then we have nothing to worry about.”

“I know. That is why . . .” Nyte’s voice was
grave.

I didn’t like their
ambiguous exchange. What did that mean, ‘her choice’, exactly?
I looked between the two men, but neither of them
met my gaze.

“What’s going on?” I
demanded. Were they talking about me?

“Miss Havoc, I-”

“Ah, ah!” cut in Ardette, suddenly
recomposed. Whatever information the envelope had contained, he’d
recovered quickly. “Force you, you say? Well, I suppose if I must.”
He brought his saber to the bars with an insidious smile that made
me doubt it would be much of a chore for him.

“No!” I stepped between Ardette and the
gate.

“You may try, but it will be of no use,”
said Nyte. His mouth quivered slightly. “On my life, I may not
break the command.”

I tried to catch his eyes, but he averted
them and stared at the dirty floor. There was something he was
hiding, but I was missing whatever it was.

Ardette lowered the saber.
“Ah, I see. But if it’s not your
life that’s in jeopardy?” He looked amused. Then,
with a sick smile, he began to eye me up and down.

What? Life? Jeopardy?

I tried to understand. He had to put
someone’s life in jeopardy? But wait, why was he looking at me like
that? With roaming eyes and a twitch to his mouth’s corner. It was
kind of disturbing. He looked like a lecher!

He started toward me, and I instinctively
backed against the wall.

“W-what are you thinking?” I asked in a
small voice.

“Even you would not do such a thing!”
yelled Nyte.

“But I must. It is ultimately for her
safety, after all. Sometimes risks are worth taking.”

“I swear, Ardette, I will kill you!” Nyte
slammed against the gate. It reverberated furiously in response and
filled the hall with echoed clanging.

Ardette laughed lightly, moved in closer to
me, and said,

“I find these things arousing anyway.”

“Ardette?!” I searched his
eyes, but they were cold and again seemed to stare right through
me. He won’t seriously hurt me,
right? Then why did I feel so in
danger?

“Sorry, my cherry pit. If
you survive, I’ll make it up to you somehow. Just know that your
life is in his hands.”

Was this because I hadn’t accepted his
feelings? If that was the case, then this was rash. Way too
rash!

For a moment, I was scared. I reached out to
push him away, but something made me stop, for when he turned his
back to Nyte, he winked at me with a silly smile.

“Huh?”

Nonetheless, he reached out and held his hand
to my throat, pushing me tightly against the wall. He held me
there.

Nyte let out an anguished growl. “Damn you!
What are you doing?”

The silly smile left me calm . . .

Until Ardette squeezed a little, ushering
back the feeling of endangerment.

Ardette? For the sake of Nyte’s secret you
want to . . . kill me?!

The handsome Daem bit his lip and squeezed
harder, and I choked for a moment, but then his hand flickered
shadow, and something was different. It didn’t hurt anymore. In
fact, I didn’t feel any pressure at all, even though it looked like
he was still squeezing.

It’d been a shadowy illusion. He wasn’t
going to strangle me.

At the realization, my raging pulse
subsided.

Regardless, with his shadow inside of my
windpipe, I couldn’t speak. The shadow felt thick to inhale, and I
started to grow tired. I closed my eyes, but remained
conscious.

“Take me! Take me instead! Release her!”
Nyte smashed against the bars.

“It is not you I want. Her pulse feels so
good in my hand, but alas, it is growing faint. You’d best hurry.
She’s drifting away now.”

But this is wrong!

Inside, I uselessly fought Ardette. I was
relieved that he hadn’t put me in any real danger, but I still
hated the way he was tormenting Nyte. It was so cruel. There had to
have been a better way. And even if there wasn’t, was the secret
worth Nyte’s torment?

Definitely not!

But you don’t know the things he’s done.

But I don’t care!

I tried to call out, but the shadow was too
thick.

Stupid Ardette!

Nyte made a tortured cry. “I will tell you
everything! Just let her go.” He hung his shoulders in defeat.
“Please, let her go.”

“Not good enough. Break the command!”

But that would be
treason. Nyte would become an outcast if
he did that!

But it seemed it no longer mattered. “I was
a member of Druelca!” he roared, frenzied.

At this, the silver envelope flew into the
air above Nyte’s head, circled by a blue glow the same shade as
Elder Pietri’s power. I’d been right to assume it was his command.
The envelope hovered for a few seconds and then caught fire on
nothing, burning to ash and slowly falling to the cell’s floor.

Nyte fell along with the last of the
scorched flakes. His body sizzled as though he too were burning. He
gritted his teeth, and his back arched in writhing pain.

Ardette released me and his shadow left my
body. My throat cleared. I coughed out the last of the smoke and
ran to the gate.

“Nyte!”

“Nice work, you two!” Ardette sauntered
over, completely unaffected, and pulled a rusty key from his
person.

I barreled through the gate before he’d even
removed the key from the lock. Then I threw my arms around Nyte,
unsure how to stop his hurt.

“He should be fine in a moment or two,” said
Ardette. “In the meantime, let’s enjoy this picture, shall we?”

“What can I do?!” I said, but even as the
words escaped my mouth, Nyte stopped sizzling. He looked up at
Ardette, his expression reading a murderous intent.

“Wait!” I tried to hold him back, but it was
no use. Nyte leaped up and lunged at Ardette, tackling him to the
floor with a thump.

“Nyte, stop!” I yelled.

But he raised his fist and pelted it into
Ardette’s jaw anyway.

“He could have killed you!” Nyte readied his
fist for a second blow.

“No! It was some kind of . . . trick! I was
fine!” I pulled on his arm.

He looked back at me, still furious.
“What!?”

“I don’t know what he did, but it didn’t
hurt; I could still breathe.”

Nyte didn’t look fully convinced, but
Ardette pushed him off and rubbed his jaw where the blow had
landed.

“I’m okay,” I assured. “See, I’m okay.”

Nyte’s expression softened, but it was
riddled with confusion.

“So then, my pit,” said
Ardette, “how did it feel to have me inside of you? I found it
quite exhilarating, to be honest.” He nodded at Nyte.
“You should try
it yourself sometime. She’s quite warm in there.”

“Bastard,” seethed Nyte.

Ardette sat up and brushed himself off and
then reached his hand out to me. “Might I have another go?”

“Pervert.” I pushed his hand away.

Ardette let out a whistle. Then, brushing
his hands together, he said, “Now that that’s been taken care of,
spill it, Elf. I knew you’d commit treason for her.”

I was about to apologize for being bait, but
Nyte grabbed me from behind and pulled me to him, wrapping his arms
around my shoulders. He rested his face against the back of my
neck, and my nose filled with his cherry blossom scent.

My veins danced in response. It felt good.
It felt so . . .

But Ardette wouldn’t let it last. He reached
out his saber and placed it at the side of Nyte’s neck.

“You haven’t been cleared yet. Quite the
contrary, I believe your words were, ‘I’m a Druelcan spy’, or
something to that effect.” He narrowed his eyes. “Release her.”

Nyte let me go, his expression stony.

I was a member of
Druelca. Those had been his words. What
did it mean? Was. He had been but no longer? Was it normal that my feelings for
him remained even after hearing something like that?

“I can only tell you what I know.” Nyte was
speaking to me.

“We’re waiting,” said Ardette, still holding
the saber at the Elf’s throat.

Nyte sighed. “As a child, I was kidnapped by
Druelca.”

Kidnapped.
I exhaled heavily. His
participation with the corrupt organization hadn’t been
voluntary.

“At first, I was put through a training
course with a handful of other children. That is where I learned
the forbidden knowledge.”

Things he shouldn’t know.

“I tried to escape on several occasions, but
their guard was too strong. Still, they did not hurt me. It seems
they were trying to raise up warriors.”

“So you just obliged, did you?” Ardette
looked bored with the story.

“No! I took in the sacred knowledge, but I
knew I would never take their side. As I grew older, though,
something happened.”

“Puberty?” Ardette’s voice was droll.

Nyte ignored him. “I started blacking out.
First it was only an hour at a time, but then entire days went
missing. I do not know what they did to me during those times.”
Showing worry, he added, “Or what I did to others.”

Torture a Squirrelean.

“Nyte, that’s . . .”

To be forced into something
like that was just sadistic. What would it be like to
live without knowing the blood on your own hands? To live a life
completely in the dark – with a past shrouded in
blackness?

Not good, that’s for sure.

I felt for him. I really, really felt for
him, and I wanted to give him light. Somehow, I wanted to give him
light!

It’s okay, Nyte.

“Then one day,” he continued, “I awoke in
the middle of the forest, badly beaten and wearing a Druelcan
cloak. Elder Pietri found me, but there were holes in my memory. I
could not even tell him how I had gotten there. Thank Creator, he
realized I was one of the lost children of Edaw and spared my life.
The elder took me under his wing and shared the rest of the
forbidden knowledge with me, but he never told me about
Yes’lech.”

“He just trusted you?” Ardette pursed his
lips in suspicion.

Nyte nodded. “I am grateful for that,
although I still do not understand why.”

I understood why.
That trust.

“But why did he command you to keep it
hidden from us?” I asked. “You’re at no fault, as far as I can
tell.”

“That is because . . .” But Nyte paused when
Ardette caught his glance.

What is it?

I wanted to know
what the contents of the silver envelope
had specifically instructed, but all that remained was a scattering of ash.
What was that business about ‘her choice’? Their unspoken exchange
left me wary. Even after all this, they were still keeping
secrets!?

“Even Rend does not know where I was during
those years. The elder knew that with her power and my knowledge,
we would be an aid in the journey to Yes’lech. My past would only
create unnecessary distrust within the guard.”

“Oh.” Was that really it? Then did ‘her
choice’ mean ‘Rend’s choice’?

Ardette lowered his saber.
“Fine. But know I will tell the others what you have told us. I’ll
leave that part
out for now.”

That part?
So there was
something else.

“Very well,” said Nyte, “but please keep it
from Rend.”

“Wait!” I’d moved from confused to
frustrated. “What aren’t you saying? Tell me!”

Nyte shot me a look of sympathy, but it was
Ardette who answered.

“Nothing for you to worry about, my pit.
Just minor technicalities that would only complicate things.”

Complicate things?
But his tone was firm, warning me not to belabor
the issue.

Ardette then turned to
Nyte. “Just be warned that we’ll be watching you. If you try
anything, I’ll
pierce this,” –
he held out his saber – “through your heart.” The tip of it caught
the torch’s reflection and glinted threateningly.

“I accept your terms,” said Nyte.

“Joy. Now then, how distasteful. Cover
yourself up, and let’s head back to that ball, shall we?”

Nyte scowled, but started buttoning his
shirt, tucking away the familiar pendant.

I still couldn’t remember where I’d seen it
before.

“Back to the ball? Ugh.” The vision of the
hungry crowd spawned my reluctance. “Do we really have to?”

Ardette picked at a hangnail. “Wouldn’t want
them to get worried, would we? Though, you can be sure that the
high-and-mighty officers already know our whereabouts, which is why
there has yet to be an outburst. Those prats are aware of
everything that happens within these walls . . . even our
kiss.”

I winced. Of course.
Of course he’d
bring that up.

Nyte stiffened, mid-button.

“Tsk, tsk. Jealous are we? But don’t worry
yourself. It was I who initiated; rather, I quite forced myself on
her. Though, I daresay she enjoyed it.”

The words did little to ease Nyte. Looking
quite sinister, he dropped his hands, whitened his knuckles, and
glared at Ardette.

“You wish.” I brushed away the accusation,
fearing for the Daem’s safety, but Nyte’s fists remained tight.

“Well then, shall we?” asked Ardette, amused
by the dismay he’d caused.

“Bastard.” I mimicked Nyte’s earlier
comment, and Ardette smiled widely.

I sighed, put on my mask, and followed them
through the winding corridor, glad to get out of the stuffy cell,
even if the ball would be far stuffier.

 


~

 


“I was worried about you!” Kantú ran to me
when I entered the audience chamber that was still full of ogling,
mask-covered faces. “What did that Pervy Irving do to you?”

“Nothing,” I said tiredly.

After the events of the night, I hardly felt
like dancing. I slouched next to Rend, my face mirroring her own
detest. As promised, Ardette asked Kantú to dance, and I suspected
it was the happiest she’d ever been.

I continued to observe the night, doing my
best to answer any questions the Yes’lech members that managed to
break through Scardo and Grotts’ guard threw at me. Nyte had
disappeared to somewhere, most likely recovering from the night’s
events, and I wished his return would be swift; I’d be much more
comfortable with all of the commotion with him by my side.

From across the room, I spotted Poe, who was
standing in the shadows, and had an idea.

“Scardo, do you dance?”

“I beg your pardon, Miss Heart?”

How could I put it?

“Scardo, the Heart of Salvation has had a
long day. It would be most pleasing if you would entertain me with
a dance.”

“A dance!?” Scardo looked fairly
horrified.

“That’s right. How about that girl over
there?” I pointed authoritatively to Poe.

Grotts’ eyes twinkled through his mask.
Scardo looked up at him for assistance. But none would be
given.

“Don’t look at me,” mumbled the great man.
“Yer on yer own.”

Scardo let out a croak.
“Are you quite sure that
would please you, Miss Heart?”

I nodded, glad that the hunched man’s
dutiful nature wouldn’t allow him to decline.

“Very well.” He solemnly bowed before
scurrying across the dance floor.

Rend snorted but said nothing.

Thus, Scardo and Poe joined the dance,
though they were much stiffer than any of the other couples.

“What about you, Grotts?” I said. “Are you
going to ask Kantú to dance after Ardette’s done with her?”

“Well, ah, that’s er. I don’ really dance.”
He rubbed the back of his ear and looked at the floor,
embarrassed.

“Grotts, the Heart of Salvation has had a
long day,” I started slyly.

He half-smiled. “Sorry, ain’t gonna work on
me.”

“What about you, Miss Havoc?” Once again an
Elf’s disembodied voice sounded from over my shoulder.

“You know, it doesn’t really help your case
to act so sneakily,” I said to Nyte.

He was standing behind me, grinning
cunningly. It looked like he’d recovered from the night’s
events.

“Pray tell, where have you been all this
time, cousin?” asked Rend.

“Getting ready for the festivities, of
course.” The lie smoothly left his lips.

She narrowed her eyes, but he turned from
her.

“Well?” he said, voice gentle.

“Well what?”

“You did not answer my question. What about
you? Care to dance?” His forest eyes were lit with energy through
his chocolate mask.

“She’d love ta,” Grotts answered for me.

“Great.” Nyte pulled on my hand.

Warm. So warm.

But as he led me away, he
leaned over and whispered something else, and his tone was serious.
“I understand if you no longer feel . . . comfortable around me, now that you
know.”

“You know that’s not the case,” I said.
But his eyes showed genuine relief at the words.

You were really worried?

He placed his hand on the small of my back
and pulled me in close, and I was at once flooded with warmth.

“I am not certain how to dance to this kind
of thing;” he said, frowning. “It is far different from an Elven
jig, so forgive me if I mess up.”

“Let’s just wing it.” But the words were a
struggle to say. It was getting hard to breathe again.

We somehow managed to follow the rhythm,
even though neither of us knew the proper steps. It didn’t matter.
I wasn’t worried about making a fool of myself in front of the
members anymore; I was only concerned with the person standing
before me. We were alone; the only two people in the room.

Are you mine?

Nyte stared down at me, his expression
concentrated.

“It seems I was wrong about you,” I said as
he twirled me around.

“Oh?”

“You’re not nearly as clumsy as I originally
thought.”

“Still dwelling on that slight mishap in
Yh’tak, Miss Havoc?”

“I don’t easily forget such humiliating
things.”

“Is that so?” He smirked. “And who was it
that lost our race?”

I feigned ignorance, and he laughed.

I wanted it to stay like
that, light and carefree, but there was something else I needed to
say. I don’t want to break the mood . .
. But I had to say it, or it would consume
me.

“Nyte?” I bit my lip.

“Hm?”

“I’m sorry you were forced
to break the Silver Command
because of me.” For the first time, I looked away
from him, full of guilt.

He pulled me in closer. “Do not say
something like that,” he said resolutely. “I would do it again a
hundred times over. I only wish I could have told you of my own
accord. But it is impossible to break an enchanted order unless the
situation is absolutely dire.”

“But won’t you get in trouble?”

“It does not matter. To be honest, I am
relieved you know. It is just that . . .” This time he was the one
to look away. “Do you feel any differently toward me now?”

I thought for a moment and allowed a smirk
to creep across my mouth. “And just how do you presume I felt
towards you before?”

He quickly brightened at the remark.

Good.

He tightened his grip and spun me around
again.

We continued dancing through the next song,
entirely unaware that the music had even changed.

Let’s stay like this forever.


Chapter 16: The Split

 


“But why can’t they come with?” I asked,
frustrated.

“Sorry Aura,” answered Grotts, “but the
officers already decided. It’s only us.”

Ardette, Grotts, Scardo and I were on our
way through the southern wing of Yes’lech to meet with the
officers. To my dismay, Kantú, Rend and Nyte had been forced to
stay behind. The officers didn’t find it ‘necessary’ for them to
hear the sacred knowledge.

“That’s just stupid!” I said. “They expect
those three to put their lives on the line and accompany us, when
they won’t even tell them what’s going on?” I let out a huff. The
whole thing sounded pretty backward to me.

Ardette walked over and put his arm around
my shoulder. “You should get upset more often. It suits you
adorably. I shall have to keep that in mind.”

I shrugged him off.

“I apologize sincerely, Miss Heart. However,
we cannot disobey the order.”

I sighed. “I know. It’s just
frustrating.”

“Is Pietri goin’ ta be there?” said Grotts,
looking over at Ardette.

“I don’t believe so, but then again, how
should I know?”

Ugh.

For some reason, Ardette was getting on my
nerves more than usual. It might’ve been that I was still sore at
him for what he’d done to Nyte the previous evening. I understood
it’d all been for my safety – his suspicion had been valid, after
all – but I still couldn’t wipe Nyte’s anguished face from my mind.
The image resurfaced each time the Daem said some cocky remark.

Scardo shook his head. “Tella informed me
that Pietri didn’t make it to the ball. It seems he remained in
Elenque to diffuse the situation there.”

“The situation?” I asked.

“Why, yes,” answered
Ardette, “it seems the elders are in quite a frenzy since
your Elf failed to
deliver you to them. Surely such a thing brought his elfy clan
great shame . . . .” His voice trailed off, leaving me to swallow
the statement.

“Shame?” My eyes widened. I hadn’t really
considered the consequences the Elves would have for such a thing;
and yet even Rend had followed us thus far. My existence was such a
burden for them!

“Cut it out, Ardette.” Grotts nudged his way
between the two of us.

Grateful, I looked up at him, but he was
looking at Ardette, his expression stormy. I wasn’t the only one
upset with the Daem.

Scardo, who was at the front of our posse,
suddenly stopped. “Here we are.” With a sweeping gesture, he
ushered us through the only gray door in the all-white southern
wing.

“Here goes, I guess.”

Inside was a sight to behold.

At first I thought we were outside, but then
I realized I was looking out of massive windows. The small room had
only one opaque wall; the other three were made entirely of glass.
The room itself seemed to jut out over the coast, for the view
through the windows was entirely ocean. It was kind of like a giant
glass box or something . . . and it was breathtaking.

“Welcome, Miss Aura Telmacha Rosh, Heart of
Salvation,” said a woman. Startled, I looked up.

Six people were seated in chairs suspended
from the ceiling just above our heads. It didn’t lessen my
startledom any.

“Please be seated,” said a man.

How the heck did they get up there?

I opened my mouth and gaped up at the
people, completely confounded by their elevated state, but Ardette
took my wrist and led me to a white chair against the window
opposite them. It was the first chivalrous thing he’d done all day,
saving me from the embarrassment of staring up at them for far
longer than I should have.

I sat in the chair and studied the hanging
people, able to get a good look at them from the new angle.

So, these were the fabled officers?

They were an odd array of people, made up of
a young Elven woman with lime green hair; a middle-aged man with a
bushy brown mustache; a beautiful female Daem, her eyes bright red
like Ardette’s; an ancient, gray-haired Squirrelean, his tail
sprightly; a small girl that appeared to be no more than a
half-decade old; and a dark-skinned man that had brilliant blue
eyes. Another Magir?

I stared up at them, feeling rude but unable
to stunt my curiosity in lieu of studying the strange metal-like
ropes holding up the chairs. I wished the men had prepared me for
such a sight, for the window-walls, hanging chairs, and strange
group were all too overwhelming to take in.

The officers were silent for only a short
while before the small girl piped up. She wasted no time on
introductions.

“You will now receive the
sacred knowledge as it pertains to the split,” she said. Her tone was
strangely mature for a child so young.

“The split?” I asked. I’d never heard of it
. . . but was that even worth noting? After all, such obliviousness
had long since become the norm.

“Yes.” The Daem was the one who responded,
and she did so in a seductive purr. “As your legends tell, there is
indeed a great land that lies across the ocean, an Easterlands, far
bigger than our own Westerlands. Theirs is a world run by a
phenomenon known as ‘steamed mekanix’. There is no magic
there.”

Really? So the
Easterlands were real. But with everything else that had happened, I was only
a little surprised.

Still . . .
No magic? How is that possible?

I’d heard the word
‘mekanix’ only once before, from Toll Garrich, the traveling
trader. What exactly had he said? Something about a bell.

But the small girl didn’t give me a chance
to ponder the matter any further because she quickly picked up
where the Daem had left off.

“A thousand years ago,” she said,
matter-of-factly, “the two continents were whole, partaking in a
shared reliance on magic and nature. When steamed mekanix was
invented, it was thought to be a joyous discovery. However, as the
usage of mekanix grew, the power of magic weakened. The ancients
worried that magic would die out altogether if mekanix were allowed
to advance.”

With blank eyes she turned to the Magir,
inviting him to take over. His eyes glinted in response – like
turquoise gems reflecting in the morning sunbeams cast through the
windows.

“There was a great quarrel on how to
proceed,” he said. “Some argued for the preservation of magic,
while others vied for the usage of mekanix.”

Magic versus mekanix?

I kept my eyes on the officers and tried to
keep up with them, but I didn’t really understand any of it. The
world had split into two parts? But how could land be moved? How
could land be broken? I had a barrage of questions, but I had no
choice but to keep them pent up; the officers seemingly had no
intention of halting the tale.

“The world was filled with war,” said the
Squirrelean, speaking for the first time. His accent was so thick
that I could barely understand the words. “It was a time of ruin
and despair.”

“Finally,” purred the Daem, “a songstress
arose that offered a solution. She composed a song that would break
the land apart and place an eternal barrier that none would be able
to cross. For this purpose she offered up her life.”

Wait, what?!
A songstress
had done that? But how? Even Miss Danice, the
most accomplished songstress in Farellah, was powerful enough only
to move about wind, mist, sand and water . . . but a mass of land;
rather, an entire continent? That was
impossible! I let out a frustrated garble,
but no one noticed.

“Thus, the lands were broken,” continued the
girl. “The Easterlands took with them the power of mekanix but in
doing so lost the knowledge of magic. This split was known as the
Great Divisia.” She turned to the Magir, unblinking, and he
nodded.

