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Chapter 1: The Agreement

 


“Miss Havoc?” Nyte’s concern-filled voice
broke me out of a particularly deep state of brooding.

“Huh?” I looked over at him, and he was
staring at me with a worried expression. It didn’t fit him. The Elf
was far more suited for a look of complete care-freedom and
mischief.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yeah, I’m great!” But my voice was a little
too loud. He frowned.

The two of us were making our way back to
Crystair from the crumbling city of Earthden. The Crystallands
around us were a sparkling kingdom filled with scattered remnants
of crystal shards amidst solid, immovable rock masses guarding the
way back. After everything that had happened – meeting The Mystress
for the first time, being unable to retrieve the prophecy, getting
separated from the rest of the guard – why was it that the only
thing now coursing through my mind was an impulse – a sick,
desperate impulse that had only grown stronger since Nyte and I’d
kissed a day earlier?

“Miss Havoc?” He was still watching me.

No, Nyte, don’t make me say it out loud.
It’s way, way too shameful. If I say it, you’ll know the truth
about me.

The thought of that was unbearable. I
couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

To stop myself from erupting into a frenzy,
I smiled and gave him a cute nose-wrinkle. “It’s really nothing.
I’m just anxious to get back.” Unfortunately, forced antics like
those weren’t fooling either of us.

“No, Aura. Stop.”

I reluctantly obeyed his order, and in the
absence of movement, my feet sank into the noon-lit crystal
sand.

“Please, tell me what worries you.” He
reached for my arm, but it was the worst thing he could have
done.

Eeeeh! Not this again!

I wouldn’t even have a chance to deny the
accusation that something was wrong this time. Contact had been
made, and the impulse started to grow once more.

I needed it.

I pulled my arm away from him before I could
reveal the leeching monster that I was again starting to become –
the uninvited monster that had taken up residence inside of me.

Nyte winced and looked away, but not before
his forest-colored eyes showed the hurt my rejection had
caused.

“What is it, Miss Havoc? Why have you been
acting so strangely? You have barely said a word since last night.
I thought that we were. . .” Still looking away, Nyte let his voice
trail off.

It was too hard to see him like that, too
hard to know that I was the one causing him that strife.

“No, Nyte, it’s not that. It’s . . .” I
couldn’t say it, so I thought it instead.

I’m a leech. Yes, that’s right. I’m a leech
that wants to consume you. More than anything, I desire your
spirit. I want to feel your warmth fueling my song, filling me with
power. I’ll use you until you run dry, so I’m warning you: just
stay away. Just stay away or I’ll take it all!

Those were the things I wanted to
say, but they were too horrifying to utter aloud, even if they were
true.

“Aura . . .” Again he reached for me; this
time my shoulder.

The internal battle commenced again, but
whereas I’d resisted it before, this time wasn’t so easy – not that
last time had really been all that ‘easy’ either.

I’m hungry, so I’ll just take a little.

No! Don’t do that! Remember what happened in
the tunnel? Those murky eyes? That blank stare?

I did that do him.

That’s right, and you’ll do it again if you
aren’t careful.

They were wise words, but I didn’t heed my
own warning. I pulled in just a little of his spirit through his
warm hand on my shoulder.

“Nyte, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.
It’s gotten so much worse since we . . .” Since we
kissed.

“Miss Havoc?” Nyte leaned in close.

The breeze ruffled his mossy hair around his
pointed ears in a way that could only be deemed ‘tantalizing’. That
same breeze carried his scent of cherry tree, a smell that now
served as a warning that we were too close. I started to back away,
but he stopped me.

“I promise I will not give you more than you
can handle.”

Without warning, he rested his lips on my
forehead.

Ah!

My heartbeat quickened, and I reveled in the
warmth that was his spirit for just a moment before, true to his
word, Nyte pulled away and stopped me before I could take in my
fill.

“There. See? It is fine if we touch, so do
not treat me like I have some disease. It has been lonely with you
behaving in such a way.” He looked away, and there was something
like embarrassment there.

I reached for his cheek, but stopped my hand
before it was against him. I would touch him in spirit. “I’m sorry.
I don’t know how to explain it, you know? It’s just gotten so much
harder for me to resist. I feel like a wretched creature or
something.”

“No, it is I who is a wretched being,” he
muttered.

“Hm?”

“It is nothing.” He straightened up. “I
suppose there is only one thing to be done for two wretched
creatures such as us.”

With that, he wrapped both arms around me,
and I let out a worried, protesting grunt.

“Nyte, what are you-”

But he scooped me in his arms before I could
finish.

Not good. This is not good! This is too
close. I’m too close to you. I won’t be able to stop myself!

He took off in a full Elf’s-pace sprint.
“Miss Havoc,” he whispered, “concentrate.”

I tried to do as he said.

Tch! Is this some dumb form of endurance
training? Because it’s not working!

I gritted my teeth and glared at the
spirited Elf, but my grit melted away when I saw how incredibly
boyish he looked with an enormous grin on his face. That was more
like it. That was how he was supposed to be. And then it wasn’t so
hard to resist. When I studied his happy face, I somehow forgot to
crave him.

“Look up there!” he yelled excitedly and
pointed to a stack of jutting, crystal-covered rocks. I followed
his point.

“A . . . bird?”

Yes, it was some sort of winged creature,
shining as brightly as the glittering crystals dotting the
landscape. Its feathers were a sparkling white that reflected the
early afternoon light and illuminated the bird, creating the
illusion that light was streaming from its body – a living
light source amidst the already-bright landscape.

“It resembles your lightsong,” said Nyte.
He’d stopped his sprinting and was now holding me tightly in his
arms while gazing up at the creature.

Uh-oh. My distraction had been
broken. Not good. Not good!

“Nyte!” I started to struggle in his arms,
but he didn’t loosen his clutch.

“Miss Havoc,” – his voice was again a
whisper – “I am a selfish person – for as much as you long to be
fed, I long to feed you even more. Please, take some. Sing
something. I do not care what you do with it. I want you to take
some.”

“This is too dangerous.”

He nodded.

“Too dangerous,” I said again, searching his
face.

“It is worth it.”

It was no use. The temptation was too great.
For no reason other than to quench our own instincts, I started up
a lightsong.

 


“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!”

 


With the casting of the ariando,
sourceless wind swirled around us – a constant side effect of power
songs that always made me feel sort of mystical. Like a real
master of elements. Then, to further the feeling, a faithful orb of
yellow light shot out of me, showing brightly even in the light of
day.

The glittering bird flew away at the
disturbance.

Well, that was pointless. But it felt
good.

Nyte held me in his arms and closed his
eyes. I let his spirit come into me, and the orb pulsed in
response.

Just a little longer. I’d let myself hold
the song just a little bit-

“My, my, I hope I’m not interrupting
anything here. It . . . er . . . looks like you two are involved in
some sort of strange ecstasy. Quite revolting if you ask me.”

The lightsong fell abruptly with my
astonishment at the familiar and frustratingly-arrogant voice.

Nyte snapped his eyes open and spun around,
only to see Ardette, who was leaning against the stack of jagged
rocks with arms crossed and a wide frown across his handsome
face.

A day ago we’d parted ways at the prophecy
site, and since then, I’d been so worried – tremendously worried
over what had become of the rest of my guard – but now, standing
there like it was normal or to be expected, it was him. I didn’t
know how, but it was really, really him!

“Ardette!” I jumped from Nyte’s arms and ran
to the Daem. “You’re all right!” Then I threw my arms around him
with foolish spontaneity. “You have no idea how good it is to. . .
I was – I’ve been really worried about you! And I feel terrible
about leaving you behind!” Looking past him, but seeing no one, I
added, “Where’s everyone else? They’re here, right? I mean, they
have to be around here somewhere!”

But Ardette didn’t give me anything in the
way of an answer. Burying his nose in my silver hair, he wrapped
his arms around me and squeezed.

“Ah . . . er . . .” I immediately regretted
the embrace that had been another one of those impulses I’d been
unable to resist.

Don’t you dare read into this, Ardette.

Nyte, it seemed, agreed wholeheartedly with
the internal command. In a tone that was disapproving, he cleared
his throat and said, “You may release her now, Daem.”

Ardette let out a soft chuckle, but didn’t
let go. “What? Feeling jealous at how eagerly she ran to me?”

Oh, man! I didn’t mean to do that. This
is just what he needs, something to feed that cocky attitude of
his. But still, I was glad to see him, so I was gentle when I
tried to push myself away.

“Er? Ardette?”

“Ah, yes. I know, my cherry pit. You have
yet to realize your true feelings regarding me, but I’ll count
today as a small victory.”

I rolled my eyes.

He finally released his too-close embrace,
but took one last deep smell of my hair before fully pulling his
face away.

But Ardette, despite that type of behavior . . . “I am glad
you’re okay,” I said.

I held my elbow in my opposite hand and
looked at the ground, guilty at my show of affection in front of
Nyte.

“Of course you are, my cherry pit. It’s only
natural to feel relief when your lover has returned safely from
war.”

Ardette locked eyes with Nyte and gave a
grin that was somehow bright and evil at the same time. I nervously
eyed Nyte’s scowl, but secretly, I found relief in the
restrictiveness of this new situation. Our time alone had ended far
too quickly, but with Ardette around, it would be much easier to
resist my addictive Elf’s warmth.

“Eh-he,” – I forced a laugh to cope with the
awkwardness – “anyways, where are the others?” I looked around for
Kantú’s tail, half-expecting it to come swishing around one of the
crystal trees, but when said tail was not found, panic set in
quickly. “They aren’t with you? Is everyone okay?!” Kantú?
Grotts? Scardo? Rend?

But despite my noticeable worry, Ardette
returned to nonchalantly leaning against the rock-pile. “Your
feisty squirrel friend went with Grotts back to Crystair. Scardo
and the other Elf involved in your little love triangle are
searching the northeastern area around the prophecy site for you. I
took the northwestern area. We planned to meet up in Crystair
regardless of our findings in three days. It seems our connection
was too strong for you to remain hidden from me, my cherry
pit.”

I ignored the comment. The more important
part was that everyone was okay.

Phew.

Nyte and I shared a look of relief.

“Yes, well, looks like you’re putting your
powers to good use, what with summoning a light ball in the midst
of this bright day, and all.” Ardette narrowed his eyes at Nyte
accusingly.

I fiddled with my ear. Right, how was I
supposed to explain that?

“It was exercise,” said Nyte slyly, but
there was a knowing glint hidden in his eye that only served to
give us away.

I could tell that Ardette wasn’t fond of the
glint.

“Well, whatever the reason, your little
‘exercise’ did help me find you, so I suppose it wasn’t
entirely wasted. Though, I’m disappointed to see how quickly the
two of you made up . . . after he betrayed you and everything.”

That was hurtful.

Betrayed. Betrayal. Betrayer.

Nyte had betrayed me. But it hadn’t
been his fault. He’d been controlled by The Mystress at the time. I
knew that and I’d accepted it, so . . . why did the word still
hurt?

I thought Nyte would retort or draw his
sword or call Ardette a bastard or any number of things, but
instead he just winced and looked away.

“There is no way that I will be able to
fully atone for what has happened,” he said. “After putting Aura in
danger, I am not sure how to live with myself. Ardette, I do not
expect your forgiveness or your trust, but I vow to protect her
until my last breath. Please, accept this as the only thing that I
can say in my defense for now.”

“Nyte?” I shook my head. Why so formal
all of a sudden? Vow to protect me? He should’ve known by now
that that sort of thing only made me embarrassed. “For the last
time, it wasn’t your fault.” I wanted him to understand that. It
was The Mytress, and she’d be the one to pay for those sins, not
him.

“Dear me, that’s no fun. Protect her, will
you? And how do you expect to do that, exactly, when you’re the one
she should be protected against?” As usual, Ardette sounded bored
by the heavy topic.

I glared at him.

“What? I’m quite serious about this. As I’ve
said before, I will not hesitate to kill him, should the need
arise. How weak, allowing himself to become a puppet
like that.”

“Ardette!” I flicked him. “Knock it
off.”

But to my surprise, Nyte again refrained
from delivering the well-deserved ‘bastard’. He instead nodded.
“You are right. I cannot protect her as things are now, the way
that I am now, not knowing anything. But I can become stronger if I
unlock the information within myself.” He clenched his fists and
stared Ardette down with a stern and serious mouth. “Daem, lend me
your assistance!”

Ardette let out a deep laugh and clasped the
handle of his saber. “Why should I?”

Nyte shrugged. “Is that not obvious?” He
nodded towards me. “Because of her.”

I couldn’t take it any longer.

“Me!?” I yelled, lurching forward. “You
know, this has gotten really awkward for me, the two of you
discussing things like that in front of me. I am a person – more
than a person, I’m a songstress. I’m not delicate, and I’m not
something for you to feud over or use as an excuse. For the last
time, treat me NORMAL!”

Ardette relaxed the grip on his saber.
“Aura, you still, after everything, don’t see your own value?” He
walked over to me and placed his hand on my head. “Can’t you get it
through that stupid little skull of yours? You’re the most precious
person of all.”

“Ardette, don’t say things like that.” I
stepped out from beneath his hand and looked at the ground, but for
some reason, he left his hand there, lingering above nothing. He
sighed and said,

“Very well, Elf. I will aid you, but
only because of her.”

Oh, geez. How dramatic.

“I thank you.” Nyte tipped his head forward
but left his eyes locked on Ardette.

Ardette looked away and studied his nails.
“All right then,” he said, “close your eyes.”

“What?” I asked. “Now? Is it really that
simple?”

“Yes, now. Unless you have some
reason for wanting to wait? Could it be you know that the truth of
his past is too disgusting to imagine? Close your eyes, Elf. Let
the retrieval begin.”

I didn’t have a good feeling about the
endeavor. Apparently, neither did Nyte. He narrowed his eyes before
obeying.

Ardette waved his hand in front of Nyte’s
face to be sure the Elf’s eyes were indeed shut. Satisfied, he shot
me an evilly brilliant smile.

I wrinkled my brow in confusion and tried to
decipher the smile, but before I could grasp what was happening,
Ardette grabbed my wrist, pulled me close to him, and bit my
earlobe softly.

“Waaah!” I was too angry to let the small
‘something’ surface.

Nyte’s eyes shot open, and in an instant,
the Elf’s hand was around Ardette’s throat.

“Nyte! No! I mean, he deserves it but . . .
Ardette, let go of me!” I pushed my hands against the forward
Daem’s chest.

Ardette nibbled a bit before releasing me.
Nyte left his hand on his throat, teeth bared and fury invading his
green eyes.

“Ardette! What are you thinking?!” I scowled
at him and wiped at my ear as if I could wipe away the event
entirely.

“That is your punishment for leading the
Druelcans away and causing me to worry.” He stepped out from Nyte’s
now-loose grasp. “Now then, back to Crystair.”

Nyte let out a gurgle. I scanned him and saw
there was silent rage coursing through his veins. Dangerous rage
that wanted to maim the Daem.

Stupid, stupid, stupid Ardette!

“Come now, you don’t think it’s that easy,
do you, my cherry pit? Recovering a person’s memory takes a lot
more than shadow trick. We’ll need to make preparations for a thing
like that to work.”

“Preparations?” I asked warily.

He nodded. “I suppose we’ll need to get more
of that.”

“That?” asked Nyte, still shaking.

At once, Ardette’s smile turned into a
disgusted frown. “Ah yes, more andap will be necessary.”

Nyte’s angry shaking abruptly stopped
altogether, and a pleased smirk crossed his face. I didn’t know
what the thick, black liquid known as andap was, but I remembered
the way it’d helped Ardette after he’d contained Rend’s outburst at
the Waterfall of Sorrow. I also remembered the reaction Ardette had
had after drinking it. I suddenly understood Nyte’s amusement.

Ardette’s back was turned to us, but I saw
him shudder.

Is it really that awful? And yet, to help
Nyte, he would . . .

Ardette shook his head. “Not for him, my
cherry pit, for you.”

“Eh!?” How does he do that? I swear,
sometimes he knows what I’m thinking!

The tricky Daem flashed a white smile over
his shoulder at me. “Like I said, it is because our connection is
so deep.”

“Stop trying to confuse her!” yelled Nyte.
He was noticeably puzzled, himself, having heard only half of the
conversation.

“It’s really none of your business, is it?”
said Ardette smugly. “Best take a kinder tone with me, Nyte,
if you wish to have my help.”

“Eh-” Nyte grunted, and I saw another silent
struggle begin to form in his veins. Ardette would surely use this
call for assistance to his advantage, but the pride within Nyte
would not allow him to behave in such a docile manner. Things
wouldn’t be easy for him until the memory retrieval was over.

“Come on, let’s go.” I took Nyte’s hand to
pull him away from the internal paradox.

It was a big mistake.

Warm. I immediately tried to take it
back, but Nyte held on.

Too warm! Pleadingly, I looked up at
him.

“My, my, what’s this little quarrel I’m
witnessing?” Ardette studied us with eyebrows raised. “Whatever it
is, I like it.”

“It is nothing for you to be concerned
with,” snapped Nyte, but his expression betrayed his own
concern.

Warm! Warm!

I struggled to keep my composure, and Nyte
quickly pulled me along after him, leaving Ardette standing with
arms crossed and looking after us suspiciously.

The warmth started to overtake me again. I
tried to focus.

Think of something else. It worked
before!

But I didn’t know what to think about. The
warmth was so obvious there in my palm.

“L-look there,” blurted Nyte, sensing my
discomfort. “It is a . . . rock.”

I studied the seemingly-normal rock for
strange occurrence but found nothing notable. “A rock? How terribly
interesting.” I grinned. Clearly he’d just pointed out the first
thing he’d seen. “Don’t see many of those out here in these
rocky Crystallands.”

“Er, sorry.” He looked away sheepishly.

“Honestly, Nyte, a rock?”

But I was grateful that he was trying to
help the situation. I laughed, and he laughed, and again, the
warmth didn’t seem so unbearable.

“Thanks.” I grinned at him once our laughter
had subsided.

“No, it is you I should thank. I am the one
that selfishly insists on making things difficult for you. It is
because I cannot resist. I wonder why it has been this way even
from the beginning.”

I blushed with his eyes lingering on my
face.

“Anyways, it is most likely because of a
wicked spell you have cast on me or something, right, Miss
Havoc?”

I rolled my eyes. “Just because you’re
foolish enough to associate with me. Silly Elf, always getting
wrapped up with suspicious songstresses.”

His face fell at the remark. The playful
intention behind my comment had been sabotaged by the careless
choice of words.

Oops.

Nyte was silent and I tried to think of
something to say to recover, but then he muttered,

“Mystress.”

The breeze took it upon itself to play with
Nyte’s hair more than usual when he said her name, fluttering green
strands across his eyes. He swatted them away with his free hand
and looked down at me.

“To be truthful, part of me wishes not to
know the atrocious acts I have committed.” He winced before
continuing, “I am ashamed at the cowardice within me that seeks
such ignorance.”

I thought for a moment before answering. “I
understand, though. I wouldn’t want to know either. There are
moments in my own life that I wish I could erase.” Particularly
the times I’ve caused you pain, Nyte. Forcing you to break the
Silver Command, using your spirit until you could no longer think
for yourself, selfishly relying on you to save me again and again .
. . “But then, when I think about those moments, it’s not
something I’d benefit from forgetting because I’ve learned from
them. Without moments like those, I would have committed the same
sins at a later date, and fate might not have been so forgiving
under different circumstances. That’s why it’s important to hold
onto them, no matter how hard they are to face. So even though I
understand why you wouldn’t want to know, I think it’s something
that’ll benefit you . . . and so,” – my eyes softened in earnest –
“I’ll become your memories’ ally. I’ll accept them no matter
what!”

Nyte stared at me with wide eyes.

Again my cheeks grew hot.

“Or something like that.” Another nervous
laugh escaped me.

Nyte smiled. “You are right. I cannot run
away from it. I cannot hope to atone if I do not even know my
sins.”

“Your sins? No, no matter what you’ve
done. They aren’t your sins to carry. The Mystress will be the one
to pay, not you.” My voice was definite. That is something I
will, without a doubt, make certain of. I promise she’ll
pay.

Whenever I thought about The Mystress, an
intense hatred filled me. I wasn’t usually a hateful person, but
the image of her standing on that platform in her black veil and
cloak, playing with Nyte, filled me with the rawest hatred. The
emotion scared me, but it also felt sinfully good, so I allowed it
to stay.

I doted on this hatred until a dry voice
crossed the windy sands behind us. “Are you saying that no matter
what the villain’s done, you won’t change your mind about him? How
disappointing.”

“Him again?” muttered Nyte.

I called back over my shoulder,
“Eavesdropping doesn’t suit you, Ardette.”

Nyte held my hand tighter.

Ignore the warmth.

Luckily, Ardette continued to give me the
distraction I needed. “It’s not like the pair of you were behaving
discreetly. Had you forgotten me? Why, my cherry pit, I knew you
had it out for my heart.”

“Tsk. More of that heartbreak nonsense?”

I was still determined to make light of
those types of comments even though I now knew that the heartbreak
he spoke of might very well be a real thing. The ‘game’ he’d
presented me so long ago at the Y’ram Stable had faded and was now
replaced by a very real tug-of-war. It seemed Ardette was eternally
trying to loosen the chains I’d placed around the small ‘something’
inside of my chest that flared whenever things became too intimate
between us. It wasn’t fair, but I chose the easiest path. All I
could do was deny his feelings along with my own, brush it off as
cheap flattery or cruel game-play. Despite these efforts, the words
he’d spoken on the way to the prophecy still echoed in my head.
‘I love you too. I’ve loved you for longer than you’ll ever
know.’

Longer? What a strange way to put it.

For once, Ardette seemingly had no idea what
I was thinking about. Either that, or he chose to ignore it, but
the latter was not at all likely. Surely he wouldn’t be able to
resist, had he known he was at the forefront of my mind. He and
Nyte were instead bantering about the disadvantages of each other’s
races when I allowed myself back into the conversation.

“So, you think it a gift to have such gangly
limbs? Just because you’re faster doesn’t give you the right to
pull her along like that.”

I should’ve stayed in my own head.

“Still sore about being left behind?” I
teased, trying to push the heavier thoughts from my mind.

“Not like I care.” Ardette scratched his
right horn, which was barely visible through his disheveled hair.
“Anyways, just what is this? Since when have you two become
so grabby?”

“Shut it, Daem!” Nyte yelled at Ardette,
anticipating my reaction to such a comment. But it was too late,
the word had struck me, or rather, it had struck the
impulse.

“Grabby?” I asked. Uh-oh. His hand.
Ardette’s talking about his hand. The warmth.

You need it.

No, I don’t!

Yes, you’ve waited too long.

This time the usually-warning voice in my
head dominated and sided with temptation. Before I could pull away,
it happened. I started to draw it in.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

Warm, warm, warm!

No!

With my last bit of self-control, I let go
of Nyte’s hand, and he did the same, but something was wrong. Our
hands remained against each other as though some unknown force were
pulling them together. Warmth poured into me, glorious warmth to
quench that need, but I didn’t want it. It was wrong to use it for
nothing.

This is so bad. I can’t even stop it this
time! Almost immediately, I slumped to my knees.

Stop it, Aura! STOP IT!