“Through the centuries,” he said, “mekanix
have been invented again and again, but it is Yes’lech’s duty to
put a stop to them before they reach a certain point.” He squinted
at Grotts. “We’ve received word of a bell in Astenberry that is
such a case, by the way.”

Grotts nodded.

A bell that tolls every
hour on the hour. The power of mekanix. Once again, I wasn’t given time to contemplate.

The Daem gestured around the room, evidently
showing off its architecture, and said, “There are other remnants
dotting the land from the dawn of mekanix technology. This
fortress, Druelca’s Castle and the Orolian Tunnel are a few
examples. All incredible feats of construction.”

I followed her around the glassy room and
marveled at what an incredible power this ‘mekanix’ must be. Was
something like that really so bad? It had created so much; given
people the ability to accomplish things otherwise impossible.

No! What are you
thinking? A small, internal voice prodded
me, calling me from the overpowering influence of the glass.
If mekanix means giving up magic, the Creator’s
sacred gift to the races . . .

I instantly stopped my
marvelings. It’s true, such things were impressive – glass rooms
and stone fortresses – but my internal reprimand had been right.
Sacrificing magic was something I couldn’t justify. It was wrong.
It was immoral.

The small girl piped up again, her voice
monotonic. “There were some remaining in the Westerlands that held
onto the enmity against the Easterlands, enviously convinced that
the Easterlands kept the better part of the land. They formed
Druelca and have been searching to gain what they believe is their
rightful land ever since. Their main castle resides on the edge of
the mist, and many of the Druelcans have become corrupted by its
influence. They are an entirely unstable people; a dangerous nation
that seeks to wreak havoc upon the Westerlands to gain the land of
the Easterlands.”

The female Elf stiffened at the words. It
was her time to speak.

“They have long sought the aid of the Elves
in their quest, waging war when help was not offered freely,” she
said, tone passionate. “Elder Nosrac made a treaty with them two
centuries ago, but they continued their quest in secret, capturing
defenseless children and forcing them into slavery.”

It reminded me of Nyte, being captured as a
boy, and my own sister, still in captivity.

Druelca did that to them for the sake of
taking back the land?

With that thought, an unseen force started
to press on my chest, weighting me with the reality of Druelca’s
evil. Was The Mystress not content with our own vast Westerlands?
She needed the rest as well?

As I contemplated it, the
anger – no, the hatred I’d previously felt towards Druelca flared in me again. What
a despicable nation they were! Corrupted
by the mist? Was their insanity really
attributed to that, or just their own blind greed?! Either way,
their actions had been unforgivable!

The Elf was still talking, but I was no
longer listening. My fists were shaking with rage.

Cool it, Aura,
I warned myself.

But this hatred is justified!

Keep a cool head, otherwise you’ll be
blinded.

That’s fine! If that blind rage will give me
the strength to defeat them!

No, that’s not you. You aren’t ‘wrathful’,
remember?

Er- The thought struck me. I wasn’t wrathful. At least, I hadn’t
been before all of this. No, I’m
not.

The hatred instantly subsided, and my
shaking hands let up a bit. But what had just happened to me?
Ashamed, I sat on my fists to conceal the remaining trembles and
focused on receiving the sacred knowledge, hoping I hadn’t missed
much in my lapse of rage.

The Daem was now speaking.

“Before the songstress offered up her life,”
she said, drilling her red eyes into me, “she warned that there
would be two powerful songstresses coming with the power to reunite
the land; the Hearts of Havoc and Salvation. The true prophecy she
left at the Inscription of Ulan and can only be understood by the
Hearts.”

I did my best to keep her gaze, but it was
unnervingly intense, and in the end, I looked away.

“Once read from the stone wall,” she
continued, “the Hearts would gain the knowledge to bring the land
back together, but it would come at a terrible price. A sacrifice
would need to be offered up with the Song of Destruction. Once
sung, the coastal towns would be devoured by the crashing of the
land. Yes’lech, Farellah, and hundreds of others would be
destroyed, thousands killed, and magic would eventually disappear
altogether. Only the Song of Salvation would be able to combat this
destructive power.”

At these words, I choked on
nothing. Farellah would be destroyed?! I mean, I’d known that the
Song of Destruction was bad, of course – after all, it had the word
‘destruction’ in its title, so something like that
couldn’t be good – but
now it just seemed to hit home. Literally. My village and all the
other coastal towns would be . . . !

Thousands killed?
I fought to hold back the returning
rage.

“The Songs of Salvation and Destruction can
only be used on ad’ai,” explained the Magir.

“The sacrifice’s ad’ai?” asked Ardette
quietly. He bowed his head, unusually respectful.

“Ad’ai is not what you believe it to be,”
answered the mustached man. “True, it refers to a songstress’
coming of age, but a much more ancient definition is the moon’s
coming of age. More specifically, the western moon’s. We have been
monitoring the moon patterns for decades. Your report on the ad’ai
was not news to us.”

Ardette didn’t look the least bit bothered
at the news that his moleish findings had been worthless. Instead,
he sniffed and rested his cheek in his hand in an air of
boredom.

“This is why we sent them to retrieve the
Heart now,” explained the small girl. “Not because we heard the
whispers of Druelca, but because the coming of age of the western
moon is fast approaching.”

“The Inscription of Ulan resides in the
Crystallands,” said the Magir. “The tunnel will open on the night
of the full moon – two days from today. From there, it will take
you to the Crystallands, surpassing all other obstacles. Follow the
tunnel to the Crystallands, read the Inscription and then return.
An army will be waiting for you.”

“But beware,” warned the beautiful Daem, her
purring voice turned foreboding. “The Heart must undergo a test of
character before the Inscription can be read. If she fails, she
shall surely die! Our fate rests in your hands, Aura Telmacha
Rosh!”

Die?

Everything until now had been a lot to take,
but at this news, my insides turned to foam, sloshing around inside
of me and struggling to comprehend.

Ardette and Grotts looked over at me,
alarmed. Apparently, it was news to them too.

The great test Elder Pietri had mentioned so
long ago might end in death. How could I prepare for something like
that? I knew I’d risk my life to save my sister, so I’d accept the
task, but did I even have a chance? In the end, it would all be up
to me; my character. And if I failed? I’d die and so would
thousands of others. I struggled to not give into the weight of the
concept; better I not fully accept it, or I should waver in my
resolve. But how could I cope with it?

I didn’t know.

“We have revealed only what you need to
know,” said the small girl, pulling me away from the mess of
emotions in my body. Her tone had an air of finality to it. “Use
the forbidden knowledge, but keep it to yourself. The officers of
Yes’lech have spoken. Please, take your leave.”

That’s it?

I wouldn’t be allowed to
ask questions? Clarify? Take notes? There was too much running
through my head; too much I needed
to ask. I wanted to protest, to unleash my flood
of questions and concerns, but Ardette once again grabbed my wrist
and pulled me from the chair. The three of them bowed, and I
followed, not sure what else to do with myself under the weight of
the six elevated stares.

I’d been a bewildering experience, and I
felt like I’d come crashing to bits at any
moment, but I bit my tongue and shuffled out of the windowed
room.

Grotts let out a knowing whistle on the
other side of the door. “What’d ya think of ‘em? Pretty intense,
eh?”

I nodded, not sure where to begin. “Elder
Pietri is definitely the friendliest of the officers,” I muttered.
It was one of the only things I could wrap my head around
completely.

“That’s because he’s retired,” said Ardette.
“While active, they have to keep the charade of mystery; quite
droll if you ask me.”

Scardo looked personally hurt at Ardette’s
negativity towards his beloved leaders.

Die. Death. Depart.
I stared at nothing, trying to embrace
it.

Grotts understood my internal struggle. He
looked at me with compassionate eyes.

“Aura, don’t worry ‘bout that dyin’
business. We won’t let anything happen ta ya.” He patted me on the
arm.

I appreciated the great man’s reassurance,
but it did little to make me feel better. I was just a song-less
songstress, but the realization that I held the responsibility of
the world’s fate was slowly starting to feel real. Denial was the
way I’d chosen all along to handle it, but I wasn’t sure how much
longer I could keep it up. The knowledge was crushing. Death and
life; both concepts that didn’t seem tangible in my constricted
frame of mind. It didn’t seem possible, but I somehow knew it
was.

“Hm, yes,” said Ardette,
“we’d better agree not to mention it to the Elf. I fear he might do
something rash at
the news. He’s quite taken with our Aura.”

I narrowed my eyes.
Our Aura? But I
nodded.

It was probably best not to mention it to
Nyte or Kantú, as it was certain to cause them unnecessary worry.
I’d spare them from the very emotions I was now experiencing.

I fought to push said emotions away.

I have to retrieve the
prophecy. That was what I had to focus on
instead.

But how much time did we have now? I
couldn’t keep it all straight. Two days until the full moon. Then
travel to the Inscription and return to Yes’lech. Then release the
Song of Salvation on ad’ai. But Illuma’s ad’ai wasn’t the factor
that Druelca had been waiting on. It was the western moon’s ad’ai .
. . and the officers had failed to mention when it would take
place.

I opened my mouth to ask
Scardo, but the young girl’s words replayed in my head:
Only what you need to know. Was I better off unburdened by the strain of a time limit?
Perhaps I’d refrain from asking, after all.

Instead, I turned my attention to a less
ominous question.

“What was with that child?” It didn’t seem
fathomable that such a young girl had come to be an officer of a
secret society.

“What, is the sacred Heart some kind of
ageist?” accused Ardette. “My, my, I wonder how the officers would
react.”

He sounded like the boy from Cana, even
though he hadn’t been present at the time.

“No, it’s just . . .”

The men shared a humored exchange at my
expense. I ignored them, too filled with questions to make a
comeback remark.

“Why?” I said.

“‘Why’, Miss Heart? Why what, might I
ask?”

“Why everything!”

Grotts patted my arm again
sympathetically.

“Why did Druelca seal the
records?” Let’s start there.

“To create confusion,” answered Scardo.
“Surely the Elves, who rely on magic, would not side with Druelca.
But if they created confusion, then perhaps the prophecy would be
forgotten or misconstrued, as it was.”

Okay, that made sense.

“Well, why didn’t Druelca
kill me when they took Illuma? Wouldn’t it be to their advantage to
off me before I even had a chance to learn one ariando? Then there’d be no one to
stop them.”

They were silent.

“What?” I prodded. Another moment of silence
passed.

“Aura,” said Grotts
finally, “they did try ta kill ya.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“On the night Yes’lech was betrayed and the
barrier was broken, they entered Farellah ta take yer sister and ta
kill ya. Luckily, Marbeck and Parnold were keeping tabs on ya. Ya
came away from the attack, badly injured, but they managed ta fend
off the Druelcans. Unfortunately, they were unable to keep yer
sister from bein’ taken.”

“Attack?” I said. “But that didn’t happen.
The night Illuma was taken I remained in my bed, asleep. I didn’t
even know she was gone until the following morning!”

He had to be mistaken.

Grotts shook his head. “The gal called
‘Danice’ erased the memories from yer mind. It wasn’t the right
time for ya ta understand. After that, the barrier was upgraded,
and the threat ‘o Druelca enterin’ was no longer an issue.”

“Erased!?”

Miss Danice had the power
to erase memories? She’d never taught me such an
ariando, nor had I ever
heard that one even existed. Which of the natural elements would
that be categorized under exactly? Mist, like her bird-controlling
song?

My memory was altered . . .
I might die . . . I struggled to remain
composed.

Ardette, who’d been silent for Grotts’ story
suddenly walked over and looped his arm through mine. “Really, what
does it matter?” he said. “Trivial details, hardly worth
mentioning. Shall we not enjoy our free time today, my cherry
pit?”

Under normal circumstances, I’d have pulled
away, but my mind was too numb to protest.

An Easterlands . . . Farellah destroyed . .
. thousands killed . . .

“Come along, then. I’ll
show you a good time.” Ardette swiftly led
me away from Scardo and Grotts. He waved to them before pulling me
through one of the white side-doors alongside him.

Mist’s corruption . . . destruction and
salvation . . .

“Don’t,” he whispered, taking me down a
stone staircase.

“Hm?” I barely heard him, still lost in the
swirling ‘everything’.

Land was whole . . . memories erased . . .
mekanix . . . die . . . our only hope . . . sacrifice . . .
inscription . . . closed city . . . Great Divisia . . . ad’ai . . .
a great test of character . . .

I was going to be sick.

Ardette grabbed my shoulders and shook
me.

“Don’t think so much. Let it settle,” he
said. His voice was abnormally soft. “It’s too much to try to
comprehend all at once. Quite cruel of them to deliver it all so
bluntly, if you ask me.”

It’s too much.

Teetering, I wrapped my arms around his neck
for support.

“Ah, if only there was intimate intention
behind your embrace.” He buried his nose in my hair and inhaled
deeply.

I didn’t even care.

“Nothing? Not even the
slightest rise out of you? How unusual. You really
are struggling in there,
aren’t you?”

I said nothing. If I opened my mouth, more
than words would escape me.

He held me by the hip and pulled me through
the door at the bottom of the steps. My feet made a dull scraping
as I dragged them along.

“Breathe,” he said.

We were outside on the grounds surrounded by
vine-wall and coast. I did as he instructed. The fresh air felt
good. I took it in, and it filtered out a little of the daze;
enough for me to gain a little composure.

We sat down together against the stone side
of the fortress, his arm around my neck. The wall was hard and
rough, but it offered the support my own spine lacked at that
moment.

“Thank you, Ardette.” I finally felt steady
enough to speak.

“Really, you looked quite unwell there for a
moment.”

“I’m scared.” My voice was timid – not the
voice of someone with the power to save the world.

Ardette raised a brow of sarcastic surprise.
“Oh? The courageous Heart feels fear?”

“What if I fail the test?”

“Then we’ll all be doomed, of course.” He
smiled brightly.

I was now steady enough to glare. “I’m going
to punch in those perfect white teeth,” I said slightly less
timidly.

“You find my teeth perfect? Tell me more
things you like about me.”

“There’s nothing else.”

“What a terrible thing to say! Truly you’ve
broken my heart this time.”

I rolled my eyes.

Footsteps sounded from just around the
corner.

“Oh! Aura! Are we interrupting
something?”

It was Nyte and Kantú. Nyte winced at her
assumption.

“Why yes! We were having a lovers’ quarrel.”
Ardette brushed his finger across my cheek.

Kantú, seeming a little jealous at the
preposterous notion, gave out a stuffy frown and said, “Is that
so?”

“He only wishes,” I answered, shooing the
lie away along with his finger.

Nyte’s expression softened in relief. “Would
you like to come along with us? We are walking to the rocky
coast.”

“Yeah, Aura, tell us everything about the
officers!”

Ardette and Nyte answered at the same
time.

“She cannot.”

“Quite impossible. Hate to disappoint.”

“Aww man!” Kantú crossed her arms and huffed
away.

Nyte helped me up, and the four of us
ventured to the coast where we watched the colored gulls and other
seabirds that swooped along the top of the water.

I tried my best not to
alert Kantú and Nyte to my unspoken distress . . .
surely die . . .
though I could tell they suspected something was
wrong anyway. Both remained by my side, pointing out oddly shaped
rocks and particularly aggressive birds while the salty breeze
sprayed us more and more vigorously as day turned to
dusk.

The weight of responsibility loomed near me
like an ever-present shadow. Whenever I tried to escape it, I
turned around only to find it right behind me, growing larger as
the light of day faded. Could I be the peoples’ new savior?

But I’m normal.
But every time the words squirmed their way into
my head, there was Nyte, glancing over at me like I was anything
but normal. Something special; something to be
treasured.

My Nyte . . . I treasure you too, and for
you I’ll try. But not just for you. For Illuma, Kantú, Grotts,
Scardo, Rend, Ardette, everyone . . . I’ll take the role of your
savior: The Heart of Salvation. Even if I fail, I’ll try.


Chapter 17: The Flame

 


“Everything seems to be in order,” said
Darch, removing his hands from my ears.

He straightened up, causing the light from
the full moon to glint off the side of his spectacles.

“Have I passed check-up?” I asked.

He smiled brightly. “Brilliantly! But your
spirit seems to have changed a little.”

“Changed?”

He leaned in close again and examined me
over the top of his frames. “It was there before, but it seems to
have grown stronger.” He rubbed his temple and tried to determine
what exactly ‘it’ was. Finishing his analysis, he abruptly grabbed
my shoulders and gave them a little squeeze. “Are you in love?” he
asked, voice welling with exhilaration.

“In love?!” I waved my hands wildly in front
of my face to block his perceptive Magir skills.

The comment seemed to have piqued Ardette’s
and Nyte’s interest, both of whom were waiting for me to pass
inspection just a short distance away with the rest of the guard.
Nyte stiffened and looked over his arm at me inconspicuously.
Ardette, far less subtle, leaned in eagerly. He cleared his throat
and raised a brow.

“Ah . . .”
Should I deny it?

“Just kidding!” Darch winked and tapped his
chin.

I laughed awkwardly.

He leaned in again. “Secret’s safe with me,”
he whispered. Then he raised his voice a little too loudly and
said, “It was such an honor to meet you, Aura! I’ll be waiting here
for you to get back. Take care of your spirit between now and
then.”

“Thanks, Darch.” I stuck out my hand to give
him a parting shake, but he instead wrapped his arms around me and
gave me a spin, as he had on our first meeting.

“Well then, good luck, everyone! Wish I
could come along!” He waved to the party before turning back to the
fortress.

I wobbled away from him dizzily, and going
around the eavesdropping Daem and Elf, walked over to Kantú. She
was having an animated conversation with Grotts.

“I don’t get it!” she said, putting her
hands on her hips.

“The full moon’ll light the way, that’s all
I know.” He shrugged.

She removed only one hand from her hip and
used it to gesture up at the sky.

“But the full moon is right there. Where’s
the path?”

She was right. The night sky was cloudless,
the eastern moon full and fully exposed. Its light lit the ground
all around us, but no path could be seen.

“I dunno, Kantoo, we just have ta be
patient. If the officers said it’s gonna work, then it’s gonna
work.”

“First of all, I don’t like being patient.
And second of all, those dummy officers didn’t like me enough to
invite me to their secret meeting, so I don’t-”

But at that moment, the ground started
shaking. It started as a slight tremor, but quickly reached
quaking. The smallest of the rocks along the coast broke free and
fell, rolling and bouncing into the ocean. The massive fortress
held, unwavering, but the ground below us trembled vigorously, so
much so that it was difficult to stand. I grabbed Kantú’s arm for
support, but she was even unsteadier than I was, and we both
toppled to the ground.

“Sorry, Kantú!”

She hid her face in her
tail and let out an eek.
I put my arm around her and looked up at
Grotts.

“What’s happening?” I asked. “The path?”

“Must be.” He looked around apprehensively,
clutching his hammer in both hands.

Rend was bracing herself against the
fortress’ stone wall. “It would have been better for us to remain
inside,” she hissed, struggling to remain grounded.

“You are quite right about that, dear Rend,”
said Ardette, also trying to resist the quaking.

She flinched at his address but said
nothing.

Ardette said something nice . . . and Rend
didn’t call him a pig or worm or anything? That’s weird.

“Is everyone all right?” asked Nyte. He was
holding onto an obsidian, one-winged cherub statue for support.
Sleek and clean, I hadn’t noticed before how out of place it seemed
against the otherwise ivy-covered landscape.

Wait a minute, something’s off.

“Look out!” I called, noticing how the
cherub seemed to tremble more vigorously than the ground around it,
but before Nyte could act, there was a grinding sound, and he was
thrown to the ground by the cherub’s sudden jerk.

“Nyte!”

“Cousin!” Rend jumped away from the wall and
unevenly stumbled toward him.

“I am fine,” he reassured.

We all turned from our respective steadying
points to watch the cherub, which continued coarsely jerking and
turning against its base. When it had pivoted a half circle, it
stopped.

Is it done?

One at a time, we warily approached it.

“Is this it?” Scardo asked. He paced around
it, hands behind his back and shoulders forward.

Grotts rubbed his chin. “But where’s the
door?”

We weren’t given time to speculate the
issue, for just then Parnold Rekrap walked out of one of the side
doors. He briskly headed over to me.

“Parnold?” I said.

“Here you go, Miss Rosh.”

He extended his hand to me. In his palm sat
a small dark stone.

“An angel stone?”
Another one? I started
to reach out to receive it.

“Wait! Miss Havoc, what about what happened
last time?” Nyte put his hand on my elbow and pulled my hand back
slightly.

“Yes,” said Parnold,
“Scardo recounted the tale for me, but such things only happen if
one misuses the
stone. We need only keep it away from moisture.”

“Oh.” I looked to Scardo for
verification.

Scardo nodded, and I accepted the stone in
the sleeve of my shirt. Like the last time, it was cold to the
touch but rapidly heated, growing blood red as it did.

“Ah!” It quickly reached searing.

“Bring it to the statue!” urged Parnold.

I did as he said, and the stone hopped from
my hand, just as the one at the Sea of Mud had. Finding its groove,
it rolled around the cherub’s side and then sank into a divot.
There was a loud thud, and the cherub fell forward, revealing a
trapdoor.

“Another Orolian Tunnel entrance?” asked
Nyte, crouching down to inspect the door’s strange characters. They
were exactly like the ones from the mud’s hidden door.

Scardo, Grotts and Ardette looked as
surprised as the rest of us.

“My, my, are the officers keeping secrets
from us? How disheartening.” Ardette bit his thumbnail and
pretended to pout.

“Yeah,” growled Grotts. “Why didn’t we know
‘bout this?”

“You know how it works,” said Parnold.
“They only reveal what you need to know.”

“That’s right. We should not question it.”
Scardo bowed low in agreement. Or maybe it was veneration. Either
way, it bothered Ardette.

“Tch. Suck up.” He masked the insult with a
cough, but Scardo heard it anyway, and his jaw flexed a little.
Even so, the hunched man said nothing to lash back.

“Well then,” prodded Parnold, “you’d better
not waste any more time. Hurry along!”

“Right.” I nodded. “Okay, guys, should we be
off-”

But I was interrupted by the call of a meek
voice. “W-wait!”

“Hm?” Upon turning around, I found that the
voice belonged to a very flustered Poe. The dainty woman had just
come rushing from the same side door that Parnold had used, and in
her fluster, had left the door to close with a banging clap.

I assumed right away that something was
wrong because she was without bonnet, and her strides were much
more aggressive than usual. Kantú and I had already said our
goodbyes to her earlier in the day, but it seemed she’d left
something unsaid.

She marched in our direction, looking oddly
determined.

“Poe?”

But she brushed right past me.

Huh?

And instead walked up to . . .

Scardo.

With pink cheeks, she pulled something from
her pocket and shyly held it out to him. Curious, I inched closer
and saw that it was a white handkerchief with eyeleted edges.

“May your voyage be safe,” she said, dainty
as ever.

I stared at the pair of
them. They stood awkwardly. What exactly had happened in my two
days of avid brooding? Had the dance actually spawned something between
them?

Apparently it had, because Scardo bowed
lower than I’d ever seen him bow. This time his tails not only
lifted off the ground, they came all the way to mid-calf. He said
nothing but reached out and accepted the cloth. Poe, being the
formal woman she was, returned the bow with a proper curtsey and
then immediately turned on heel and scampered back to the fortress.
Still flustered, she left us with another banging clap.