“What’s going on? What did you do to her?!”
Ardette’s voice was harsh and condescending. He stepped between us
and wildly started trying to pull our hands apart.

“You think that I would intentionally cause
her pain?!” yelled Nyte.

“Well, they say history repeats itself,
puppet!”

“Shut up! You are not helping things!” This
time Nyte’s voice wavered.

Oh, no! Is he growing weak already?! I can’t
stop! What’s going on?! It’s never been like this before!

I wanted to again tell him I was sorry, but
I couldn’t focus on the words. Nyte’s knees buckled, and he too
slumped to the ground.

“See how useless your boy is, my cherry pit?
Completely unreliable if you ask me.”

I ignored him and stared ahead.

Just let me pass out. If I pass out, it’ll
stop.

But then Ardette was in front of me, his
face concerned. “Aura, can you hear me? I might need to borrow some
of your spirit after this.”

Spirit . . . after . . . what?

And then there was a tingle at my wrist. I
wasn’t watching, but I could feel it, and I knew what that
sensation was. I’d felt it once before. Ardette had turned his hand
to shadow, and he was inside of my arm, trying to control me. I
opened my eyes and looked at his face. His eyes were closed, and he
was concentrating extremely hard on focusing his shadow into my
hand.

No! You can’t! The warmth kicked his
hand out.

“Come on, let me in.” He grunted and tried
again.

I’m sorry, Ardette, I’m not trying to keep
you out! It’s this addiction; it’s like it’s growing a mind of its
own!

“Is that what you’re calling it?” he asked,
his eyes still closed. “An ‘addiction’?”

You heard that?! How?!

But the addiction’s voice overpowered me.
I said you can’t! Get out!

Stop it! Let him in; he’s just trying to
help! This isn’t what I want! Please!

You don’t know what’s good for you. You need
this warmth! Take it!

Ardette . . . Nyte . . . I’m sorry.

“Yah!” Ardette yelled as his shadow finally
gained control of my hand. I felt him spread out my fingers and
thrust my hand away from Nyte.

It easily became unhooked. The warmth was
gone.

I collapsed in Ardette’s arms, but not
before catching a glimpse of the murky brown in Nyte’s eyes.

No! Not again! I thought, disgusted
with myself.

From behind me, Ardette mumbled something,
but I couldn’t make it out.

“Ardette . . . thank . . . you.” My voice
was a whimper, but I could already feel myself returning, free from
the satisfying warmth.

Ardette was still supporting me, but he
appeared to be in far worse shape than I was. Nyte’s eyes were now
closed. He was sitting upright and still, his ears drooped.

I had to help them.

I dragged my hand wearily across Ardette’s
head, searching for one of his horns. I found its sharp point.

“T . . . take,” I said. At once, my hand was
ice cold. He opened his cherry eyes and they were darker than I’d
ever seen them, nearly black. “Sorry,” I muttered. I’m such a
burden. This time it’s both of them I’ve caused pain. Both of the
men that I care for the most.

As I thought the words, my hand became so
cold that it felt dead. Ardette’s eyes quickly brightened to their
almost-usual color, and he smiled at me with a smile that was
almost . . . hungry.

W- what? What’s that look for? He can’t
really know what I’m thinking, right?!

His smile didn’t falter, but I could see the
strain it caused him to hold it so brightly. “I just need . . . a
little more. Is . . . that . . . okay?” he asked between pants.

I nodded before worriedly glancing over at
Nyte. He was still sitting straight up, eyes closed. At least he
didn’t appear to be in pain or anything, but I wanted to run to
him. But I had to help Ardette too . . .

Ardette took one more dose of spirit and
then sighed. “Alright. You can go to him now.” This time his voice
was much stronger.

“Ardette?”

“Just go. I’m fine now.” That grin was still
on his face. The men that I care for the most. There was no
way he’d actually heard, right?

I’d worry about it later. I rolled out of
his lap and crawled over to Nyte. I still felt a little off; there
were remnants of warmth in me that wouldn’t allow my body to fully
obey my commands, so I was slightly more uncoordinated than
usual.

“Nyte,” I whispered. I started to reach for
his shoulders but stopped myself. No . . . if I touch you, then
that’ll just make it worse, won’t it? But then . . . “What can
I do if I can’t even touch you? I . . . I can’t even comfort you
right now! What is this?! What’s this curse?!” I slammed my hands
into the sand on either side of him. I’m a monster. Why can’t I
resist the warmth anymore? I used to be able to!

I stared at the still Elf and felt a tear of
frustration slide down my cheek. Would I never be able to hold him
again without it turning out like this? “Nyte, open your eyes,
please.” My shoulders shook, and I couldn’t stop the despair from
invading.

“Why, you really aren’t a very good
songstress, are you? And to think so many are relying on you.”
Ardette was back up and running, and he was watching my reaction to
Nyte smugly.

That’s terrible! That’s not helping at
all!

“My, my, cherry pit-” But he unexpectedly
stopped the charade. Maybe he could sense the self-loathing state
of depression I was falling into. At once, his voice turned
unusually gentle. “Even if you can’t touch him, you can still reach
him, right?”

“What?”

“Geesh, you’re so dense. Just do what
you do.”

What I do? “Sing,” I whispered. Of
course, how could I have forgotten?

I opened my mouth to start a song, but at
that moment, Nyte swayed and slumped forward onto the sand.

“Nyte!” Without thinking, I placed my hand
on his back. Luckily, it was only a little warm.

He groaned and stretched like he was waking
up from a nap. He rolled onto his side and blinked his eyes open,
and they were back to green.

I released a heavy breath.

“Miss Havoc?” he asked sleepily.

“I’ll leave you to him, then,” said Ardette.
“I’ll make camp over by those trees. Try not to get too
improper while I’m gone.”

“Improper?” I narrowed my eyes at
him, but I was too happy at Nyte’s awakening to feel any real
annoyance.

Ardette turned to leave.

“Wait!” I called.

“Hm?” He shot me a look of curiosity.

“Thanks for your help, Ardette.”

“Really, meeting up with you has been quite
troubling. Where would you be had I not come along?” He took a few
steps then stopped and glanced at me over his shoulder. “Still, I’m
glad I’m one of the two men you care for the most.”

“Egh!” My surprise came out in an
unflattering grunt.

“Spirits are not the only ones that can tag,
you know.”

“Tag?!”

He laughed and I growled, but he was gone
before I could press him further.

Tag? What’s he talking about? Stupid
Ardette!

“That is troublesome,” said a gentle voice.
Nyte was still on his side, staring after Ardette, brows
furrowed.

“Nyte!” Somehow I’d nearly forgotten him.
“Are you all right?! I told you it was too dangerous! I’m not
touching you anymore until we figure out what’s going on!”

He started to push himself up, but his palm
sank into the sandy ground. “Do not say something so cruel.” He
locked eyes on me. “We will be more careful. I will be less
selfish.” He reached his hand out to me and grinned. “You would not
make an unfortunate Elf struggle on his own, would you?”

“Hmph. If I leave you there, you’ll be
covered by the windy sands, and I’ll never be able to cause you
harm again.” But I couldn’t resist. I reached out my hand to help
him up.

His grin widened. In one fluid motion he
sprang to his feet and swept me into his arms.

“That was a trap? No fair!” I growled and
protested, but in actuality, I was entirely happy to be carried
away by him while he raced after Ardette to the campsite.

But that happiness was fleeting. It wasn’t
long before . . . Warm . . . that lust returned. I have
to end this before . . . Warm . . .

But then Ardette’s words echoed in my head:
‘Just do what you do.’

Sing? Will that work? It was worth
trying.

In my head, I hummed the Song of Juniper’s
Cry to distract myself from the urge. Even with the lyrics flooding
my mind, it was still there like a dull pain, but it was bearable.
At least I could touch him in small doses if I occupied my mind
like this, but why was something like that necessary?
What’s happening to me? I was afraid of what I was
becoming.

 


~

 


“Wake up, my sweet cherry.”

“Maaah!?” Ardette’s hand on my mouth muffled
my screech. What are you going to do to me, pervert?!

“Oh? Is that what you’d like? Can’t say I’m
surprised. I always knew the day would come. But unfortunately,
this visit is purely business.”

It was night. Ardette had yet to tell me the
specifics of how he’d been managing to sneak into my thoughts, but
I was too startled by the midnight encounter to press him on it
now. The three of us were without tent, but we’d managed to find a
very shallow cave to shield us while we slept . . . at least, I’d
been trying to sleep.

“Bizneff?” The word was muffled.

“Shhh.” Ardette brought his finger to his
lips before releasing the one on my mouth. He nodded towards Nyte,
who was sleeping a few feet away. “I want to try something.”

“Something?” I whispered.

“Go touch him.”

No! Don’t touch him. It’s bad.

Yes, touch him. Take his spirit.

No! I don’t want it!

“Shhh, be quiet in there,” said Ardette.
“You’re even giving me a headache.”

“How did you-” But the shuffling of blankets
made me clasp my own mouth this time.

We waited until Nyte had settled back in.
His breathing was still heavy.

“Hurry up and touch him before he wakes up.
It’s what you’ve been lusting for, isn’t it?”

“But why-”

“Just go.”

I shot Ardette an annoyed glare at having
being woken up over something so strange, but at least if it meant
getting to feel the warmth . . .

Stop thinking like that, you addict!
I scolded myself and crawled over to him.

A stray beam of moonlight rested against his
face. He looked peaceful, but his hand was clutching the sword at
his side as though he was ready to spring up and fight an unseen
enemy at any moment. A warrior.

“Get on with it.” Ardette sounded
annoyed.

Should I? I was dreading and at the
same time craving what would happen upon contact. Will I be able
to hold back? But I nodded, and careful not to wake the
sleeping Elf, rested my hand on his arm.

What!?

Contact was both disappointing and
relieving. The warmth was still there, but it was incredibly faint,
almost unnoticeable even for an addict like me. I didn’t feel the
impulse, even with my skin against his bare arm. I moved my hand to
the back of his neck. My cheeks grew hot and my heartbeat sped, but
it was the same thing. The warmth wasn’t calling to me.

“Nothing?” whispered Ardette.

I shook my head. Why?

“One more test, then, but I’ll have to look
away; the thought is too disgusting for me to handle.” He sighed.
“I guess it’s something that’s unavoidable if we are to be
certain.”

“Certain of what?” I mouthed the words. I
was too close to Nyte; he could wake if my voice was a titch too
loud.

“K-” Ardette looked ready to vomit.

“What?”

Ardette scowled. “K-k-kiss.” He finally
choked the word out. “Try kissing him . . . somewhere.”

Kiss?! My heartbeat raced again.

“Ugh. Refrain from getting excited in front
of me.”

Like I can help it! I studied the
deep-breathing Elf while he drifted into the foggiest corners of
dream. His eyelashes seemed so long with his eyes closed like that.
Where should I kiss you? Goosebumps rose on my arms.
We’ve already kissed once, so why am I getting so nervous
again?

Behind me, Ardette let out a small cry. I
looked back at him, and his eyes were narrowed at Nyte like he
wanted to fill his mouth with sand. Again, it seemed he’d somehow
read my thoughts.

It’s got to be my imagination, though. He
can’t really be hearing me. That ‘tag’ thing was just a joke to
mess with me . . . wasn’t it? Take this then, you peeper. Ardette’s
a big, smelly dummy!

Ardette chuckled behind me.

What the heck?! I was growing
alarmed. There was no way that all of his responses had been
coincidence. I’ll get it out of you, but first . . . a
kiss.

My veins were alive, my heartbeat too fast.
I was going to catch on fire. Just do it, Aura. I softened
my lips. Gah! I’m going to explode!

Ardette grumbled something
indistinguishable.

Fine!

I bent down and kissed Nyte on the cheek.
There was a small flare of warmth, but it was nothing like the
temptation I’d felt before.

I took my face from his after a moment, but
only at Ardette’s throat clearing. The hand gripping Nyte’s sword
released and rubbed the place I’d kissed.

Foolish Elf, getting mixed up with
suspicious songstresses. Don’t become defenseless because of
me.

Ardette cleared his throat again, so I
reluctantly pulled my eyes away from Nyte. I instantly felt sorry
for my selfish enjoyment of the situation when my eyes fell on
Ardette’s pained face.

Ardette?

He turned away from me, but beckoned over
his shoulder at me to follow him with a lazy index finger. I slowly
trudged through the sand behind him, feeling guilty.

He stopped far enough away that we could
talk without Nyte hearing. The western moon still hadn’t returned
to the skies in these parts, and I felt its absence more than I had
since the start of our journey. For some reason, I knew everything
would be better if I could just see my moon again . . . .

The night air was cooperating with our
shelter-less group. The cave would not have sufficed had it been
colder, but the air was warm and calm and helped to blanket us.

At least the elements are being kind to us
now, even if we aren’t being kind to each other. I am the unkindest
of us all, though, aren’t I? Making Ardette suffer like that, when
I know full well how he feels. Can he hear these thoughts now, I
wonder?

Ardette didn’t respond to show that he
could.

But if he really can hear them, even
sometimes, I’ll have to severely limit my thoughts . . . but how
can I do that?! Can I help something like that? I’ll try it now.
Make my mind go blank! . . . Ugh. It’s no use. When I think about
not thinking, that’s when the most thoughts come in!

Ardette snorted. He turned to me with a
flashy smile.

Ah! Cut it out!

“I’m sorry. It’s too funny. You really are a
mess, aren’t you?”

“A mess?!” What an impolite thing to
say! I scowled.

“You’re angry? Hmm. I thought I could play
the guilt card awhile longer. How disappointing.”

What? So you didn’t really feel bad that
I kissed Nyte? It was too late for all of this nonsense. I was
starting to get annoyed.

“Mind letting me in on some of your
‘secrets’?” I asked.

Too tired to stand, I slouched into a crouch
against a sturdy boulder.

“Well, you know how much I enjoy keeping a
good secret, so I think I won’t.” Ardette didn’t look tired at all;
he looked ready to play.

Ugh, great. “Then I’m going back to
bed,” I warned.

“Really? Just giving up, are you? And here I
thought I’d get a game out of you.”

Ha! I knew it! “Well, you thought
wrong.” I sighed. “Let’s start with the secret of how you’ve been
intruding my personal thoughts. That’s the most unsettling
of everything that’s going on right now. That makes The Mystress
seem like an overly-friendly neighbor.”

“Why, my cherry pit, I don’t know what
you’re referring to.”

“I believe you said something about
‘tagging’? I thought you were joking, but . . .”

“I was jesting, of course.” He smoothed his
hair back boredly.

I eyed him suspiciously. “Really?” If that
was the case, I’d give him a test.

Ardette, if you can hear this, I have
something to tell you, so listen up. If you can really hear this,
then I give you permission to take a big whiff of my hair right
now.

Ardette remained away from me, but I thought
I saw him flinch.

Hmm. I thought he wouldn’t be able to
resist. Maybe I was wrong. One more, just to be sure.

I straightened up, desperately hoping that
he couldn’t really hear my thoughts and that this test wouldn’t be
necessary.

Ardette, if you can hear me, I give you
permission to . . . kiss me. But it can’t be the mouth! Hear that,
stupid Ardette? You can kiss me not on the mouth . . . and not
anywhere that involves removal of clothing, okay? I won’t fight
back, so kiss away!

I waited for a moment. Phew, guess I was
wro-

But then Ardette grabbed my wrist, and
pulled me against him. He brushed my hair away from my neck and
kissed me just below the ear.

Ah! That damned small something
kicked, despite my best efforts. Remembering my agreement, I let
his lips rest there and didn’t push him away, but my thoughts were
racing.

He did hear. How?! He has been listening in?
How long?! What’s going on! You’d better tell me everything when
you’re finished on my neck! Are you almost done, by the way?

Before I could do anything, Ardette moved
his mouth over an inch and kissed me again below my jaw.

Inside, I was a mess.

Go away, small something! I felt my
cheeks grow hot. Shoot, shoot, shoot! This isn’t supposed to
happen with him! Wait, I didn’t say he could kiss me twice,
right?

I pushed him away.

“Wait,” he said, “while I’m at it, I’ll take
you up on your other offer.”

“Other off-”

He buried his nose in my hair and inhaled
deeply.

“Oh, right.”

At last, he pulled himself away.

“You better explain yourself! What gives you
the right to go creeping into another person’s thoughts, you
shadowy-” But I abruptly stopped my rant. Huh?

Ardette was leaning back with his eyes
closed and the softest smile upon his mouth. It was far different
than his usual garish appearance. Confused, I studied him until his
eyes snapped open. They were almost glowing red.

“This is the happiest I’ve ever been,” he
said. “To hear those words coming from you . . .” He sighed way too
exuberantly.

“Um . . . er . . .” This is so awkward.
Why do I feel like I’ve just committed the worst sin? More
importantly, what’s up with him?

“Sorry. Let me try to contain myself.” He
closed his eyes again, took a deep breath, and rolled his head.
“All right, my cherry pit, let’s get down to business, shall we?
Unless you’d like to offer yourself to me again?”

For once, I wasn’t sorry to see Ardette’s
façade mask the real him. I didn’t know how to respond to those
very real emotions. I didn’t know how to respond to my own
either.

“Just tell me how you’re doing it,” I
demanded.

“Like I said, spirits aren’t the only ones
who can tag.”

“Meaning?”

“Remember when I intoxicated you on the way
to the prophecy?”

I remembered. Of course I remembered. That
had been when he’d said those words. ‘For longer than you’ll
ever know.’

“You mean when you scrambled my brain?”

“I suppose that’s what your friend called
it, yes.”

“What about it?”

“I left a bit of myself in there.”

“You what?!” In me?! I didn’t really
understand it, but I still felt violated. I wrapped my arms around
myself in a protective hug and glared at him.

“Like I said, I left a little shadow behind.
Actually, it was this piece of me, here.” He pointed to the bottom
of his earlobe where a small chunk was missing. I hadn’t noticed it
before.

What?! Daems can do something like that?!
How weird!

I hugged myself tighter. “Well, take it
back! It’s rude to enter a person’s mind!”

“Your mind has been quite worth whatever
rudeness I’ve accumulated.” He grinned.

I deepened my glare and said, “Ugh! Why
would you do that?!”

“Simple. I knew I wouldn’t be able to enter
the test with you, and I wanted to make sure you were safe. I left
a bit of myself with you so that I’d be able to hear if you were in
danger. I couldn’t let you wander into unknown territory alone,
could I?”

“Eh . . . well-” I didn’t know where to
start. It was too weird. But it was kind of sweet. But it was an
invasion of privacy. But . . . what else had he heard?!

“Calm down. It only works when I’m in
semi-close range, which is why I’ve been enjoying it so much.”

“Well, I’m not in danger now, so take it
out!”

“I don’t know . . . it’s too much fun. And I
believe it’s come in handy so far.”

I grabbed the collar of his frilly
under-blouse and pulled his face in menacingly. “TAKE IT OUT!”

He laughed. “You’re scary, my cherry
pit.”

I gripped his collar tighter and stared him
down with a most murderous expression.

He shrugged in defeat. “Alas, I must do as
you say; I cannot bear to have you angry at me.”

Whatever! You love having me angry at
you!

He chuckled. “See, that’s the sort of
thing I’ll miss. You’ll have to start saying things like that out
loud.”

I narrowed my eyes.

“You want me out, eh? Well, one more kiss
and it’s a deal.” He pinched my chin softly.

“Not a chance.”

“Well, it was worth a shot. Hold still.”

He brought his hand to my head, flickered to
shadow, and plunged it in. The violated feeling grew. My head
became tingly.

Ardette pretended to struggle, swishing his
shadow around frenziedly while wearing an expression of faux worry.
“Hm, it seems I can’t find it.”

“Bull.”

He laughed, but his laugh wasn’t at full
force. The act was starting to fatigue him.

“Okay,” he said, disappointed. “I’ve got it.
Want me to swirl you up a bit before I leave?”

“No!”

The look I gave him was threatening enough.
He pulled his hand out of my head and then shut his eyes and took
in a few shallow breaths.

“I must be tired,” he said in a huff. “That
took a lot more out of me than usual.”

But I wasn’t sympathetic with his tired
state. I grabbed his ear and pulled it towards the moonlight,
inspecting it for missing oddities.

“Easy. It’s back, see.” He pointed to his
lobe. It seemed to be complete.

“But how can I be sure there aren’t other
parts of you missing?”

He smiled. “You can check.” He started to
lift his shirt.

“No!” I pushed his hands down. “Ardette,
seriously. I’m trusting you. You better not still be in here.” I
pointed to my temple.

“Right, right. I know.” He was still
breathing in short breaths.

Thank Creator that’s over with. I
hoped my thoughts were really safe. I’d probably remain on my guard
just to be sure.

“Well then, I suppose you’ll be wanting to
discuss your beloved now?” His tone was thick and disgusted. I
ignored it.

“What exactly’s going on with me? Or rather,
with us? Do you know?” I eagerly studied his face, hoping to get
some sort of reasoning for the warmth’s new aggression.

“Unfortunately, I do, but I’m afraid it
won’t make you happy.”

Uh-oh. “What is it?”

He swallowed sleepily before answering.
“You’re probably already aware that he’s been willingly giving you
his spirit, no? Well, it’s more than that.”

“More?” I asked, searching his now-sleepy
face.

“I fear that your Elf might be an
emulator.”

“An emulator?” Is that bad? I’d never
heard of such a thing.

He nodded. “I believe he awoke along with
your song, and if that’s the case, he might very well lose his
sanity soon.”

“Oh, come off it.” I rolled my eyes, angry
that he was playing with such a delicate topic.

But Ardette shook his head. “I promise you I
am being entirely serious,” he said. Indeed, his tone reflected his
words.

“What? That’s a sick joke!” Panicked, I
grabbed Ardette’s sleeve, but he didn’t seem to be toying with me.
His eyes bore into mine, and there was a hint of pity. “Lose . . .
his . . . sanity?” I said, voice shaking.

Ardette placed his hand on my shoulder.
“Until we know more, this’ll be our little secret, all right, my
cherry pit?”

 



Chapter 2: The Child

 


“You are doing it again, Miss Havoc.”

“Er- doing what?”

Nyte sighed. “Keeping a distance.”

It was the next morning. We’d be reaching
Crystair soon. Ardette hadn’t elaborated on the ‘emulator’ thing at
all, but he insisted it was only because he didn’t know much
himself, anyway. In contrast to the warm night air, the day was
chilly. I’d pulled myself into the hood of my cloak, trying to also
hide from things other than the wind.

I peeked up at Nyte and said, “It’s best if
I stay away from you for now. It seems an evil destructress can
only cause others pain.” My tone was light, but I was only
half-joking.

“You wish to stay away from me?” Nyte’s face
fell for a moment but then returned at full determination. That
familiar spirit was at the epicenter of his eyes. “I will not allow
that. I will fight to make sure things do not get out of hand.”

But now it’s more than just ‘out of hand’. I
might be driving you mad!

“Listen, I-”

But he suddenly stiffened and put out his
hand to stop me, blocking the apology from escaping my desperate
lips. Something was wrong.

“We are not safe here,” he said in a voice
that was barely audible “Someone lurks.” His eyes pierced the
distance.

“Wha-” But he put his finger to my mouth
before I could finish. He cupped his right ear to amplify the
echoes of the unseen threat.

What sort of ‘someone’?

It didn’t take long for my nerves to kick
in. In an instant – or possibly even less – I felt endangered by
the unknown thing that was ‘lurking’ around on the sand somewhere
between the rocks and crystallized trees.

Nyte glanced back at Ardette, but the
lagging Daem was already readying his saber. Its blade looked dull
under the overcast sky.

What? I don’t hear anything . . . .
But then I did. Wait, what is that . . . ? It was a pounding
noise, very distant. And then, something that sounded like a growl.
Maybe an animal?

Nyte motioned to Ardette, and the two of
them were suddenly comrades on the warfront, exchanging a silent
battle strategy. Ardette nodded and grabbed my arm. He started to
pull me away from Nyte – a motion I immediately resisted in an
almost thoughtless and automatic reaction. I hadn’t read into their
exchange of gestures, but I shook my head when I now realized their
plan.

No, don’t make Nyte go investigate alone!
Are you crazy? It’s obviously dangerous!

For a moment, I wished Ardette could still
hear my unspoken pleas, but he only tightened his grip and pulled
me harder. I let a burst of air go through my nose that was almost
a snort. It wasn’t as convincing as I’d hoped, but it was enough to
make Nyte turn back and look at me. His face was stern, but it
softened when he saw my worry. I bit my lip and tried to look as
disagreeing as possible, but my efforts were futile. He only shook
his head, grinned, and winked, before unsheathing his sword and
darting away.

No!

The pounding sounded slightly louder now,
and Nyte was racing unwaveringly in its direction, straight into
the mouth of danger. Ardette pulled me back, but I rooted my feet
into the sand, trying to become like the heavy, immovable boulders
littering the horizon.

No! No! We don’t know what’s over there! We
should go with him. We can both help him fight!

But Ardette was much stronger than I was. He
easily pulled me under the cover of a nearby rocky overpass.

While he barred me from chasing after Nyte
into the territory of the pounding, I was complacent only long
enough to strain my ears to evaluate the out-of-eyesight situation.
It didn’t take long, for after only a moment of such straining
complacence, a commotion of growls alerted me that Nyte must have
met the pounding creature – or creatures.

There was a clang followed by another series
of thumping pounds.

“Hya!” Nyte’s voice echoed into the
overpass.

“What’s going on over there?!” I
mouthed.

My thoughts ran rampant with images of
snarling snaggle-fanged beasts thumping toward Nyte in pounding
gallops. With thoughts like those, it was impossible for me to
remain still.

“Uh!” Again I tried to push Ardette
away.

He didn’t let go, and instead shook his head
like he was reprimanding a child. So what if I was being childish?
There was no reason why we couldn’t go help fight. We were both
capable too!

“Stay,” he breathed.

Like hell, I’ll stay!

He squeezed my arm threateningly before
pulling up his hood and darting after Nyte into the battle. I was
annoyed, to say the least.

Leave me out, will you?

My days of letting others fight for me were
long gone. I’d been filled with power when the Creator had spoken
to me and delivered the Song of Healing from my body. I knew I
could help. I was a songstress. I could help them fight, or at the
very least, heal their wounds. Ardette had been crazy to think I’d
stay behind. I waited for him to get a good head-start then
sprinted after his distorted, sandy footprints.

Luckily, the white sand was shallow and easy
to run through. I held my hood and searched my memory for useful
ariandos. I intended to be ready, should the need arise.

As I neared, I heard more snarling – a
cautionary notice that something sinister prowl ahead. Louder and
more treacherous than it had been from my perspective back at the
overpass, the growls were mixed with more pounds and the angry
jabber of two vicious fighters, one Elf, one Daem.

When I reached the spot where they were
fighting, at first I thought the two of them were swinging at
nothing, but then I saw it: a white beast.

What is that?!

I’d originally missed it because it had been
camouflaged by the sparkling ground, but there it was, angry and
ravenous, with a tail like a paddle. The giant, cat-like creature
was unlike anything I’d ever seen, covered in white, reflective
scales that clanked upon sword and saber contact. It had sharp,
salient claws stretching from each of its four paws, but it seemed
its main source of defense was that paddle. It used it to swing at
Ardette and Nyte, each of whom was taking stabs at the creature,
seemingly ganging up on the clearly-annoyed beast.

“Wait,” I angrily yelled at them, “what are
you doing?!” We could have easily gone around the terrifying brute,
but they’d both insisted on attacking it senselessly. Why? This
hardly seemed like a lurking ‘someone’. “Don’t kill it for no
reason!”

“Miss Havoc?!” Nyte spun around. “Go back!
Why did you follow us? Ardette, cover her!”

Ardette shot me a furious and reprimanding
scowl before falling back and taking a protective stance before me.
“Why did I actually trust you’d obey me?” he sneered, all traces
gone of his usually-indifferent self.

“You have no right to be angry with me!” I
retorted. “Leaving me behind and attacking a creature that we could
have easily avoided-”

“Kyaa!” A high-pitched cackle emitted from
the beast’s mouth, interrupting my lecture.

Wait? A cackle?! My eyes widened at
the beast’s strange utterance.

“There you are! I’ve been looking for you!”
The voice was sweet and girly, but it had most definitely come from
the scaled cat.

“It’s . . . it’s intelligent?!”

“Of course it’s intelligent!” Ardette was
still furious. He glared in my direction before dodging another
aggressive tail-swing. The tail’s paddle hit the place where he’d
been standing, smacking the hard surface below the sand and rocking
the surrounding ground.

Oops.

“You smell delicious, but boo me, I’m not
allowed to eat you today,” said the beast in a pouty voice.

I stood frozen like a fool, eyes wide. I
couldn’t believe such a voice belonged to the armored cat. Never
have I ever heard of something like that. An intelligent beast with
the voice of a woman, taunting and pouting?

“How dare you say something so grotesque?”
growled Nyte. “You will not be feeding on her today, nor ever. I
will leave your corpse as a message to your master. Let it be known
that any under The Mystress, nay anyone at all, seeking to cause
her harm will meet a death riddled with torment and agony!” He
sprang forward and pierced his sword into the creature’s claw.

“Nyte?!” What was with such a brutish speech
all of a sudden?!

The beast cackled again. “How cute! It’s
like a trundlebee-sting.” This time she didn’t refrain from using
her claws. She swiped at Nyte, but he limberly pulled his sword
from her paw and jumped out of the way. A fresh rivulet of golden
blood seeped from the puncture, staining the side of her white
paw.

Its blood is gold? It’s sort of beautiful
somehow . . . . Argh! How foul of me to be thinking of blood as
beautiful, especially at a time like this!

“Get out of here, would you, my cherry pit?
I can’t focus on fighting with you here.”

Indeed, Ardette had entirely given up on the
fight and was now shielding me from the tail with his body while I
still stood pathetically gawking at the oddity that was our
opponent. Luckily, we were just out of reach, though the beast
swatted at us, pounding the ground just ahead of where we
stood.

“By the way,” continued Ardette, “I’m quite
upset with you right now. I’ll make you make it up to me later.
Now, can’t you see you’re only serving to distract us? Quit putting
yourself in danger for no reason, and go to where you’ll be
safe!”

“Ugh!” Hurt, I finally dropped my vacant
on-looking and scowled at Ardette. For some reason, his words had
cut me. True, I wasn’t doing anything to help the situation,
but that didn’t mean I was only a ‘distraction’.

Quit treating me like I’m fragile! I’ll show
you, stupid Ardette!

His suggestion of my worthlessness fueled me
with anger. I started up a song.

 


“Earthy tones beneath my stand,

I beckon you with song’s command.

From your slumber rise and fall,

Crushing evil’s toying call!”

 


The ariando was one I’d never tried
before, but it obeyed me like I’d rehearsed it a thousand times.
Wind from nowhere swirled around me, pulling my hair outwards in a
fury of power, and quaking the earth below us. It wasn’t only the
ground that was shaking, either; it seemed each grain of
crystal sand was reacting to the song, obediently trembling,
independent of one another.

“Aura!? What-” Startled, Nyte looked back at
me while I held the song, but upon seeing my triumphant stance, he
only grinned and turned back to the beast.

“My, my, have a trick of your own, do you?”
asked Ardette dryly. He swayed and then crouched to balance
himself.

“Hah!” I let out a smug cry then pushed the
song harder. The ground rumbled angrily in reply.

The white beast stumbled to the side.
“Waaah! What are you trying to do? I don’t like it when my food
decides to get campy!” She unevenly started towards me, but Nyte
jumped in front of her and held his ground, even amidst the minor
earthquake.

“What is wrong, girl? Is my trundlebee-sting
causing you more pain than you anticipated?”

Indeed, her paw was still slewing golden
drops, and she appeared to be favoring it. “Gyaah!” she cried
before starting forward again.

“Take not one more step,” shouted Nyte, “or
you shall meet your end, foul beast of The Mystress!”

“Boo me,” said the creature in mocking
reply, “have you forgotten me entirely, old comrade? What happened
to the days when you’d rip a Daem to shreds just for looking at you
the wrong way? Now you pounce in front of me almost like you’re
guarding those two. I’m not allowed to kill the girl, but the Daem
is fair game. I promise to share some with you; I seem to remember
you liking the taste of shadow almost as much as I.” She ended the
monologue with a low, hungry growl.

Nyte gritted his teeth and let out a
guttural scoff, but he remained between the beast and us, holding
his sword ready for another slash.

“Is . . . is she serious?!” I asked no one
in particular. The question was more so a manifestation of my own
horror at the thought. Did she really know Nyte from before? From
his days with Druelca?!

“Aura, concentrate on that song of yours!”
yelled Ardette, breaking me away from the disgusting images filling
my mind.

“Huh?” The quaking had almost entirely
stopped. “Oh, right!”

“Tch. And I thought you said it didn’t
matter what he’d done. Already starting to regret, are you?”

“Of course not!” I gave Ardette another
anger-infused glance before focusing my energy. The earth started
to rumble once again.

“Hmph. Well then, on with your grand plan,
heroine.” Ardette brought up his saber to block a tumbling
rock that the beast had just pelted at us.

“Grand plan?”

“You mean you haven’t got one?”

Uh-oh. What exactly was I
trying to do? Truthfully, I didn’t really know, myself. The song
had been an impulse to prove my worth to Ardette, but the quaking
wasn’t actually hurting the enemy, only making things slightly more
annoying for her.

Maybe I really was only a
distraction. I was embarrassed for not having thought the
plan all the way through.

“Miss Havoc!” Nyte was still fighting the
beast, clashing his sword against her tail every time she tried to
get near. “There is a weak spot at her front. Attack her
there!”

“Eeyah?! A weak spot?” The beast laughed.
“I’m afraid you’re mistaken about that!”

“What’s he going on about?” said Ardette
quietly to himself. “A weak spot? That can’t be right.” He squinted
at the dueling pair, and after a moment, realization spread across
his face. “Oh, I get it.”

“What?” I said, not understanding the
unspoken discovery.

Ardette raised his voice to an almost
too-loud volume. “That’s right, cherry pit, attack its front!”

“Uh, a-alright!” I didn’t know what the two
of them were plotting, but I was without plan of my own, so I had
no choice but to obey.

But how could I specifically attack
its front? I focused my attention on the earth, but the
quaking only intensified. No, that wasn’t right. I had to isolate
my energy somehow. I needed to think of something more effective,
some way of attacking with the ground . . . . With the
ground? I looked at the jumping sand. That’s right. If I
focused my attention on the individual grains . . .

I visualized them as separate entities, each
skipping on their own. Instead of the ground itself, I narrowed my
song-field to a small cluster of grains. Now, GO! A handful
of sand lifted from the ground and pelted at the beast’s face, like
tiny shards of piercing glass.

“How annoying!” The beast swatted the shards
away.

Well, that didn’t do anything.

At first I thought the gesture had been
pointless, but then I saw him. While I’d been concentrating
on the sand’s isolation, Nyte had jumped to the edge of a boulder.
He now pushed his feet against it, propelling himself from its side
and jumping to the ground, sword downward and pointed right at the
cat’s tail. He plunged it through the paddle and deep into the
earth.

“Eyaa!” The beast screamed as her true weak
spot was pinned. She let out an angry mass of snarls and started to
claw at the sword in her tail, but the sword was too deep. Golden
blood stained the blade’s handle.

With the beast distracted, Ardette flew in
from the front, saber outstretched. He pierced his saber into the
beast’s neck just along the back of her spine. In one swift motion,
he pulled his saber up and ripped the scales from the creature’s
body. The scales fell to the ground in a dull clamor.

The beast let out a cry.

And then . . .

What?!

It wasn’t a beast at all . . . .

. . .

But rather, a child . . . a young girl.

A . . . girl?

Yes, it was a girl, definitely under a
decade old, clad in a gold dress, and holding one white scale. I
stared in shock, not at all understanding how the thing had
managed to transform from beast to person.

“Boo me! Looks like I’ve lost my armor for
now! Guess we’ll have to continue this party later. I’ll be seeing
you!” The girl mumbled a string of incantationous words, and then
she was gone . . . just gone, leaving only a few puddles of
leftover blood.

Astounded, all I could do was continue to
stare in total bewilderment. The shaking ceased.

“A beast . . . girl . . . scales . . .
gone?”

“Quite eloquent today, aren’t you?” Ardette
walked over and dipped a finger in the golden blood.

“That was a fine bit of swordplay, Daem.”
Nyte pulled his sword from the ground. There was now no sign of the
paddle-like tail.

“You have no idea,” said Ardette, his voice
riddled with sarcasm, “how much your praise means to me. I’m
entirely flattered.” He curled his lip. “Eh . . . but alas, it was
a good strategy on your part, I suppose.”

“Miss Havoc, are you all right?”
gold-stained sword in hand, Nyte ran over to me.

“Scales? Talking girl-beast with
scales?”

Ardette laughed deeply. “Every day with you
is some new discovery, isn’t it?”

Nyte placed his hand on my wrist, but
Ardette swatted it away.

“Ah, ah, ah,” said Ardette, shaking his
finger. “Is now really the time to send her into an
ecstasy?”

Nyte gritted his teeth.

“I don’t get it. What was that?!”
Finally, I managed to form the question I’d been meaning to ask all
along.

“A very rare child,” said Ardette
without interest. “The offspring of an Elf and Daem, though I don’t
know what right-minded Daem would wish to breed with a gangly-”

But Nyte’s sword was at Ardette’s neck.

Careful, Nyte. If you really want his help .
. .

“Fancy a drink of my shadow, would you?”
Ardette lazily pushed the sword away.

Nyte flinched.

“Nyte, that wasn’t-” But I stopped myself.
No, I wouldn’t question it. I could already read the pain in the
farthest reaches of his eyes. The question didn’t need to be asked.
It was probably true, and there was nothing we could do about
it.

“Um, er- So, that creature was a girl
the whole time?” I asked instead. “Is that really possible?!”

Ardette straightened the sleeve of his shirt
before answering. Apparently, his ruffled cuff was more interesting
than my bafflement. “Oh?” he said. “And why are you so surprised?
It’s not like she’s the first of her kind that you’ve met.”

“She isn’t?” My tone was curt.

At first I thought he was jesting, and I was
annoyed, but then I remembered. One of the officers of Yes’lech had
been a very suspicious child with an inexplicable rank and a
too-mature manner for a girl so young.

Then that means- “We just beat up a
little girl?! Are you serious?!”

“Yes,” said Ardette calmly, “that’s
right-”

I widened my eyes in horror.

“Ardette,” said Nyte, annoyed, “cease
playing with her.” He turned to me. “Feel no guilt, Miss Havoc.
That being,” – he eyed the spot where she had once stood – “was
actually a woman. Offspring of an Elf-Daem pairing inherit a slowed
aging pace from the Elves. That ‘girl’ was certainly more than two
and a half decades old.”

“WHAT?!” I cried more obnoxiously than I
should have. “Elves do age slower?!”

Ardette chuckled. “That’s the part
you’re concerned with? Though, such a thought process is typical of
you, I suppose. Well, Elfy, you might as well tell her that you’re
really a granddad. I suppose it’s time she knew.”

I had, of course, made up my mind about
Nyte’s age long ago, so I was certain that such a thing was a lie,
but I was still too shocked to retort. I knew he wasn’t an
old soul, but still, if that girl really had been two or three
decades and she still appeared a child, then someone looking like
Nyte should’ve been . . .

But Nyte stepped behind me and wrapped his
arms around my neck. “Do I seem like an old man to you?” The back
of my neck erupted in warmth.

“No.” My heart drummed a tempo that was much
too quick for my body to keep up with. Again, that conviction that
Nyte was as young as he appeared was reinforced.

“Disgusting.” Ardette turned away from
us.

Warm. I closed my eyes and let Nyte
rest against my back. Just a little more before . . . I
stepped away from his embrace. “I’m sorry. It’s getting to be a
little too much again.”

Nyte’s brow-line furrowed, and a hurt once
again crossed his eyes. I hated doing that to him – and to myself.
But it’s for your sake, Nyte. Until we can figure this all
out.

“Ah, anyway,” I said, trying to recover from
the rejection I’d just delivered, “all people born of Elf and Daem
have those sorts of powers? Amazing.”

Nyte’s brow-line relaxed a bit, but only a
bit. He shook his head and said, “It was not her lineage that gave
her such power. It was the scale that she carried.”

“The scale?” I asked.

He nodded. “It is one of the ancient
treasures of Sredna, all of which were confiscated by the Druelcans
at the time of Elder Nosrac’s treaty. It is only by the scale’s
power that that woman possesses the ability to transform.”

“That’s right,” said Ardette, glancing over
his stiff shoulder, “you have one of them too, don’t you,
Nyte?”

“Huh?” I looked to Nyte for elaboration. Did
Ardette mean he somehow had a scale like that?

But my inquisitive stare was pointless; Nyte
appeared not to know what Ardette was referring to either. “What
manner of confusion are you trying to spur now?” he said through
gritted teeth.

“Never mind,” said Ardette, both his tone
and smile arrogant.

It was frustrating.

A clearly-disturbed Nyte studied the
discord-loving Daem suspiciously. There were a few moments of
awkward, too-still silence where even the wind seemed to feel
out-of-sorts. It remained static as though to give us an
opportunity to reflect on the quandaries of our trio. But it was
far too uncomfortable for any resolution or reflection to be
met.

Someone say anything.

“Wait!” Luckily, I suddenly remembered
something that would serve to break apart the heavy discomfort.
“She was a woman but . . . did she really want to eat me?” I gulped
even before the last bit of question was out, instantly regretting
the choice of topic that had only served to replace my discomfort
with disturbance.

Ardette gave a great, sinister grin. “Most
likely. After all, who doesn’t want to devour you in some
way?”

 


~

 


Evening was quickly approaching, but we
wouldn’t make camp. Crystair lay just ahead, and we’d definitely
find lodging there.

As we made our way towards the glittering
city’s outskirts, I inconspicuously studied Nyte from the corner of
my eye – as I’d been doing for a while now – but I was forced to
dart my eyes away from him in an entirely too-suspicious manner
when he unexpectedly said,

“You may ask me.”

“Eh!? Ask?” My attempt at sounding offhanded
failed miserably.

A smirk crossed his lips. “Not that it
displeases me to have your gaze upon me in such a way, of
course.”

I blushed. Apparently I hadn’t been as
‘inconspicuous’ as I’d thought. “Er, all right then. How
does it work?”

“It?”

“The aging thing. I’m just curious.”

“I thought you were ‘quite certain’ you
already knew my age. Is that not what you insisted back in
Yh’tak?”

“Hey!” I feigned annoyance. He laughed.

“Really,” I said, “I haven’t changed my mind
about that, but if she really was that old it just doesn’t
make sense.”

“The process is reversed. At some point, I
will begin to age slowly, and at some point, that woman will begin
to age at a pace akin to yours.”

“So, that’s how it is.” Why did I feel so
relieved? “Then, how long will you live?”

“Is that not up to the Creator?”

I rolled my eyes.

“Although,” he continued, “if my time comes,
you would rush in and save me with your song again, correct?”

“And if I’m not around?”

“I fear I will have to stay by your side at
all times, then. But only for my own safety, of course.”

“Blegh.” Ardette interrupted us with a loud,
forced dry-heave.

“Cute,” I said curtly.

Nyte’s nostrils flared, but he said
nothing.

Ardette said nothing more and stared off at
the distant city’s gates. As usual, he was wearing that ‘mask’, but
lately it was like the mask was getting weaker . . . or maybe he
just wasn’t trying so hard to conceal his true feelings anymore.
Even now I could see a bit of sadness lining the corners of his
bored face.

It must be hard for him to be around us like
this. At least with the others along there was some distraction,
but now . . .

“I’m sorry, Ardette.” The words
subconsciously escaped my lips, though I’d only meant to think
them. I immediately wished they’d remained unspoken, for at their
utterance, Ardette stiffened and turned towards me with a beaming,
plotting smile on his face.

“Sorry?” he said. “Why, whatever are you
sorry for, my cherry pit? Oh, that’s right. You must be
referring to the battle earlier. You remember me saying I’d have
you ‘make it up to me later’?”

“No, that’s not-”

“My, my, how kinky! If I’m not mistaken, I
believe you’re asking me to punish you in some way?” Ardette’s hand
flickered to shadow and he started towards me. “Well, very well
then-”

“Enough,” said Nyte.

In an act of chivalry, he sprang in front of
me to block whatever ‘punishment’ Ardette had been about to
deliver. I hadn’t, of course, been anticipating this save, so I
slammed into Nyte’s back, stumbled forward, and tripped, hitting my
knee on a sharp piece of scrap metal protruding from the
ground.

“Uh!” I winced upon sharp, cold contact. The
metal dug in only deep enough to cause a scrape, but the
shallowness of the cut throbbed.

“Ah! Miss Hav- Aura! Forgive me!”

“Way to go, Elf! See what you’ve done
now?”

Both of them bent down to help . . .

“I’m fine, real-”

. . . but Nyte’s hand was first to reach me.
I couldn’t even finish my protest.

It became instantly clear just how gravely
the concern-filled Elf felt about what had happened, for he was
letting his spirit loose at an alarming rate. An entirely
too-generous pour-in of warmth overtook me.

No! You have to get back! But even as
I thought the words, I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed Nyte’s hand
from my knee, entwined my trembling fingers in his, and pulled in
even more.

“Aura! You can’t!” Ardette understood that
hungry look in my eyes, and he started to push Nyte’s warm hand
away, but it was too late. My entire body was already infused with
spirit.

Feel yourself growing stronger! Take it
all!

No! Please!

You need this.

Please . . . please . . . I don’t want to
hurt him . . . please.

I grabbed my wrist with my other hand and
tried to yank myself away, but the fingers woven between Nyte’s
were like the gripping talons of a monster far stronger than I. I
couldn’t break myself loose. Again, Nyte’s stare was blank and
murky.

“These occurrences,” said Ardette,
reaching toward us again, “are starting to get tiring. But
alas, I guess I’ll have to put a stop to it again-”

But a betrayal on my part forced him to
stop. The once-faithful hand gripping my wrist turned on me,
lifting into the air and latching itself around Ardette’s neck
before he could follow through. I could only look on in confused
horror at the ugly side of me that was taking over.

“Er?” He stiffened in surprise but didn’t
resist.