It was too funny. The two
really did have
similar temperaments.

Kantú dropped her mouth at me in stunned
shock.

The salamander and his
mouse. But I was glad. The scene brought a
comfortable half-grin to my frowning mouth.

“Ah, heh heh, alrigh’ better get goin’,
then.” Grotts punched Scardo in the arm and winked before pulling
open the trapdoor and slipping inside.

Scardo looked up from his bow only enough
for me to glimpse the awkward and disgruntled look he was wearing.
My half-grin turned into a full-fledged smirk.

One by one we entered the tunnel.

Right away, it was clear that this section
of tunnel contained no effulgence flowers, much to Kantú’s
disappointment, so I cast my light for the group.

It was the first time Ardette had heard me
sing.

“Well, well, so you’re a real songstress
after all. I was beginning to doubt.” He said the words with an air
of detachment, but as I held the song, his gaze contained a slight
wonderment, giving away that he was actually impressed.

“Does it strain you to keep the light going?
Or once it’s cast does it no longer affect you?”

“Of course it strains her,” said Nyte,
shooting him a perturbed look.

In reply, Ardette only let out an arrogant
sniff.

The mood between the two of them hadn’t
eased up at all since the dance. It was understandable, but after
two days of cutting remarks and glares, and with everything else
going on, it all seemed petty. The task ahead of us was way greater
than their rivalry, and to be honest, it was getting old. We had to
strengthen our bonds if we really hoped to defeat Druelca, but they
weren’t even trying!

It was annoying, and I searched my mind for a
way to make them behave, but what could I do? They were two grown
men . . . well, not really men, but still.

On top of it all, Scardo had been treating
Nyte like he carried some contagious disease. It was apparent by
his numerous uneasy glances that, as promised, Ardette had told him
and Grotts all of the charming details of Nyte’s dark past.
Luckily, Grotts seemed not to care and treated the shrouded Elf no
differently.

If only the same could be said about the
hunched man.

“Why don’t you let me accompany you today,
Miss Heart?” he asked, scuttling in between Nyte and me.

Nyte looked away, ashamed.

“I’m fine, Scardo.”

“But . . .” He looked over at Nyte
nervously.

“I am fine. Thanks.” I bared my teeth and
the light flickered.

He sighed and reluctantly scurried away.

“What’s up with him?” asked Kantú, filling
in the space where he’d been.

I shook my head, pretending not to know.

Poor Nyte.
It wasn’t like he’d had a choice. How could he be
expected to repent his sins when he didn’t even know
them?

Rend had picked up on Scardo’s change in
attitude towards Nyte as well. She peered after him with obvious
suspicion.

“Cousin!” she barked. “I must converse with
you. Come to me at once.”

Nyte, looking tired, nodded and went to
her.

It can’t go on like this.

I hoped our trek through the tunnel would be
swift. I didn’t know how much longer I could put up with all of the
feuding and remarks and suspicion.

But to my disdain, I wouldn’t get my
wish.

 


~

 


By the third day in the
tunnel, I was feeling like some cave creature, crawling through the
unchanging cavern, taking in the thick, musty air. I dropped my
light at night while I slept, but carrying it for days on end was
wearing me out, and each morning I awoke as exhausted as when I’d
gone to sleep – at least, we thought they were mornings. None of
us knew for sure where one day ended and another began.

I was starting to feel the
despair I’d felt from the Feirgh’s
mist all those days ago. The lack of moonlight
and sunlight was depressing.

Kantú was probably the most stir crazy of
all of us. She whined and bounded around and made up games with
herself, and sometimes broke out in random spells of chitters that
echoed down the cavern like insane, high-pitched howling. Things
weren’t looking good.

Then one day, or night, or whatever it was,
Kantú came bounding down the tunnel with a wide grin on her face.
In her hand she held a small wand covered in bells. It made a
tinkled ringing as she bounded towards us.

A chimbree? What’s that doing down here?

“Kantú! Did you steal that chimbree from
Yes’lech?” But even as I asked the question, I realized how
unlikely it was that she’d managed to conceal something like that
for that long. The hidden treasure would definitely have driven her
mad. Not to mention, we would’ve heard the ringing from inside her
pack long before that day – since she wasn’t the steadiest
walker.

“Of course not! I found it. I like the sound
it makes.”

Ardette snatched it and gave it a shake,
driving Kantú into a gleeful frenzy.

“Where’d ya find it, Kantoo?” Grotts eyed it
like it might be some ancient relic bewitched with dark magic.

“Just down there.” She pointed down the
hall. “There’s a little room!”

“A room!” Rend’s eyes gleamed hungrily. “Why
did you not say so earlier, hybrid?” Without warning, she took off
in a graceful leap down the hallway.

The rest of them followed, but my pace was
much slower than theirs under the strain of the song, and without
realizing it, they left me behind.

I walked after them, alone – but not really
alone. Unbeknownst to me, someone had lingered in the darkness
behind me.

Huh? I jumped when that ‘someone’ grabbed me from behind
tenderly.

“This is like when we first met,” whispered
a gentle, male voice.

Mmm. The warmth alerted me to who it was before I saw his
face.

“Nyte, you scared me.”

“Sorry, Miss Havoc.” He grinned and scooped
me up in his arms.

“I feel so helpless when you do that,” I
said, but in actuality, I entirely enjoyed being so close to
him.

“Are you not?” he teased.

I rolled my eyes, but nevertheless wrapped
my arms around his neck. He easily carried me down the hall after
the rest of the guard.

We entered the room where they were, but he
didn’t put me down.

Mmm, keep me this way, in
your warmth. I tried to keep
breathing.

The room was small and dingy, and resembled
the first dwelling we’d encountered, though there were no symbols
dotting its walls.

“Is there an exit point?” I asked too
calmly. The warmth soothed the otherwise dreary surroundings.

“It doesn’t look like it,” said Scardo.

The atmosphere in the dank room turned
dismal then, because each of the others let out sighs and outcries
of disappointment.

My sigh wasn’t so
depressed. Warm.

“Wait!” cried Kantú.

“What is it?” Grotts looked down at her. She
froze and then-

“Aura Telmacha Rosh,” said
a raspy voice that could’ve only belonged to the feather lady. Or
rather, feather man.

The eerie raspiness finally broke me from my
subdued state of warm intoxication.

That’s right, I have things to do!

I jumped from Nyte’s arms.

“Elder Nosrac?” I asked, grabbing Kantú’s
shoulders and peering into her blank eyes. I had to use the
opportunity to get some answers.

“It is as I was once known, but I am no
longer so.”

“Oh. Spirit of In-between, then, is the
‘other’ that searches for the Inscription The Mystress? Will we
find it before her?”

It was an issue that’d been bothering me
since leaving Yes’lech. Wouldn’t she too be trying to gain the
prophecy before ad’ai? And what if she was waiting when we got
there?

More than anything, I wanted him to tell me
something useful, but my questions would remain unanswered; the
Spirit of In-between had something else to say.

“Aura Telmacha Rosh,” he said, “the exit
lies concealed. Open it with fire!”

“Wait!” I shook Kantú, but she fell limp. At
the same time, feathers blew into the room from the outside
tunnel.

“Ugh!” I let my disappointment show.

“Did he mean the exit is in this room?”
asked Scardo.

“It would seem so,” said Nyte.

It was Ardette’s first encounter with the
Spirit of In-between. He stared at Kantú, and his jaw twitched.

“Well, that was . . . uh .
. . incredibly weird. So, your friend’s finally gone batty, has
she?” He said, brushing a feather out of his hair. “I always knew
she was a little off but . . .”

“Can it!” Grotts’ reaction was fierce. He
rushed to Kantú and helped her sit up. She blinked around the room
groggily.

That is when things started to get out of
hand.

“An exit?!” All at once Rend threw her arms
into the air. “Where is it then?!” She started frantically rushing
about the room. “We need to get out of here!” Her voice came out in
a crazed screech.

What the?

“Cousin, calm down.” Nyte ran to her and
tried to sooth her, but it was no use; she clawed at his arms like
some rabid animal.

“Hey! Where’s my chimbree?” Kantú turned on
all fours and started digging fervently through the pile of
feathers surrounding her. They flew into the air around her,
masking her in a tumulus cloud of white.

You too?
She really DID look batty, flouncing about like
that.

Grotts let out a grunt and buried his face in
his hands.

“Grotts?” I reached out to pat his back,
shielding my face in my other hand from Kantú’s wildly flying
feathers, but was quickly distracted by something way more
disturbing.

Ardette had started to laugh at nothing. I
looked at him with wide eyes, for he appeared quite insane, slumped
against the wall, his head thrown back in wild laughter.

It was scary.

We were all near our breaking points.

“Miss Heart.” Scardo seemed to be one of the
only sane ones left. “It told you to open it with fire. A song,
maybe?” He eyed our companions warily.

“Yeah, probably.
There is an ariando for fire . . . but what good would that do?” I looked around
the room.

“We have to try something. You can put it
out with water if it goes awry, correct?”

“That’s true.” I looked up at the light orb
that had dimmed. “I don’t know if I have enough power left,
though.”

Nyte, who was still wrestling Rend, looked
over his shoulder at us.

“Use me,” he said.

‘Use!’
cried my veins. “Are you
sure?”

He nodded and then released Rend, who fell to
the floor, hugged her knees, and began rocking. Nyte ignored her
and walked in front of me.

Is this it? I finally get
to use it again? I was ashamed at the way
I wanted to use him for the high, but I had to. I told myself it was for the
good of the guard, but I knew
– I knew how selfish I really was.

Nyte reached out his hands and stared down
at me. I shivered and pushed my palms against his.

Composure. Composure.

I thought the words to myself, certain that
I’d otherwise faint in ecstasy while glorious warm energy poured
into me from his hands. I was finally getting to use the warmth I’d
craved.

His spirit.
I hungrily consumed it and started the
song.

 


“Fire’s breath of efreet’s beak,

Within this space a havoc wreak.

Incineration born in holy ground,

A cleansing flame to here
be found!”

 


Wind swirled around us, making the
erratically acting guard stop their crazed behavior at the powerful
scene. They all watched in wonderment as a flame lit and grew above
our touching palms.

I pushed the flame into one hand, turning my
palm up to balance it, but kept my other palm pressed into Nyte’s.
I focused our energy and brought the flame against the wall,
searching for some clue. Nyte entwined his fingers in mine, and I
gasped at my speeding blood. The flame surged in response.

Composure. Composure.

I struggled to keep my nerves in check and
focus my attention on the flame – which was hard to do with Nyte’s
hand in mine. I didn’t want to bother with the flame; I wanted his
warmth for myself, but I managed to resist the urge. I took a deep
breath, and the flame died back down to a more manageable size.

I searched the wall frantically, not sure
how much longer I’d be able to share his warmth without completely
stealing it for myself.

You’re acting like a lunatic! Don’t take
more than you need!

But it was hard to listen to my own scolding;
I gave myself some, and the flame died a bit.

“Miss Heart, over here!” Scardo had joined
in my search, and he now pointed to a small etching on the wall
opposite the tunnel entrance. It was the only symbol in the
room.

“What . . . does . . . it . . . say?” I
fought to get the words out.

“I don’t know!” He let out a yelp. “Miss
Heart, release it! You’re going to get hurt!”

I shook my head and pulled Nyte along with
me over to the symbol. He followed, but his fingers fell limp in my
grasp. I looked up at him, and let out a cry when I saw that there
was a strange, vacant expression on his face. He stared back at me,
but it was completely blank; his dark green eyes were now dull
brown, lacking their usual spirited vibrancy. It was like he was a
shell, entirely lifeless.

“Nyte!” I yelled.
What’s it doing to you?

But the flame flickered and nearly went out
when I shifted my concentration to him.

Ah! I’m sorry, but I have to keep going!

It was affecting him, but I had to bring the
flame to Scardo before it died out, or it’d all be for nothing.
Though my heart cried out for him, I couldn’t let myself abandon
the task.

I pulled him along and struggled to
concentrate. He mindlessly followed my lead, but it was killing me
to see him like that. There was the wall, but the fire was dying
again because I was worried about Nyte. It was no use.

I was about to let the song fall completely
when, out of nowhere, Grotts grabbed my wrist in one of his massive
hands and yanked me over to the symbol.

With my remaining strength, I threw my hand
against the wall and pushed the flame into the symbol. It glowed
orange and made a crackling sound as the energy seared through it.
The etching cracked in two, and the wall split along with it. It
crumbled to the ground, but I wasn’t worried about that.

Nyte.

I cut myself off from his warmth, and we
collapsed together. I was weak. I could barely hold my own head up,
but I patted his cheek feebly with my fingertips.

“Snap out of it,” I whispered, panting.

He didn’t respond. He just stared straight
ahead. His eyes were still murky brown. I let my head fall into his
chest, unable to hold it up any longer.

“What did you do to him, witch?!” shrieked
Rend. She ran to us, seething, but Ardette jumped in front of her
and held her back.

What did I do to you?

“I’m sorry,” I muttered. My words were
barely audible as everything went black.


Chapter 18: The Crystals

 


Something was wet.

Is it raining?

Another cold drop hit my forehead and slid
down my cheek.

Tears? Is someone crying?

“Aura. Wakey, wakey.”

It was Kantú.

“Are you crying?” I asked, still
half-asleep.

“Crying?” She chittered. “No, silly.”

I opened my eyes as she flicked some more of
the canteen’s water onto my face. I wiped it away and sat up. We
were in our tent.

I groaned. It seemed I was always waking up
in these situations.

“Don’t worry, you didn’t miss much!” she
said, helping me to steady myself. “Right after you fell asleep we
came out here and pitched our tents.”

“Out here?”

“The wall crumbled, and there was a hidden
staircase!” She leaned in excitedly. “And the neatest part is that
when we started up the steps the wall rose again behind us!”

“The wall?” I tried to remember what had
happened. “Nyte!” I suddenly bolted up and started out of the
tent.

Kantú grabbed my ankle. “Wait, Aura! Your
clothes!”

I looked down.

Oops.

“He’s okay, don’t worry.” She threw me my
cloak.

I had to see for myself. I got dressed and
rushed out of the tent.

“Where . . .” but I couldn’t finish the
sentence; the surroundings were too breathtaking, too alien, for me
to say anything more.

Am I dreaming?

The ground sparkled brilliantly. The terrain
was rocky and mountainous, and everything was silvery white,
covered in a light frosting of snow . . . but the air wasn’t cold;
it was actually quite hot.

That’s strange . . .
How had snow come to be under such circumstances?
I reached down and felt the ground. It was rough under the warm
‘snow’.

“It’s not snow,” I muttered, picking up a
handful of the fine dust that was more like white, sparkling
sand.

“Nope! It’s crystals!” Kantú bounded out the
tent behind me and wrapped her arms around my neck.

“Crystals?”

I looked closer. The crystal sand covered the
ground, but there were also clear gems of varying sizes scattered
about. I picked one up.

“It’s beautiful.” I held it in my hand and
let it reflect the light from the morning sun.

“And look at that!” said Kantú, tugging on
my hand.

I scanned the horizon.

“Are those . . . trees?” I asked.

She nodded. Indeed, translucent crystallized
trees dotted the landscape. In place of leaves, icicle-like
crystals dripped from their branches.

“Are they alive?”

She shrugged.

“This place . . .” I swiveled my head
around, trying to take it all in. Everything glittered like some
forbidden ice kingdom.

“Quite the reaction. It’s like watching a
child discover rain for the first time,” said Ardette
mockingly.

I whirled around. The rest of the guard was
eating breakfast on the opposite side of the tent, and they were
all watching my reaction between bites. The discovery of their
audience immediately made me self-conscious.

“Can ya blame ‘er? Remember
the first time you came ‘ere?” said Grotts, smirking at Ardette. “What was it ya
said exactly?”

Ardette shot him a look of warning and said,
“That’s quite enough, thank you very much. Point taken.”

Scardo let out a low, hissing laugh.

Just behind them was a pile
of silvery metal pieces covered by the crystal sand. Strangely
shaped and bent, they appeared to be parts to something, but it wasn’t like any
‘something’ I’d ever seen.

“What’s that?” I asked, eyes wide and
forgetting my embarrassment.

Grotts and Scardo looked at Rend nervously.
She scowled.

Sacred knowledge?

“Machines,” answered Ardette boredly, “from
the time of you-know-what. Just old scrap metal now, really.”

Scardo winced at Ardette’s obvious lack of
respect for the secrets of Yes’lech. Kantú looked at Grotts
inquisitively, but he looked away and pretended he hadn’t noticed
her gaze. She stuck out her bottom lip.

Machines? From the time of steamed
mekanix?

I walked over to examine them but stopped
halfway. I’d become so overcome with curiosity at the mystical
Crystallands, that I’d forgotten to ask Nyte how he was . . . and
to apologize for straining him with the song. I turned away from
the machines and for the first time realized that Nyte wasn’t with
the rest of the group.

“Nyte?” I checked again just to be sure that
the stealthy Elf wasn’t hiding behind some rock or corner of tent.
“Where is he!?”

“Ah, yes. Your boy. He fought a good fight,
but in the end, he lost. We shall remember him with the fondest
of-”

What!?

“Ardette!” Kantú walked over and hit him on
the head. “Stop it!”

“You’ve grown quite feisty, haven’t you,
little one. Just what I like.” He smiled at her, and his teeth
reflected the morning sun almost as brightly as the surrounding
crystals.

She giggled and swished her tail around the
Daem’s neck. His charm had gotten to her yet again.

“He is in there,” said Rend quietly,
gesturing to the other tent, “but do not bother-”

I didn’t wait for her to finish; I was too
anxious to see for myself that Nyte was okay. Impulsive, I bolted
into the tent and scanned its interior.

I found him lying in a mess of blankets. Was
he awake?

Making my footsteps light, I carefully walked
over, not wanting to disturb him if he was sleeping.

His mossy hair was disheveled, and his eyes
were closed. I examined his sleeping face and smiled.

He looks so
innocent. And then my eyes trailed
lower. Oh! You’re-!

And my cheeks grew hot when I saw that he
was shirtless, the only thing covering his tan chest a light sheet
and the familiar pendant. I still couldn’t remember where I’d seen
it before.

“Ah! Sorry!” I whispered too loudly. I
turned to leave, embarrassed that I’d barged in, but –

“Wait,” he murmured.

“Oh!” I turned back to him. “You’re
awake?”

He opened his eyes and smiled, and relief
fell into me when I saw that his irises were once again deep
green.

He was back to normal!

He sat up, and the blanket fell loosely
around his waist.

“Ah!” I turned away again. It was too much.
Too much! I was going to explode!

“What is it, Miss Havoc? Oh! I am sorry.” I
heard him shuffle a bit. “There.”

I cautiously looked over my shoulder at him,
afraid to see something I shouldn’t. But when my eyes fell on him
again, I laughed. “You look like a toddler with a blanket.”

The white sheet was wrapped over his head and
around his body. He clutched it shut in front of his chest with one
hand.

“Does that look suit me?” he asked,
grinning.

“Mmhm.” I nodded. “It’s kind of cute.” I
said the words, not really considering that they were bold.

His eyes widened. “Cute?” He blushed and
looked away.

Ah! Why did I say that?! Cute?! Recover,
recover!

“Er, what happened? Are you all right?” I
asked, trying to sound normal.

“Oh, that.” He brought his eyes back to
mine, and his expression turned serious. “I . . . I blacked
out.”

“You blacked out? Like you collapsed after I
did?”

He shook his head. “The last thing I
remember is the fire sparking above our hands.”

But that’d been when-!

“Your eyes! They were different then! They
weren’t like they are now.” I examined his irises, growing a new
appreciation for their liveliness. “They turned brown.”

“Brown? That is worrying.” He furrowed his
brows.

A thought occurred to me. “Do you think
those other times you blacked out were because of a songstress
too?”

“It may be so.”

The Mystress herself?

“I don’t know what
happened,” I said, ashamed. I did that to
him. I caused him harm when he was just trying to help. And the
worst part is . . . I liked it. I liked using his spirit. What’s
wrong with me? I closed my eyes. “I am so,
so sorry.” My voice was a whisper. “I didn’t mean for you to get
hurt.”

“No!” The vigor in his voice made me snap my
eyes open. Nyte shook his head. “Do not apologize. When you use my
power I . . . like it.” He dropped his eyes shyly.

He likes it?
My heart raced like he’d just told me an intimate
secret. He likes it. Why does that make me
feel so dizzy? That’s because . . .

“I do too,” I whispered.

His face lit up, and he grinned again. “You
do?” The news had revitalized him.

I nodded. “But it also scares me.”

“I scare you?” He played offended, but his
twinkling eyes gave him away.

“Not you, me. When I’m using your power, I
get this feeling . . . like a hunger.”

“A hunger?”

“How do I put it? It’s like
I want to . . . consume
you; your spirit. All of it.” The words felt
shameful, but I had to let him know, so I let them flow freely.
It’d be better when it was all out. “It’s a struggle for me to let
your power go to the song. My first instinct is to take it for
myself.” I stared at the ground. “I really do sound like some evil
witch, don’t I?”

“No, you do not.” He clutched the blanket
tighter. “I do not mind . . . because it is you.” He looked away
sheepishly. “I also feel I am partially to blame.”

“Hm? How so?”

“You have a hunger? Well, I fear I have been
feeding you against your will.”

“Eh?! Feeding me?”
What did that mean?

“Whenever I touch you, I get an impulse to
transfer some of my power into you. At first I tried to resist it.
When we captured you, I fought it, but some slipped through; and
now it is too difficult, so I do it every time. This impulse is
hard to explain. It does not happen with other people.”

He was giving me the warmth?

All that time, the warm sensation I’d felt
whenever we touched was something he’d been consciously giving to
me. Goosebumps rose on my neck.

“It might be because you
are a songstress,” he continued, “or it might be because I . . . I
. . .” He was thinking hard about
something.

Say it.

“I-” But as he was about to finish his
statement, he leaned forward, and the blanket slid down, again
settling on his waist. Once again my eyes were drawn to the
pendant.

I dropped to my knees beside him. “Where did
you get this?” I asked, grabbing it in my hand and cutting off
whatever it was he’d been about to say.

“What?” He looked surprised. “Elder Pietri
gave it to me. Why?”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“I was so certain . . .”

But our conversation went unfinished. Just
then there was the sound of crumpling canvas, and the tent flooded
with light. It was Rend. Apparently, she’d decided we’d been alone
long enough, and she’d just thrown open the tent’s door-flap.

“How indecent! What do you think you are
doing?” Furious rantings erupted from her mouth like deadly arrows
whizzing through the air. I ducked to avoid their unseen
poison.

“Cousin! Calm yourself. We were just
conversing. I assure you it was innocent.”

Was it?

“Silence, cousin! Do you
not know your place? I will not tolerate your disrespect any
longer. Pray tell, do you love
this creature of disaster?” she scoffed. “She has
bewitched you! She is not even an Elf!”

Love?!

“And you,” she turned to me, “are you not
content with sucking the life out of him once? Have you come back
for a second helping, leech?”

She sank her nails into my arm and flung me
away from him.