“No!” I shrieked at my hand, incredibly
ashamed for the actions I couldn’t control.

I could feel Ardette’s Adam’s apple beneath
my palm, his warm pulse against my fingertips.

Squeeze! The addiction urged. He
wants to steal the warmth!

No! I won’t . . . I won’t . . .

“I’m . . . so . . . sorry.” I could only
mouth the words and look at him with eyes full of apology.
Change to shadow, Ardette. Flicker away from me, please! Or at
least peel my hands from your neck; you could surely toss me away
easily!

But his cherry eyes only stared back into
mine, and on his face there was contentment.

You need to show him that the warmth belongs
to you alone.

NO! I DON’T WANT THE WARMTH THAT BADLY!

Inside my head, I sobbed.

In one hand, I was clutching a murky-eyed
Nyte and still pulling in unnecessary power; in the other, I held
Ardette’s neck and struggled not to squeeze. I was the spoke on a
spinner’s wheel, forced to hold my ground amidst the spinning that
threatened to wear me down. With the edges of the world pressing in
on me with each spin, I had to push back out, or the balance would
break, and the wheel would crumble. What a straining cycle,
remaining strong-limbed only to resist such pressure, but then, the
spinning was what I was made for. Without the spinning there would
be no spoke.

I really am a
monster. How has it gotten to be this way? While I wallowed in
self-loathing, desperately trying to draw my hands back, one of the
internal sobs escaped me.

Ardette reacted to the sob in a way I
couldn’t have predicted.

His pupils started a rapid dilation that was
over before I realized it’d even begun, making him suddenly appear
like an excited cat after its prey. Though my hand resisted, he
pushed himself forward in a burst of aggressive strength and jammed
his lips against mine.

What?! I was angry and startled for
only a moment until . . . Oh . . .

My insides started to get cloudy. Ardette
was pushing his shadow into me, down my windpipe, and into the
depths of my body.

Warmth . . . and . . . shadow . . .

Everything around me grew foggy, but I felt
both hands loosen their harmful grips.

Thank . . . you . . .

The shadow was swimming freely within me,
but Ardette was now kissing me like a lover, holding my heavy head
in the palm of one hand and clasping my now-limp wrist in the
other. I was tingly and growing confused, and the world was heavy,
but the kiss felt smoky and good.

The last thing I remembered before losing
consciousness was kissing him back.

 



Chapter 3: The Reunion

 


The room was hazy. No, those were just my
own eyelashes getting in the way of my sleepy, half-closed eyes. I
tried again. This time I was able to open them fully, but it was
only a second before my lids came together once again. I’d let them
have their way awhile longer. My body felt heavy, like it was full
of sand.

I tried to groan, but nothing came out.

Where am I?

There were murmured voices somewhere close
by. I couldn’t focus on much with this heaviness, but still I
strained my senses in an attempt to escape its weight.

Come on. Listen.

But the sand was getting in the way, and
after only a moment or two of pushing against it, I realized such a
thing was futile. The harder I pushed, the more my mind wanted to
shut back down along with my body.

This bed is comfy.

Actually, it was too comfy, and it easily
convinced me to give-up my fight and return to the absence of
thought.

Oh, alright. I relaxed and allowed
myself to be suffocated into silent compliance.

But instead of fading altogether, the
murmurs became stronger. It seemed that by stopping struggling, I
was able to clear up enough space to focus somewhat.

It was then that I was finally able to
discern an arrogant, bored voice through my sandy thoughts.

“One thing is certain,” it said. “We cannot
allow them to touch until we speak to the elder ourselves.
To think he would willingly give that thing to him is quite
appalling if you ask me.”

Is that . . . Ardette? Ardette is near
me? That’s good. I felt the sand thin slightly with the
understanding.

“Do ya think that’s the truth, though?” said
a second voice. “See, I can’t figure out why the elder would have
it in the first place, so I’m thinkin’ he only thinks that’s
where it came from.”

And that voice is . . .
Grotts? The sand within me shook a bit with excitement,
freeing up even more space to think. Yes, such a gruff voice was
most certainly the burly, good-natured Yes’lechian. Thank
Creator. And if he’s here, then Kantú must be too!

I tried to sit up, but again I was too
weighted. I could barely open my eyes, let alone move something as
heavy as muscle. Once again, I surrendered to the sand.

“Oh,” said Ardette, “and just what are you
suggesting? A conspiracy of some sort? How intriguing.” In reality,
he didn’t sound the least bit intrigued.

“Could be his memory was messed up, not just
lost. After seein’ what happened, I’m not sure what ta think.”

“Well, there is that, I suppose. They’ve
asked me to help unlock those memories, so it could be that he
doesn’t really know, himself. What a bothersome person. Completely
unreliable and uncouth.”

Grotts chuckled. “Well, I dunno if ‘e’s
uncouth necessarily.” He paused for a moment, and when he spoke
again, he sounded troubled. “But if he’s an emulator, then what’s
that mean fer Miss Aura?”

“How should I know? Really, why they send us
off with so little information is beyond me. I’ll bet good ‘ol
Scardo knows more than he lets on too. By the way, what do you
think I should do about her forgotten memories?”

“Ya mean of that night? I dunno. The
officers wanted em left that way, didn’t they?”

“Well, I for one am through relying on those
old fogies. I think that resurfacing them could be helpful.”

“But do ya really want ‘er ta know? Won’t it
just be more painful for ‘er?"

“Yes, well, once the Elf finds out, he’ll
most likely tell her anyways. That is, if he’s not too
ashamed. The villain.”

“Still goin’ on about that? I understand
that havin’ the gal ya’ve admired yer whole life bein’ choked in
front of ya, and then havin’ ‘em fallin’ in love with the guy who
did it must not be easy but-”

“Oh, spoken to Darch lately, have you? Damn
Magir doesn’t know how to keep his mouth shut.”

Grotts grumbled but didn’t get a chance to
answer. There was a knock at the door followed by the creaking of
hinge.

“Yo, Grotts,” said a voice. The voice
sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on whose it
was. “Hey man, I understand if you want to be left alone, but
Bergra’s niece says she really needs to talk to you.”

“Er, sure, Kugar. I’ll be right down.”

Oh, right. That’s Kugar. Then that means . .
. we’re at his inn?

The door shut.

“Well, whatever are you waiting for?
Wouldn’t want to keep Bergra’s niece waiting, for heaven’s sake,
would you?” Ardette seemed annoyed.

“Heh. Don’ do anything uncouth to the
Pure Heart while I’m out, okay?”

“Hm, I just might have to, now that you’ve
spoken against it.”

A bed creaked heavily like it was sighing at
the release of Grotts’ weight. There were heavy footsteps followed
by another door creak and slam, and then it was silent. I was alone
with Ardette, left to contemplate the strange conversation.

They have to talk to an elder about
‘touching’ and about something someone gave to someone? My head
was too sandy to understand it at all, but one thing was clear: I
needed to have both of our memories unblocked if I ever
wanted to escape this hopeless oblivion. And then there was one
more thing . . . ‘Admired yer whole life’ . . . But how is that
possible? We met only how long ago?

But those thoughts came to an abrupt halt
when I felt a heavy presence on the edge of my bed. Ardette was
leaning or sitting or something just off to my side. Even with my
eyes closed, I could feel the weight of his stare.

Er . . . What should I do? I don’t want
him to know that I heard, but I don’t want to be like a sneak
either . . . but I really can’t get up right now . . . And then
without the distraction of murmur, the tiredness started to
overtake me again. I really can’t get up . . . Can’t get up . .
. My thoughts trailed off, and I almost fell back to sleep.

Indeed, I would have if Ardette hadn’t
spoken just then. “Songstresses really are like angels, aren’t
they?” His voice was a whisper to himself, but it was enough to
pull me back from the edges of dream.

The interest of an angel . . .

This time when I tried to open my eyes, they
moved sluggishly but cooperatively. I rolled my head to the side
and dozily searched for his face.

“Egad. Have I awoken you, my angel?”

Ardette was sitting on a chair, resting his
chest against the side of the bed, and holding his cheek in his
curled fist.

“Good . . . morning,” I said quietly with an
entirely unattractive rumble in my voice. Gross. I cleared
my throat and pulled the covers up under my chin to hide my slumpy
self away.

He sat up and smirked. “Care for a snuggle,
my cherry pit? Now that we’ve broken the barriers of intimacy?”

Intimacy?

It was then that I remembered precisely what
had happened before I’d fallen unconscious. Along with the cocky
grin he now flashed at me, came the memory of him ramming his lips
against mine and then taking advantage of my fogged-up state to
seduce me into returning the gesture. That memory rushed back like
it had just happened, fueling my tired body with anger.

Psh! N-no! Like hell, I want a snuggle
from you, you violating, kissing, ill-mannered – But when I
opened my mouth, the only thing that came out was, “Un-uh.”

“Dear me, I can see that anger in your eyes.
I had no choice, you know.”

I scowled at him and he smiled back
brightly, but then the corners of his mouth twitched and he looked
away. I felt a pang of guilt.

I’m not really mad at him though, am I? I’m mad at myself . . . for kissing
back.

But it wasn’t your fault. You were all
fogged-up inside.

I still liked it.

But you never would have decided to do
something like that on your own, right?

That’s true . . .

But regardless of whether I deserved my
self-chastisement or not, the fact remained that Ardette had once
again saved me from the addiction. I owed him at least a little
gratitude even if his methods had been disagreeable.

My scowl relaxed into a weak, surrendering
half-smile. I could give him that much. “Uh, thanks.” I
guess.

He turned back to me, his gleaming beam back
at full-force. “Anytime. And you know I’m being wholly serious when
I say that. Who knew you’d be such a biter? Bit of a delightful
shock, really-”

I narrowed my eyes, and for once, it was
enough to make him stop his ridiculous prattle.

“Anyways, you’ve had us quite worried, you
know,” he said, frowning. “Sleeping for two days like that.”

“Two?!” My voice was a little bit stronger
now.

He nodded and stared at the ceiling.

“But then . . .” The others? They should
be back by now, right?

Even without being able to hear my thoughts,
Ardette still seemed to know what I was thinking.

“You just missed Grotts, but as for the
rest, the third day has come and passed, and there’s still no sign
of Rend or Scardo.”

“What?!” I tried to sit up, but my head only
lifted a bit before sinking back into the pillow. I groaned at my
lethargic body.

“S-stop straining yourself like that.”
Ardette had been inspecting me from the corner of his eye. “It’s .
. . er . . . unbecoming.” Though his expression didn’t
change, his voice wavered a little, revealing his concern. “Just
relax. They’re quite fine, I’m sure. Rend could give any of those
scoundrels a swift death if she so wished. She’s most likely
unleashed her fury on Scardo by now too.”

I could see that he was trying to comfort
me, but the worry still welled up around the corners of my
heart.

They aren’t back yet? That’s really bad! And
Scardo is so on top of things like that! What does it mean? They
can’t be dead or anything, right?!

“Shouldn’t we do something?!” I blurted the
words, but immediately felt ashamed. “Oh. I guess, because of me .
. .”

Rend . . . Scardo . . . Hadn’t I,
after all, been the one hindering the others from venturing out
after them? I guess I really am a distraction. For two days
I’d been sleeping, holding back everyone. A distraction. A
burden. I started to feel self-pity. I knew it wasn’t good, but
it was there anyways.

But in the midst of this, Ardette reached
over and tugged the blanket from under my chin.

“Of course we’re doing ‘something’,” he
said. “Your ‘addiction’ is out searching the borders for them as we
speak.”

“Oh!” So that’s why he isn’t
around.

“Ugh, please try not to look so
disappointed. He wanted to stay by your side, of course, but we
rather forced him away.”

“No! That’s good that he’s looking for
them.” How selfish of me to let myself feel disappointed over
something like that! And to go so far as to show it too! Now I
felt even more ashamed.

Ardette rolled his eyes.

Er, right. It serves no purpose to feel that
way.

“What about Kantú?” I asked. I was sure she
was around somewhere but . . .

“She’s . . . er . . .” Ardette stumbled for
the right word, and I felt a new panic start to seep in.

“What? She’s what?!” As I waited for his
too-delayed response, hastily jumping to the worst conclusions, I
finally managed to sit up. The sandiness within me slid down and
settled at my waist, but the motion had been too sudden; I felt
light-headed.

“Anxious, are you? It’s no big deal, really.
Just . . . she’s buying bird food.”

“Bird food?”

He sniggered. “You’ll see what I mean.”

I studied him for ulterior intent, but it
looked like he wasn’t kidding, and he refused to elaborate.

Bird food? How strange.

“Well, at least she’s okay.” I stared across
the room and tried to keep it all together.

But I was still too concerned about the
others to feel real relief.

To occupy my mind and fend off the impending
worry, I searched the walls for a moment of distraction. We were in
the same room we’d previously lodged on our way to the prophecy
site. Last time, those fans had only been as pieces of decoration,
but after hearing Grotts’ appreciation for them, they now seemed
like something far more sacred – more like relics,
protecting the peoples’ legends from disappearing.

The fan of the dragon was there, just
opposite me, but it was another fan that my eyes settled upon this
time: a painting of a dark-haired boy in strange clothing, holding
a white sphere of some sort. Next to him was a girl, also in
strange clothing, reaching for the boy’s reflection, which was
blonde for some reason. They both looked so sad. I wondered
why.

But while the fan was mysterious and
beautiful, ultimately it didn’t offer the distraction I’d been
seeking. I wanted to know more; I wanted to hear Grotts tell the
legend in his own way, but Grotts wasn’t here, and without him, the
picture alone couldn’t keep me from myself. The worry still sidled
in.

“Ardette,” I whispered, still staring at the
fan, “do you really think Scardo and Rend are all right?”

“Would it really be such a loss? Such an
unpleasant woman and a dog of the officers-”

But at the look of disgust on my face, he
abruptly dropped the act of indifference. He leaned forward and
grabbed the edge of my blanket, his cherry eyes unusually
gentle.

“Aura, this is Rend we’re talking
about. Remember her? With that deadly red blast? And Scardo even
managed to wrestle the sword away from your beloved during
the battle with The Mystress. I fully believe they’re fine. So,
stop worrying,” – he lightly knocked me on the top of the head –
“dummy. They’ll turn up soon.”

Finally, I felt reassurance. I held onto his
words and was quiet for a moment. He’s right. Worry is
pointless. I have to be proactive. We still have so much to
accomplish.

“Um, Ardette, by the way, where are we going
to get more of that andap stuff? Will Scardo have enough in that
vial to help? When he comes back, that is.” Not if . . .
when.

Ardette grimaced, but knowing how fragile my
state of assurance was, he refrained from over-the-top comment and
instead said dryly, “No, we’ll have to make more. A tedious task if
you ask me.”

“What exactly is it?”

He frowned.

“It is condensed shadow mixed with
the tears of an innocent. Quite dark, really.” He paused for
effect, and when I gave him the startled, wide-eyed reaction he’d
been seeking, he continued, “What, were you expecting something
looking like that to be comprised of sunshine and giggles?
Hmph.”

“Well-”

Thud! Thud! Thud!

We were interrupted by the sudden, loud
thumping of someone running up steps in much too heavy a
manner.

“Eh?” I looked to Ardette.

“Your squirrel, most likely.”

I stiffened, strained my ears, and held my
breath like I believed that breathing might actually scare that
hopeful possibility away.

Kantú? Is it you?

Indeed, a high-pitched, chittering squeal
erupted from the outside hall, turning that thought into a reality.
Then all at once, the door burst open, slamming into the wall and
shaking a fan or two from their mounts.

I let out a relieved cry.

A familiar, energetic Squirrelean was
standing in the doorway, eyes bright with excitement and ears
twitching eagerly. “See, Grottsy! I told you that the
feather man said she was awake! Pervy Irving Ardette was hogging
her all to himself!”

“Kantú!” I tried to hop out of bed, but such
a gesture only caused the sand to refill my limbs; I slumped back
down.

“Aura!” She rushed over to the side of my
bed and threw her arms around my neck, tackling my already limp
body in the process. “I missed you so much!”

“I’ve missed you too!” Squeezing back, I
buried my face in her chest. It was really her! “I was so worried!
I didn’t know if . . . I’m just so sorry that we left you guys
there!”

“Sorry? You saved us, silly head! But why
did you lead the bad guys away like that?! You could have been
killed! I was scared you’d stay asleep forever this time!”

And then we were both crying, and she was
mopping up our mixed tears with her tail. Oh, Kantú, how I
cherish you.

“Er- glad ta see yer all right, Miss Aura.”
Grotts, who’d entered the room sometime after Kantú, awkwardly
interrupted our reunion. Though I’d already known he was all right,
I still felt tremendous relief when my eyes fell upon the colossal,
chip-toothed grin breaking across the gruffness of his face.
Somehow, it made everything seem a little more bearable.

“Grotts? Come here!” I shakily held onto
Kantú for support and lifted myself up. This time, I managed to sit
up on my knees at the bed’s edge. Grotts obeyed and hurried
over.

I didn’t hesitate to fling my arms around
his wide neck – in response to which he patted my back with one of
his giant hands, but a comforting ‘pat’ for a man of Grotts’
stature was enough to give minor whiplash. I felt my bones shake
with each tap, though I didn’t mind in the least. It was proof that
he was really there.

I was so glad. So, so glad.

After a moment, he released me and held my
shoulders at arms’ length.

“Yer doing a number on my heart, I’ll tell
ya. Drawin’ the enemy away and runnin’ off like that and then
returnin’ to us in that condition.” Even as he spoke, beads of
sweat appeared on his forehead.

“And let’s not forget whose fault that
condition was.” Ardette was now standing in the corner,
quietly observing with a look of disgust on his face.

“Be nice, Ardette!” scolded Kantú. She
peeked over her shoulder at him crossly before turning back to me
and lowering her voice. “Is it true Nyte’s the one that did this to
you?”

“Eh-” You told them about that,
Ardette?! I stiffened then dropped my head, ashamed at the
truth of it. “No, I did this to myself.” Because I can’t
resist the warmth. Because I have no self-control.

“Hah!” Ardette shook his head and buried his
face in his hand. “Unbelievable.”

I glared at him, upset that he’d given Kantú
and Grotts his skewed version of the occurrence. It was true that
Nyte had played his part, but ultimately, I’d been the one that had
grabbed his hand and taken a drink. Rend would be furious. Rend
. . . Scardo . . . The worry trembled.

“Don’t mind him,” said Grotts. “He’s
just bitter. We’ll get this all sorted out, don’ worry.”

“Yeah, Aura, we’ll figure out what’s going-”
But Kantú stiffened, halting whatever reassurance she’d been about
to give.

Oh boy. I knew that look. A look
which only served to fill me with an immediate unease.

“Kantoo! It’s about ta happen?” Grotts
grabbed her arm.

Yes, that stoic stare was unmistakable. “The
Spirit of In-between?” I asked even though I wasn’t really
questioning it.

Ardette looked around. “That’s right. Her
little pet is nowhere to be found.”

“Pet?” But my question would have to
wait.

“Aura Telmacha Rosh,” said the Spirit in its
raspy voice. “Heed my words.”

“Heeding,” I sighed.

“The true Judas has yet to be discovered.
Beware those close to your heart!”

“The true Judas?” I asked. More of
this ‘betrayer’ stuff? Can’t it be something clearer this
time?!

Kantú stared ahead and said nothing. It
looked like the spirit had said its bit and was about to leave its
vessel, but I was far from ready to let it go.

“Wait!” I grabbed the Spirit’s shoulders and
shook. “Tell me, what else do you know?! Please! Are Rend
and Scardo all right? Is Illuma okay? Is-”

But it was no use. Too soon, Kantú’s body
wilted into a pile on my lap, leaving me with only unanswered
questions. The balcony door burst open, and a rush of feathers blew
in from the landing along with the old light of the dusk’s dying
sun. An amber hue settled upon the bed.

“This is so frustrating!” I growled and
swatted away the feathers, which flurried about rebelliously in
return. “Why can’t the Spirit of In-between say anything useful? It
definitely knows everything, so why only give us bits and pieces?”
I snorted through my teeth. “The true Judas? The true betrayer?
What the heck does that mean anyway?!”

I was entirely agitated.

Grrr. Where’s Nyte? I need him right
now!

Yes, I was brimming with agitation.

I need him!

But . . . why was I feeling so
agitated?

I need another dose of warmth!

I grabbed the edge of the bed and dug my
nails in.

Warmth! Now!

“Aura?” Kantú was back, staring up at me,
chocolate eyes flickering with concern.

“Eh-” Blinking heavily, I released my clutch
and looked around the startled group, feeling startled, myself, at
the outburst. Huh? What in Creator’s name was that?

“Ah-he.” Grotts let out a tense chuckle.

I’m losing it. I’m definitely losing
it. “S-sorry. I don’t know why-” I started to lie but stopped.
“Actually, to tell the truth, I think there’s something wrong with
me.” Something really wrong. I was . . . scaring
myself.

“Something?” scoffed Ardette. He stepped out
of his corner and stared out into the orange glow of the dusky
skyline. “It’s that Elf’s doing!”

“Ardette,” I urged, “that’s not-”

But Kantú put out her hand to stop the
erupting argument. “Grottsy,” she said, “think you can have Kugar
arrange a bath for Aura and me?”

“Eh, yeah, sure.” He looked relieved to be
rid of the awkward situation.

Ashamed, I watched him trot away. Kantú put
her arm around me.

“What’s happening to me?” I whispered. The
words were chilling on their way out of my mouth. Something was
undeniably happening. Something big, and I didn’t know what to
do.

That monster inside is starting to slip out!
What happens if it completely breaks loose? Nyte . . .

“You’re fine,” insisted Kantú.
“This’ll all feel better after a nice bath. I bet you’re just
missing the ocean!”

If only that were true. I’d just
started a sigh of concern when, out of nowhere, Ardette
whistled.

“Huh?” With wary eyes I glanced over at him
and braced myself. What now?

“My, my, will the two of you be bathing
together? Might I join in?” he asked cunningly.

The question caught me completely off
guard.

What?! But just a moment ago you were . .
.

I stared in disbelief while he sauntered
over to the bed and flashed a charming, white smile at the pair of
us. Somehow, the swift change in demeanor was unsettling . . .
extremely unsettling.

“I can’t stand the thought of two beautiful
women excluding me from such a delightful scene.”

“Yeah, right!” Kantú swatted at him with her
tail flirtingly. She wasn’t the least put-off by his sudden
transformation.

“Scary,” I mumbled, my face more horrified
than it maybe should have been for the situation, but horrified
nonetheless.

“What was that, my cherry pit?”

“Your mask is scary.” I preferred him
without it. At least if he became angry, it was really him, but
this . . .

He stiffened. “My mask? Why, whatever are
you referring to?”

I stared him down, but he held strong.

You know what I’m talking about, so why do
you insist on trying so hard? Unless . . . trying so hard keeps you
from dwelling on other things. Is that it?

I finally understood.

“Never mind.” I shook my head.

It was pointless. If this was his way of
coping – if it helped him make it through such a frustrating
reality, then I should let him have it, even if it made my heart
mourn to see him put it back on. His way of coping . . .
What was mine? Should I adapt and develop a personality like that
too? Somewhere where the addiction’s voice couldn’t reach me?

Somewhere safe.

I pondered in silence, while Ardette and
Kantú continued to flirt, until Grotts came back and informed us
that the bath was ready. Somewhere along the line, the sand had
completely filtered from my body, leaving me free from the
restraints of heaviness. Free to stand and bend and hold myself
straight and steady, but for some reason, it still just felt like I
was trying to hold myself together.

 


~

 


“See, doesn’t a bath make everything
better?”

“I guess it does.”

The bath basin was lacking herbs, but just
the steam from the water was enough to calm me down. Kantú sat on
the edge of the basin and combed the tangles from my wet hair. It
wasn’t as silver as usual, the drenching of water having darkened
it to a stone-like gray. I didn’t mind. It looked a little more
normal that way.

“Nyte should be back soon,” said Kantú. “He
said before nightfall.”

“O-oh?” I tried to hide my eagerness. That
was good. I missed him. “I wonder if he’s found them yet.”

“Nuh-ah!” she scolded. “You’re not allowed
to worry or think about anything. This is relaxy time! All
conversations must be kept light!”

Easier said than done. But I would
try to play along, for her sake. Or was it really for my own?

“So, er, why were you out buying bird food
earlier?” I asked. It seemed like a ‘light’ enough topic.

“Because I got a pet!” she answered
enthusiastically, proud of herself at the feat.

“A . . . pet?”

“He’s someone you’ve met before.”

“He?” I narrowed my eyes. What in
Farellah is she talking about?

She giggled. “You’ll see.”

It was the same thing Ardette had said.

“And just when do I get to meet this
mysterious pet?”

“Hm . . . tomorrow, I guess.”

She was still and quiet for moment, and I at
first thought that the Spirit of In-between was making another
appearance, but when I turned around to look, she was staring at me
with glossy eyes.

“What!?”

“Ah! I’m just so happy you’re alive! I
really did think . . . Oopsie! Never mind! Can’t break my own
rules!”

Alive? Was there ever a doubt?

“Kantú,” – I grabbed her wrist – “what
happened after we got separated? Was everything all right? We’re
you all okay?” I realized for the first time that I hadn’t actually
gotten the details yet. How selfish of me not to ask
earlier! But there’d been so much else going on. Was I a
terrible person for letting it slip my mind?

She cleared her throat. “What did I just
tell you? You’re not supposed to be thinking of anything like
that.”

“But I need to know. Please? I can’t ‘relax’
until I know.”

She scrunched up her face before answering.
“Oh, all right. But if you show any signs of over-thinking, I’m
stopping.”

“Deal.”

“Hmm, let’s see here. Well, everything was
kind of chaotic with the ceiling falling apart like that. While we
were trying to dodge the falling stuff, most of the Druelcans
followed after your light like little swarming moths. You should’ve
seen how mad Scardo and Ardette were that you used yourself as
bait. Scardo was stuttering up a storm, and Ardette wasn’t acting
like his charming, princely self at all!”

Ack! My eyebrow tweaked at her
description of Ardette’s ‘self’.

She giggled and continued, “There were a few
stragglers that the rest of them fought off, but Ardette bolted
after you guys. Of course, he wasn’t able to keep up with Nyte, and
the tunnel you guys ran through collapsed before he could get very
far in, so he had to come back empty-handed. By that time, all of
the walls were crumbling, and Grotts grabbed me and pulled me back
the way we came. It was blocked by some rubble-ish stuff, but Rend
came up and blasted a hole for us to get through. Then we dodged
the pieces of rock that were shaking to the ground – just like real
adventurers – and managed to climb back up that slope, even though
it was really hard. We all made it outside, just in time to
see the whole place collapse into a big pile.

“Scardo said that the rest of the Druelcans
that had followed you were trapped inside. Isn’t that awful? I
mean, I know they’re the bad guys, but they got smooshed!”

Er- ‘smooshed’? Somehow the term
didn’t seem fitting for the severity of the situation. But I
guess that is her style.

She paused and bit her lip. “The next part
is kinda sad.”

Sad? “That’s okay, just tell me,
please.” But still I braced myself.

She took a deep breath and nodded. “So
everyone kinda thought that you guys got trapped in there right
along with them, and I was so worried I’d lost you. I couldn’t even
breathe, but Grotts held onto my shoulders and kept telling me that
it was going to be all right. Rend was really mad and cranky as
usual, and she was just kinda blasting at nothing, so Scardo had to
calm her down, but he looked ready to fall apart too, saying that
the Heart of Salvation was lost and that now there was no hope and
stuff.” She took another deep breath. “But the worst was definitely
Ardette. He dropped to his knees, and I couldn’t see his face, but
his back was shaking. And he screamed this really tormented scream
like that time Delna Lynn’s dad died, but a million times worse,
and he was staring at his hands and saying all kinds of weird
stuff! It was,” – she winced – “hard to watch.”

Oh Creator!

I was frozen in disgusted disbelief for a
moment before answering. “Th-that’s terrible! I had no idea . . .
To think you guys went through something like that-”

Kantú let out a huff and made a pouty
face.

“No! No worrying, remember? Anyways, the
next part is happy, so listen up! Ardette suddenly stopped and told
everyone to be quiet, and he leaned forward and got really happy
and said you were alive. Rend, the meanie, doubted him, of course,
and started freaking out at him, but he looked too relieved and
happy for it to be a lie. So we believed him, and he said he’d go
search one way and told Rend and Scardo to go a different way. I
wanted to help look too, but Grotts said someone had to wait, in
case you came back to Crystair. And that’s it! We came back without
any troubles!”

“What do you mean, ‘that’s it’? That’s
terrible! I’m so sorry. I just wanted to do something to save you
guys, but I . . . I . . .” Made it so difficult for
everyone.

“Like I said before, you saved us. You know
how those guys get when they’re fighting someone, right? Well, they
would’ve kept on fighting until they got smooshed too. You know
that’s what would have happened!”

She gripped the edge of the tub and leaned
in to convey her opinion on the matter further.

“Kantú . . .”

I couldn’t help but admire that
determination on her face. She seemed like she really believed it,
so I’d do my best to believe it too. It was certainly much easier
to accept the reality of their pain if I believed it’d been for the
best.

But still, it’s so hard to let it go.

“Gah!” Kantú placed her hands on her hips
and shot me a look of accusation. “You look more stressed-out than
when you got in!”

“Uh-” I could see that worry on her face.
Even now, I was causing her pain. I owed it to her to at least
pretend that everything was okay, if only for just a little
bit.

I forced a grin. “Batty squirrel,” I teased,
“haven’t you learned anything since coming to live with us Sapes?
It’s impossible to feel stressed while soaking in steam.”

She released a chitter of delight.

Good. For you, I’ll pretend awhile.

I closed my eyes and took in a deep breath
of calming steam.

“So,” she said after a moment, “what did you
and Nyte do while you were alone together?”

My body tensed. “That’s! Er-”

Yah! When I agreed to keep it light, I
didn’t mean asking something like that!

“Ha! So you did do something?”

I turned my back to the scrutinizing gaze
that was surely upon me.

“Go on!” she squealed.

“Uhhh-” I closed my eyes and escaped beneath
the water, where her too-probing questions couldn’t reach.

What should I say? Should I tell her
about how hard it’s gotten for me to touch him lately? Or about . .
. the kiss? Even in the heat of the bath, I could still feel my
cheeks grow hot. No, I can’t tell her that; rather, I can’t say
it aloud without getting too excited. But what should I say? I’ll
just have to change the topic for now.

I was just about to resurface, not by
choice, but from lack of air when, behind the darkness of my own
eyelids, an image – one single image – flashed.

Illuma was standing under a starless night
in the meadow, reaching her hand out towards . . . someone. A
‘someone’ with lovely, alluring hands that I too wanted to touch .
. . but I was too . . . afraid.

“Huh!” I bolted above the water, gasping for
air.

“Ack!” Kantú was clearly panicked by my
sudden surface. She reached for my shoulders and wildly searched my
face for injury. “Aura?! What is it?!”

“I-I saw something!”

“Something?” she urged anxiously.

“An image or something. I think it was . . .
a memory.”

“A memory? Of what?! Are you all
right?!”

“Illuma was there. It was when we were
children. I don’t know, but I think it might have been . . . of
that night.”

 



Chapter 4: The Confession

 


I stared off into the still night of the
city and pulled the new bistre cloak tighter around myself,
admiring the lightness of its fabric as I did.

Thank you, my batty squirrel.

The cloak, which belled out at the waist and
was longer than my old one, had been a gift from Kantú. It seemed
bird food hadn’t been the only thing on her shopping list that day,
for post-bath she’d promptly presented me with a full set of new
traveling attire, complete with hide miner’s boots – an accessory
for which I was overwhelmingly grateful. My Elven travel slippers
had long since worn thin.

Once again, I realized how lucky I was to
have her along. A piece of home. On top of everything, she’d agreed
not to tell anyone else about the memory, or whatever it was, until
I figured it out more. Figure out more? That in itself was
troublesome.

Could it really have been of that night?

According to Grotts, the memory had been
suppressed by Miss Danice. I’d never had to deal with memory
suppression before, so of course I didn’t know how something like
that worked, but I thought that maybe if I let my mind go blank,
the image would resurface on its own.

But as usual, my mind wouldn’t go blank. I
still felt guilty and frustrated about how much time we’d lost, and
I was eager to get back on our journey, but unfortunately, it was
night, and the others wouldn’t be ready to leave until dawn. Sleep
was far from my mind, having awoken from a two day slumber, so I’d
taken position on the inn-room’s scrap-metal balcony to await
Nyte’s return. He’d said before nightfall, but nightfall was here
and he was late.

I wanted him back. I wanted him back so
badly that it hurt my chest. Whenever I was with him, I always
became so jittery and embarrassed, but without him, I could only
think about pulling him close to me and holding him there – taking
my captor captive.

Such bold intentions became mere wishful
thinking behind my trembling hands and dropping stomach whenever we
were actually together, and in the end, it was always him doing the
holding, but for now, I wanted him, and while impulses like those
would surely melt away into over-self-awareness and nerves when I
actually saw him, at the moment, I wanted nothing more than to
place my ear against his beating chest and listen to the thudding
of his warmth.

His warmth.

Are you sure that’s not what you’re missing? What you’re
craving?

No. It’s him. That carefree spirit. That
mischievous smile. That playful taunt. I miss him. I’m sure of it.

You won’t be . . .

“Eh!” I was surprised at how sure of itself
it sounded.

Lately, that voice of addiction had become
stronger. I knew it was me, or rather, a piece of me, but it was
still annoying. I hated that part. I wanted to cut it away.
I wanted to long for Nyte alone, without the back-voice of the
addiction urging me to feast. It made me sick. But it was me
. . . or some side-effect of my awakening . . . but internal,
nonetheless. So how was I to cope? I just wanted it gone.

I exhaled heavily. Maybe exhaling could push
out the addiction.

It didn’t work. It wasn’t active at the
moment, but I could still feel it back there, deep inside, waiting
for Nyte to be close enough to start its sinful whispering.

I exhaled again and tried to give myself to
the night’s shroud. Tonight the darkness over me wasn’t black, but
blue, influenced by the silver of the glittering city. My last time
on this awning had been with Nyte, but now I was alone, left to my
own running thoughts. From somewhere, the smell of fire drifted
through the alleys. A warm fire, a safe fire, a fire unlike the
destruction of Edaw. It was too distant for me to hear its
crackling, but in my head, I imagined it reaching me along with the
warmth of smoke that I’d never crave.

The elements had always been so kind to me.
Why couldn’t I be kind to myself? Why couldn’t I control myself the
way I could the elements? Why?

“Stand back!” There was a hushed call from
somewhere below me.

I’d been staring at an uninteresting piece
of awning across the street for only a short while, but it’d been
long enough for someone to slip in unnoticed. At the call’s prod, I
now looked down and found a tall figure sprinting towards me. My
stomach turned over.

It’s him!

I wanted to yell, but the room behind me was
quiet, and though I knew at least one of them was already awake and
keeping guard just inside, it would still be a disrespect to call
out to my Elf now. Instead, I scrambled to my feet and began wildly
throwing my arms above me. It would only be moments until I’d see
his face, moments until he’d run up the steps and burst through the
door behind me.

But Nyte didn’t bother with entering the inn
in any sort of conventional manner. Without letting up his sprint,
he continued towards me with no apparent intention of stopping.

Huh?! Watch where you’re going!

For a moment, it looked like he’d slam into
the side of the building at full-force. The thought of such
commotion and injury made me cease my waving. I instead tried to
plan how I’d react to a situation like that, but it was
unnecessary; for just at the last minute, with ease and a grin, the
nimble Elf sprang from the ground and landed light-footedly on the
edge of my second-story post.

I stared at him in awe, almost forgetting to
feel jittery.

Still grinning, he dusted off his hands and
started to walk toward me.

“Show off!” I whispered, paranoidly looking
behind me to make sure no one had been alerted to Nyte’s
arrival.

“Miss Havoc, you are awake!”

Without giving me a chance to answer, he
grabbed my shoulders and pulled me against his chest.

Ah! My heart was already on fire from
seeing him, but it erupted at his embrace – so much so, that had I
been in poorer health, I’m certain I would have experienced a heart
attack right there. He wrapped his arms around my back and rested
his chin on my head. Immediately the warmth was there, but for once
it was shadowed by the pounding in my chest. I was too exhilarated
– my body too alive – to fully feel acknowledge it. There were too
many other emotions competing for attention.

“I missed you, Nyte.” It was such an
understatement, but it was all I could manage in the high of being
hugged by him.

At my words, there was a strong push from
the warmth. I stiffened and struggled to ignore it.

“I have longed for you as well,” replied
Nyte gently. “May I hold you this way awhile?”

Hold me?! It was almost too much, but
that was exactly what I wanted him to do, so selfishly, though I
knew it was dangerous, I nodded, trying to hide the complete
elation I felt.

How much longer could I keep the warmth from
getting to me? This was a hazardous game . . . but I was too weak
to give up.

I closed my eyes, intending to enjoy it as
long as I could.

“Nyte?” I said, my voice barely audible.

“What is it, Miss Havoc?”

I still hadn’t told him. Should I now?

I love you. My hands were on his
back, but at the thought of confessing what he must already know,
they gripped him on their own and pulled him even closer.

This time, the warmth was un-ignorable. It
radiated from his whole body and poured into me at an alarming
speed. The addiction didn’t waste a second.

Now’s your chance.

I didn’t want to think it.

He’s vulnerable, so take it now.

No! I will not!

But the rushing warmth did little to help
the situation.

All it takes is one pull, and all of that
power will be yours!

“Ah! No!” Using every ounce of self-control
within me, I let out a soft cry. Nyte stiffened.

“I am sorry,” he said, but he didn’t release
me.

The warmth retreated just a bit, but it was
still too much.

“Nyte, I’m trying, but I don’t think I can
help it much longer. We have to stop.” Before it happens
again!

“No!” He shook his head. “Just a moment
longer. I have been waiting to hold you for days, but the Daem
guarded you in ways most unfavorable. I will try to contain
myself!”

The warmth pulled away a bit more. Nyte was
doing his best to make it more manageable. If he was willing to
try, then so was I.

“Alright.” I closed my eyes and concentrated
on keeping the addiction at bay with the Song of Juniper’s Cry. It
had briefly worked before; maybe it could bring me some sort of
deliverance again.

An entire minute passed where the addiction
was silent.

Come on, Aura. You’re doing well. Just don’t
think about it.

I was pleasantly surprised with how this was
going – how well we were doing. It felt like we might actually beat
it this time.

Another half-minute passed . . .

Great! This is great!

But then I made a big mistake. A mistake of
disastrous proportions.

I allowed my back-thoughts to drift from the
internal singing that had yet to cease. I say ‘allowed’, but I’m
not sure if I had any consent in the matter at all. It was only a
simple thought, but it was enough to bring everything crashing
down. With Nyte there, against me, I stupidly, oh so stupidly, let
the fleeting contemplation about how good he smelled penetrate the
protective cover of song.

His smell . . . like summer in the meadow .
. . like lovely pink petals falling snow-like from the cherry
trees.

I want you. Again, I impulsively
gripped him against me. The warmth seeped out of him in a large
wave.

“Ah! A-are you even trying?” whispered Nyte
in a shaky voice. “Are you trying to torment me?”

“Oops!” I blushed at my bold outburst. “Er,
sorry.” I pulled myself away, but he gripped my arms and stared
down at me with a smirk on his lips.

“That was good though, was it not?” he said.
“We are building up a tolerance.”

“A tolerance?” I feigned offense. “Are you
saying I’m intolerable?”

“In so many ways.”

I growled and he chuckled, and for a moment,
the atmosphere was easy, but when a sly gale of night breeze ran
through my hair, it was too much for Nyte. Still holding onto my
arms, he bit his lip.

I could see the struggle within him, the
temptation he was fighting, but I was torn myself and did nothing
to help, only stared up at him with shining eyes of anticipation
while the breeze taunted him, billowing my hair loosely around my
shoulders and releasing the scent of jarred rose that I’d applied
after the bath.

Yes, do not resist. Give me warmth.

No! Just stay like that a moment, so I can
clear my head.

But the gale continued and its voice was
louder than my unspoken words. In one quick motion, Nyte brought
his hand to my back and pulled me back into him.

“I am sorry,” he again whispered before
bringing his lips to my neck. “I choose to sin.”

Ah! The warmth was too much. It was
far too much for any normal being to handle, and even though I
wasn’t normal, I still pretended to be, so I wholly fell under that
category. It coursed into my neck through his soft, warm lips and
traveled through my veins, down my arms, and into my fingertips. I
became engrossed in a power, the power of one that can command the
earth at her will. I was ravishingly hungry for the spirit, and I
wouldn’t hold out a moment longer.

GIVE ME IT ALL!

I pulled and pulled, and somewhere inside, I
cried. This was going to turn out like last time. We were both
fools for putting ourselves through this, but I couldn’t help it
because I loved him and wanted him, and with the warmth’s power
came an overwhelming sense of emotion from him. I was starting to
understand what each burst of spirit meant.

I will take it all. That is what I must
do.

NO!

It is the right thing. He is giving me his
feelings, so I will not deny them. I will take them and the
warmth.

No! It is because I love him that I
can resist, no matter how painful it is to
break away from that source of power. I know I can.

But I didn’t really know if I could. I
gritted my teeth in struggle with myself, but at the same time, I
threw my head back and succumbed to his embrace.

And then, in a moment of passion, I drew my
fingers down his neck and felt something cold and hard. The pendant
was there, beneath his shirt, against his skin. Somehow, someway,
our timing was impeccable. We were about to be saved from another
gorging pillage of power.

Nyte moved his lips to mine, and with that
motion came another burst of warmth, but before it could swallow
me, he jerked me forward, and in surprised response, I grabbed the
pendant and pulled, seeking to release a bit of my aggression on
it. That was our salvation.

“No!” Nyte grabbed my wrist to stop me, and
the warmth was immediately cut-off.

I was free.

“Thank . . . Creator!” Panting, I pulled
myself away from him. I drew in deep breaths and settled along the
edge of the balcony.

That was close. That was so close. That was
TOO close.

But while I caught my breath, Nyte remained
how he’d been, still holding the pendant in a clenched fist, his
eyes lowered.

“Nyte?”

He looked confused. “Why . . . why did I do
that?”

“Because I was about to break your necklace.
I’m sorry!”

“No.” With furrowed brows, he shook his
head. “I do not feel attachment to this item, but even so, an
impulse made me stop you from removing it, and even now, I feel
like I should not.”

“The familiar pendant?” I muttered, taking
new notice of it.

“Familiar?”

“Oh! Er- yeah, I’ve always felt like I’ve
seen it before, but I don’t know where. I mean, that’s not even
possible, right?”

“Hm . . . You are right. You could not have
seen it before. Not on me, anyway. However, it is strange for you
to feel recognition of it.” He studied it awhile longer and then
looked up at me. “Would you try to take it off again?”

“Eh? All right.”

But I wasn’t prepared for what came next.
His collar was already loose, but he now started to unbutton it a
bit more. Eyaah! I looked away with flushed cheeks, my heavy
heartbeat starting to act up again.

“Miss Havoc?” Nyte chuckled. “Is it possible
you do not wish to see?” But then his voice became serious. “Is
this too indecent?”

No, I very much wanted to see, but I feared
spontaneous combustion.

Come on, Aura, get a grip!

“No, it’s fine.” I tried to sound
collected.

I turned back to him, and the sly night
breeze was back, toying with my already unstable state. It
flittered about his ears, moving his hair back and forth in a most
swaying motion. In the darkness, I couldn’t see the green in his
eyes, but they gleamed with some bounced-off reflection of the moon
even though it wasn’t in our direct line of sight.

In his element. Entirely.

But he was grinning at me expectantly.
Ah! Was I staring?! Fearing loss of face, I hurriedly
reached out and, wary of the warmth, avoided his skin as I grabbed
the pendant and started to pull.

“No!” Again Nyte stopped me.

“Oh!” I was caught by surprise.

“Ah! Forgive me!” He stared at the pendant
with another puzzled expression. “I wonder why I continue to do
that. Now that I think about it, I have not taken this off since
Elder Pietri gave it to me. Might it be that I was commanded not
to? But I do not remember such a command, and what purpose would it
serve, for that matter?”

But I was no longer listening to him. The
warmth had mixed me up inside, and away from Nyte’s touch, I was
now finally starting to feel stable again. While he contemplated
the pendant, I took the opportunity to drive away the last bits of
addiction and warmth, letting my mind clear. But as I drove away
the monster, a recollection flooded me, taking its place.

“Oh! Right!” I suddenly remembered just what
task Nyte had been off undergoing. Rend and Scardo! “Nyte!
Did you . . . er . . . find anything?” I’d gotten caught in the
moment and seduced by the gale, and I’d been thinking of no one but
us. How disgusting. Was a selfish person like me really fit
to be a Savior of the people?

Nyte dropped the pendant and stared off
across the city.

“I am afraid I have returned without
findings.”

“Really? Oh, no!” I’d already known – he
hadn’t, after all, returned with them or made prior mention to
their whereabouts – but I still felt disappointment at the news.
“Are . . . are you worried?”

“Truthfully, a little.”

I appreciated that. He didn’t try to cover
it up like the others. He was right there with me, experiencing the
same fear.

Thank you for being honest. It makes my own
feelings seem so much more appropriate. Like it’s all right for me
to worry.

I would show him the same courtesy.

“Me too,” I whispered.

He brought his gaze to my face. “But I do
not fear their death.”

Really? He sounded so serious and
definite that I was immediately reassured, though I knew not his
reasoning for making the claim.

“Oh?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Rend would have informed
Scardo, had she felt the Thulian Pact taking effect. And if that
had happened, I am confident that they would have returned
immediately, if even before the third day.”

“Right!” I hadn’t thought of that. “Then I
wonder why.”

“I am also unable to predict the reason for
their detainment. It is . . . troubling.”

“Now that I’m awake, though, we can leave
tomorrow to search for them, right?” Now that I’m awake.
Again the guilt engulfed me. “Ugh!” I shook my head in disgust.
“I’m so sorry that I held everyone up. That I kept you from-”

“Do not say that.” His voice was stern. “It
was not your fault.”

“But how can you say that? I’m the one that
can’t help myself!”