“Rend!” Nyte hopped up, still clutching the
sheet. He stared her down, his eyes ablaze with fury. It was a look
akin to the ones he’d given the wretched monsters we’d fought.
“Your behavior is unforgivable.”

The tent door fluttered again.

“What’s goin’ on in ‘ere?” Grotts surveyed
the scene. His massive body blocked the door and made the tent much
stuffier. “Awe, Rend, don’ make me use this on ya again.” He held
up his hammer threateningly, and it lit with blue crescents.

“Try me,” she hissed. “I am ready for you
this time.”

“What’s going on in there?” said Kantú from
outside the tent.

I caught a glimpse of her tail wiggling
furiously behind Grotts, and I suspected that Scardo and Ardette
weren’t far behind, straining their ears to hear the tent’s inner
going-ons.

“No! Everyone stop!” I cried, holding my arm
where her fingernails had cut. I was surprised at how authoritative
my voice sounded.

Rend looked down at me with blood-lust.

“You’re right, Rend! I am a leech. I took
his spirit in greedily. I’m ashamed that something so sacred and
valuable I drank so carelessly. I’m sorry. I know you’re charged
with watching over him, and I know you care about him. You have
every right to be mad. I understand so . . . what can I give you as
compensation?”

Her eyes widened. “Compensation?”

“Yes.” I stared at her with determination.
“I have little to offer. I wish to compensate you for accompanying
me so far and for the strain I’ve put on your ward’s body and
spirit.”

I stared her down. Would my bargaining plea
work?

She thought for a moment, and a smirk crept
across her lips. “I want,” – she narrowed her eyes evilly – “your
hair.”

My hair? Why did she want that?

“Cousin, that is a ridiculous request. Do
not forget that you are in her debt!”

“Hair? What good’ll that do ya?” Grotts
rubbed his own red locks and tried to figure out what use Rend
might have for it.

“Did she say ‘hair’!?” squeaked Kantú from
somewhere behind Grotts.

“You will not feel for her so if she is
ugly,” sneered Rend.

“My feelings will never change,” said Nyte,
and his voice shook with quiet rage.

Ugly? I don’t care about being ugly.

Maybe I would have treasured my appearance
at the beginning of our journey, but not now. There were so many
other things to worry about. So many other more important things,
that I couldn’t be bothered with something as insignificant as
hair. If that was all it would take to appease her, then . . .

“Fine,” I said. “Nyte, your sword.”

“No! Miss Havoc, you owe her nothing. If
anything, she owes you. I will not let you do this.”

“Very well. Then, Ardette, your saber
please. I know you can hear me out there.”

As I’d suspected, Ardette had been listening
just behind Grotts. He slipped around the massive man and into the
tent.

“Rend,” he said, smoothing his hair, “never
took you for someone so kinky. Whatever are you going to do with
dear Aura’s hair? Can I play too?”

Rend ignored him.

“Ardette, your saber,” I insisted.

He raised his eyebrows at Nyte and then
unsheathed his saber and handed it to me.

“May I have a lock while you’re handing them
out?” he asked. “You know how much I enjoy the smell.”

Nyte shifted his furious gaze from Rend to
Ardette.

I held out the hair at the side of my head
and brought it to the blade. Nyte ran forward to stop me, but
Ardette held out his hand. The game-loving Daem found the event
amusing. With a smile on his face, he watched me hold the
saber.

Goodbye, hair like starlight.

“Wait!”

“Huh?” I looked up, surprised to find that the protest belonged to
Rend. Her face read . . . defeat?

“I do not want your hair,” she said through
gritted teeth. “What will that change?”

“Nothing,” said Ardette, still amused.

“Er? Are you sure?” I still hadn’t removed
the blade.

She glared at me. “On my honor I cannot
dismiss that you spared me after Cana. It would be shameful for me
to allow you to compensate here. You are forgiven.” She looked
away, her expression pained.

That was the debt Nyte had mentioned?

“Then we are even.” I lowered the blade.

Rend said nothing but pushed Grotts out of
the way and stormed from the tent.

“Ow!” said Kantú. Rend must’ve rammed her on
the way out.

“These love-triangles get heated, don’t
they? Now then, put a shirt on, why don’t you? Do you have pants on
under there?” Ardette peeked under the sheet. “Oh, you do? Hear
that, my cherry pit? Don’t get too excited.”

Nyte punched him in the shoulder.

“My, my, I should hope he’s not so rough
with you, my pit. Then again, maybe you like it that way?”

“Aura, did that meanie cut off your hair?
Ugh, move Grottsy!”

Grotts moved out from the tent’s entrance,
and Kantú wiggled her way into the room. She ran over to me and put
her arm around my shoulder. “What’s wrong with her? She’s gone
crazy!”

Grotts’ leaving the tent also made room for
Scardo, who was muttering to himself with a sour expression on his
long face.

“I don’t approve of her,” he said, pacing
about. “She is a wild card. Her presence endangers the Pure
Heart.”

“Scardo!” I was at once
overcome with a sense of protective pride. “She’s a member of the
guard, and she’s stronger than most of us. Please accept her as she
is, and speak nothing more on the matter.” I looked around. “That
goes for all of
you.”

It was one of the few times
I actually exerted my authority as Heart of Salvation.
My guard. I wanted to
protect the ones that’d been protecting me. All of them.

Kantú looked disappointed. “Boo!” she
whined, dropping her arm.

But Scardo took the command quite
differently. “Yes, Miss Heart,” he said, bowing low. The excitement
in his voice gave me the feeling that he much preferred my
personality when I played that card.

“It’s Aura.” I gritted my
teeth.

Ardette cleared his throat.
“Shouldn’t we leave this boy
to get dressed? It is quite sickening that he
flaunts his body so.”

“It is not as though I asked you to enter.”
Nyte narrowed his eyes.

“Jealous?” asked Kantú, flicking Ardette
with her tail.

Ardette’s smile diffused only slightly.
“Hilarious.”

As he walked past me on his way out of the
tent, he grabbed the end of my hair and let it drag through his
fingers. I didn’t protest, for I knew Ardette well enough to know
it would’ve only caused an argument or more unwanted attention from
him.

Kantú and Scardo followed after him, and
Nyte and I were alone. I started to leave. My brief check-up had
turned out to be way more chaotic than I’d anticipated.

That’s what I get for barging in without
thinking.

“I apologize for her behavior,” said Nyte
when I reached the tent’s mouth. He looked ashamed – like it’d been
his own doing.

“It’s not your fault, but
will you go speak with her?” I asked. “You do understand, don’t
you?”

Not only does she believe you should be
engaged, she loves you, at least enough to be jealous.

He nodded, understanding my unspoken
words.

I left him to contemplate exactly what he
could say to his cousin to make the situation more bearable. If
only I could give him the words . . . but it wasn’t my place, nor
did I fully understand the inner-workings of Elven culture. It had
to come from him. It was the only way Rend would really understand.
Things were complicated enough as it was without me getting
involved any further.

Sorry, Nyte, it has to be you.

 


~

 


“I’m really excited to see Crystair!” said
Kantú, throwing her fist into the air. “Grottsy, will you show me
where you used to live?”

The great man nodded with a wide grin on his
face. He was pleased that his Squirrelean friend had taken such an
interest in his homeland.

Only Scardo had been given the prophecy’s
exact location, but supposedly it was somewhere in Crystair’s
outskirts, and we’d set the city of crystal miners as our next
destination. I was as eager as Kantú to find out what it was
like.

Grotts had said it was bigger than any city
we’d ever seen, with well over ten thousand residents and still
more that traveled there for work and trade from outside towns. I
tried to imagine such a place, but it was hard to picture a town
with so many people. Did something like that really exist – where
you might not even know the names of everyone sharing your water
source?

I knew that Farellah was unusually small,
and that so far on our journey, we’d avoided the fabled large
cities of the south, but it still seemed unreal that there were
places so populated. It was kind of exciting to think about the
things we had yet to discover.

As we walked, more pieces of metal jutted
from the sparkling whiteness, breaking up the otherwise natural
terrain. Our course was riddled with rocks and uneven, rough
ground, making our pace much slower than it’d been through the
tunnel. At several points, we had no choice but to climb over
jagged boulders and through small crevices, all the while dodging
the odd machines that extended from the crystal sands like foreign
creatures reaching for help as they sank into the white ground.

It was all like a dream, but I found the
crystallized trees the most marvelous to behold. The first time our
course took us through the center of a small cluster, we stopped to
study them a bit. Their trunks were smooth like glass, their
branches brittle and cracked.

“Do they continue to grow?” I asked Grotts,
rubbing my hand against the polished bark of one of them.

“Sure they do. But real slow.”

“Do they need water?” Kantú paced around the
trunk warily, examining it for ill intent.

“Nope, just air and moonlight.”

“Really?!” I said. “Wow.”

Another living thing that thrives off of the
moon.

Grotts beamed at my reaction.

Despite my enthusiastic response, I found it
hard to fully enjoy the scenery; there was something holding me
back. Up ahead was Rend. I don’t know what Nyte had said to her,
but she’d remained silent since the outbreak earlier that day. I
felt extremely awkward walking near her after the morning’s events.
I’d held up a strong front at the time, but after the fact, I was
unsure of myself around her. I felt guilty that Nyte paid me the
attention she desired, but at the same time, I selfishly reveled in
it. Even with everything going on, I couldn’t ignore the feelings I
had for him; I couldn’t just forfeit our relationship for Rend’s
sake.

Should I have? I’d never encountered such a
situation before, and I wasn’t sure if I was being unreasonable by
holding onto the feelings I felt for Nyte, though I don’t know if
they’d have gone away even if I’d tried to dismiss them.

After this was all over I’d tell him. I’d
admit what I’d only realized during my kiss with Ardette.

Nyte, you are my –

“Off in a faraway place, are you?”

I scowled. Ardette had disrupted my pleasant
train of thought.

“So far he’s been on good behavior, but I’m
still not convinced.”

My scowl deepened. It bothered me when the
handsome Daem was able to read my thoughts.

He dropped his voice. “It’s not too late,
you know.”

“To what?”

“To change your mind. My feelings haven’t
changed.”

I shot him a sideways
glance. Is he being serious right
now? I couldn’t tell.

“What was that look for?
When you brood like that it reminds me of your boy. It’s not very becoming, I must
admit.”

“I’ll have to keep that in mind.” I smirked,
hoping to kill off any further advances.

But Ardette only smiled. “You fit in here,
my cherry pit. These surroundings suit you.”

“They do?” I examined him, wondering what
kind of game he was playing.

“Your hair shines like the crystals
themselves. It really is like starlight . . . quite extraordinary.”
He took a lock in his hand.

I braced myself for whatever crude remark
was to come, but none did. Ardette only stared at the lock in his
hand thoughtfully and then released it.

“Thank you,” I said, but my voice was
questioning.

He smiled brightly. “Well then, I’m off.
Continue your happy thoughts, my cherry pit.”

He galloped away and settled next to
Rend.

What a playboy.

I couldn’t hear what he was saying to her,
but I watched their backs and waited for Rend to storm away or
injure the Daem in some way, though she did neither. Were they
actually conversing? I couldn’t tell.

Ardette and Rend.

I thought about the times Ardette had
lowered his mask. The real him wasn’t so bad, it was actually
pretty likeable. If he showed that side to others . . . He’d even
saved Rend that time, when her power had gone haywire. He’d been
able to accomplish what even Nyte had been unable to. Was he also
capable of taming the bitter woman?

I scoffed at myself.

How silly.

A relationship like that
was definitely only wishful thinking. What exactly
was I thinking? That
everything would be great then? That with those two out of the way,
Nyte and I could . . . ? I blushed at the thought.

As we continued on, the light dusting of
crystal grew deeper and deeper until it was thick and hard to tread
through.

“That’s how we know we’re getting’ close,”
assured Grotts.

That night we camped under an arching rock
that glittered even in the moonlight. The clouds crept across the
moon in ominous gray waves, off and on dimming the eastern moon’s
beams. I missed the western moon. It saddened me to think that by
the time I returned to Farellah its time might have passed. I
leaned against the arch alone, watching the passing clouds. Even
the night air was warm.

A light tinkling sound alerted me that
someone was approaching.

“Are you gonna come to bed soon, Aura?”
asked Kantú. She held the chimbree in her hand.

“Yeah, soon.”

She leaned against the arch alongside me and
examined the instrument.

“Wonder why this was in that room,” she
said, turning it over in her palm.

Truthfully, I’d pressed the strange
discovery to the back of my mind in lieu of everything else, and
only now realized just how odd it was that a priestesses’ tool
should be discovered in the sealed-up Orolian Tunnel.

“It is kind of weird,” I said. “Was it
dirty when you found it?”

She shook her head. “It looked just like
this. And Grottsy said that there aren’t any songstress villages
around here. Priestesses use them, though, right? I didn’t think to
ask Grotts about them.”

“Priestesses are just songstresses that
don’t possess songs of their own.”

I thought for a moment and added,

“I thought that chimbrees were native to
Farellah, but maybe other people use them too? After all, I didn’t
know that other songstress cities existed either. How strange that
Farellah didn’t know she had sisters.”

“Hey, just remember, no
matter how much you think Farellah doesn’t know,
Ohre was a zillion times
worse!”

I guess that’s true.

Ohre was the name of Kantú’s hometown.
According to her, they kept no records of any sort. Anything she
knew about the outside world she’d learned from being Marbeck’s
assistant.

“It would be nice if I
could really go
there with you sometime,” I said, staring back at the
moon.

“That dirty old man!” Kantú’s right ear
tweaked in remembrance of Parnold Rekrap’s forged letter. The
emotion was fleeting, however, because her expression quickly
softened. “Yeah, sure; we can go sometime . . .” Her voice trailed
off.

“Why didn’t you ever return to visit there
after coming to Farellah?”

“Well, that’s because I don’t know the way,
of course.”

My eyebrow twitched at the
absurdity of her statement. Eh, so it was
something like that? It didn’t really come
as a shock to me, though.

“Do you ever miss your family?”

“Naw, not really. They’re the ones that
kicked me out, all because of my beautiful tail!” She wiggled it to
prove her point. “Besides, you’re my family now!”

Family . . . Illuma . . .

“You’re right.” I smiled at her. “Come on,
family, it’s time for bed.”

Together we walked back to the tents.

Family. If only we could surpass all of this prophecy business and go
straight to Druelca. Surely Yes’lech’s army could go on ahead and
ensure Illuma’s safety. But then, they were all waiting on my
power, weren’t they? My power.

Just wait, I’m coming for you. Just wait a
little longer.


Chapter 19: The Betrayer

 


The morning sun crept over the horizon,
blinding us as it reflected against the white sand. Just ahead of
us was Crystair: the city of crystals.

We're almost there.

As we approached, its lively buzz and
bustling sounded long before we actually saw any of the city’s many
inhabitants. This buzz grew louder and louder, the closer we neared
the sparkling, glass-like gates that marked the way into the market
district, accumulating into a chorus of busy excitement at the city
border.

Grotts trotted ahead to speak to the
gatekeeper. He returned a moment later, face flickering with
excitement.

“All’s in order,” he said.

“Aaaalright!” said Kantú.

We exchanged a look of excitement similar to
the one still on Grotts’ face.

Shaaa. The glassy gates opened, sliding smoothly against whatever
material lined their grooves. I let out a gasp when we passed
through them. I wasn't the only one to do so, for inside was a
grand sight, even greater than I'd imagined.

The miners had constructed great brick
buildings that towered high into the air. Metal pieces, similar to
those of the machines, extended from the sides of these buildings
as platforms and bridges. Street peddlers, playful children, and a
wide array of other people – all Sapes – filled the streets and
teetered on the rickety platforms.

So many people.

Hundreds of people; no, it must’ve been a
thousand or more, were shopping, walking, talking, laughing. It was
indeed the most colossal collection of buildings and people I’d
ever witnessed, stretching off into the distance farther than I
could see. And, true to its name, the entire city sparkled with
crystal.

“What do ya think?” asked Grotts, grinning
because he knew the answer, for Kantú and I were staring, with
mouths hanging in astonishment.

“Grotts, it's unlike anything I've ever
imagined!” I said. I spun around, trying to take it all in.

Rend and Nyte were just as impressed and
awed, and gaping in a similar manner, but it was clear that Scardo
and Ardette had visited the city before and didn’t share in our
blatant shock.

Kantú wiggled her nose and scurried around
the city’s entrance. “It’s even neater than that old Yes’lech
fortress!” she said. “It’s so sparkly!”

Scardo stiffened at her comparison to his
beloved headquarters.

“The caves are that way.” Grotts pointed
down one of the side streets. “They’re filled with miners right
now.”

“They’re mining more crystals?” I asked. But
why, when there were literally thousands just outside the city
gates?

He gave a large nod.

“What do they use all of them for?”

“The city’s always expandin’. Plus people
use ‘em in home remedies, as weapons, to trade. We import lots ‘o
food. The crystal sand doesn’t make for the best growin’
conditions. Luckily, the farmers outside the Crystallands need
crystals fer stuff too!”

“Wow!” I couldn’t help it. “Just WOW!”

“Really, though, the
crystals they just haul out in search ‘o the rarer gems. Crystals
are abundant, but it’s the earthstones what the miners are
really after. You won’t
find any ‘o those thrown around carelessly. They’re only in the
caves; much harder ta get to.”

Earthstone paint.
That strange glowing substance.

“Do the caves glow, then?” I asked
hopefully.

He scrunched his forehead and contemplated.
“Sorta. If there’re effulgence flowers, then yup. But the
earthstones themselves aren’t usually exposed. The Crystairians
devised a system of pulleys and levers that allow them to scoot
along the ceiling and mine the earthstones from the caves.”

Pulleys and levers?

“Of course there’s lots ‘o other stuff they
mine too. Like moonstones and obsidian and such.”

There was something in the
way his eyes twinkled. This
was Grotts’ western moon. Crystair was Grotts’
true love. The crystals were his moonlight, rejuvenating his spirit
by just being around him. How great he
must feel to be home. I watched him
tenderly stare off in the direction of the caves. There was a
surreal beauty about the great man. For once, his hammer was loose
in his hand, resting against the ground. He felt safe.

“This is all
terribly interesting,”
said a cynical voice, “but do you not wish to get this over
with?”

I grimaced. Leave it to Rend to ruin a
lovely moment.

“Eh yeah.” Grotts sent her an unappreciative
shrug.

“We aren’t going to the place of the
Inscription until tomorrow,” said Scardo. He still hadn’t told us
where it was exactly. “So it might be a good id-”

“Really?!” Grotts took the news like Scardo
had just announced that Druelca had been defeated. He dropped the
hammer entirely and clapped his hands together. “There’s a great
little inn fer us to stay in, then!”

Scardo eyed him warily.

“We’ll be safe there, trust me. The keeper’s
an old friend ‘o mine. He’s a good man by the name ‘o Kugar.”

Scardo didn’t look
convinced. After all, up until then he’d been in charge of all of the
planning, and he wasn’t the sort of person to let things willingly
go outside of his control. I could understand his reservation, but
none of it rubbed off on me. I didn’t mind Grotts’ idea at all. To
me, an inn sounded great. The sandy ground had offered a change
from the hard tunnel floor, but the beds at Yes’lech now seemed
like a distant dream. How nice it would be to sleep somewhere other
than a tent.

“I’m in. Lead the way, then.” Ardette’s
interest had also piqued at the thought of a bed.

Ever since seeing him in his princely getup
at the ball, I was convinced that he was anything but rugged and
much preferred a life of lavish luxury. He was, after all, the only
one of our guard that’d taken the clothing with him. Clad in a
frilly under-blouse, he stood out in the midst of the rest of us
ragged travelers. He didn’t refrain from flashing his brilliant
smile at any of the Crystairian women that paid him mind.

Most of them did.

Grotts beamed at the approval. “I’ll take ya
there, but first, a cafe.”

“Cafe?” Kantú and I asked in unison.

“Would you allow me to educate you on the
ways of the modern world, ladies?” Ardette swooped in and hooked
his arms around our necks.

“Modern?” I asked, glancing at Kantú. She
raised her shoulders.

He laughed. “Never mind. A little at a time,
I suppose.”

“You can count me out,”
hissed Rend. “Such an outing does not interest an Elf of
my standing.”

“Cousin, it would please me greatly if you
would accompany us.” Nyte’s words were polite, but his tone was
harsh.

Rend scowled, but then she looked away and
nodded. What had Nyte had said to her during their ‘talk’ that
would make her so compliant? Maybe it was a sign of better things
to come. Was it foolish of me to get such hopes up?

Probably.

Grotts led us through the glittering
city.

I felt like a bottom feeder, scooting
between the large buildings and beneath the jutting metal awnings.
The hums of conversation grew louder when we neared various groups
of people but died as we passed.

Aside from Ardette’s attracting of the
women, none of the Crystairians paid us much mind. It seemed that
travelers were an uninteresting and everyday occurrence in the
bustling city.

Alley after alley we winded through, until
we reached a part of town where few were stirring. At this point,
the alleys became tighter and darker, shadowed by the leaning
buildings and mismatched juts.

“Don’ worry. We’re almos’ there.” Grotts
sought to ease Scardo’s rapidly tensing hunch.

He led us around another curve that ended in
a particularly long alley. At its end there was an old man crouched
against a shabby corner. The others quickened their pace, but I
stopped when his crazed ramblings reached my ears.

“ThE whistLIng SegUe oCCupies THE hobNOb
teLEmarKeTER,” he said. As he spoke, his nonsense words
sporadically changed pitch and volume.

I stared at him, having never encountered
babblings like those before.

Telemarketer? What’s that?

“Just keep movin’,”
whispered Grotts. But I couldn’t help
myself.

“Are you alri-” But my question was
interrupted by my own gasp; for when the man looked up at me, his
hazel eyes contained no pupils.

What’s wrong with him!? What happened to his
eyes?

I couldn’t help but stare.

Grotts stepped between the perplexed Kantú
and me and the man and ushered us along. Still captivated by the
unusual state of this person, I let him pull me, but didn’t
consciously move away on my own.

“A SpACEcrafT BURnS thE NewsPAper . . .”

A spacecraft?
Newspaper? What were these mad
mutterings?

“Completely off his rocker, that one is.”
Ardette walked right past the man with no intention of
stopping.

He groaned when, despite Grotts’ ushering, I
again paused at the alley’s exit.

“Is there anything we can do for him?” I
asked.

Grotts shook his head and
explained, “There’s nothin’ anyone can do for ‘im. He’s gotten lost
in dimensions. It’s called dimensia.”

“Dimensions?” I asked.

“Or so they say.
Dimensias show up here
every once in a while mumblin’ nonsense about alternate realities
and the crystals bein’ tied to another world and all sortsa other
crazy talk.”

Another world?

“Where do they come from?” I asked, walking
back towards the man. I felt bad talking about him like he wasn’t
even there, but the look in his eyes made me believe that indeed a
part of him wasn’t.

“Were you not listening, my cherry pit?”
Ardette’s tone was uninterested. “Another world, of course.” He
circled his finger around his temple, gesturing the man’s
insanity.

I shot him an annoyed look.

“THE sPire’S raDio alERts thE MaSSEs to ThE
GoVERNmeNt’s plAn.”

Radio? Government?
The man was still spewing all manner of foreign
words.

“M-Miss Heart, you do not need to be
bothered with such things.” Scardo placed his hand on my back to
push me along.

“Wait! Grotts, where do they really come
from?”

Grotts rubbed his head. “They wander in from
the crystal sand. I’m not real sure where.”

“Is it possible, though?” I asked.

Rend looked at me with
disbelief. “That there is another dimension?! You are far more foolish
than even I imagined. What stupidity-”

“I believe there is,” said Nyte quietly,
cutting her off.

“You do?”

Face contemplative, he nodded. “The world of
angels is another dimension, is it not, cousin?”

Rend’s face fell. For sure the
traditionalist Elf believed something like that to be true.

“I think so too!” Kantú looped her arm
through mine. “So there!” She stuck her tongue out.

At the rude gesture, the Elf’s eyes lit up
with fury. She flexed her hands and appeared ready to pounce on
Kantú. I let out a groan.

Why’d you have to bait her?

But Kantú was spared from Rend’s wrath, for
at that moment, she stiffened in my arm.

“Uh-oh! Grotts!” I’d just beckoned to him
when a vacant stare crossed her face.

“Kantoo!?” Grotts grabbed her other arm.

Now, Spirit of In-between?
Really? Why did he always pick the most
unfavorable times to appear?

We pulled her away a safe distance from the
rambling man, but it was probably unnecessary since he seemed quite
content staring at nothing and muttering insanely.

Kantú straightened up while the Spirit of
In-between got ready to deliver its message.

“A Judas has made its way into your heart,
Aura Telmacha Rosh. BEWARE!”

After that, Kantú slumped to the ground, and
a downfall of feathers drifted from one of the awnings.

Was it just me, or were there more than
before?

“A Judas?” I looked around the group,
but none of them seemed to know what it meant either.

“It’s quite unsettling when she does that,
you know.” Ardette inched away from us, an open frown on his
face.

“Like the weird crap you do is so much
better!” growled Grotts. He had a point. Nyte and Rend nodded in
approval.

During all this, the background hum of
insane babble continued to fill the alley. “AuTOMoTivES . . .
bUrgunDy FRAmEs . . .” But the dimensiad man’s voice suddenly grew
to shouting. “JuDas: THE saVioR’S BETRAYER!”

We’d been blocking out the man’s mutterings
– preoccupied with worrying over Kantú – but at the word ‘Judas’ we
all fell silent and turned to him.

The . . . savior’s . . . betrayer?

With a shiver, I stood up, letting the full
weight of Kantú rest against Grotts.

“Heard the squirrel’s possessed utterances
and decided to copy?” Ardette stared at the man accusingly.

But something made me doubt that was the
case. He couldn’t have heard the Spirit of In-Between’s message
above his own ramblings, could’ve he?

No, I didn’t think so. Was that really what
a ‘Judas’ was? A betrayer? There was a betrayer in my heart? The
Spirit hadn’t been wrong before.

“I don’t get it,” I muttered, my eyes fixed
on the man.

“Aura . . .” Grotts reached out to me, but
Kantú was still against him. I was out of reach of his touch of
comfort, and I didn’t move closer to allow his pat. Instead, I
moved closer to the dimensiad man.

“PoRTAL DROppiNgS iN ThE RaIN sOAkeD maNgA .
. .”

“Miss Heart?”

“Let’s get away from this lunatic, shall we?
It’s giving me a headache.” Ardette tugged on the bottom of my
shirt.

Grotts nodded, eyeing the man uneasily.
“Yeah, I think that’d be best.”

“But . . .” I wanted to stay and find out
more.

“Miss Heart.” Scardo was practically begging
now. I looked around, and the others were all just as ready to be
done with the strange man.

“Fine.” I reluctantly tore my eyes away from
the stranger.

“Finally,” said Rend. She rolled her
eyes like the five minutes had been an incredible inconvenience to
her.

Nyte had remained entirely silent during the
outburst, but he now walked over and scooped Kantú into his arms.
He seemed to be thinking hard about something.

At least someone else is
taking this seriously. I’d have to ask him
his opinion on the matter later.

“Come along then, Miss Heart.” Scardo looked
over his shoulder at the man with eyes narrowed.

“Well, I think we all know who that crazed
person was talking about, don’t we, my cherry pit?” Ardette spoke
into my ear when I turned to leave. “See how he now broods? It is
because he’s been called out.”

I shrugged him away. In
that moment Ardette seemed to me like some hissing snake, still
seeking to uproot my trust in Nyte. Even after everything, he was
still at it. I wouldn’t be swayed so
easily. But still . . .

The people in my heart. One of them will . .
. betray me?

 


~

 


“Isn’t this just like a pub?” Kantú
scrunched her nose and looked around the cafe.

“Course not. They don’t serve ale ‘ere. Just
food and tea and stuff.”

“Cheese and meat! Cheese and meat!” Kantú
started up a victorious chant that no one joined in on.

“Fool,” said Rend. “I cannot stand to be in
such a casual setting with you. I will wait outside.” She started
to get up.

“Have you decided?” A young woman with long
yellow pigtails and a green apron walked up to the table that we
were all kneeling around. She had several piercings at the top of
her right ear – an incredibly cute person.

Rend looked at the girl for a moment then sat
down, scowled, and looked away with crossed arms.

So much for waiting outside.

“Oh! I’m sorry if I was interrupting
something.” The girl quickly started to back away.

Rend’s scowl deepened. “Leave us.”

How rude.
Confused, I studied the Elf’s cross face.
What did she have against the
waitress?

“Jus’ give us a moment more,” said Grotts
apologetically.

The girl bowed and scurried back towards the
counter. Her yellow hair bounced as she went. Rend stared after
her, looking sinister.

Ardette stuck his finger into his cup of
water and tapped the surface, creating a small ripple.

“My, my,
Rend. How surprising. I
think I’ve grown slightly fonder of you.”

Surprising?

He tapped the water again.

Rend’s stare snapped over to him, her eyes
murderous. “Shut your mouth, Daem, or I will shut it for you.” She
scowled yet again before looking away.

“What?” Kantú looked between the two of
them.

No kidding. What?

“I am leaving.” Rend started up again, but
Nyte grabbed her wrist.

“Do not. Ignore him,” he said, glaring at
Ardette.

“All you need do is ask
politely. See that, my cherry pit? How touchy your
boy is?” Ardette smiled
brightly. It only served to annoy the Elves even more. Nyte’s glare
grew to match Rend’s fury, but neither of them said anything
else.

There were a few minutes of tension where
even Kantú was quiet.

Why does it have to be like
this? I shook my head, looked out the
window, and tried to ignore the stormy atmosphere. It was much more
pleasant outside.

From my position, I could see a group of
children a short distance away playing some sort of game with the
crystals. The giggling youngsters were circled around a large round
one.

I observed for a while as one by one they
took turns spinning the gem. I couldn’t hear the words they
chanted, but it seemed there was some sort of rhyme that went along
with this spinning. As the crystal fell, they’d laugh or cry out
depending on how long the spin lasted. I figured that was the goal:
to make the spin last as long as possible.

One of the girls gave the gem a good push,
and it spun for a minute or more. She was awarded with a large
handful of smaller crystals. Apparently, these were the prizes
based on how long the middle crystal’s spin lasted. Another girl
stepped into the middle of the circle, and the other children
giggled and danced around the outside, awaiting the crystal’s
fall.

If only I could go out there and play with
them instead.

The short time of silence served to bore
Ardette, for he suddenly started up again, breaking me away from my
calm observation.

“You know, Rend, I think you should just
give up on this one-”

“I said shut your mouth!”

Nyte placed his hand on her
shoulder and started in. “If you do not leave her alone,
Daem, I will take that
saber of yours and-”

“Please remain civilized, you three!” Scardo
hit his hands on the table, a move that was startling coming from
the proper man. Even I, who’d determined to stay out of the drama,
was taken aback.

The three of them also jumped and turned to
him.

“You there,” – he pointed
to Rend – “are a loose cannon. You,” – he shifted his point to Nyte
– “are entirely untrustworthy, and you,” – he saved his most accusatory
point for Ardette – “are the least
professional member of you-know-what that I have ever
encountered!”

“Were you all ready?” The waitress was again
frozen at the end of our table.

“Eh, maybe we’d better just come back
later?” Grotts rubbed the back of his hair and looked around the
group uneasily.

This is ridiculous.

“NO,” – I shot Ardette a warning look –
“everyone just sit down. Grotts, please order something for all of
us.”

The children were outside, so why did I feel
like a schoolmarm?

“Eh, right.” He tugged on his ear. “In that
case, we’ll take some kinda fruit for those two there and . .
.”

While he ordered, I looked back to the
others. Ardette was grinning smugly and watching Rend, who was
again turned away from the waitress; Scardo was bowing low and
spouting off hushed apologies for his ‘impulsive behavior’; and
Nyte was looking at the waitress and rubbing his temple. I could
tell he was tossing something heavy around in his mind.

I don’t get it.

“How I long to corrupt you, my cherry pit.”
Ardette had shifted his gaze to me. “You are too innocent for your
own good.”

I scowled. His tone made me
feel like a child. Innocent?
So he thought so too.

“That’s fine, though, I suppose,” he
continued. “It is one of the things I find so enchanting about you.
It will probably work out in our favor anyway. Isn’t that right,
Nyte?”

Nyte stiffened. Though he was looking away,
it was obvious he’d been listening in on Ardette’s remarks.

Work in their favor?

“What are you talking about?” I said curtly.
“Stop toying with me.”

“Yes, we certainly have nothing to worry
about.” Ardette smirked at Nyte. Nyte remained stiff.

“Tch,” I said.

Scardo was watching from the corner of his
eye. It seemed he was trying to assess the coded message. At least
I wasn’t the only one confused. It was probably nothing . . . but
then what was with Nyte?

“Really?!” Kantú squealed. “Oh Grottsy,
thank you!” I looked over in time to see her grab the great man’s
shoulders and plant a kiss on his cheek. He rubbed the spot, looked
away bashfully, and muttered something under his breath.

“Spring nuts, Aura! Aaaalright!”

Grotts had ordered the one thing she’d been
lusting after. I giggled. In the midst of all this frustration,
their relationship was something cute and tender. If only my own
worries could be as simple as wondering when my next fix of spring
nuts would come.

Instead, I long for the fix
of another’s spirit. Again I looked at
Nyte, but he was still lost in thought.

When the waitress returned a while later,
Rend still wouldn’t meet her eyes. She stared out the window and
rudely ignored the girl when she set down a wooden bowl of fruit
between the two Elves.

“I wasn’t sure what you two preferred, so I
just brought a little of everything.”

“Thank you,” said Nyte. Rend said
nothing.

Was it really possible that Rend hated
someone more than me? The yellow-haired girl had done nothing
offensive as far as I could tell, yet Rend completely disliked her
and had no intention of hiding it.

We ate our food in silence. I was grateful
for the break in bickering. The day had been a struggle for all of
us.

When we left the café, I for once,
intentionally allowed myself to lag behind with Ardette.

Normally, I wouldn’t have done it, but I was
too curious.

He slowed his pace when he realized my
intention to separate us from the rest of the group.

“What’s this? Finally going to confess
yourself to me, are you? I knew you’d realize your feelings sooner
or later, my cherry pit.” He smiled brightly.

“Confess? Eh, no . . . That’s not it. I was
just wondering . . .”

“Yes?”

“Why did Rend . . . hate that girl? Please
tell me.” I looked away, embarrassed that I hadn’t been able to
read the situation on my own.

Ardette’s smile turned into
a smirk. “Oh, my cherry pit, she didn’t hate that girl. She
was taken with
her.”

“Taken with her?”

“As I am taken with you.” He grabbed my
arm.

“So that was it.”
Rend liked
that girl? That’s why she acted like
that?

Ardette’s eyes closed slightly, and he
started to pull me towards him.

Hm? His mouth softened. Wait a
minute?!

“What do you mean you’re taken with me!? Cut
it out.” I pushed him away, saving myself from the almost-kiss.

“That’s the part you choose
to react to?” He laughed. “Dear
Rend was more alarmed about the situation than
you are. I had expected someone from a closed city to be more
surprised than that; how disappointing.”

Surprised? That’s true. But . . .

“Why should she be alarmed?”

“Such a thing is forbidden in Elven
culture.”

I thought about it.
“It is surprising, but I’m the last person that should be judging
her. I’ve been using the forbidden ariandos, without really giving
thought to how heinous it would be considered by the other
songstresses.”

“You are a heretic of sorts, then? How
fascinating. I didn’t realize you were such a rebel.” He took my
hand. “Dangerous and beautiful? It’s quite sexy really.”

I sighed. “If you couldn’t
tell, I’m not in the mood for false flattery, Ardette. Cut the act.
We’re alone; none of the others will see if you just act
like you for a
little bit.”

“Now, why would I want to do that? That’s no
fun at all. How about I show you a trick instead?”

“A trick?” I glanced at him warily.

“Yes, a delightful trick.”

Oh, boy.
I tensed up, wary as to what sort of ‘trick’ he
was planning.

He closed his eyes in concentration.
“Alright, then. Here . . . we . . . go.” His words were
labored.

He was still holding my hand, but it suddenly
felt . . . tingly. I looked down.

“What?!”
Alarm came over me when I realized his hand was
missing!

But then I saw the black.
He’d turned it to shadow. He was no longer holding my hand; he
was inside of my
hand, wearing me like a glove. The smoke felt different than it had
inside of my throat. It was light and sort of quivered.

“Weird,” I whispered.

“But wait, my cherry pit, the best part is
yet to come.”

Best part?

But then
I understood what he was talking about, for my
hand abruptly flexed on its own.

“Eyah! What was that?”

He smiled. “Me.”

The smoke lifted my hand into the air and
waved it in front of my face.

He’s controlling me?!

Ardette beamed at my unsettled reaction. I
watched him move my hand around like a puppet. My fingers clenched
shut and spread out and then reached toward me and brushed across
my lower lip.

Amazing . . .
But it was also unnerving to see myself move like
that. He could’ve forced me to strangle myself had he wanted to,
and I’d have had no idea how to escape. I shivered.

“Aura,” he whispered.

I looked over at him and was startled to
find his expression soft.

“Hm?”

He pulled my hand to the side of his head and
then caressed my fingers through his hair. My hand slipped to the
back of his head and intimately pulled his face close to mine. I
concentrated and tried to make it stop.

Another crude
attempt? But there was gentleness in
Ardette’s eyes that told me he wouldn’t try anything.

I quit fighting and allowed my hand to play
with his hair. And then the small something was there in my
chest.

“Aura?” he said again.

“Yeah?”

His red eyes bore into mine.

What is it?
Why did he look so sad all of a
sudden?

“Don’t betray me,” he whispered.

There was genuine fear in his voice.


Chapter 20: The Pact

 


“Grotts! Old friend! It’s been too long!” A
young man with a long, orange ponytail greeted us at the inn’s
door. He had a tarnished, metal ring sticking through his right
nostril.

“Kugar!” Grotts shook the man’s hand.

“What a group you’ve brought with you this
time, but I suppose I shouldn’t ask names?”

Grotts winked at him.

“Alright then,” said Kugar, rubbing his
chin. “Mr. Green-hair, Mr. Pirate, you two can collect the packs
and bring them up to the third floor. It’s the door at the end of
the hall.”

Pirate? I stifled a laugh. I could already tell I liked this Kugar
fellow.

“I certainly hope you aren’t referring to
me.” Ardette looked down at his ruffled blouse and then back up at
Kugar, who nodded. “You are? How unpleasant. There were so many
other things you had to choose from. No matter, come along then,
Greeny.”

Nyte grinned at Ardette’s disapproval of the
new nickname. He seemed not to mind his own.

I watched the two of them start up the
stairs.

Ardette hadn’t said anything more about the
‘betrayal’ issue, leaving me completely bewildered as to what he’d
been referring to. I didn’t understand what his motives were with
the comment. If it was a game, it was certainly a weird one. And
he’d seemed so real at that moment – really afraid that I’d betray
him. But how could I? I had nothing with which to betray him, and
even if I did, I definitely wouldn’t.

We were friends.

“Miss Crystal, Miss Tails, Mrs. Green-hair,
would you like a warm washcloth?”

“For what?!” asked Kantú, bounding
forward.

Rend pursed her lips haughtily at me,
boasting the fact that Kugar had named her Nyte’s wife. After all,
in her mind, she should’ve been. I ignored her. My soul still felt
. . . tired.

“For your wrists,” said Kugar, pulling out a
black cloth that had been sitting near the fire.

“Our wrists?” I asked.

“It’s part ‘o Abardoan lore,” said
Grotts.

Kugar nodded. “It is believed by us natives
that a woman’s spirit is released through her wrists when she
tires. The washcloth is used to warm the wrist to invite the spirit
back inside.” He held out the black cloth. “In short, it’s
refreshing.”

“How unusual,” I muttered. I started to
reach out my arm, but Scardo stopped me, wrapping his hand around
my wrist and jerking it down.

“I don’t think it wise,” he whispered.

“Huh?”

He tapped my tattoo with his finger.

Oh, right. Fugitive.

“No, thanks.” I smiled at Kugar weakly. He
shrugged, but didn’t appear offended.

Kantú stuck out both arms. “I’ll do it!”

“Swell!” said Kugar.

He pushed her sleeves with his pinky and
lightly placed the cloth across her wrists. Her tail started to
twitch. I knew that look.

“Ah! It tickles!” She broke out in chitters.
“Help Grottsy!”

“How appalling!” scoffed Rend, crossing her
arms.

Grotts narrowed his eyes. “Why don’t ya run
along after yer husband then?”

A long, wicked grin slid across the Elf’s
tight mouth at the mention of ‘husband’.

“Gladly,” she said dryly, darting up the
stairs.

Grotts moved in close to
Kugar, and with a hushed voice that sounded like they were
undertaking some dark exchange, asked, “Anything
interestin’ happen
lately?”

Kugar shrugged. “Not
really. Not your kind of interesting anyway. Bergra is back in town. You’ll
have to swing in there if you have time.”

“Back from his expedition ‘o the Mistlands
already?”

“If you can call it that.” Kugar chuckled.
“How far in did he say he made it this time? Thirty paces or
something.”

Grotts shook his head. “He’ll never learn.
Ya can’t get through that stuff.”

Kugar held up his hands in surrender. “I
know, man, I know. But does he listen to me? Nope.”

Grotts turned to the rest of us. “Bergra’s
an old friend. He’s been tryin’ to make it through the Mistlands
fer years.”

Through them? But you can’t come back from
there!

“Why?” asked Kantú.

“Bergra seems ta think that the mist doesn’t
lead ta the afterlife. Crazy, right?”

“What does he think lies through there?” I
asked.

It did sound crazy, but everything else
in my worldview had been shaken on this journey, so I was more open
than most to the idea that my conception of the mist might’ve been
wrong too. How could we really say for sure?

“More land,” said Kugar,
fiddling with his nose hoop. “He thinks the mist just goes
through the Westerlands,
not ends it. Not that he has any proof at all.”

“Preposterous,” said Scardo. “Suicide is the
only thing that lies through the mist.”

Kugar nodded. “He’s spent too much time in
the caves, if you ask me.”

“Eh, Bergra’s alrigh’, though,” said Grotts.
“He’s had a tough time since his kid was killed in that cave-in.
This obsession of his is just a way ta cope.”

“Killed?!” I blurted. Then I hugged myself.
“That’s awful.” I felt for the man. I didn’t know him, but I knew
his pain: the pain of loss.

In the first years after losing Illuma, it’d
been unbearable. There were times when I couldn’t speak without
crying; times when I didn’t even feel like a real person – just a
hollow shell that might, at any moment, fly away with the breeze or
dissipate into dust.

“That’s the life of a miner.” Kugar’s
expression was grave. “That’s why you won’t catch me anywhere near
those caves . . . . Aaaaanyway, I suppose it’s time I show you to
your room. Knowing Grotts, you’ve all had one heck of a
journey.”

If he only knew.

With that, he stepped from behind the counter
and brought us upstairs.

“At the end of the hall
there. Let me know if you need anything. And Grotts, I’m up for a
game of Panod later . . . if you’re interested.”

When we entered the room, Ardette was boredly
pacing about.

“My, my, having a party down there, were
you? Pirates weren’t invited, I suppose?”

Nyte and Rend were leaning against the far
wall in the middle of a hushed quarrel.

They could’ve passed for siblings, maybe.
But husband and wife? Not a chance.

The room was exotically decorated with black
and white paper fans mounted all over its walls. I settled down on
what turned out to be a lumpy – but comfortable – bed and cranked
my neck around to get a glimpse of them all.

“They tell the legends of the miners,” said
Grotts, plopping down on the bed opposite mine. “This one here’s my
favorite.” He gestured to a particularly large one that had a
black, scaled beast painted on it. “It’s the tale ‘o the dragon
keeper’s wife.”

“Dragon? Things like that don’t really
exist, do they?”

He chuckled. “Not anymore. The story’s kinda
lovely, though.”

“Would you tell us?” I asked. The beauty of
the small brush strokes that made up the dragon’s inky scales
intrigued me.

“Yeah, Grottsy!” Kantú chimed in. “Go
on!”

“Eh . . .” He looked at her hopeful face.
“Oh, alright. But I might not get it all right. I was never good
with rememberin’ that kinda stuff. But anyway, ‘ere goes.” He
rubbed his palms on his thighs and took a deep breath before
starting,

“The dragon keeper was a fierce man. He had
ta be, ta watch over the dragons. Ya never know when they’ll turn
on ya, see?”

We nodded.

“Anyway, the keeper treasured his role more
than anything. One of his dragons was a cunnin’ one, more cunnin’
than all the others, and he was even able to take on the form of a
man. He rued being mastered by a Sape and looked fer a way to get
out from under the keeper’s watch. His eye fell on the keeper’s
wife, who was a beautiful woman with hair as black as a dragon’s
heart-” He paused. “Er, yeah, Kantoo?”

She’d raised her hand properly.

“Dragons have black hearts?” She scrunched
her nose and examined the fan.

“Sure they do. They were
formed durin’ the void. In fact, the Creator,” – he searched for
the right word – “squished
pieces ‘o the void together ta make the dragons’
hearts. They were some ‘o the first things ta be
created.”

I imagined that the actual tale contained
words much more eloquent than ‘squished’, but I held in the desire
to chuckle at Grotts’ version of the tale, certain I preferred his
spin on it anyway.

“Where was I?” Grotts thought a second. “Oh
yeah, the beautiful wife. Well, the dragon wanted to make ‘er his.
If a dragon sets his sights on ya, he’ll surely get what he wants,
or so they say. Dragons are very cunnin’ by nature, and like I
said, he was the most cunnin’ one ‘o all. The dragon pursued the
woman fiercely,” – Grotts smoothed his hair shyly – “tellin’ ‘er
poems of love, and eventually she fell for him. He’d use this as
leverage for gainin’ his freedom.

“What the dragon didn’t know is that women
can be even more cunnin’ than dragons, ‘specially where matters ‘o
the heart are concerned. Before she’d agree to give ‘erself to the
dragon, she demanded his heart for one night.

“‘What could one night hurt?’ is what the
dragon thought, so he agreed. Ya see, the woman had seen through
the dragon’s plot. She’d remained true to her husband even after
falling in love with the dragon.