“No.” He shook his head. “It is my weakness
that has caused this. I will not let you take blame from yourself.
The sins I have accumulated continued to grow. Even now, I know
that I should not touch you, but I will not refrain.”

He reached his hand out and drew his finger
down my arm. Goosebumps rose on my arms and neck.

“Why is it like this?” I whispered, voice
trembling. “Is it just because you’re an Elf and I’m a songstress?
Or . . .” Are you really an ‘emulator’? If only Ardette had
explained that more, then maybe I’d be able to figure out what was
going on or some way to make it better. Stupid Ardette, I’ll bet
he just wants to keep me in the dark so that I can’t touch
Nyte!

Nyte thought for a moment before answering.
“I have never heard of something like it before.” He paused. “Have
you ever touched Rend?”

Had I? I searched my memory. “Yes. When we
first met Grotts and Scardo, and I’m sure there were other
times.”

“And you felt no . . . no . . .”

“Hunger?” It was embarrassing to say the
word aloud. I shook my head. “But back then, it was easier for me
to resist you too.”

He quickly withdrew his hand, but not before
I felt it grow warm. “Ah! That is because . . .” He looked
embarrassed.

“Huh?”

“No. Never mind.”

But I locked my gaze on his. I would not
miss an opportunity to find out anything helpful. If I could
understand it, then maybe I could beat the addiction
altogether.

Nyte looked off over my shoulder for a time
and seemed to be deciding about something. What is it? It
made me nervous, but I allowed him the silence, uninterrupted.

At last, he looked at me and said,
“Aura.”

I shivered at his utterance of my real
name.

“Yes?”

“When I was dying, you told me you had
something important to tell me. What was it?” His face was serious,
his eyes probing.

Yaah! What should I say?! Now it was
my turn to be embarrassed. I hugged my knees and stared straight
ahead at nothing. Think! Think! “That’s . . .” My cheeks
were too hot; I couldn’t form the words.

But he didn’t wait for me to stumble through
the rest. He placed a finger below my chin and pulled my gaze back
to him.

Warm! It was even warmer than before!
I struggled to breathe. I struggled to remain conscious.

“Too . . . much . . .” I mumbled.

He winced but left his finger there. “I am a
selfish Elf, but please hold on a moment longer, for there is
something important that I must tell you.”

I nodded. Breathe. Breathe.

“It is forbidden for me to make a
proclamation such as this out of wedlock, but I have wanted to tell
you this for some time, and I will not let tradition get in the way
any longer.” The glint of spirit ran across his eyes.

I strongly suspected he enjoyed the thought
of rebelling against laws of his people.

“Nyte?” Out of wedlock? What’s he talking
about?

But my pulse kicked because it knew what was
coming.

“Something has happened, Miss Havoc, and I
wanted you to be aware. Our roles have reversed.”

“Roles?” I breathed.

He nodded. “You are no longer my captive.”
He brought his face close to my ear and lowered his voice. “I am
yours, wholly and truly.”

“C . . . captive . . .” Concentrate,
Aura! But it was too warm. I could barely see him.

He pulled his mouth away from my ear and
brought his face close to mine. “Aura, I am in love with you deeper
than any love I have ever felt. Deeper than my love for the night,
deeper than my love for the wood. It is you, and you alone, that I
desire . . . my beautiful and intoxicating captor. This is why I
cannot refrain from feeding you my spirit. I want you to have it
because . . . I love you.”

I stared into his eyes and knew it was true.
There was love there, overwhelming love. Even though I was
struggling, a content smile settled upon my face.

He . . . loves . . . me.

Take his spirit! Can’t you see? This proves
it! It’s yours!

No! I will not take it. I will not . . .

But it was impossible for me to resist. With
my last bit of strength, I pushed the craving away only long enough
to tell him,

“I love you too . . . more than my meadow .
. . more than the western moon . . . more than anything. I love
you, Nyte.”

He pulled me against him, and I pulled in
the warmth, and together we collapsed while the beast within me
devoured his spirit until we were both near unconsciousness.

One last unexpected thought flew into my
mind before everything went dark.

I love you too . . . I’ve loved you for
longer than you’ll ever know.

 



Chapter 5: The Bird

 


“Had yourselves an indulgence, have
you?”

It was Ardette’s bitter voice that called me
from sleep. My head was on Nyte’s chest. I sat up and shielded my
eyes from the morning sun, which was blindingly white bouncing off
of various shop heads and crystal fixtures.

“Ugh . . .” I groaned. “Where am-”

Oh, my Creator! We’d actually spent
the night like that out on the balcony. It was way, way too
scandalous!

Rend would surely kill me. She would murder
the Pure Heart and sacrifice the thousands that would die in my
absence if she ever found out.

She can’t ever find out!

Images of her wicked eyes full of
blood-thirst invaded my mind. I struggled to fend them off while I
thought of some excuse . . . any excuse for why Nyte and I’d woken
together. I’m dead. Definitely dead.

But while Rend was sure to unleash the worst
of her wrath if she ever found out, there was someone that was a
much nearer threat. Ardette’s expression was unlike anything I’d
ever seen. His eyes were blocked by the shadow of his forward
forehead, but I suspected that they were black or some shade of red
that was so black it might as well been. There was no trace of
smile or mask or anything . . . just the most venomous, vengeful
look of hatred that he now shot past me at Nyte, who was grinning
and sitting up on his elbows.

“Where,” said Ardette his voice shaking with
fury, “am I supposed to get the tears of an innocent now, you
foolish son of a-”

“It is our business what we do!” Nyte shot
back, his grin melting into a fury matching Ardette’s.

“I- innocent? Wait do you think we-” But my
question ended in a choking gurgle when I realized what Ardette was
thinking. How humiliating! “We- we didn’t do THAT!”

But Ardette wasn’t listening. “I will make
it so that you can never touch her again!” He yelled, drawing his
saber.

“Dare tell me how to handle the woman I-”
But Nyte swayed and fell back onto the ground before he could
finish.

“Nyte!” I bent over him and saw for the
first time that something wasn’t right.

His normally bronze skin was pale, his eyes
half-green, half-murky brown before they fluttered shut. His
breathing was shallow.

“My, my, gotten what he deserves, has he?”
Ardette returned his saber and stepped over us. His shadow was much
darker than a Sape’s.

“Nyte?” I frantically patted his face but
didn’t feel any warmth. “He’s cold? What’s wrong with him?!” I
pleadingly looked up at Ardette for assistance.

“It seems his spirit is a bit-” – Ardette
searched for the right word – “insufficient at the
moment.”

“Oh no!” I took off my cloak and placed over
him, thinking that maybe doing so could contain the last bits of
warmth within him. “I did this to him! Nyte, Nyte! I’m so
sorry!”

“No!” Ardette yelled sharply. “He did
this to him! And he deserves whatever it’s earned him.”

“Stop it! How can you say that? You’ve heard
my thoughts, felt that pull for yourself, how can you say something
so cruel about Nyte?!”

“Because he’s weak! Do you think he’s the
only one who struggles around you? No, my pit, you aren’t dense
enough to believe that! I suppress my feelings because it is what’s
best for you! He gives no regard to the consequences yet openly
continues to pursue you! And,” – Ardette scowled at the sick Elf
with a thick look of abhorrence – “it’s really starting to PISS ME
OFF!”

“Suppress your feelings?” I snapped back,
tears forming in the corner of my eyes. “Then, what was that kiss
about?! That was not the kiss of a man suppressing himself at
all!”

“Ech-” Ardette made an odd gurgling sound
and snapped his gaze back to me. He seemed to have lost a bit of
his vigilance, for that anger had subsided a little and he appeared
slightly less sure of himself. “Well, you know that was to save
you, my cherry pit.”

“Save me? A side-effect for which I’m
grateful, but who are you kidding? It was to indulge yourself!”

Ardette’s fury was back. “You’re just mad
that you kissed me back! I wonder if you’ve kissed him with such
passion. Or is it that he is too old-fashioned to give you what you
want?”

“Kiss?” Nyte was sitting up again.

“Nyte! Here, don’t struggle.” I awkwardly
fiddled my hands above him, not sure how to help. If I can’t
even touch him . . .

“I feel weak,” he mumbled.

He fell back down, but I caught his head
before it could hit. His ears were drooped forward. Again, there
was no aggressive warmth to take me in.

“I . . . took too much. I’m disgusting.” My
body was shaking. “What am I going to do? My Song of Healing won’t
work on a loss of spirit, will it?! Ardette please . . .”

I stared up at him and silently begged him
to tell me something reassuring. We’d been giving no regard to the
going-ons of the street, but the town was waking, and our fight had
certainly alerted at least a few of them. I felt embarrassed and
ashamed of behaving that way in front of others. But I also felt
full of despair at what I’d done to Nyte and useless that I
couldn’t help and regretful for the terrible things I’d just said
to Ardette.

I never wanted any of this. I
struggled to catch a hold of myself, but the shaking continued.

“Ugh. Relax.” Ardette’s voice was calm for
the first time that day. He’d seen that inner storm and would once
again help me to calm it. He placed a hand on my shoulder. Almost
immediately, the shaking lessened at the feeling of his solid,
comforting touch that didn’t tempt me with warmth.

“He will gradually rebuild more,” he said.
“Just give it time.”

“Really?” Reassurance slowly slid through my
body, erasing the last straggling trembles. “Thank Creator.”

Ardette sighed and shook his head like a
disappointed father. “I don’t care if I have to stop you by force,
tie you up, lock him in a cell; whatever I have to do, I will not
allow you two to touch anymore.”

Nyte, lifting his eyelids only half-way,
weakly looked up at Ardette and said, “That is not your decision
to-”

“No, Nyte. He’s right. We can’t. Until we
know what this is, we can’t. I’m not doing this to you anymore. I
refuse!” That last bit had been a little too loud. A few early
morning merchants turned to look up at the balcony.

Ah! I ducked down to avoid their
curious stares.

“Miss . . . Hav . . .” Nyte’s eyes drooped
back shut.

“Just rest.” I reached out to stroke his
cheek, but Ardette snatched my wrist.

“Nope,” he said.

I winced but nodded.

“Er, guys?” Grotts had poked his head out of
the door behind us. “I dunno what’s goin’ on out here, but we’ve
got a serious problem.”

“Problem?” asked Ardette, releasing my
wrist. Though he raised a brow, his tone was entirely
uninterested.

Uh-oh. I didn’t like the apprehensive
expression on Grotts’ face.

“What sort of problem?” I asked,
bracing myself.

“One ‘o the minors spotted a strange fog day
before last. Said it made ‘im feel . . . sad.”

“Strange fog? You mean the mist!?”

Another Feirgh?!

Grotts shrugged. “Could be. It was on the
south side ‘o the city.”

“That’s the direction of the prophecy!” I
scrambled to my feet. “Day before last? Do you think Rend and
Scardo got caught in it?!”

“That’s what I was thinkin’,” answered
Grotts, rubbing his chin. “Either way, we’ve got no choice but to
examine it. So quit yer twitterin’ and get ready!”

“Of course!” I glanced back down at the
shut-eyed, still-pale Elf and felt a prick of pain in my heart.
“But what about Nyte?!”

“Why, we’ll leave him of course,” said
Ardette, flashing a perfect smile. “After all, we have no choice.”
He was far too pleased with the thought.

I shot him a stern glare. “No!”

Still, what other choice did we have?
But there’s no way I’m leaving him behind!

“I’ll carry him a ways,” offered Grotts,
“but I don’ know how long I’ll be able to support such a . . . a .
. . er . . .”

“Lanky individual?” chimed Ardette.

“Er- I guess.”

“Really?! Thanks Grotts!” His offer took me
by surprise. What a burden it would be for him and yet . . .
Trying, to convey my appreciation with everything in me, I bore my
eyes into him. “Really, thank you.”

He shuffled his feet. “It’s nothin’. Now,
let’s git goin’!”

 


~

 


By the time we were out of the city, Nyte
had already awoken and regained some of his color, though he was
still too weak to walk on his own. Upon awakening, he’d used
whatever strength he had to drop from the Grotts’ arms, instead
insisting on walking alongside the great man and using him as a
support. An Elf’s pride wouldn’t allow him to consciously accept a
favor like being carried.

“Suit yerself,” muttered Grotts. He was just
as glad to be rid of the uncomfortable task as Nyte was.

“That was the most shameful thing I have
ever endured,” panted Nyte, stumbling alongside. “To be carried
like a babe. Still, you have my deepest gratitude, Grotts.”

“Oh? I rather enjoyed seeing you like that,”
said Ardette. “It suited your nature. A weak
encumbrance-”

“Can it, Ardette!” warned Kantú, flicking
him with her tail, in response to which he grabbed said appendage,
and burying his face, wrapped it around his neck like a scarf.

He peeked over the top at her with seductive
eyes. “You were saying, my feisty little squirrel?”

“Eek! N-nothing!” she sputtered.

I rolled my eyes.

“Lecherous!” scoffed Nyte.

“Oh? Lecherous, am I? You’re one to talk.
Just who was it that corrupted the Pure Heart’s innocence?”

Kantú dropped her mouth and stared at me
with wide, shocked eyes.

“Eeyaah!?” I let out a squeal. “No, that’s
not-”

“You dare think I would do something so
vulgar!” yelled Nyte. For someone in recovery, he certainly wasn’t
doing much to conserve his strength. “I assure you, she remains
uncorrupted.”

Kantú eyed me suspiciously, but I waved my
hands wildly in front of me to fend off any doubt.

“Is that so?” said Ardette, smoothing back
his hair. “Then I guess I’ll just have to corrupt her myself-”

“Would the two ‘o you knock it off?!”
growled Grotts. He gripped his hammer menacingly.

“Yeah, cut it out!” Kantú nodded and pulled
her tail away from the flirty Daem. “Do you think a girl enjoys
that sort of petty fighting? And over such an uncomfortable topic
too!”

I gave her my unspoken thanks for saying
what I couldn’t. Truthfully, it was getting to be very
uncomfortable around those two. There were so many bigger things
for them to be concerned with, but they insisted on provoking each
other like that. It was tiring.

“You are right,” said Nyte, noticeably
disgraced by the words. “I apologize.”

Ardette smiled brightly. “Best be a bit
nicer, Elf, or your memory will remain sealed forever.”

“You best be a bit nicer, Ardette,”
threatened Grotts “or I’ll tell ‘em Darch’s story!”

Darch’s story? Whatever it meant, it
was enough to catch Ardette off-guard.

“My, my, what’s this? If I’m not mistaken
you’re referring to blackmail?” For a moment, he looked panicked,
but he quickly recovered a cool air. “Er, why would I care about
something like that? Think you’ve got something on me, do you?” But
it appeared Grotts really did have some leverage, for Ardette next
said, “I suppose the gentlemanly thing to do in this type of
situation would be to propose some sort of truce?” But the
way he said ‘truce’ with such contempt betrayed his true loathing
of the idea.

“I agree.” Nyte bowed. “You have my
word-”

“Ugh. Always so formal. I get it. I
get it. But be warned, you are still not allowed to touch her, and
I will stop you using any force necessary if you try. Cutting off
an arm or two might do the trick-”

“Ardette! Enough!” I snapped. He’s
driving me crazy!

He merely flashed me a smile without looking
sorry in the least for my annoyance. I growled and marched
away.

I’d been under the cover of Grotts’ enormous
shadow, but as I now moved from it, I realized just how
bright everything was. That blinding morning sun had carried
over into the day; and while it seemed brighter than normal, it
wasn’t hot. Just comfortable . . . but really bright . . . almost
too bright. It was a little disorienting being surrounded by so
much shimmering whiteness. A cloud or two could have served to dim
such brilliance, but it seemed the sky had no intention of helping
us out. It was unchanging . . . and bright.

My face took on a permanent squint.

“Um, Grottsy?” said Kantú after a while,
shielding her eyes. “Just how far out of town was this mist
supposed to be?”

“Well, that’s the part that gets me. Guy
said it was only ‘bout an hour out, but that was two days ago, and
it never entered the city or anything.”

“So, it either moved away or was defeated,”
said Nyte, furrowing his brow.

“Right,” said Grotts. “But, last time, the
only thing that hurt it was . . .” His husky voice trailed off.
Even through the brightness I saw the sideways glance he shot
Ardette.

Why did they both look so wary?

The only thing that hurt it was . . .

“Us,” I finished. “I used Nyte’s power and .
. . and . . .” There it was. My own words had struck a nerve within
me.

His power.

That had been the first time I used it.

His spirit.

The sun’s blinding whiteness was now filling
the entire sky, flooding the world in a mantle of brightness. I
couldn’t see anything. Just white.

His warmth.

The brightness was inside of me now. Inside
of my head. It was too bright. I was too bright.

Give me-

“His power,” I mumbled.

“Ah, ah, ah, my naughty cherry pit.”

“Huh?!” I shook my head and blinked. It
wasn’t bright. Well, it was, but it wasn’t abnormally
bright. Just sunny.

Ardette’s arms were around me, and he was
holding me back. My hand was outstretched at Nyte, my fingertips
just inches from his chest.

“What?!” I asked, startled. I hadn’t even
realized what I’d been doing! I quickly pulled my hand away.

Nyte said nothing, only stared down at the
retracted hand with unreadable eyes.

“Whoa, Aura, you looked kinda scary,” said
Kantú. There was uncertainty in her voice.

“I’m sorry!” What’s wrong with
me?!

Ardette still hadn’t removed his hold. “Why
apologize?” he said softly. “After all, you’re only doing it so
that I have to ‘rescue’ you, isn’t that right?”

“Psh!” I shook him off.

Nyte was still staring.

“Oy!” Grotts shook him.

“Just a little,” Nyte said longingly. “Can
she not have just a little?”

“Nyte? No! What are you saying?!” I backed
away from him. The temptation was way too great. He was too eager
to give me that power.

“Are ya outta yer mind?!” snarled Grotts. He
studied Nyte with disbelief. “Ardette, this is worse than I
thought. Can’t ya do somethin’?”

“Hmph.” Ardette walked over to Nyte and
stared at him for a moment, but Nyte didn’t shift his gaze from me.
In fact, he took no notice of Ardette at all.

Nyte?

Ardette leaned forward and then abruptly
brought his hand to Nyte’s chest, but Nyte’s hand shot up and
blocked Ardette before he could reach whatever he’d been after.
Whatever he’d been after? I didn’t have to wonder. It was
clear. I’d just witnessed another failed attempt at removing the
pendant.

“Er?” Nyte shook his head and stared down at
his hand with a bewildered expression.

“Interesting,” muttered Ardette.

What in Farellah is going on?! Is that
pendant causing this? But that’s not possible. It’s not even
touching me. It can’t be making me crave Nyte, can it?

But we weren’t given time to discuss the
matter, for at that moment, Kantú whirled around. “He’s here!” she
said excitedly.

“He?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” mumbled Grotts.

The three men and Kantú looked up at the
sky, so I did the same, not really understanding what we were
looking for.

“Guys?” I prodded.

But then I saw it, a glittering white bird
soaring through the sky.

“Huh?” I looked at Nyte. “Is that . . .
?”

He nodded.

“My pet!” squealed Kantú.

“What!? That’s your pet?” The
disbelief reflected in my voice.

I’d seen it before. Nyte and I both had.
It’d been there after we’d left Earthden. It was unmistakable. That
bird. Surely, a creature like that wasn’t common.

But how? I didn’t get it – how she’d
managed to acquire such a ‘pet’, and how her pet could have
possibly been there that day. I didn’t get it at all, so the only
thing I could do was observe in silent shock.

The bird circled around us a bit before
turning beak-down and diving straight at Kantú. The smiling
Squirrelean remained calm even though it looked like the bird would
pelt into her. Indeed, it almost did, but at the last minute it
slowed itself with its large walloping wings before landing lightly
on her outstretched arm. The creature was just as it’d been the
other time I’d seen it – nearly glowing.

“Did you find anything?” Kantú asked the
bird.

She’s talking to it?!

I studied the rest of the party, but they
all watched on like this was a completely ordinary and
not-worth-comment occurrence. Kantú perked her ears forward,
listening intently for an answer that would definitely never
come.

“Uh-hu . . .” she said after a moment,
nodding though the bird had uttered nothing. “Yeah? Oh!”

What the heck is she doing?!

“The feather man says the mist is gone!” she
chittered.

“Feather man?!” I blurted, completely
confused.

“Oh, right!” She giggled. “The feather man’s
been using this manifestation. This,” – she gestured to the
perching bird – “is his true after-form, the one he used before he
met me!”

“Eh?” Is that really true? I guess it
kind of explains the feathers, but how weird!

A deep laugh escaped Ardette.

“He’s been off scoutin’,” explained Grotts.
“Lookin’ for Rend and Scardo.”

I stared at the others in wonder. They all
seemed perfectly accepting of this. Even Nyte. I looked to him for
a bit of elaboration or maybe a bit of normalcy.

“I was surprised in a manner similar to
yours,” he said, his tone understanding, “but like the rest, I have
had time to grow accustomed to what at first seemed an
absurdity.”

An absurdity. That was the perfect
word for it. For some reason, I felt especially uneasy around the
creature. Maybe I held a special wariness for the spirit that
always spoke in ominous codes and took Kantú’s body hostage at
will. Or maybe I was just bitter that it had never really answered
anything I asked forthright, if it bothered to answer at all. Or
maybe I was still uptight about that last ‘true Judas’ comment.

The bird stared at me in a most
uncomfortable manner.

Hm. No matter how weird this is, I guess
we have encountered things just as
strange along this journey. Plus, I really have no time to draw it
out longer than necessary.

I resolved to let myself ‘grow accustomed’
as Nyte had.

“All right,” I said slowly. “Well, I don’t
understand really, but you said it- er, he was scouting? Did
he find Rend and Scardo? That’s more important right now.”

“Hold on a sec.” Kantú tilted her head to
the side and closed her eyes. She was silent for a moment before
jumping up and saying, “Oh! That’s probably it! Take us there!”

The bird lit from her arm with a few giant
flaps and took off, ascending into the clear sky and reflecting the
already bright sun with each push of wing.

“Well? Do share,” said Ardette with an air
of disinterest. He let out a lazy sigh like the entire ordeal was
bothersome for him.

“It’s great!” Kantú twitched her nose
enthusiastically. “He thinks Rend and Scardo were the ones that got
rid of the Feirgh!”

“So it was a Feirgh?! Is he
sure?”

Kantú nodded.

Grotts scratched his eyebrow. “How’s ‘e
figure they did that?”

“He thinks they managed to send it to
another dimension! He’s going to take us to one of the crystal
portals right now!”

“Crystal portals?” I asked.

This time I wasn’t the only one puzzled. The
others also looked at her with questioning eyebrows and uneasy
lips.

“Let’s go!” Kantú didn’t explain further.
She just trotted off after the bird.

I stared at her fleeting back. “What?!”

“Hm,” said Ardette, shrugging. “I think in
this situation it might be better not to ask. Well then, I suppose
. . .” He pulled up his hood and ran off after her.

Nyte straightened up. “Grotts, I wish to
walk on my own from here on. I humbly and sincerely thank you for
your assistance.”