“The wife had a plan. That night, she cut
off her black hair and formed it into a knot. The next morning,
when the dragon came back for his heart, she gave him her hair
instead. He didn’t suspect a thing, and he took the hair and put it
in place of his own missin’ heart. The woman gave the dragon’s real
heart to ‘er husband. If the keeper held the heart, then he’d
always be able ta lord over the dragon.

“When the dragon discovered the woman’s
trick, he cried out in anguish, cursin’ her as a treacherous woman.
He refused to see her again. Despite all this, the woman still
loved the dragon. As a final act of remorse for what she’d done,
she cut out her own heart and left it for the dragon to replace the
one he’d lost.

“Her husband got the
dragon’s heart, but the dragon got her heart, and so, they were locked
in an eternal struggle, none of them ever feeling true
contentment. Be wary when ya give a woman
yer heart, is what they say.” He took a deep breath, signaling the
end of his tale.

The rest of the group stared at him.

“That was . . .” Scardo gulped and folded
his hands behind his back.

“That’s a lovely story?!” exclaimed
Kantú, face disgusted. “Grottsy, I’m beginning to question your
taste!”

Grotts bared his teeth and rubbed the back
of his head. “Well, that’s, uh-”

“I see it, though,” I muttered. It was the
truth. “Kind of like doing what you can for the people you love,
even if it means giving up yourself. Even though she had to die,
she gave both of the men what she could.” I brought my eyes to the
fan. “To me, that’s lovely.”

Grotts nodded in agreement, grateful I’d
seen the point of the tale.

“But then none of them ended up happy, did
they?” asked Kantú. She scratched her ear and studied the fan’s
picture. She was trying to decipher a happy ending.

“The woman did,” I said. I understood. What
else could she have done in that situation?

“It was selfish,” said a contempt-filled
voice. Surprisingly, it belonged to Ardette.

“She was happy to play the martyr,” he
continued, “but what of the men she left behind? I pity the dragon
especially.”

“For the dragon, there was always some
risk,” I said, “loving a woman that was already taken. His
intentions weren’t pure from the start, right?” I motioned to the
fan – like the scaled beast’s flames could help argue my point.

“But he loved her, or he wouldn’t have felt
such anguish at her betrayal.”

Betrayal. There’s that word again!

I tensed up and searched Ardette’s face, but
he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

Why are you behaving so strangely? You don’t
honestly believe I’m going to betray you somehow?

“He should have been happy,” I argued,
unsure why I was getting so defensive about a fable. “In the end,
she gave him her heart, a prize even greater than her
husband’s.”

His eyes shot back up and
locked onto mine, and his pupils were dilated larger than normal,
nearly covering up his irises. He looked wild like that. Rabid. Shaking, he
said,

“The husband didn’t deserve her in the first
place, did he?”

I held his stare, and the mood was
tense.

Kantú whispered, “Is he the dragon in this
scenario?”

It was more than that, though. It was more
than silly analogies. There was something else bothering him. But
what?

“Really, it’s just a story,” said Grotts in
defense.

“Ridiculous,” scoffed Rend, “such a woman.
There is no honor in what she did. Allowing herself to be tempted
by the dragon in the first place.”

With cold eyes, she scanned my hair. Did she
think I was Nyte’s dragon? I shivered, liking the story less and
less by the minute. How had a simple tale gotten so much of a rise
out of everyone?

No, not
everyone.

Nyte had remained silent.

While we’d fought, he’d stared at the floor,
contemplating something and altogether ignoring the group’s
debate.

Actually, it wasn’t just now. He’d been
pretty quiet all day, hadn’t he? Why? Was it the dimensiad man? Or
maybe the events from the cafe?

Whatever it was, it occupied his thoughts
for the remainder of the evening.

 


~

 


When night fell, I couldn’t sleep. Even
while the others rested in their beds, the moonlight kept me awake.
It was bright as it shot through the room’s window, but it wasn’t
bothersome; it was alluring and mysterious.

I couldn’t resist its pull.

I wandered out of bed and onto the room’s
scrap metal balcony. I sat on the side and hugged my knees. The
balcony offered a view of the low and perfect moon, whose light
flooded the sleeping city. As far as I could tell, none were
stirring.

I was still worried about Ardette and Nyte.
The two of them were acting too weird. I understood that tomorrow
was important, but . . .

Wind brushed the back of my neck.

But that’s not wind, is it?

“Ah!”

Nyte chuckled.

Is he back to normal
now? I grew hopeful at the
thought.

“That’s not funny.” I pretended to be mad.
“I could’ve toppled right over the edge.”

He closed the still-open door to our
room.

“It would teach you a lesson. You should not
be out here alone as it is.”

“Are you saying you’d like to have seen me
fall?” I said stuffily.

He grinned again and sat down next to me.
Then he stared off into the sky. The moonlight rested gently on his
cheekbone, making him to glow.

His darkness can be lit
with moonlight. I didn’t really know what
that meant, but I could kind of see it now. The way he appeared
supernatural by its illumination.

“Your element,” he said after a while. “It
is beautiful.”

I nodded. “It’s true. But don’t think I
haven’t noticed. You are very much as in love as I . . .”

He was at once taken aback, responding in a
wide-eyed inhale. But I finished,

“. . . with the moon.”

And he loosened back up.

“So you have discovered my secret? Although,
admittedly, it is not something I ever intended to conceal.”

“Maybe it’s in your nature to be
mysterious.”

“Maybe it is in your nature to be
worrisome.” He gestured to the platform’s edge.

“As long as you’re there to worry about
me.”

I smiled at him, but his face was
serious.

“Is everything okay?” I asked. “You seem . .
.”

“Miss Havoc, has that Daem said anything
strange to you?”

“Strange?” I closed my eyes and thought
about it. “You mean stranger than normal?”

He gave me an amused smirk of knowing. “Yes,
stranger than his usual perversion.”

What should I say? That betrayal
business-

“So he has,” said Nyte.

He’d read the truth even before I could
decide whether or not I wanted to reveal it. I didn’t know how to
answer, so I said nothing.

“Do not pay him mind,” he said. “Simply
remember to do what comes naturally. Then I am certain you will be
fine . . . during the test.”

The test? Is that what you’ve been worrying
about?

“Of course.” I didn’t get it, but at least I
could assure him.

Nyte stared at me with
forest eyes that were even deeper than usual. He was contemplating
something, and for some reason, Ardette’s words popped back into my
mind. Don’t betray me. I was getting a similar vibe from Nyte.

There was something they were both hiding.
But before I could decipher it, he loosened up, killing whatever
the vibe had been.

“I am sorry,” he said. “I did not mean to
cause you worry. That Daem is a meddlesome person. I should not let
him get to me so.”

“Extremely meddlesome.”
I let out a sigh. “But don’t let it bother you
too much. I suppose such behavior is only to be expected,” – I
paused and smiled slyly – “from a dastardly pirate.”

The comment finally broke
Nyte from his worry. He snorted and responded, “At least
he was not the one that
had to be wedded to Rend.”

“You heard about that? I thought you’d be
thrilled.”

A playful eye-roll ensued, but then his face
too soon grew serious again. Only this time, it was a good
serious.

“I have something that I wish to give you,”
he said.

But at the thought of
receiving something, anything, from him, I became
flustered. “Y-you do?”

He nodded, reached into his cloak’s pocket,
and held out a closed hand. “Here.”

I cupped my palm beneath his fist, and he
dropped something small and round into my hand. It was a polished,
glowing stone.

“Wow! It’s so . . .” My neck grew hot. “It’s
very pretty.

I admired the stone, which not only glowed,
but also emitted a brighter light the warmer it grew in my
palm.

“It is an earthstone. I thought it might be
useful when you retrieve the prophecy. I have a feeling the
Inscription will be someplace dark.”

My neck grew even hotter. “Thanks.”

“It was nothing,” he said and showed a shy
smile that made my stomach topple.

I rolled the earthstone between my
fingers.

This is a gift from an
important person. I wondered if he knew
just how precious the small token was.

I caught him looking at me, and it brought
about another awareness of myself and the fact that I was alone
with him. In complete silent moonlight, we were alone.

He reached out his hand and ran it over my
shoulder.

“Nyte?” I breathed his name.

He swept the hair from my neck and brushed
his fingers gently across the surface of my skin. My neck exploded
in warmth where he’d caressed – warmer than any other time we’d
touched.

He’s giving it to
me. My heart raced. I tried to keep my
head clear, even though I wanted to pull all of his warmth into me.
I fought the urge, and my breathing became labored.

“You make me feel alive, Aura,” he
whispered. His eyes were like silvery pendants reflecting the
moon’s light.

“Alive? Nyte, I . .
.” I’m going to tell him how I feel. I’m
going to confess my heart’s desire to him. I won’t wait until the
journey is over.

I brought my hand out to cup his face.
“I-”

But his eyes widened mid-sentence, and a
strange look started to creep across his face. At first it was
unrecognizable, but then . . .

Is that . . . terror!?

In one retracting fling, I pulled my hand
back. Yes, it was most definitely pure, unbridled terror, and it
had come completely out of nowhere, delivering a heavy blow into
our intimacy.

“Nyte? What the-”
What the hell?!

His face had turned ashen. He clutched his
chest and doubled over.

“What is it?! What are you-”

“Th-the-the . . . pact.” He choked the words
out.

I didn’t understand. “The pact?”

He put his hand over his face and with
shaking words, stammered, “No. Not now. But why?”

“What?! You’re scaring me!” I was more than
scared. I was petrified.

His terror was contagious, and it filled the
air around us.

I reached for him again, confused and
crumbling, but he abruptly fell into me and grabbed my shoulders,
his face intense with determination.

“Miss Havoc, you owe me a song.” His voice
was still shaking, but he was trying to conceal it.

“What!? All of a sudden you want me to
sing?!”

“From the race. You lost, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember! The osterflit race; our
terms! But what’s going on?! You can’t just act like that and
expect me to-”

“Sing for me NOW,” he pleaded, still holding
my shoulders.

“Wha-”

“Please. I
beg you. It is what I
want more than anything!” His voice was urgent, his face
pale.

I didn’t know what else to do. There was
something wrong, but I couldn’t help him any other way. I didn’t
want to sing, but he gave me a look that made my heart ache.

Fine.

I had to do what I could to help him, even if
it made no sense to me. Reluctantly I opened my mouth, all the
while watching him and agonizing over his distress.

 


“For here I stay and lie awake,

All waiting for the dawn to take,

This fear away, a fear I know,

With the rising sun will go.

Deep into the sky so soon,

And taking with the dying moon,

The stars fade out each one by one,

To tell to all that morn’s begun.

The quaking whispers start to speak,

To sing of all the ones that seek

This end to fear, make naught mistake,

This waning fear, the dawn
will take.”

 


I waited for him to speak.

“Thank you.” He was relieved. “A song just
for me. I treasure it, Aura.” But though he’d eased up, I certainly
hadn’t.

“More importantly,” I pleaded, “what’s going
on?!”

He was silent and then he let out a sad sigh
and said, “The Thulian Pact. I fear I must . . . form it.”

Thulian Pact?

“That thing with the trees? You don’t mean .
. .”

I remembered the story of the Elven pact with
the trees, formed to make crossover into death easier.

The Elves have a gift that allows them to
feel their death.

Was that true? That couldn’t be true. He
couldn’t really-!

“You feel it?” I whispered, hoping I was
wrong.

He nodded.

“You feel your death? No.”
I let out a laugh of denial. “I mean, you aren’t going to
die.”

I didn’t believe it. I didn’t believe it at
all, but . . . his face was so sincere and worried and sad and
earnest that it really freaked me out. But I still couldn’t accept
it! That same denial built a wall around me, protecting me from the
harsh reality.

Nyte gripped the flesh of
my shoulders again. “Aura, you need to get out of here. If I am
going to die, it means there is danger. Please.”

“No. That’s ridiculous. Nyte, you aren’t
going to die! I won’t accept something like that. You’re healthy.
You’re fine!”

I was angry now, but he was sad.

“I need to get away from you,” he said
quietly.

“No way! You’re going to stay right here.
You’re going to wait here while we go to the prophecy. I don’t care
if I have to tie you to the bed. You aren’t going anywhere!”

He said nothing and wrapped his arms around
me, his embrace making my stomach rush even in my emotional state.
He held me tightly. He was so warm. There was no way that warmth
was going to die out. I told myself that it was definitely
impossible – that he had to be mistaken.

But it didn’t work. I was still scared, but
I felt safe in his arms. I buried my head in his chest and let the
tears come.

How strange that
I should be the one
being comforted.

You can’t die . . . because . . . I love
you.

 


~

 


The next morning Nyte was gone.


Chapter 21: The Prophecy

 


I held the earthstone in my shaking fist.

“Why?” The word quivered as it passed my
trembling lips.

“Aura, stop it! You’re hurting yourself!”
Kantú shook my arm.

“Huh?” I looked down at my bleeding palm
where my nails had dug in. I hadn’t realized just how tightly I’d
been holding on . . . like I’d be able to keep his spirit near if I
didn’t let go.

“This is crazy; you need to snap out of
it.”

But why? Why did you leave?

“Everyone’s worried about you.” She pulled
on my arm. “Come on.”

We were back out in the wilds of the
Crystallands on our way to the Inscription of Ulan. Scardo had
insisted we continue, even under the ‘circumstances’.

“You don’t understand.” I stared down at the
blood-covered stone. “I was with him. We were on that platform. I –
I shouldn’t have fallen asleep!”

“It’s not your fault,” she said, tone filled
with pity. She rubbed my back. “Come on, Aura. Let’s go back to the
others.”

“Is he really going to die? Was that the
last time I’ll ever see him? It’s not fair. Kantú, it’s not
FAIR!”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine.” But she didn’t
sound like she believed it herself. “He just went away because he
thought it was safest for you. I bet him leaving even changed the
course of things. He’ll probably be okay now!”

One salty tear slid down my cheek. “Then why
did Rend leave too!?” I yelled. “She knows that Thulian Pact stuff!
You saw her face, didn’t you? She was horrified!”

“Aura, I . . .” Kantú winced.

I could still see it vividly.

Her face.

I’d woken in my bed, and Nyte was nowhere to
be found. At the mention of the Thulian Pact, Rend had turned
ghostly white. She’d screamed in distress, cursing me for letting
him leave, before leaving to go find him and abandoning the guard
completely. She understood better than any of us, and her reaction
had only pushed me further into despair.

Was he really going to die? My stomach ached.
I was reliving it again. That pain of loss.

“M-Miss Heart, I’m afraid we cannot carry on
like this.” Scardo slithered up next to me. He’d followed Kantú and
me away when we’d taken break, refusing to let us out of his sight.
He was the last person I wanted to see right now, his clear
distrust in Nyte made even more apparent after my dear Elf was
gone.

“We can’t be certain of the
Elf’s whereabouts. There is no reason to despair until we know
more. Please try
to focus on the prophecy’s recovery.”

“How can you expect her to do that?” Kantú
glared at him.

But his words struck
me. The prophecy. Yes’lech. All of those
people. I had to think of them right now
no matter how hard it was.

“No, he’s right,” I said,
struggling to breathe. The Yes’lech
crowd. They’d all looked up to me;
considered me their savior. I couldn’t abandon them
or Illuma, not when we
were so close. Even in my uncertainty and grieving I wanted to
help, I really did; it was just . . .

“I don’t know how-” My
voice cracked. To keep going.

Scardo looked at me with eyes of sympathy
and worry, but there was another in our midst that wasn’t so
understanding.

“If he isn’t dead, I’m going to kill that
bastard myself the next time I see him.” Ardette had wandered over,
tired of waiting for the three of us.

I was too pained to retort. Luckily, Kantú
was there to do it for me.

“Ardette! That’s terrible!” She walked over
and flicked him in the cheek.

He ignored her. “Causing you such pain.” He
placed his hand on my head. “The coward ran away. He should’ve
faced it like a man. Then again, he’s not really a man is he?”

“Please,” was all I could
muster, though I wanted to shout, Stop it!
You’re just making this worse. Go away . . . please.

“I’ll help you,” he said.
“But I will never forgive him.”

I looked up at him through teary eyes.

Help me?

His hand, which was still resting on my head,
flickered to shadow.

“Uh!” I let out a surprised gasp as he
pressed his shadow into my head.

Huh? The shadow spread out, clouding my mind.

What is this?
I was getting dizzy, but it felt sort of good;
numbing. I was still. Ardette closed his eyes and continued to
spread the shadow.

I feel . . . better.
I did. I felt better almost instantly.

He concentrated on flooding my brain with
smoke, and his forehead twitched.

I giggled the first giggle I’d had in a long
time.

Am I flying?
Everything suddenly looked dimmer, like a shadowy
haze had set over the Crystallands. Or is
it the insides of my eyes that are hazy?

I giggled again.

“That should do it, I believe,” panted
Ardette. He slipped the shadow out of me and reformed it into hand
and then slumped against a rock, fatigued.

I definitely felt
different. Bolder. Everything around us was entirely lovely. The
glinty crystals and the giant rocks . . . so lovely. I’d been sad, but now I
didn’t care. I felt like laughing at nothing, so that was what I
did.

But in the midst of my laughter, I set my
eyes on a very handsome person.

“Ardettsy,” I cooed, walking over to
him.

Ardettsy? Where did that
come from? I giggled.

Kantú’s eyes widened. “What did you do to
her, you Pervy Irving?”

Ardette smiled with eyes
still closed. “She’s intoxicated.”

“I am?” I held my hand in front of my face
and moved it from side to side. It blurred, like each of my fingers
had a tail.

“Is that s-safe?” stammered Scardo. He
waddled over to me.

“Oh, come on, Scardette, don’t be a grump.”
I tapped the end of my nose, which turned out to be sooooo
squishy.

“A grump, Miss Heart?” He held his throat.
“Ah- I’m going to retrieve Grotts.” He glanced back at me warily
before scuttling away.

“How long will it last?” Kantú looked from
me to Ardette anxiously.

“A few hours,” he answered weakly. “Long
enough for us to get to that damned prophecy, I hope. This whole
ordeal is quite tedious.”

Kantú looked at me and bit her lip. “Aura,
how do you feel? Are you still sad?”

How did I feel? The sky was hazy from
cloud-cover, just like the insides of my eyes. Everything was sort
of gray today, without the blinding sunlight to reflect. How did
that make me feel? Okay, I guessed. The sand was light and powdery
around my feet. I liked that. But how did I feel?

“I feel like . . . I want a hug.”

“A hug?” Kantú tilted her head to the side.
“Okay.” She opened her arms.

“From Ardettsy.” I smiled coyly. Kantú’s jaw
dropped.

That’s not who you want a
hug from, said a small voice in my
head.

It’s not?

No . . . but he’ll do until you find the
person most important to you.

Most important? Who’s
that? I couldn’t remember.

“From him?” Kantú walked over and poked
the Daem in the chest. “What kind of thoughts did you put in her
head?”

“Pardon you; I didn’t ‘put’ anything in
there. I just hazed over some things. If she wants to hug me, then
I assure you it is a genuine impulse.” He smiled brightly.
“Alright, then. Come to me, my cherry pit.” He opened his arms, but
they hung low, for he struggled to recover from the
magic.

I giggled again and tiptoed toward him.

“Wait! What about Nyte?” Kantú stepped
between us and outstretched her arms.

“Who’s that?” I asked.

Nyte?

A time when it’s dark out.

Oh, that’s right, the opposite of day.

She shot an annoyed glare over her shoulder
at Ardette and twitched her nose. I ducked under her arm and
meandered over to him.

He wrapped his arms around me and sighed. “I
win. Though, I suppose it doesn’t count in your current state, does
it?”

I rested my cheek against his chest. It felt
good to be held by him, but something was wrong.

Isn’t he supposed to smell like cherry
blossom trees?

Does it matter?

I suppose not . . .

I looked up into his
eyes. That’s right, I was going to tell
him how I feel.

“I . . . love you . . . ,” I murmured.

At this, his eyes widened and his body
stiffened. It seemed that the unintentional utterance had ruffled
the cool Daem’s nonchalant charade, for he next let out a
surprised, gulping, “O-oh?”

“. . . Nyte.”

But when I finished the confession, he
emitted a garbled grunt before dropping his head.

“Ha! That’s what you get!” Kantú grabbed my
shoulder and tried to tug me away, but Ardette held on.

“Just a moment more, even
if I have to pretend to be that fiend.”

“Ya aren’t tryin’ ta take advantage ‘o the
Pure Heart in ‘er condition, are ya?” Grotts and Scardo had just
rejoined us. They both eyed Ardette suspiciously.

“Shhh. Let me enjoy this.” Ardette lifted
his head back up and squeezed me. “I love you too,” he whispered.
“I’ve loved you for longer than you’ll ever know.”

I giggled. “Kantoooo? Can I play with your
tail?” I pushed myself away from him and ran to her. Ardette didn’t
look up.

“Hm,” said Scardo. He
watched me weave her tail through my fingers. “Well, we
must move on, but is it
really okay like this?”

“Are you my butler?” I asked him. With that
tuxedo, it seemed like a proper assumption.

“Butler?!”

Grotts chuckled. “Alrigh’. Let’s git goin’,
Jeeves.”

 


~

 


Several things happened as we moved towards
the prophecy. The sun fell, my intoxication slowly lifted, and the
pain returned, trickling sharply back into me, even though I tried
to block it out. Even the Song of Sparrow’s Joy wouldn’t do
anything.

This is terrible.

At least the intoxication had given me a few
hours of rest away from it. I still ached with worry, but I knew I
had to keep on.

All those
people.

This was bigger than me. Though I longed to
remain and wallow, some unknown strength pushed me on. The crystal
sand passed by in a blur after I locked away my emotions and forced
myself into a cold trance.

When the sun hung at its lowest point, we
reached our destination.

“There,” said Scardo, pointing to the ground
between two boulders at the base of a cliff. There was nothing
there.

“Aura!” said Kantú, swishing her tail
excitedly. “Did you hear that!? Wait,” – she studied the space –
“where?”

“She has to unlock it or
some such nonsense, I gather?” said Ardette. He lazily leaned
against one of the boulders and studied his nails. As the day had
gone on, I’d slowly realized the horror that had occurred between
us. Not only had I said something like that to Ardette, I’d called him
‘Nyte’.

I groaned. How could
something so embarrassing have happened? I pretended I didn’t
remember it and wished it were true. But his words stayed with
me. I love you too. When I thought of them, the small something kicked. But there
were his other words there too. Don’t
betray me. I pushed them both away, along
with the pain.

Focus. Focus. Focus.

“Eh, Miss Heart, if you would, please?” said
Scardo. He bowed and reached out his hand.

I walked over and noticed that the sand
dropped slightly in the space between the rocks. Was there
something under there?

Grotts tapped the boulder opposite Ardette.
“What exactly’s gonna happen?”

But he didn’t have to wait long. My presence
in the slump seemed to have activated something. From out of
nowhere, a wind passed through the sand, kicking it violently up
around my ankles.

“What should I do?” I asked, looking to
Scardo for guidance.

“Wait.” He watched with hands clasped behind
his back.

The sand continued to kick out around me,
and then it started swirling like a small twister. The wind’s power
grew, and as an effect, began to pick up more and more sand until
it was hard to see through – a cyclone of rough circling sand.

“Guys?”

“We’re here!” I could barely hear Kantú’s
voice through the wind’s whipping.

“. . . ook d . .
.wn!” Is that Scardo?

“What?” I called through the sand, but my
voice was lost, so I tried again. “What? Scardo?”

“. . . down . . .” I could barely make it
out, but it sounded like-

Down? I looked at the ground. There was a flat rock or something
that had been uncovered by the wind. It was gray and hard, and
there was a glowing outline of a hand in its center. It was . . .
earthstone paint? I squatted down. I was supposed to put my hand
there? Would something like that work?

What else could it mean?

I reached down, spread my fingers to match
the outline, and pressed my palm to the rock.

“Ah!” I screamed, because at my touch, the
rock had turned to liquid and crept up my arm, like some inching
leech. It sucked my hand into the ground, which had also melted
into a muddy slop-like quicksand, and tugged.

“Help! Can you guys hear me? What should I
do?”

The liquid pulled me in farther until my arm
up to my elbow was covered. I was going to be completely pulled
in!

Am I supposed to sing or something? I need
more guidance than that!

I tried to pull my hand out, but the ground
sucked harder. It seemed any resistance would only make the ground
more persistent.

Then I felt it. A hard something. A piece of
metal within the muck? When I touched it, the sucking slowed.

Okay, what now?
There was some kind of groove in the middle of
the metal thing. I searched it with my fingertips until I found a
miniature knob. Guessing, I pushed my arm
farther into the muck and pulled it. There was a loud
click.

It’d been a lock?

All at once, the sand swirl
stopped. At least it had done something. The finer crystal dust settled slowly. I pulled my hand out
of the solidifying ground, and the muck remaining on my arm turned
to gray dust and crumbled away.

“Did I do it?” I asked, exhaling deeply. I
must’ve been holding my breath through the ordeal.

Scardo nodded and fanned away the dust. “I
think so.”

“You think?” Kantú placed her hands on
her hips. “You mean you didn’t know what would happen?”

Scardo shifted his eyes away from her
piercing gaze.

Ardette continued to examine his nails. I
suspected that he hadn’t even looked up at all during the
twister.

“Terribly interesting. But
now what? How much
longer is this going to take? Because I-” But before he could
finish his complaint, Ardette fell backward, for the boulder he’d
been resting against suddenly slid out from behind him.

Grotts jumped away as the other boulder
followed. Both rocks moved only a short distance, but it appeared
they’d opened up some sort of drain because the sand around us
started to trickle away, completely revealing the rest of the flat
rock. The glowing outline had disappeared.

The rock abruptly shifted toward the cliff,
and I toppled.

Grotts caught me before I could end the fall
and pulled me off of the now unsteady ground. The gray rock slid
forward, revealing a small opening in the cliff’s side. The ground
within the crevice sloped to the right.

“In there?” Kantú clung to my arm and peered
into the darkness.

“I do believe so. Miss Heart, allow me to
scout ahead.”

“No,” – I shook my head – “let’s stay
together.”

“If the slope continues in
this direction, it is possible it will lead us to
that,” said Ardette. He
pointed down the cliff’s edge to a massive mound of sparkling rocks
in the distance.

“Is the Inscription in there? It does seem
kinda outta place, now that ya mention it.” Grotts rubbed his chin
and stared at the heap.

“All I know is that it
will not be easy
to get to,” said Scardo. “It is more likely under it, if anything.”

“Um, weren’t one of you guys gonna go in
ahead?” asked Kantú.

Still peering into the darkness, she
chittered fretfully and brought her tail around her neck like a
protective boa.

“Right.” Grotts held his hammer to his
chest. “Let’s go.”

Scardo and Grotts led the way, and one by
one, we slowly crawled down the slope.

Smack! I heard someone hit the ground.

“Are you all right?” I called down.

“Be careful, Miss Heart. There’s a
drop-off.”

The slanting ground grew steeper and steeper
until it was difficult for me to crawl. I had no choice but to sit
down and slide the rest of the way to the bottom. The drop-off came
abruptly. Had Grotts not been waiting, I would’ve hit the ground
with a similar smack.

At the bottom, I brushed myself off and felt
the wall. It wasn’t enough of a fall to do any damage, but it’d be
difficult to make it back up that way. Creator willing, we’d have
to find another way out.

“Whaaa!” Kantú came tumbling down the slope,
face first. How she managed to take it down that way, I didn’t
know, but she nearly knocked Grotts over upon pummeling into
him.

“You saved me, Grottsy!” She squeezed his
neck.

“Where’s Ardette?” I asked.

“Worried about me, are you?” he simpered
from the shadows.

“No! It’s just . . .” I still felt bad about
earlier. “You were being quiet.”

“Is that so? Hmph.”

I shot him a sour look, even though he
couldn’t see it through the blanketing darkness. A small amount of
light trickled through the opening, but it did little to illuminate
our surroundings. We wouldn’t be able to continue without more.

“Light of virtue . . .”

I sang an orb, and the space was brightened,
and I saw then that the surroundings were surprisingly familiar,
but what the light illuminated was in no way a comfort.

“What?!” I let out a cry.

“Aura?” Kantú cowered behind me like I’d
just seen a bat. “What is it?”

“This place!”

This place, indeed.
Jagged pieces of mirror stuck to the walls,
reflecting my light all through the cavern. This wasn’t an ordinary
tunnel – it was the place from my nightmares! My throat caught
itself. I didn’t want to look. I remembered those jeering
fragmented reflections and the terror-inducing shards of flying
glass and that red glow!

But how could this be? That was just a
dream! But I was awake. I was awake and speechless.

“What is it, Aura?” asked Grotts, moving
closer to us.

“I’ve . . . I’ve seen this place in my
dreams. These mirrors.”

But where are the
vines? I looked around for them, but there
were none to be found, only large boulders scattered
about.

“Huh?” Kantú looked around. “Mirrors? What
mirrors?”

What mirrors?
I pointed at the wall. “All of those.” They
gleamed ominously in the orblight.

She exchanged a pair of worried looks with
Grotts and Scardo.

“Ah . . . Miss Heart. There . . . are no
mirrors. I’m sorry, but you appear to be mistaken.”

“You . . . you don’t see them? But they’re
everywhere!” I forced myself to look directly at the wall. I
cringed in anticipation, but much to my relief, there were no
deformed faces laughing back at me.

Kantú put her arm around me. “Ardette, is
her brain still scrambled?”

He shook his head. Then he walked over to
the wall and broke off a piece of one of the mirrors.

“Dear me, my cherry pit, it seems you and I
are the only two that can see them.” He brought the mirror fragment
over and placed it in my hand.

“You really see them?” If this was a game,
it was a mean one. I wasn’t in the mood.

“It would be quite trifling a thing to lie
about, wouldn’t it? I wonder just what you think my motives would
be in doing such a thing.”

“A ‘yes’ would have been fine.” I scowled.
Still, I was relieved that I wasn’t the only one that could see
them. I was already beginning to doubt my sanity as it was. What,
with my dreams starting to come true and all.

I handed the fragment to Kantú, but it
disappeared when it touched her hand.

“What does it mean?” I asked, marveling at
the disappearing glass.

Ardette put his arm around me. “Most likely
that we share a deep bond and that we should consummate said
bond.”

“Ugh.” I shrugged his arm
off. Not that again. Not now.
But still . . .

I’ve loved you for longer
than you’ll ever know. I shook the thought
away.

“Somethin’ else is strange,” said Grotts.
“Do ya smell that?” He raised his chin. “The air isn’t stale in
here.”

I took in a breath. He was right; it was
fresh and unlike the musty Orolian Tunnel.

“That means there must be other openings,
right?” I said.

“That might be true, but there shouldn’t
be,” said Scardo, looking concerned. “The Hearts are the only ones
that can open the door. There shouldn’t be another way in.”

“So that proves it, then?” said Kantú,
growing excited. “That you really are the Heart of Salvation?
That’s great!” She gave me a thumbs-up.

Grotts beamed at her, but Ardette’s response
was something different. He turned his back to the rest of us and
in a quiet mutter said,

“I wonder.”

I wonder?
What was that supposed to mean?

“Did you say something?” Scardo studied the
back of his head, but Ardette said nothing more.

I was weird, and I didn’t like it. Moving on
without Nyte was hard enough as it was without the cryptic
statements. We couldn’t dwell on it, though. We had to keep going.
I pushed it away and tried to make myself unaffected. I shook my
head at Grotts, showing him I intended to ignore the statement.

“Alrighty then,” – he nodded – “let’s git
movin’.”

I nodded back, thankful to be prodded
ahead.

As we moved through the
cavern, dodging the large boulders that scattered the passage, I
found the lightsong easier to wield than I ever had. It seemed I’d
indeed been growing stronger over the past weeks. The more I used
the ariandos, the
more power I felt within me, and I finally felt like I was a real
and capable songstress.

We continued on for some time past the
mirrored walls, though I didn’t pay attention to how long it really
was. Despite my best efforts, my thoughts were again consumed with
Nyte.

Will I ever see you
again? Why had something like that had to
happen now, when
I had no way to help him? When I couldn’t even stay behind and wait
for him? Why?

“What are those?” Kantú’s chipper voice
broke me away from the thoughts.

I was grateful for her interruption. It’d
come just when I’d started to feel panicked again. She peeked over
Grotts’ shoulder and pointed ahead.

I followed her finger and groaned.

It was way too uncanny. But I suppose I
should’ve expected it.

“I was hoping there wouldn’t really be any
vines in here,” I said.

“Vines?” She squinted.

“They were in my dreams too. There should be
more.”

As I’d feared, there
were more vines waiting
farther down. They weren’t green and thick as the ones had been in
the Drig’ni Jungle, but brown and stringy as if sick from lack of
sunlight.

Scardo held the end of one in his palm. “How
peculiar that they should be growing in the dark down here.”

Grotts nodded, his brows furrowed. “I never
saw any like these in the crystal caves.”

“They aren’t vines,” said
Ardette, flicking a particularly wispy one away. “They’re
roots.”

I looked up and saw that the heads of the
‘vines’ actually dropped from cracks in the ceiling. Now that I
looked closer, they did appear to have little sprouting hairs that
much resembled a flower’s root.

So they weren’t vines. That was a
relief.

I swatted one, and it limply swung forward.
Doing so gave me a triumphant feeling – encountering the dreaded
things from my dreams and realizing that they were completely
lifeless.

“Roots from what?” asked Kantú. “The
crystaly trees?”

Grotts thought a moment and then shrugged.
“Maybe. Ardette?”

“Probably. But then again
how should I know? It’s not like I’m an expert on such things.”

Grotts grumbled.

That cocky attitude again?
How annoying. Ardette smiled, and for
once, his teeth looked yellow in the light from my orb.

“Shhh!” Scardo suddenly held up his bow and
took a readied stance.

“Eh?” Grotts listened in silence; then his
eyes widened and he held up his hammer. The atmosphere grew
tense.

They were sensing something that I
couldn’t.

“Company?” Ardette whispered, lifting an
eyebrow. He reached for his saber with a sudden bout of
seriousness.

Because of their personalities, it was easy
for me to forget that the three men were actually trained soldiers
of Yes’lech, but the way they now reacted to the unseen threat made
that fact very real. Holding their weapons threateningly, they
spread out in front of Kantú and me like a protective fence,
blocking us from whatever was creeping ahead in the cavern.

There shouldn’t be anyone else here,
though.

“Move away you two,” whispered Scardo.

Kantú and I followed his order and backed
away cautiously. I signaled to her. The nearby boulders would make
good hiding spots. She nodded, and we each took one on either side
of the cavern. I readied myself for a song. If there was danger
ahead, I’d do my part to aid the men.

I watched them from around the boulder,
waiting, while they spread out and readied themselves.

Signaling to each other in some code, they
looked like different people. Stealthy agents that were unlike the
men I knew. Together they inched down the hall, walking lightly and
entirely masking the sound of their footsteps.

Nothing happened, and after a minute or two,
I glanced over at Kantú, but something was wrong. Something was
really wrong. She stared back at me with a stern, concentrated, and
kind of alarming expression.

I didn’t like it.

“Kantú?” I whispered, but she was too far
away from me to hear.

And then she did something that made me
jerk. She shot up from her crouched position with eyes lit with
ferocity. Then, while I squinted in confusion, she leaned forward
like she was about to rush me!

“What are you doing?” I tried to keep my
voice hushed. This was no time to be messing around!

But instead of answering, she pulled back
her lips and started to charge at me with nails outstretched. What
was this?! I didn’t get it. She was way too concentrated and harsh
to be Kantú! She was going to pounce on me, and in anticipation, I
backed farther behind the boulder. What was she-?

Betrayer?!

For a brief moment, the word invaded my
mind.

She closed in on me, her expression still
fierce, and I readied myself to dodge what looked to be an incoming
attack. I held up my arms, but instead of clawing into me, she
pushed me out of the way.

“Watch out, Aura!” she yelled, digging her
nails into a hooded someone that had been silently waiting in the
shadows behind me. I screamed, and the ‘someone’ threw Kantú to the
ground with one blow.

The rest of the group whirled around at the
commotion.

“Kantú!” I yelled.

I hated myself for that moment of doubt. The
Spirit of In-between had planted ideas like that in my mind, but
there was no way Kantú could ever harm me. She was my best
friend!

What’s happening to me? The old me never
would have thought something like that!

I felt wretched. To atone, I’d protect her –
though I would have protected her even without the looming
transgression. I sprang to her, seeking to shield her from another
blow, but the hooded person pounced on me before I could reach
her.

“Ugh!”

I dropped my lightsong on impact, but the
room remained lit.

That’s strange.

There had to have been another source of
light somewhere.

I kicked against the person, but they
wrapped their arms around me and locked me in place. As the arms
trapped me back against the wall, I knew:

These were the vines from my dreams.

“You will not make it one step closer to the
Inscription.” The person’s voice was cold and filled with a hatred
that cut through the air and slapped me across the face.

This person . . . hates me?

By that time, the others had almost reached
us.

“You!” yelled Ardette, his voice
loathing.

You? It almost sounded like he knew the person.

Ardette ran forward, but stopped when struck
from behind by some unknown force. He crouched over and clutched
his side. A puff of black smoke hissed from the wound.

Ardette!
But before I could cry out, the sound of
footsteps reverberated through the air.

Something’s coming!

It wasn’t just something. It was something
sinister.

Just then, a dozen men in onyx cloaks came
running from the depths of the cavern, weapons swinging. I watched
in horror as the cloud of black filled the space, and I knew then
that my earlier anxieties had been valid.

Druelca. It was Druelca! They’d been
waiting, and they were attacking us again.

Grotts pulled Ardette up, and the three of
them rushed to Kantú and me, but the Druelcan men charged them,
blocking the guard from reaching us.

“No! Look out!” I cried out as the black
cloaks enveloped them. I had to help!

I struggled to escape the arms, but the
‘someone’ brought something sharp to my neck. A blade?! Yes, and if
I moved, the edge would cut into my flesh.

I stiffened and watched in helpless dismay
while the three guard members struggled to fight the Druelcans.
They were severely outnumbered – worse than they’d been at our last
encounter. Arrows flew around the room, but I couldn’t tell whether
they belonged to Scardo or some Druelcan goon. The fighting ensued,
and with each puff of smoke that erupted, I worried it was
Ardette.

Everyone! Please be okay!

Kantú, who was still a short distance away,
rubbed her head and rolled over. When she looked up at me, her
expression was puzzled.

“What are you
doing?” she squealed.
She started to get up, but an arrow came flying at her, so she let
out a yelp and rolled out of the way. Immediately afterward,
another arrow whizzed by. This one shot through her tail hair – a
narrow miss. She had to get out of there! The next time she’d get
hit for sure!

“Hide, Kantú!” I yelled.

But I didn’t see if she heeded my order.

The ‘someone’ pulled me away, through the
roots, and behind another boulder.

“Where are you taking- huh?”

It was then that I felt it. It was there.
Unquestionably there. The thing that I’d longed for slowly trickled
into me again, and I let out a shivering, lung-squeezing gasp.

It can’t be!

But it was unmistakable.

That warmth . . .

I cranked my head around as far as it would
go and caught a glimpse of the ‘someone’ from the corner of my
eye.

It is!

“Nyte?”

It was so relieving to see him. My beloved
Elf wasn’t dead or dying, and he was here to save me. He’d come for
me. This charade was all some trick to rescue me from the
attackers!

I missed you.
I ignored the blade and turned to embrace him,
but stopped at the look on his face.

“W-what’s with you?” My voice trembled, for
the grin he wore made my stomach drop. It wasn’t like any grin he’d
ever given me. It wasn’t mischievous or playful or cunning. It was
. . . evil.

“Nyte,” I whispered, “you look
evil-ish.”

“Stop squirming, unless you want to lose
your head.” His voice was still cold.

“What?” I didn’t get it. “It’s okay. We have
to go help the others.”

But he brought the blade closer to my
throat, and I felt something wet slide down my neck.

“Ah!” I winced. The cut was just a shallow
slice, but it hurt. The pain I’d been feeling all morning caught
fire.

He was . . . He was serious?!

“I can feel your terror,” he breathed. “Your
quickening heartbeat.”

“No.” I couldn’t believe it. This was a
joke. This was a dream. This was an imposter.

I was in more denial than I’d ever been
before.

But the fact was, it wasn’t a joke or a
dream or an imposter. It was Nyte. It was a Nyte that hated me.
Somehow, he hated me!

“It was the perfect plan,” he sneered. “You
fell for it so easily too. All of that garbage about the Thulian
Pact!” He cackled wickedly. “Oh, I am sorry. Did you actually think
that I cared for you? I serve none but The Mystress! She is the one
most important to me. You are nothing more than a sacrifice. A
tool!”

“A sacrifice?” I whispered. “You can’t be
serious.”

My heart was squeezed by
his words. No, it wasn’t squeezed. With his words, he was
wringing my heart,
slowly bleeding me dry. Nyte’s arms. The vines from my nightmares
were his arms.

NO!

Was this really the same Elf I’d grown to
love?

It couldn’t be!

But the blade pressed into my skin again,
this time near my collarbone. In my head, I screamed in agony. Not
from the pain, but from the heartbreak. The scream didn’t pass my
lips, but the mirrors reacted. They slid to the ground and crashed
to pieces, and the cavern was filled with their breaking cries.

Or was I just imagining them? Maybe they
weren’t really there. Maybe none of this was real.

“No . . .”

He cackled again. “Good. Show your pain. I
want to see your eyes!” He spun me around and clutched my neck in
one hand. He started to squeeze and a tear slid down my cheek.

I don’t believe it. Was everything a lie?
Had none of it been genuine? The glassy lake? The earthstone? The
dance?

I closed my eyes and let him choke me. It was
better to be killed by his hand than to live with the
heartache.

“Come on! It is no fun if you close your
eyes.” He shook me.

With nothing else left, I opened my eyes and
stared into his, not bothering to fight back. But then I noticed
something.

They’re . . . brown?

They weren’t his deep, forest eyes. They
weren’t brimming with spirit. They were dull and murky – like
they’d been that time in the tunnel.

I felt a speck of hope within my despair
because if they were brown, then that meant that maybe this wasn’t
really him!

I started to fight back
again, but he was strong. Of course he was strong. He could break
me easily. What could I do? Even if he was being controlled, how was I
going to get out of this?

Uh-oh.

I was getting dizzy with his hand on my
throat like that. I needed to do something fast, or it’d be too
late. I pleaded with my eyes and with my fists, swung at him. But
it was no use. He only laughed.

I was going to die.

But then, out of nowhere, Scardo pummeled
into Nyte from the side, knocking me out of his arms. I fell to the
cavern floor, gasping for air. In a flash, Scardo had Nyte’s blade
and was holding it at the Elf’s navel.

“I do not know what game you were playing
at,” hissed the hunched man, “but it seems we were right to
distrust you!”

“Go ahead!” Nyte smirked.

“No!” I yelled.

Scardo flinched, but
despite my cry, he held the blade steady. “It is clear he was the
betrayer. I didn’t want
to believe it, but I always had my suspicions.
I’m sorry, Miss Heart, but there is nothing else for me to
do.”

“Scardo, no!” I was up again and I ran
forward, but then Grotts was at my side, holding me back.

“Ardette’s finishin’ up the rest ‘o em. Take
care ‘o this traitor!”

I fought within his mighty arms, but Grotts
was too powerful. Scardo pulled the blade back, ready to plunge it
in. My thoughts raced. Nyte was going to be killed. My Elf was
going to die in front of my eyes. What could I do? I couldn’t do
anything!

And then it occurred to me. Something I
could use.

“Stop!” I shrieked.

“Impossible.” Scardo moved the blade
forward.

“THE ROSE!”

Scardo stopped, mid-plunge. Then through
gritted teeth,

“Excuse me?”

With everything in me I hoped this would
work. Holding nothing back, I screamed, “Scardo Romenda, you are
indebted to me! As repayment, I demand that you spare Nyte! Spare
him now or so HELP ME!”

Nyte grinned evilly.

“Please, Miss Heart! Don’t be foolish!”

“Do as I say!” I demanded.

“No! You saw how he was smilin’ with his
hand on ‘er throat!” yelled Grotts. “Damn kid fooled us! Snuck his
way right in! Just kill him!”

But Scardo’s honor wouldn’t allow him to do
such a thing.

“I-I have no choice.” He lowered the
blade.

Nyte sprang up, cackling wildly.

“This is too good. You are trying to save
me?” He struggled to say the words through his insane, uncontrolled
laughter. He looked crazy. Mad. Fanatical. On the verge of doing
something extreme.

The rest of us backed away.

“If you don’t kill the bastard, then I
will!” Ardette, still holding his side – though no more smoke was
escaping – came rushing forward with his saber extended.

“Please, Ardette!”

“I’ve been waiting for this!”

But Ardette was shot back by a red blast
before he could get close enough. He crumpled to the floor,
paralyzed by the binding spell.

I looked around for the source of the light.
Piles of cloaks scattered throughout the roots were all that
remained of the Druelcans.

We’d won.

Kantú was in a corner with her hands over her
ears in squirrel position, still traumatized from her brush with
the arrows.

Thank Creator.

And then there was the blast’s origin.
Stepping out of the shadows was . . .

“Rend?” I said.

“What’re ya doin’ here!?” hollered Grotts,
eyeing her suspiciously.

“What do you think,” she
spat, “looking for him.” She flung her index finger out at Nyte.

Is she . . . still on our side?

She held her hands in a circle and
cautiously walked toward Nyte. “Cousin, to side with the enemy of
the elders is treason. I will give you one chance to explain this
dishonorable act before I dispose of you.”

“Wait, Rend!” I finally escaped Grotts’ now
lax grip and ran to her. “He’s being controlled!”

“Controlled?” Her voice was harsh. “What do
you-”

But she was interrupted by a sudden clapping
from somewhere above us.

“Very good,” a woman’s voice cooed.

I looked up. On an overhanging ledge stood a
tall figure in a black veil. She was surrounded by two dozen more
of the Druelcans.

I knew who she was even before Nyte
spoke.