“Er, yeah, sure.” Grotts removed his bracing
arm. He rolled his shoulder back, cracking a joint that had
stiffened from Nyte’s weight and then turned to us. “Alrigh’ ya
two, now don’t do anythin’ to let Ardette have his fun. I know ya
can handle yerselves, but just give a shout if ya need help. Better
it be me than ‘im. He’s got enough trouble runnin’ through that
dumblebrained head right now, if ya know what I mean.” He grinned
and winked before taking his beloved hammer in both arms like a
sleeping damsel and shuffling off after Kantú and Ardette.

Thanks Grotts. Once again, the great
man had offered a knowing, or rather, a reassurance that helped to
settle my inner chaos a bit.

I turned to Nyte. His color was back, his
legs steady. We’d been together all day, but being alone with him
brought my nerves to life. It was all I could do to keep from
running to him.

“Feeling better?” I asked, trying to sound
nonchalant.

Nyte smirked. “Much.”

I almost returned the smirk, but stopped,
unable to let myself fully enjoy the moment in lieu of the guilt I
felt. I shook my head. “There really isn’t anything I can say to
properly tell you how awfully I feel.”

Nyte dropped the smirk and winced. “Please,
do not say such things, Miss Havoc. The most painful thing would be
for you to blame yourself for the sins I have willingly committed.
Anything that has happened has been my choice.” The smirk returned.
“And it has been worth it. I never thought I would hear you utter
those words.”

Those words? My face grew hot.

“I . . . meant them,” I said in a small
voice. Gah! Why am I so unsure of myself all of a sudden?! Even
after last night.

His eyes lingered on my cheeks and they grew
even hotter. I loved this feeling, this nervous, anxious, aware
feeling of being alone with him, but . . . being alone was too
dangerous. I was worried about what I might do – what I was capable
of.

“Well,” I said, struggling to sound
collected, “we’re going to get left behind if we don’t hurry.” But
this time my voice was only a trifle bigger.

He nodded but didn’t remove his forest
gaze.

After a moment he spoke. “Someday, I will
hold you enough to make up for these times I cannot.” An immense
longing flooded the green of his irises.

As if to respond on its own accord, my body
shivered.

“Uh-” Say something, dummy! But I
couldn’t. My tongue felt loose in my mouth, like if I tried to
speak, it would roll out sickly.

Nyte shot me a grin of mischief. “Now then,
try to keep up, slowpoke!”

“Keep up?” I could form at least those two
words.

He winked and then sprinted away at an only
slightly slower-than-normal Elf’s pace. I stared after him dumbly
for a moment while my angry oxygen-deprived lungs took in a few
deep, shaky breaths.

I guess he really has recovered.

“Hey! Wait for me! Show off!”

I ran after him, my feet sinking into the
sand with each stride. The distance between us was good. I could
pursue him if he kept running. I could breathe if he kept
running.

If he kept running, he was safe from the
monster within me.

 


~

 


The bird led us on through the sands for
over an hour. Gradually, those disfigured machine remnants that had
previously only dotted the land began to litter it, becoming more
and more aggressive the more in number they were. One of them
caught the edge of Kantú’s cloak and snagged the lining, leaving a
rusty trail along the tear. Another of them sliced Grotts’ arm when
he tried to squeeze through a too-tight pass. Though the Spirit of
In-between flew on, the rest of the group halted.

“Damn.” Grotts inspected the slice, which
was deep enough to make him wince, though he refrained from doing
anything like that.

“Grottsy! Oh no!” Kantú immediately went
about wetting a cloth and cleaning away the trickling blood. “Ooh!
Come back, feather man! Come back!” she called.

The bird ignored her.

Some pet.

While Kantú fussed over the wound, I
searched my pack for a dry strip of bandage, but said searchings
never reached full fruition, for mid-rummage an idea occurred to
me. I hadn’t needed to use my Song of Healing since the battle with
The Mystress, but this seemed like the perfect time to try
again.

It’s not like I’ve been waiting for the
opportunity or anything. But yes, I was like a child with a new
toy or a warrior with a new sword; I wanted to practice the
phenomenon again.

“Grotts?” I said, tapping his shoulder.
“Could I take a look at it? That is, try my song?”

“Er yeah sure, Miss Aura.” He wiped the palm
of his uninjured arm across the back of his neck, apparently
somewhat nervous about the notion. I didn’t blame him – I was,
after all, about to attempt tonal experimentation on the injured
man.

“Alright.” I took a deep breath and opened
my mouth, excited to try the mysterious and powerful gift from the
Creator once more. But after a moment of silence, I realized
something terribly obvious. I don’t know the words!
“Ur-”

“My, my, how amusing.” Ardette slouched
against a rock with the smile of a bandit, but the rock was hiding
a poking metal pipe, and it jabbed Ardette in my stead for his
haughty behavior. He tried to pretend that nothing had happened,
moving over a ways and resuming the same position, but it was too
late, the jab had been seen, and Nyte responded with a smug
snicker.

Ardette cleared his throat to move me
along.

“Um.” Embarrassed, I bit my lip. “Last time
the words just kind of came out on their own.”

Grotts patted my arm. “That’s alrigh’, Aura,
I’ll be okay.”

I let out a disappointed sigh. What good was
a songstress that couldn’t even command her released song? Miss
Danice hadn’t mentioned specific instructions for rereleasing them
once they’d been out once. Shouldn’t it just work like the other
ariandos? But then again, maybe mine was the only one that
used such strange words. Healing songs were, after all, supposed to
be impossible.

“Aura,” said Nyte, breaking me from my
speculations. “I do not know how the power of song works, but I do
know that with Elven magic it is more about concentrating on the
effect you seek than the process of casting. Might it be something
similar with song?”

“Hm . . .” I mulled over his advice. The
effect? Last time I’d been grieving. I’d been wishing with my whole
body that I could save Nyte; that I could rescue him from his
mistwalk. That I could heal his body even if I had to take his
place. That compassion, the incredible emotion of all-encompassing
love, had sparked the song.

Love?

But I definitely didn’t love Grotts.
Not in that way. I looked at the gash that Kantú was struggling to
mop up.

But I do want him to get better. He’s done
so much for me. Reassured me, protected me, offered up his life for
this task. He has such a good heart. He doesn’t deserve to be in
pain.

As I pondered it, compassion filled the pit
of my stomach, like I was suddenly on the verge of tears over his
suffering, no matter how slight his suffering might’ve been.

I . . . I want to help him! I want to heal
his suffering no matter what!

And before I knew it, my lips were moving on
their own. My voice filled the air with the utterances of ancient,
foreign lyrics and a light flared from my body, painting the
surrounding space in a blue glow. It was working. I was calling
upon the song that the Creator had delivered unto me.

Within that space of song, everything felt
warm, but it was a different warmth than that of which I’d come to
crave. It was a warmth without temptation, a warmth of purity and
safety. I wasn’t afraid of myself around this warmth. I knew how
much I needed, and I took only that, pushing it into the place it
needed to go.

“ . . . AEL . . .”

And that was it. The last sacred word
uttered, I felt the power resting in my lips. Without fear of
blood, I bent over and kissed Grotts’ wound, transferring my
healing power into him. At once, the blood-flow reversed, pulling
back into the opening of flesh. I pulled away just as the wound
closed, leaving no mark, only smooth, healthy skin.

Everyone was silent. The blue glow was gone,
retreated back into me until needed again.

Eeeh! It worked. It worked! I felt
like spinning in a circle or throwing my arms above my head in a
triumphant gesture of celebration, but I thought that that kind of
rejoicing behavior might’ve been way too arrogant and immature, so
I held it in.

“Thanks.” Grotts was first to speak. He
clapped me on the back and sent me jerking forward, his
chipped-tooth grin beaming brightly.

Kantú threw her arms around my neck. “Whoop!
That was so awesome-flossum!”

“Flossum?” But I grinned at her praise.

“Found your voice, have you-”

But Ardette’s cynical comment was laid to
rest before he could spit it out because at that moment, there was
a shrill cry from somewhere nearby. It bounced off of the
Crystallands’ various impediments, echoing and distorting into
something sounding almost like pained laughter.

In response, Kantú gripped Grotts’ newly
healed arm and twitched about timidly. “What was that?!” she
chittered nervously.

Nyte pointed. “It comes from that
direction.” Apparently, his Elf ears had perceived more than the
rest of ours had. “One hundred eighty-three or so paces.”

“A little precise for an estimate,
don’t you think?” scoffed Ardette.

Nyte grinned. “See if I am right.”

We set off in a run towards the scream,
careful to dodge any other aggressive metals that tried to hinder
us.

The Spirit of In-between was waiting for us
when we arrived at the base of a strange thing.

“Here.” Nyte stopped and looked around.

“Hmph. Pardon me, but I counted only one
hundred eighty-one paces, so . . .”

“But ya did purposely take bigger-than-usual
steps, right?” Grotts winked at me.

“Oh?” Ardette studied his nails, trying to
hide any truth Grotts’ observation might have contained. “Well,
that can’t very well be proven, can it?”

But while they were discussing that, I was
preoccupied with the thing. The scream had taken us to a
small building made entirely of metal built into the side of a
mound of rock. It held no windows, but had mismatched squares of
metal covering various parts. I’d never seen anything like it.

A building made from metal? But why?!

“What in Farellah is this thing?” I asked,
knocking on its side. It responded with a dull clank. “It’s really,
really solid.”

“Hmm,” said Ardette. He didn’t look up from
his nails. “What were these things called again? Bungers?”

“Bunkers,” said Nyte.

“Oh, yes, yes, bunkers. Thank you,
one-who-should-not-know-such-things-but-feels-the-need-to-show-off-his-knowledge-in-such-a-flamboyant-manner.”

“Flamboyant?” said Grotts. He chuckled and
then added under his breath, “Wasn’t there somethin’ ‘bout a pot
and a kettle?”

“Huh?” Kantú scrunched her nose at him, but
he only shook his head, a twinkle in his eyes.

“Kantú,” I said, “would you ask the feather
bird-man if this is where the portal is, or if he knows what that
scream was?” Or really anything useful for that matter. Maybe
we’ll luck out and he’s feeling chatty today.

“Right! Great idea!” She closed her eyes for
a moment.

“What’s a bunker?” I whispered while
waiting.

“Beats me,” said Grotts.

Nyte shrugged. “I only know that it is
called such. I do not know what its purpose is.”

Hm. I don’t see a door or anything. I
stared up it at it and tried to figure out what such purpose might
be while we silently waited for Kantú to finish. Nothing came to
mind.

“Guys!” she said finally. “The feather man
says that the portal’s around here and that there are three people
trapped inside of this thing!”

“Trapped?!” I repeated with added vigor.

“Yup!” she said. “He can feel their
energy.”

Could it be Rend and Scardo? But wait, she
said three people . . . . Either way we have to help them!

“What are we going to do?!” I frantically
scanned the bunker, but finding no obvious answer, quickly
substituted the action for frantically scanning the group
instead.

“Allow me.” Grotts raised his hammer and
slammed it against the side of the bunker. The weapon bounced back
in Grotts’ hand, shaking violently. It hadn’t even made a dent.

“Should I try a mistbomb?”

“Hm. I dunno,” said Grotts. “This sucker’s
pretty tough.”

Kantú looked over at Ardette. She put her
chin in her hand and examined him for a minute before saying,

“Can’t you just flicker to shadow and walk
right through?”

“You wish me dead do you? Flicker my entire
body, and then what? Pass out on the other side with no one to
revive me? That’s if I even managed to make it through in
the first place. It’s more difficult the denser the material is.
Flesh is easy to move, through, because it’s quite soft and
squishy.”

To prove his point, he reached his hand out
and pushed it through her arm. She shivered, and he flashed a
glowing smile.

“But then, how did the trapped people get
in?” I asked. I’d yet to find any doors or other openings that
could be of use.

“Up there.” Ardette nodded to the top of the
bunker where there was a small opening that had at first been
overlooked due to the reflective glint of a neighboring metal
scrap. If Ardette had made the discovery early on, he certainly
hadn’t bothered to inform the rest of us.

“Well, that’s great,” grumbled Grotts.
“How’re we gonna get up-”

But Nyte had already taken a running start.
He easily sprang to the top in one light leap, landing evenly,
before turning to the rest of us.

“Psh.” Ardette rolled his eyes.

“Are you coming, Miss Havoc?” teased
Nyte.

“Funny.” I glared up at him and he bowed
nobly. “But what about the rest of us?”

“It is fine. There is a metal ladder here
going down into the bunker. I will go on ahead and explore-”

“No! You can’t!” I blurted too hysterically.
It was an emulation of my own selfishness, due to which, my pulse
had sped far too quickly at the thought of being separated from
him.

I need you to stay close, in case I need
another dose.

No! That’s not why! It’s because I don’t
want him to get hurt!

Really?

Yes, ‘really’!

“Hello, spacey?”

“Huh?” I shook my head to shake away the
remnants of muddle that zoning had left behind in my brain.

Kantú was at my face, peering into the
eyeholes that had gone blank.

“Are you just gonna stand there?” she
asked.

“Stand here?” I blinked and looked around.
Grotts was already halfway up a thick rope that Nyte had apparently
let down.

“Where did that come from?” I asked.

“Haven’t you been listening to anything
we’ve said?”

“Er-” Had they really been talking?

I’ve got to quit living within my head like
that. Gah! See, even now I’m doing it!

“Oh, Aura.” Kantú shook her head. “It was
already tied to a bar up there. That’s how the trapped people
must’ve been able to get in.”

“Unless they’re all Elves,” I mumbled.

“Alright, ya guys. Seems ta be pretty
sturdy. Come on up,” called Grotts after safely reaching the
top.

“Hmpf.” Ardette eyed the rope, sizing it up.
“Are you sure you haven’t only weakened it? Might it not snap now
that it’s been strained under the weight of your-”

“Ya ain’t scared, are ya?”

Ardette gave him a cool wave with the back
of his hand and then turned to me.

“Alright then, my cherry pit, go on. But
rest assured. I’ll be below to catch you should you happen to
fall.”

“You just want to get a good, uninhibited
look at her from behind, don’t you?” Kantú whispered behind her
hand at the nonchalant Daem.

Nonchalant quickly lost its accuracy,
however, for in response, Ardette smiled wickedly and patted her on
the head.

“Brother,” I muttered before starting up the
rope.

The climb up was fine. My body was much
stronger than when we’d started – a side-effect of traversing the
various terrains of the Westerlands – and climbing was easy for me.
No, the challenge came not from the climb itself, but from the
climb’s end. That was when things became . . . difficult.
More than difficult.

Nyte was waiting for me at the top, bent
forward and expectantly reaching out a helping hand for me to grab,
but he didn’t quite look like himself. In fact, he looked much like
an addict. In his eyes was a thirst – the thirst of a man
wanting more than just to perform an act of chivalry. It seemed he
was intent on feeding our addiction with little regard for
consequence.

“Nyte?”

I paused just out of reach and stared up at
him with eyes of longing. How I wanted to reach up and accept his
hand in mine. How I longed to feel him pull me up the remainder of
the way and embrace me once at the top. How I craved the feeling of
his warm fingers entwined in mine. All of these wants poured into
my arm and released it from the rope, ignoring my conscience and
extending it towards him. We really were both weak, wretched
creatures intent on bringing about our own demises. There was no
outrunning it. This was our fate.

My fingertips were nearly at his, but
luckily, we were saved before we could ‘indulge’ once more. Grotts,
in an attempt to look inconspicuous, but failing quite miserably,
bumped into Nyte from the side at the last moment, jolting him
enough to remove the thirst from his eyes.

“Oops! Sorry bout that. Oh! Aura, ‘ere,
lemme help ya up!”

He grabbed my hand in Nyte’s stead while
Nyte stared down at his hands, confused and ashamed.

“Thank you, Grotts,” I said, thanking him
for more than just the assistance up. It had been another close
call. Another too-close call.

“It’s nothin’.” Grotts turned to Nyte and
patted him on the shoulder before reaching down for Kantú.

“Again I cannot refrain?” Nyte quietly asked
himself. I could only watch with sympathy.

It’s all right, Nyte. I understand that
feeling of losing yourself in the midst of that impulse.

Nyte continued to inspect his hands with
worried brows until after Kantú and Ardette had joined us, and even
after the rest had started into the hole and down the ladder. Nyte
and I were the last to descend.

“Come on, Nyte,” I whispered.

But he didn’t move. I waited.

After a minute he looked up. “You must think
me incredibly weak, Miss Havoc. I am sorry. It is disgraceful to be
viewed in such a way.”

“No.” I reached for the end of his sleeve
and held it between my thumb and finger. “It’s understandable. I
know the struggle you’re going through. I feel it myself, after
all.”

He looked at me silently for a moment, and
as he did, sadness trickled into the corners of his eyes. I pinched
his sleeve tightly, wishing more than anything that I could grab
his wrist and have just a little.

Just a little warmth.

“That isn’t exactly true,” piped a
high-pitched voice from down below.

Huh?

The voice’s owner, Kantú, poked her head
through the small opening, forcing Nyte and me to break our
gaze.

“Kantú? You were listening?”

“Sorry!” She fluttered her lashes in a faux
innocence that I knew all too well. I ignored the annoyance that
had peaked at her invasion of privacy.

“What do you mean that isn’t true?” I asked
instead.

“I’m sorry to tell you, Aura, but you really
don’t understand it at all. Nyte’s struggle is much, much
worse than yours.”

“Er-” I immediately felt guilty. A glutton.
“How do you know?” How can it be worse than this? This craving?
This evil side of me taking over?

“The feather man said so.” She turned from
me. “I’m sorry, Nytie. He told me even though you don’t want anyone
to know. He told me the truth.” She paused and her bubbly face for
once looked pained. “That not touching her is like watching her
die, right? That not touching her is like watching yourself kill
her over and over and over again.”

Nyte was silent.

“What?!” Completely horrified at her
description of his struggle, I held Nyte’s sleeve even tighter and
cranked my gaze to meet his. “What does she mean ‘kill’?” I
demanded.

Nyte looked back at me with a grim
expression.

“Starve, actually.” His voice was quiet.

“Er . . . starve?”

He nodded once. “It is like watching myself
dangle a kingfruit before you while you writhe in starvation. It is
. . . torture.”

 



Chapter 6: The Portal

 


We were inside of the bunker. My lightsong
lit the way as we slowly moved through the ‘oddity’ that was
inside. And even though such an oddity was inside, I felt no need
to contemplate it. I was too consumed with Nyte.

I was torturing him. It tortured him to be
around me. Torture. Torture. It was such a heavy word. What should
a person do in this situation? Normally, the answer would be
simple. To ease a person’s suffering, you’d start with a touch of
comfort. A connection to let them know they still existed and that
you were there too. A connection of flesh to share that suffering,
to ease its burden. But that clearly wouldn’t work under our
frustrating circumstances. I wanted to touch him because I loved
him, because he needed console, because I was addicted to it,
because he was addicted to it, and for so many other reasons, but I
couldn’t. I just couldn’t.

And so we walked. I next to him. Silently.
Through the oddity within the bunker.

We’d been this way ever since descending the
ladder. Immediately following the torture comment, Nyte had said
something witty about my ability to drive him crazy, but I hadn’t
paid attention. I was too sick. Torturing the person you
love by just being around them was sick. All because of what?

Emulator.

That’s right, I still needed to find out
what that meant, but Ardette had been so tight-lipped up until now
that chances were slim there. Maybe Grotts would be the best
choice. But first we needed to focus on saving the trapped people.
Even if they might not be Rend and Scardo, they still needed
rescue.

And still we walked. Our hands only a foot
apart. Both of us struggling to resist. Both of us struggling to
remain sane. Both of us struggling to remain us.

“I just don’t get it! Look at this weird one
over here! What are these?”

Kantú was frolicking about like a child at
Mooncoming, intrigued by this damned oddity that I didn't care
about.

“I told ya, Kantoo. Even we’ve never seen
anythin’ like this.”

“Hmph. And why do you sound so surprised
about that? I’ve told you a thousand times that those good for
nothing officers enjoy keeping us in the dark. A real shame
your pet stayed above ground, little one. Bet he could’ve shared
some of that sacred knowledge with us. Not that I really care all
that much.”

But Ardette did care. He cared more
than I did anyway. He was intrigued. I could tell by his
voice.

But that’s neither here nor there.

“Did Druelca have stuff like this at their
castle, Ardette?” asked Grotts, much more freely displaying his
fascination.

Ardette forced a yawn to mask his own.

“Um, no,” he said dryly.

“Yeah,” continued Grotts, “I dunno. I’ve
seen lots of stuff from the time of you-know-what, but I’ve never
seen this sorta thing.”

“How about you, Greeny?” droned Ardette. “Do
the Elves have things like these stored away at Sredna?”

Nyte was silent.

Ardette persisted. “Ignoring me, are you?
And you too, my cherry pit, are you ignoring me too?”

I was.

But this was the sort of thing that Ardette
thrived from. Most certainly sporting a beaming smile, he swooped
in between us and leaned at me. “Snap out of it, would you? Just
because he’s going insane, doesn’t mean you have to too.
Rather boorish of you if you ask me.”

No. I don’t care about any of this.

Nyte also ignored the comment even though
neither Ardette nor I had previously told him that he might be
‘losing his sanity’ soon. Maybe he hadn’t caught it. Or maybe he
thought Ardette was just spitting nonsense. Or maybe he already
knew . . .

Trying for a rise elsewhere, Ardette leaned
at Nyte. “So, if I do things to her, are you going to step in, or
just let me get away with it? Should we find out?”

Nyte frowned but said nothing.

I wasn’t in the mood for this sort of thing.
I was too distraught over the weight of Nyte’s torture to pay it
mind. Things would stay this way. Nyte and I needed time to be
numb. It seemed Nyte agreed, for the most part.

I thought he’d remain that way, staring and
silent, no matter what, but when Ardette let out a deep laugh and
brought his hand to my cheek, Nyte unexpectedly reacted with vigor.
He shot his staring gaze at Ardette with a flared nose of loathing
and brought his fist around from the side. Ardette leaned back and
dodged the swing but left his hand against me. It was cool and
refreshing and almost instantly drew me back into the moment.

Huh? What was I doing?

I shook my shoulders and immediately started
coming to terms with how I’d been carrying on.

It was something like . . . self-pity?

I again shook, this time my head.

Yes, most definitely self-pity. But how can
I feel something like that at a time like this?

I wanted to wallow further, but Ardette’s
hand was cool against my flushed cheek. A touch of comfort to let
me know I still existed.

And what’s this place? I looked
around. Nyte’s fist was again raised, but I ignored it. This
place, this oddity, is . . .
confounding. I studied the oddity, and it was like my eyes were
focusing, though my vision had been fine before.

And then I realized:

I care. I have
to care. Caring about nothing will only serve to push us deeper
into the bindings of our circumstances. I have to care!

“I do care,” I said aloud without really
meaning to. “I care!”

Ardette smiled a bit but left his hand at my
face and asked, “You care? About me? Not that it really comes as a
surprise at all. As one of the men you care for the most-”

“No,” I said, a little embarrassed at my
unintentional utterance, “I care about the oddity?”

“The ‘oddity’?” asked Ardette.

“This place. Nyte, look around. Are these
more machines?”

“Huh?” Nyte dropped his readied fist, shook
his head, and looked around the room. “Uh- machines?”