“My Mystress!” Nyte’s expression changed
into soft lust that was directed at her. “What would you like me to
do with them?”

She circled her hands and shot a blast of
red binding light that split into four and knocked Rend, Grotts,
Kantú and Scardo to the floor. It was just like Rend’s . . . only
stronger.

“Leave them alive. We can
always use more warriors.” She looked around the room and
continued, “Ugh! To replace the buggers they killed. These
have proven themselves
worthy, after all. Except maybe that squirrel over
there.”

Kantú squeaked through locked lips at the
insult. It appeared she’d remained conscious through the binding.
That was good. If I hoped to rescue . . . but I had no idea how I
could even begin to attempt something like that!

“And her?” Nyte tipped his head at me.

“Capture her. It’s
something you excel at now, I hear. But have a little fun with her
first. Make her submissive. After all, we
must both be
present to retrieve the prophecy.”

Both of us?

Why hadn’t the officers known something so
important?! I was agitated, but I didn’t have time to be. I needed
to run or form a plan or sing or something!

Nyte started toward me, and I backed away.
His gait was different than normal – heavier.

“Wake up, Nyte! It’s me!”

I quickened my steps, but I really had no
chance of escaping the agile Elf.

With an evil shadow cast over his face by a
seductively-forward brow, he sprang at me and threw me down,
grabbing my wrists in one hand and straddling me. Upon impact, the
earthstone fell from my pocket and rolled across the ground.

Nyte let out a crazed laugh, lowered his
face to mine, and then stuck out his tongue and drew it along my
jawbone.

Because I still had those feelings for him,
my heart pounded. My heart pounded insanely fast. He was over me,
his tongue on my skin, and I was melting, but I was terrified at
the same time.

“It’s me,” I said in a whimper.

“I know who you ar-” But Nyte stopped
mid-sentence.

The earthstone’s glow was faint, but it’d
caught his eye, for he suddenly froze, sat up, and looked away from
me.

And for just a second, his eyes flicked
green.

You’re in there!

“Oh Nyte,” sang The Mystress, “why are you
stopping? Perhaps you need another dose?”

From under the veil, she started to belt out
a song with a voice that was strong and beautiful. The words were
familiar, but I couldn’t quite remember where I’d heard them
before.

 


“. . . Slumber for me quiet,

Gentle mist allowed in,

Open up your headsong,

Fog the morning over . .
.”

 


Then I recognized it. It
was the one Miss Danice used to bewitch her birds into obedience,
but there was something different about The Mystress’ version. It
was in a different key or something, and it didn’t sound at all
peaceful or calming – It was cold. Behind her song wasn’t soul,
but cruelty.

Nyte’s evil grin returned.

If she could use song, then maybe I too . . .
There was a chance I could combat the deadly melody.

“For here I stay and lie awake . . .”

Nyte froze again and stared down at me.

“What’s this?” The Mystress’ laughter was
like a chime’s twinkling. “Think a puny song like that will do
anything? What, did you make it up? How silly!”

“. . . and taking with the dying moon . . .”

Nyte looked down at me, still frozen.

Nyte, I hope my song reaches you where you
are.

“.
. . This waning fear, the dawn will take!”

I finished the song, not
really knowing if it’d work, but hoping against all that it would
do at least something.

Nyte closed his eyes.

Please! I said a silent prayer. Please,
Creator!

I stared at his closed lids, desperately
hoping. They remained shut for only a few seconds, but those few
seconds ticked on like an eternity.

“Nyte?” I whispered.

When he finally opened them again, they were
green. There they were. Those eyes that were so mysterious. That
made my heart pound.

“Miss Havoc?” He blinked again and looked
around, confused. When he saw that he was on me, he let out an
“Ah!” and jumped up.

Incredible relief fell over me like rain,
soothing the pounding in my veins. My song had cracked the shell
and broken him free.

“Nyte!” I grabbed his outstretched arm.

“What?!” shrieked The Mystress. “That stupid
song worked?” She stomped her foot.

It had worked, and Nyte wasn’t the only
one affected by it either. The others all slowly started to stir,
released from their bindings.

“Ugh! How tragic. A broken pet is of no use
to me.” The Mystress turned to the waiting Druelcans. “Kill him and
because I’m angry, the rest of her guard too!”

All at once, the rest of the Druelcans
dropped down from the ledge like a cloud of onyx shadow. They
stormed the guard.

Grotts groggily climbed up and swung his
hammer around him. Still stiff, he missed most of them, but managed
to pummel one.

Nyte frantically looked around, panicked by
his blackout. “What is going on?!” One of the Druelcans lurched at
him, but he ducked out of the way.

I tugged on his arm and yelled, “There’s no
time for that now!”

“Allow me to jog your memory.” Ardette,
having recovered from Rend’s binding along with the others, ran up
and punched Nyte in the face.

“Ardette! Is this really the time?” I shot
him a frenzied glare. “Aren’t there other people to fight right
now?”

“Argh!” Nyte wobbled a bit from the blow.
“What did you do to . . . to . . . oh.” He rubbed his cheek.
“What?” He shook his head. “I did what!?” His eyes widened, and a
look of terror passed over his bronze face.

Ardette smiled brightly and through his
teeth said, “I’ll jog it again if you’d like.”

“Oh,” – I looked at Nyte’s
startled expression – “you really did jog his memory, didn’t
you?”

“My, my, I guess I’ll have to wait to kill
your boy until after we stop all of these other bastards from
killing him!”

Nyte grabbed my elbow. “Aura, I did not
know! I am so-”

“Nytie, look out!” Kantú yelled from some
corner of the cavern. Several of the Druelcans were swarming to
him. Rend hit two of them with a red flash, but missed the third.
Luckily, Scardo had recovered as well, and took out the remaining
one with a piercing arrow to the chest.

“Protect the Pure Heart, Elf!” he
yelled.

Nyte nodded and then whisked me into his
arms. Then he started to sprint, dodging two Daems that tried to
cut him off.

“What’s the matter, Nyte? Don’t you love me
anymore?” said The Mystress, voice pouty. She was still on the
ledge. “Where do you think you’re going with my sacrifice?” She
readied her hands again and shot out another blast of red light. It
hit Nyte in the back of the head.

He fell on top of me, and we both crashed to
the ground.

“Nyte! Are you bound?” I rolled out from
underneath him.

He shook his head and opened his mouth to say
something, but a Druelcan appeared out of nowhere and pounced on
top of him, pinning him down.

“Gotcha, maggot!” said the Daem.

Get away from him!

Nyte hit the sneering man in the jaw, but he
was still weak from the light blast, and the Daem overpowered him.
While I looked on in alarm, the Daem slipped a short blade out of
his sleeve and held it over Nyte’s heart.

“No!” I grabbed the Daem’s shoulders, but he
swung his head back and hit me in the lip. I staggered back, the
bitter taste of blood filling my mouth.

“Aura, get back!” yelled Nyte, still
throwing punches that were nowhere near their usual force and
speed. He landed an elbow in the Daem’s eye, and for a moment, it
looked like he’d gain the upper-hand, but another light blast from
above left him dazed.

Again I grabbed onto the Druelcan’s back,
but his shoulders flickered to shadow, and I only stumbled forward.
The blade glinted as though mocking my failed attempt. Then, before
I could try again, the Daem plunged the blade down, stabbing the
still-dazed Elf in the chest.

Dread washed over me.

What have you done?!

He ripped the knife back out and turned to
me, his burgundy-red eyes cold. Scardo’s arrow came too late,
erupting the man of shadow only after blood started to trickle from
Nyte’s wound.

“Ah! No!” I leaned over Nyte. It had
happened so fast. “No . . .” My voice quivered.

“I am so sorry, Aura. When I felt my death,
the last thing I wanted was for you to see.”

His eyes were half-closed. I was losing him
as he slipped into the Mistlands. Blood bubbled softly from his
chest. I pressed my hand to the wound, but it was no use, the blood
stained my hands and continued to flow.

“Nyte, there’s something important that I
have to tell you, so you need to stay with me! Come on, open your
eyes!” I searched the room for help, but they were all still
battling the other men.

“Miss Havoc . . . Aura . . . I . . . I . .
.”

But Nyte’s hand fell limp in mine. I looked
into his forest eyes, but the twinkle of his spirit was gone.

He was gone. The person most important to me was
dead.


Chapter 22: The Tears

 


Nyte was dead.

The fighting still waged, but it didn’t
matter because he was dead. His blood was all over my hands. I
looked down at them.

“No!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.

I won’t accept things this way!

With all that I was, I resisted the
circumstances, and at that moment, the cavern flooded with blue
light – a beautiful glow that was like the moment just before dusk.
It blinded the cavern, blocking out The Mystress, the fighting, and
even Nyte’s limp body.

Startled, I looked around for the source. It
was coming from somewhere near me.

But then I realized. It
wasn’t coming from somewhere near
me.

It was coming from . . .
me. I was
glowing.

What’s happening?

Then something inside of me wiggled, and
somehow I knew without a doubt what it was. It was my song,
writhing; trying to get loose.

It’s time.

In an action of pure instinct, I threw my
arms back and released it. It wasn’t that I was pushing it out;
rather, I was releasing the chains that held it in place. I hadn’t
even realized they were there until just then. Invisible chains,
locking the song in place until the perfect moment when it was
needed most.

I RELEASE YOU!

The song rose out of my chest in a brilliant
blue orb, only growing brighter upon escaping the restrictions of
my body.

The cavern erupted with my
voice, but it wasn’t in any language I’d ever heard. It
sounded ancient.
I felt my lips. They were moving on their own as the song passed
through them.

This is my song.

But even though it was
mine, I couldn’t understand it. A wind, greater than that of any
other ariando I’d
cast before, blew around me, billowing my clothes and whipping my
silver hair that now glowed blue with the light.

My voice surged with ancient, mystic power.
What were these words that escaped me? How’d I know them? But even
as my mind raced, my voice was steady. I let it overtake me and
lost sense of time.

At last, the song came to
an end, and my voice trailed off with one last foreign syllable, “.
. . AEL . . .”

Everything was silent within the blue. What
was I to do now? I didn’t know what sort of song mine was or what
power it contained. I held the song and waited.

Then a booming voice like quaking earth
resounded in my head:

 


“This song given to you from the Creator is one of HEALING;
the dearest song of all. With you, beloved daughter, I am well
pleased.”

 


“Healing?” But even as I uttered the word, I
knew it was true. I could feel it in my lips. They tingled with
blue healing power.

Some instinct told me what
to do. Some instinct told me what I was made for. This was my
purpose.

I bent down and kissed
Nyte’s chest where the blade had pierced. As I did, the entirety of
blue glow in the room condensed into one stream that flooded into
his body. Before my eyes, the blood flowed
back in, and the flesh closed. It felt so right, but . .
.

How is it possible?

The light was gone.

The room was silent; the fight was over. I
looked over and saw the guard members all staring at me with mouths
agape. They still clung to their weapons, though no enemies
remained.

“W-what was that, Aura?” Kantú’s voice
quivered from somewhere behind Grotts.

“I don’t . . . I’m not . . .” I tried to
answer, but I had no answer to give.

Then Nyte opened his eyes.

At first I thought it was a cruel trick of my
imagination.

“Aura?” His voice was weak, but it was
there; I wasn’t imagining it.

“Nyte!? But how? You were dead!” I was
overcome with joy and confusion. Somehow, someway, my song had done
this!

A song of healing.
But such things were impossible.
Healing was impossible.
Songstresses had eternally been wrestling with the issue, so how
could it have worked? How had my song done the impossible? I
couldn’t believe it, but there he was, grinning back at me with
dancing eyes that were deeper than the deepest forest.

“I was just entering the mist,” he said,
pushing himself up, “when I heard you singing. I followed your
voice, and it led me back to my body. How did you . . . ?”

I shook my head. I didn’t know. It was a
miracle.

Ardette was the first to approach us. “This
is your power?” he asked, amazed and outstretching an arm toward
me.

“I knew it, Ardette. I knew she was not-”
Nyte started to say something, but The Mystress, who was still on
the ledge, shrieked, cutting him off.

“How did you do that?” she cried. “Did you
cheat?”

She threw out several light blasts, but this
time, the guard was ready. They dodged them, skillfully rolling out
of the way of the treacherous orbs. Grotts pulled Kantú behind a
boulder with him. Rend and Scardo dashed about and shot counter
attacks at the ledge.

“Aura!” Nyte pulled me out of the way of an
incoming blast.

“How annoying!” The Mystress stomped her
foot again. “Oh, boys!” she sang.

From behind her came another swarm of
Druelcans.

“They just keep coming!” I yelled.

“I don’t care about the
others. Just get her!” The Mystress sent the soldiers after me.

One of them tried to jump at me from the
ledge, but Ardette pushed me out of the way. Rend caught me and
threw me back to Nyte.

“Take her from here! Keep her safe!”

Keep me safe?
Had I heard that right? The day had been a string
of unexpected and puzzling occurrences, but Rend’s order was the
one that made me most question my sanity. Had she actually,
finally seen that I
wasn’t an evil destructress?

“Go!” she yelled, glaring at him.

He nodded.

“No! We can’t leave them!” I cried. “I can
help, let me sing!” But Nyte wrapped his hand around my wrist and
pulled me along.

Rend readied her hands and shot a blast at
the ceiling above The Mystress. As the cavern’s ceiling cracked, a
large chunk of rock fell, nearly hitting veiled woman, who
responded with a wild shriek. Rend blasted again, and another rock
fell, separating Nyte and me from the others.

“I’ll leave this to you then, boys!” sang
The Mystress. “Don’t disappoint me!”

The tunnel darkened, losing its light
source. I looked up, and The Mystress was gone. She’d escaped
through some tunnel connected to the ledge.

More men in cloaks filled the now dark
space, but the guard fought back. Another blast of Rend’s red light
exploded the wall, dropping more rock and opening a thin crack into
another space.

“Over there!” Nyte pulled on my arm, trying
to lead me to the opening.

“I’m not leaving them!”

“They are after you! If we leave, they will
follow!”

It was true; the Druelcans were now ignoring
the attacks from the guard and focusing all of their attention on
getting to me. If I could lead them away . . .

This time I didn’t resist when he pulled
me.

Be safe, everyone!

It was hard to see – Rend’s occasional
blasts and Grotts’ glowing crescents now the only thing lighting
the cavern. We took off around a large boulder, dodging the mirrors
that slid off the walls. More crashed with each blast that shook
them.

“Do you see them?” I asked.

“The mirrors?”

“Yeah. Good, you see them too.”

He wrinkled his forehead, puzzled by my
question, but he wasn’t able to contemplate long, for just then a
sudden myriad of arrows flew at us from the Druelcans, who rounded
the boulder and stampeded towards us, crying out foreign war-cries.
Nyte swept me into his arms and nimbly leaped between them. It
seemed he had his full strength back.

Still carrying me, he jumped through the
crack. It led to another open tunnel.

“Hey! Git back here, ya Druelcan cronies!”
Grotts’ voice was faint, but fierce. The guard was trying to lure
the Druelcans away from us.

“No! This way! I’m this way!”

Nyte looked down at me, disapproving, but I
couldn’t let the others be endangered any longer. They’d already
fought so much. Done so much for me. I had to lead the attackers
away before the whole place caved in on them.

Beyond the cavern of mirrors there were more
winding tunnels. As Nyte carried me through them, I thought of a
plan. I didn’t know if it would work, but I’d try whatever I could.
Cracks in the ceiling allowed a little moonlight to enter the
tunnels.

Were we under that pile of crystals?

We continued on, and eventually the ground
turned from dirt to cobble. The Druelcans’ footsteps echoed down
the tunnels, reminding us of their persistent pursuit.

When I saw that there was a fork ahead, I
knew it was time to put my plan into action.

I opened my lungs and started to sing.

“What are you doing, Miss Havoc? Do you wish
to get us killed?” Nyte looked behind him, panicked.

Just trust me!

I ignored his frantic protests and instead
continued to rush through the lightsong before pushing the orb away
from me like I had that time in Cana with the hammer.

“Go this way!” I pointed to the right path
and pushed my light down the left.

Would it work as a decoy?

It has to!

I looked back over Nyte’s shoulder, still
trying to push my song far away from me, and another thought
occurred to me. I wondered if I could also throw my voice.

I focused my energy on the now distant orb
and started the lightsong again. Hauntingly, though my mouth moved,
the words echoed down the other hall. I closed my eyes and kept
singing.

We continued running long after the footsteps
faded, always following the overrun cobble path. I concentrated as
hard as I could, not even noticing that the path had led us outside
until I brushed past a brittle branch. I opened my eyes, and we
were in a thick forest of crystal trees that were also spotted with
regular trees. There was no sign of the Druelcans.

We followed along the path through the
trees.

I’d stopped singing, but I was still holding
the orb back in the tunnel. It grew increasingly heavier the
farther away we got, and after a while, I had no choice but to
release it. I was so tired, but I had to stay awake until we were
safe.

Whisking me along, Nyte carried me at Elf’s
pace. Never stopping. Never letting go. It was still hard to
believe that he was really here with me, my arms around his warm
neck.

My Nyte.

My heartbeat was rapid, my veins in
euphoria. I allowed myself to enjoy being close to him. To enjoy
his cherry tree scent.

Eventually, we slowed, but kept on until the
path led us to a small, crumbling city on the edge of another
cliff.

“Earthden,” whispered Nyte, pointing
to a symbol carved into the stone wall.

He set me down, and we walked through the
deserted city until we found an abandoned stone structure. Its roof
had given, and all that remained were a few stone pillars around a
solid base. We collapsed inside, silently catching our breath.

“Are they still following us?” I asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “Your decoy worked.
They lost us a while back.” I felt full relief for the first time
since leaving the cavern.

I leaned against one of the moss-covered
pillars and studied our surroundings. The night sky was calm,
blanketing the landscape in darkness. I searched my cloak for a
canteen, glad I still had one on me. The water was cool and
refreshing.

Nyte grabbed my other arm. “I am so sorry. I
cannot believe that I was being controlled like that. I put you in
danger; I put everyone in danger. I feel like such a fool.” Voice
cracking, Nyte looked away.

“Nyte, it’s not your fault. I’m just glad
you’re safe.” It was an understatement.

Inside, my stomach was turning over. We were
here together. He was alive. I thought I’d lost him, but . . .

“I must . . . I am going to fix this.” His
voice was still shaking. “We need a plan.”

“It can wait. Here.” I handed him the
canteen.

He started to drink, but stopped and pointed
excitedly to the sky, his eyes for the first time in too long
showing a carefree glint.

“Look!”

A shower of stars had spontaneously erupted
in the night sky. They fell slowly through the air, twinkling and
crackling. One after another they crashed to the ground, lighting
up the forgotten city.

It was stunning, so I just stared.

One fell through the open ceiling of our
refuge and hovered above our heads for a moment before bursting. As
though forgetting everything that had happened, Nyte raced forward
to catch the flecks of falling stardust. He managed to snatch one
before the rest sank into the ground.

“Got it!” he said, grinning.

He brought his face close to mine and cupped
his hands in front of my eyes. The dust sparkled and hopped,
lighting up his eyes before managing to wiggle out of his fingers.
It too leaped to the ground and sank into the earth.

The star shower was over, but Nyte’s face
was still close to mine. I could hear his soft breathing through
the darkness. We were completely alone in silence. My heart
pounded.

All that was there was silent
anticipation.

Then, all at once, he grabbed my shoulders,
pulling my body close to his in a tight embrace. Goosebumps ran
down my arms.

I squeezed back.

“I was so worried. I
thought . . .” I tried to stop, but the tears came anyway.
I thought I’d lost you.

He held me closer and rested his lips on my
forehead. My stomach did a somersault, finally reveling in the
warmth now freely coursing through my body.

My warmth.
It wasn’t really mine, but still I felt the urge
to call it so. My warmth. My
Nyte.

Dropping his embrace, Nyte cupped my face
and brushed the tears away with his thumbs. I stared up at him
through watery eyes. He stared back and his expression was
serious.

I stood on my tiptoes as he brought his lips
to mine.

I couldn’t stop myself. I took in more
warmth than I should have . . . or was he forcing it at me? Either
way, it was too delicious. I couldn’t hold back.

Though it was already dark, everything went
black.

 


~

 


I opened my eyes to the hazy morning
light.

“Nyte?”

“I am here.” He was over me, grinning.
“Never before have I actually caused someone to swoon.” He looked
entirely too pleased with himself.

I fainted?! How
embarrassing! I groaned, but then grew
worried when I remembered the way I’d devoured his spirit.
Even though it’s not really mine to freely
take.

“Are . . . are you okay?” I asked, biting my
lip.

The still-grinning Elf helped me sit up. “I
am fine. You passed out before it affected me. I could not resist
feeding you. I am sorry.” His grin turned to a smirk, and it
betrayed that he was not at all sorry for the way things had played
out.

I blushed and looked away, but I couldn’t
keep from grinning.

“Anyway, what should we do now? Go back? We
weren’t able to get the prophecy after all.”

He shook his head. “Druelca was swarming
that place. It would be too dangerous.”

“Scared?” I teased.

“Scared of losing you,” – he was still
smiling, but his eyes bore into me – “my most worrisome
captive.”

Though the mood had been light, I could read
the serious sincerity of his statement.

Again, I blushed. “I’m certain you’ve given
me much more cause for worry recently.”

His face fell. “I do not know how to atone
for what I have-”

But I put my finger to his lips.

You don’t have to. You’ve suffered enough.
It is The Mystress that must atone. It is The Mystress that’ll pay
for these sins you’ve committed.

He gave one nod, and I lowered my finger.

“I don’t understand, though,” I said. “My
song was released. Was that the Song of Salvation?”

He thought for a moment. “I do not think
so.”

“Then maybe I’m not the Heart of Salvation
after all.”

I didn’t know whether to feel relieved or
disappointed.

“You are,” he whispered, “of this I am
certain.” He lowered his gaze. “There are things I have to tell
you; things it is time you knew.”

“Things?”

He shook his head. “My memory is still
fragmented, but I believe that Daem may be able to help put the
pieces back together.”

That Daem . . .
“I hope they’re all okay.”

“They are capable fighters. Do not worry.
Most likely they returned to Crystair. We should set that as our
next destination.”

“Alright, but there’s
something else bothering me. Was that true – that The Mystress and
I both need to be
present to retrieve the prophecy? The officers didn’t mention
anything like that.”

He stared off into the gray morning horizon.
“I do not think so. For her maybe, but not for you.”

“Why is that?”

“It seems that you are her sacrifice, but I
believe your sacrifice, your test, is something else.”

If I’m her sacrifice,
then . . . “What about Illuma?”

“I do not know, but I fear that Yes’lech’s
version of the prophecy may be wrong. However, I think I know
someone that can give us a more accurate one. I do not know how,
but . . .” He stared off through the abandoned, decaying structures
that spotted the cliff-side.

I followed his gaze through the once
majestic city of Earthden that was now laid to waste. I wondered if
a similar thing would happen to Farellah if The Mystress won. I
couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let her release the Song of
Destruction.

I’d fight until my last breath.

I sighed. “We still have a long way to
go.”

Nyte tucked a strand of starlight hair behind
my ear.

“I will be with you until the end, Miss
Havoc.”
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