It was amazing. Most certainly worth noting.
The space was tight. We were in a hallway, but it was a hallway
unlike any I’d ever seen. Hallways are somewhat normal, I guess,
but the thing about this particular hallway is that weird
things lined its sides. Weird? How else could I describe
them? They were certainly weird, made of metal and another material
that was light and looked kind of like hard, unpliable wax.
Obsidian-like fronts, black and glassy, were boxed by the strange
material, and all sorts of colorful buttons with strange characters
adorned their bases.

“Wow,” I said, my voice a murmur.

“Well then, marvel away.” Ardette finally
removed his hand and stepped aside. By the time I lifted my gaze
from the machines or whatever they were, he was already gone into
the dimness ahead of us.

Thank you again, Ardette.

But the oddities were calling to me.

“What are these?” I asked again.

It was pointless, though. The rest of the
group had already debated it while Nyte and I slugged along in
depression. No understanding had been reached, and asking wouldn’t
serve to bring any about.

“I do not know,” muttered Nyte. “It is very
overwhelming, though, is it not?”

I looked over at him, and he was studying
one of them intently with his chin in his hand. That was more like
him. Curious. Engaged. I liked seeing him like that.

A smile crossed my moping face.

I studied him while he studied the thing for
a moment until he looked up at me with excitement and a grin. “Miss
Havoc, do you not feel a draw to touch them?” The grin was bright
and charming.

I blushed.

This was good. I liked it like this. If I
cared about the bunker’s interior, it would put my mind at ease a
bit, and I could just enjoy being with him.

“A draw?” I asked. “Now that you mention it,
it is kind of hard to resist, isn’t it?” It wasn’t a lie.
Indeed, the bases’ many colorful buttons all looked
appealing for some reason. Incredibly fun to push.

Nyte tapped his chin. “And you know that
resisting has never been easy for me.”

I let out a soft chuckle. That’s an
understatement if I’ve ever heard one. For both of us.

“What do you think?” I asked, peeking over
his shoulder. “Should we push one?”

Nyte shot me a sly glance. “Are you afraid
of what might happen if we do?”

“No!” But it did feel a little
dangerous.

“All right, Miss Havoc, I will test it out.
Fear not.”

“Psh. Like I would!”

He stuck out his hand and held it above one
of the buttons. A red one with large white symbols.

I inched a bit closer.

“Ready?” he asked.

I nodded and he took a deep breath. I did
the same and held it.

“All right then.” He lowered his finger
until it was just above the button.

I braced myself.

“EYAAAAAH!” But the button would remain
unpressed, for at that moment, Kantú let out a chittering scream
from down the hall, making us both jump out of startledom.

“Gah!” With heart pounding in my chest, I in
turn let out a cry.

Nyte stiffened but then bent forward and
laughed. “Ah, I fear heart failure.” He turned back to me with a
look of exhaustion.

I giggled but then, “Still, what’s she
yelling for all of a sudden?”

“Kantoo?!” Grotts was ahead of us. He
sounded like a worried mother. “What is it?”

“Kantú, are you all right?” I called.

But she said nothing in reply.

Uh-oh.

That familiar panic started to creep in, and
after another moment or two without answer, Nyte dropped his grin
and together we hastily made our way in the direction of the
commotion.

“Kantú?!” I called again.

This time she answered, but her response
delivered no relief.

“It’s a-a-a bone-man!” she squealed.

“Bone-man?!” What the heck does that
mean? “Hold on! We’re coming!”

Nyte shrugged and we quickened our
haste.

When we reached the frantic Squirrelean,
Grotts was already there. She was clinging to his side behind her
tail and shakily pointing at something sticking from the wall, but
I couldn’t clearly make out what it was. It was hidden by the
shadows cast by my lightsong.

“A bone-man?” I asked, panting. “Like a
skeleton?”

“Yeah!” she cried. “There’re lots of them!
They’re stuck in the walls!” She clutched Grotts even tighter and
added, “We’re gonna get cursed!”

Cursed!?

I pulsed the orb to cover a greater
area.

“Huh!” I gasped.

Kantú was right. There were indeed a dozen
or so skeletons jutting from the walls of the bunker’s hall. It was
almost as though parts of their bodies were frozen within the
structure – like they themselves were somehow a part of it. Their
clothes had, for the most part, disintegrated, but atop their heads
were remnants of strange, tattered cloth hats, a dusty white in
color.

Nyte walked to Kantú and placed a hand on
her trembling head. In response, an unwanted tinge of jealousy
kicked my chest.

A touch that I long for but cannot
receive.

But I pushed the thought away along with the
kick.

“You do not need to fear a curse,” Nyte
gently told her. “These bones hold no malice.”

“Yeah, Kantú,” I said. “We’ll be fine. We
haven’t really disturbed them or anything.” I patted her
shoulder even though I didn’t actually know what I was talking
about. Curses and the like were not included in my areas of
expertise, and the truth was, the skeletons made me feel really,
really uneasy.

Continuing to quiver, Kantú looked up at
Grotts for verification. Grotts nodded.

“So,” I said, “is it even worth asking if
anyone knows what this is about?”

“Been fused, haven’t they?” Ardette was to
the left leaning against one of the machines. I hadn’t really
noticed him before.

“Fused?” I asked.

“Hardly worth noting.” Ardette straightened
up and walked over to us but only brushed the question off. “Just a
lackluster legend from a long time ago, though I thought
that one took place on a boat, wasn’t it? No matter. Daems
have the most uninteresting fire-stories.”

I wanted to press him but decided against
it. I would wait for a less skeleton-encumbered time to ask him
about these ‘uninteresting stories’ that I was sure to find at
least a little interest in.

“Well, anyways,” grumbled Grotts, “let’s git
through here as quick as we can.” He looked down at Kantú with
worry in his eyes.

She nodded wildly in agreement. “Please!
Before they curse my tail!”

Ardette bent down and neared her face with a
bright but visibly-annoyed smile. “Are you certain your pet was
right about these trapped people? We’ve been here for quite a while
and we’ve yet to-”

“Wait!” Nyte stiffened and cut him off.

Ardette’s smile flinched. “Fine. Go on
interrupting me. See how rude your boy is, my cherry pit?” He
folded his arms sulkily and leaned away from Kantú.

“Quiet!” Nyte was rigid. “Do you not hear
something?” He bent forward and cupped a long ear.

I strained my ears but heard nothing.

“Yes!” he said after a moment. “There is
someone calling! This way!”

“Call-” I started to ask.

But he grabbed my sleeve and bounded down
the hall, dragging me after him before I could finish.

Again my hand was too close to his in the
stuffy passage. Just inches away this time. There was too much
temptation there, but Nyte was staring ahead with determination. I
knew he wouldn’t make a move. We were safe for now, if I could only
hold out.

Don’t grab his hand. Don’t grab his hand.
Don’t grab his hand.

We trotted farther and farther down the
bunker’s hall.

I could tell by their delayed footsteps that
Grotts, Kantú and Ardette were a short ways behind. More machines
lined the way, but there were no other skeletons to welcome us. As
we continued, I started to also discern the shouting Nyte had
described. It seemed to be a man, but the voice wasn’t silky enough
to be Scardo. Then again, had I ever really heard the hunched man
yell before?

And then, as we neared the source of the
shouting, I realized that I recognized the voice from somewhere
before. It wasn’t Scardo. It wasn’t Rend. But it was someone
I knew. But who?

“Hello?” I yelled.

A garbled call answered.

“We are coming!” shouted Nyte.

And then we saw it: a giant sphere of
crystal cage jamming the hallway and encasing three people, two of
whom were lying with closed eyes. I instantly grew urgently
excited.

Rend! Scardo! Are they sleeping or are
they . . . But I didn’t want to finish the thought. They were
sleeping. They had to be. I’d leave it at that. Constrict
myself from all other possibilities.

“Nyte, it’s them! And . . .” I stopped near
the edge of the cage and stared, dumbstruck, as my eyes fell on the
third person – the person that had been calling to us.

But how?! The third trapped person is . .
.

“Friends! You’ve come!” cried a soft, young
voice, brimming with excitement.

I continued to stare. “Darch?”

Yes, somehow, someway, it was most certainly
the dark-skinned, azure-eyed Magir from Yes’lech.

“Splendid!” Darch clapped his hands
together. “The Pure Heart remembers my name!”

“Eh-”

“Cousin!” Nyte frantically ran to the
crystal bars. “What is wrong with her?”

“She’s in torpor,” explained Darch. “But
she’s fine, though. Don’t worry. I’ll explain later.”

But Nyte wasn’t at all contented by the
answer. He continued to peer through the bars at her with quick,
worried movements.

“And Scardo?” I asked, eyeing his limp form
uneasily.

“Oh, he was a bundle of nerves, stammering
about not keeping your appointment, so I put him down too! He
needed a break from himself, if you know what I mean.” Darch tapped
the end of his glasses knowingly.

That did seem like Scardo.

“But what’s this cage thing, and why are you
he-”

“Darch!” boomed Grotts from behind me. “I
thought that was you callin’. How’d-” But he stopped abruptly when
he saw the others within the sphere. “Er- what’s wrong with those
two?”

“Grotts! It is good to see you! And you as
well, Kantú!”

I swiveled around to meet Kantú and to
convey my blatant awe over the discovery of Darch, but the
now-energetic Squirrelean had recovered from the skeleton incident
entirely and was excitedly pouncing towards us.

“Hiya!” She saluted Darch, seemingly not at
all as surprised as I was.

Is this really happening?

I looked on, still a little astounded, while
Kantú and Grotts both started to jabber excitedly through the bars
at the pleasant-as-ever Magir.

But not everyone was so chipper about
Darch’s sudden appearance.

Having taken a leisurely pace, Ardette was
last to arrive at the crystal cage. “Ugh!” He stepped into the
yellow light of my orb and groaned loudly when his eyes fell upon
the newcomer.

“Well hey, Ardette!” beamed Darch.

Ardette groaned again, this time even more
obnoxiously. “What’s he doing here?” he asked, not even
attempting to play it cool.

“Ardette!” I scolded. But his hostility
surprised me more than angered me. Rarely did Ardette so
blatantly act out without even a hint of game or ulterior motive,
and even when he did, that usually only happened when the two of us
were alone.

“Beats me why he’s here.” Grotts
shrugged.

“Damn meddlesome Magir,” continued Ardette
with a scowl.

Luckily, Darch had taken no offense at the
comment. He continued to beam intently at Ardette with joy-filled
eyes.

But still, what’s with Ardette? He’s being
so rude! And carrying on without his mask in front of everyone?

I studied Ardette’s scowl for some answer to
my internal wondering until Grotts elbowed me and whispered,

“Don’t let ‘im fool ya. He says that, but
the two of ‘em are actually real close.”

“Close?” I said under my breath. “Yeah
right!”

At first I thought he was kidding, but when
I glanced up at the gruff man, his expression was sincere.

“Er- they are?” I asked, confused. Then why
was Ardette behaving so foully?

“Watch ‘em long enough and you’ll
understand,” explained Grotts from the corner of his mouth.

“Besties?” whispered Kantú knowingly.

Grotts nodded and winked.

‘Besties’? Oh geez.

But that aside, Ardette did have a
point.

“But Darch, what in Farellah are you
doing here?” I asked. It didn’t make any sense. The last time we’d
seen him had been at our Yes’lech sendoff.

“I came to deliver a message! But that can
wait. Can you get us out of here first?”

“Not so fast,” said Grotts, stepping back
and eyeing the cage with folded arms. “What happened ‘ere
exactly?”

Darch closed his eyes for a moment before
answering. Despite his energetic attitude, it seemed that
rethinking the coming-to-be of the cage was tiring for him. “I came
to meet you at the prophecy site but encountered a very strong
spiritual interference. There was a Feirgh roaming in the
Crystallands.”

Before continuing, he tilted his head to the
side and held up a pointer finger like he was about to let us in on
a very important bit of information. “You see, their souls are the
easiest to read because they’re abnormally loud.”

Ardette groaned a third time.

“So,” continued Darch, completely ignoring
the rude Daem, “I followed the Feirgh’s waves and happened
upon Rend and Scardo. Rend had put up a barrier on the mist’s
outskirts, but they didn’t know what to do about the Feirgh
or how to defeat it. So we came up with a plan! I knew there was a
crystal portal nearby, so we lured the Feirgh to it. The bad
thing is that to activate the portal, you need to give up
sixty-seven corras of energy. Rend was the only one of us with the
ability to transfer life energy, so she gave hers up, and thus
we’ve been waiting for her to wake up so that she could blast us
outta here. And that’s all there is to it!”

All there is to it? For such
gumption, I shook my head at Nyte, but he was still crouched at the
sphere’s side.

“Corra?” said Kantú. “What’s a ‘corra of
energy’?”

“Why, they’re the units of energy a person
has to exchange to use magic, of course! And well, by my
calculations, sixty-seven of those puppies could knock a person out
for about three days give or take, so I’ve just been waiting for
the time to pass. Getting a little thirsty though.”

“Units of energy?” Kantú looked to Grotts
and he shrugged.

“Sure, I mean, any magic-using person should
know that, right Aura?”

“Ehh-” I, in fact, hadn’t known, nor had I
ever even heard the word ‘corra’.

“Oh, come on! You know, that’s why you
always fall asleep after using a really powerful spell? Grotts help
me out here. Corras? Anyone? Ardette?”

But Ardette was glaring at Darch with
disbelief and resting his temple against his finger. “Let me get
this straight. You sent a Feirgh to another ‘dimension’?
Darch, you’re full of zebron shit. You know that, don’t you?”

Darch sighed. “Always the skeptic, Ardette.
But yes. The crystal portals are real, but it takes a man of spirit
to use them.” He looked pleased with himself and his ‘man of
spirit’ status.

“How’d ya know, though, Darch? How’d ya know
they were real? I mean, I spent the first half of my life in the
Crystallands, and even I didn’t know. I thought it was a bunch ‘o
bogus.”

“What did you think I’d been doing, Grotts,
while you were out gallivanting across the land and destroying
mekanix with Scardo? I was on a task force assigned to research and
maintain them. Lucky the Feirgh sprouted so close, though.
There are only three of them that actually work as far as I
know.”

“Dammit, Darch!” spat Ardette. “What
happened to ‘full disclosure’? Never did you mention you’d actually
found them!”

I stared at Ardette with complete
astonishment. If I thought he’d been behaving erratically before,
that was nothing compared to his new tone.

What the heck?

Darch swooped aside his non-existent hair.
“Oh, you’re just jealous you got shafted with mole-duty. You know
the officers only do that to people they don’t like.”

“Hmph.” Ardette rubbed the tip of his horn
menacingly.

Despite his still-fawning over Rend, Nyte
snorted loudly.

“Well then,” said Darch, completely brushing
aside the fuming Ardette, “this crystal web is sort of a
side-effect of activating the portal. We might not have Rend’s
power to bust us out, but maybe you could do something, Aura?” He
peered through the sphere enthusiastically, like the thought of
witnessing some of my songstress prowess was extremely exciting for
him.

“Of course!” I said at once. How could I
resist that child-like eagerness?

“Well, that’s just wonderful!” He shook with
excitement.

I tapped the edge of the crystal. It seemed
to be very sturdy, much more like rock than glass. Would it
shatter? Such a massive ball of thick crystal web? It looked much
like the branches of the above ground crystal trees, only way less
brittle. I imagined it would’ve been beautiful, had the sun’s rays
been able to penetrate the ceiling of the bunker and reflect all
about the cage, but in the yellow of my orb, it was only reflective
enough to magnify the yellow to an eerie glow, only adding to the
already-dead appearance of Rend and Scardo.

What would be the best way to go about
breaking it without injuring them?

“Mist bomb?” I suggested.

“Gross!” said Kantú, shaking her head.
“Remember those flakes of drippy flesh from that anemone?”

“Er, yeah.” I cringed at the thought of the
‘drippy flesh’ of our comrades. “Let’s see here. Rain, light, fire,
sand, heal, bomb . . .”

But while I continued to rack my brain, Nyte
unexpectedly spoke, offering a recommendation in a quiet,
too-composed voice. “Use your mist splice.”

“Huh?” I turned to him. “My ‘mist
splice’?”

Nyte stood from Rend and started towards me.
His gaze was dark, shadowed by his forward-tilted head. “Yes,” he
said. “It was very effective the last time.”

I studied his face for explanation. “But
I’ve never used that before. I don’t even think I know that
one-”

“You sang it for me, remember, Aura?”

“Uh, no, Nyte.”

I continued to study him with the deepest
worry forming in my core. Something about this felt really wrong.
Mist splice? What did that even mean? I wanted him to at least tilt
his head back so that I could see his eyes . . . make certain they
were still foresty. But they remained shrouded. I’d have to wait
until he was closer to be sure.

Grotts shot Ardette a worried look.

“Uh-oh,” said Darch. “Is the kid’s
transformation starting already?”

“You know ‘bout that?” asked Grotts. At
first he just eyed Darch questioningly, but after a moment, he gave
the Magir a shallow nod, nonetheless.

“Transformation?” I said. As an
emulator? The worry was still forming, and Nyte was still
walking toward me ever so slowly with that dark expression on his
face.

“Wait, what’s going on?” Kantú looked from
Darch to me to Grotts, but I had no answer to give, and the other
two weren’t about to start sharing Yes’lech’s secrets with the rest
of us.

“Er- never mind, Kantoo. Not important right
now. Let’s just git above ground first.”

“Miss Havoc, do you not remember?”

“No, Nyte, I really don’t. Hey, why don’t
you sit down for a bit?”

But Nyte continued to approach. He hadn’t
taken any notice of the conversation that was obviously about
him.

“How cumbersome,” groaned Ardette.
“Let’s just leave him behind next time.”

I gave Ardette a look of warning. If you
aren’t going to help the situation, then just go away for
now.

But Ardette would do nothing of the
sort.

“Watch this,” he said instead. He
straightened up with an expression reading clear devious intent and
then proceeded to make his way in between Nyte and me.

“Ar-deh-ette . . . ,” whined Kantú in a
squeaky voice. She knew nothing good could come of that look.

I knew it too. I locked eyes with her, and
together we silently exchanged a rant of distaste.

However, even with our clear annoyance,
Ardette’s deviousness didn’t break.

If anything, it grew.

“You’re entirely worthless, Elf, even for
one of your kind,” he said mockingly, after taking stance
directly in front of Nyte. “Remember the time you tried to kill
Aura? Isn’t that a memory worth treasuring? Why, I know
I get giddy just thinking about it. And you liked it
too, didn’t you? You enjoyed holding her life in your filthy hand.
Hmph! Disgraceful. Oh, and another thing, that hair of yours is
quite ghastly if you ask me. Doesn’t it remind you of vomit or some
other un-pleasantry?”

But Nyte just walked around Ardette like he
wasn’t there.

“See,” said Ardette, flashing a brilliant
smile, “completely gone.”

“Ardette, I’ve had it ‘bout ta here with
ya!” Grotts squeezed the shaft of his hammer and violently ground
his teeth, like he about to pummel something at any moment.

It was a gesture that made him look
frightening. Extremely frightening.

I’d leave Ardette to him. Even though I was
agitated with the infuriating Daem, I was infinitely more worried
about Nyte’s current, zombie-like state.

“Nyte?” I said cautiously. “Can you hear
me?”

I again tried to see into his eyes, but they
were still shadowed – still dark.

“Do you not remember, my Mystress, the
loveliest song you sang for me?”

“Mystress?!” eeked Kantú.

What?! Mystress? Was he being
controlled again? But how? There was no one around to control
him!

“Can this really be a ‘transformation’ or
something?” I said shakily to myself. “How do we stop it?!”

If someone answered my question, I didn’t
hear them, for just then, Nyte spoke and his words struck me in a
most uncanny way.

“Have a drink, my Aura, my Mystress.”
He finally tilted his head back, and I saw that his eyes were not
the murky dullness of an Elf being controlled, but they were the
most luscious, quenching green. I knew then that he wasn’t under
her spell. This was something else.

I should have felt relived, but I didn’t. I
was way too distracted.

The thing I craved most had just offered
itself to me again, and it was too much for me to handle.

Quenching green. Delicious, juicy,
succulent.

“Hah.” I struggled to breathe. “A . . .
‘drink’?”

He was almost at me, he was vulnerable, and
I was parched. If I wanted a taste, now was the time.

Yes, just a taste. Nothing bad can come from
a taste, right?

The thought filled me with guilt, but I
didn’t back away. I just waited, half-hoping he would graze my skin
on his own.

“Well, this is no good!” cried Darch. “Hurry
and get me out of here so I can put him down!”

Grotts released his threatening hammer-grip
and reached for Nyte’s shoulder. “Nyte, snap outta it!”

“Take this power, my Mystress, you know it
is yours.” Nyte stretched his hand out to me, just inches away from
my chest. The strongest temptation. It was just there. Within
reach. For me.

But it isn’t for you! Listen to him!

T-that’s right!

“Nyte! I’m not The Mystress! I’m Aura, but
I’m not The Mystress! Don’t make me hurt you again, please!” And
yet, I couldn’t stop myself from reaching for his hand. “Grotts,
Ardette, Kantú, someone help . . .” I didn’t want to drain him
again, but it felt as though I had to. Like it was the thing
most right in the entire world. The thing that would make
everything perfect. Make me whole.

And when I was almost at his fingertips,
breathlessly surrendered to the temptation . . .

“Sing his song. The one just for him.”

. . . A bit of advice from some unknown
source drifted into my clouding head, and before I knew it, I was
singing.

 


“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 was done singing. My eyes were squeezed
shut.

And there, in the darkness, a fragment of
memory drifted into my head.

 


“Mist splice?” I asked with
uncertainty.

A second voice in the blackness spoke, but I
couldn’t discern whether it was male or female: “Yes. I will teach
you, but do not tell anyone.”

“Um, I’m not sure. I usually don’t break
the rules, and I’ll get in trouble if Miss Danice finds
out.”

“She will not.”

“Alright. I trust you.”

 


And that was it. The memory was over just as
quickly as it had arrived.

Who was that? What time was that memory
from? Who taught me that song? I . . . don’t . . . remember . . .
.

“I got to hear the Pure Heart sing! I got to
hear her sing, sing, sing!”

I opened my eyes. Darch was hugging the bars
enthusiastically.

Nyte was just before me, on his face a look
of concern. “What has happened? I have not blacked out like that
since . . . argh.” He hunched forward and rubbed his forehead.

“Nytie?” Kantú approached cautiously.
Apparently, she too could see how weak his state of mind was.

I tried to mask the pain it caused me to see
him like that while I carefully composed my quivering voice. “Nyte,
it’s okay now. No matter how many times . . . I’ll always pull you
back, so don’t worry.”

It was all I could do to keep my hands at my
sides. Thankfully, Grotts’ massive hand was there, resting on his
shoulder, giving him the reassurance I could not.

“Yer all right now, aren’t ya?”

Nyte ignored Grotts and looked back up at me
with the gauntness of a man on the verge of discovering a bad omen.
“Miss Havoc, have I done something-”

“You didn’t do anything.” I wanted to spare
him. “And it doesn’t matter right now, anyway, because I know the
mist splice song you were talking about, so we can get those three
out of there.”

“Er?” He rubbed his temple. “What ‘mist
splice’ song?”

So that too was part of his blackout?

“Uh, nothing. Darch, stand back.”

Darch joyously clapped his hands together
and scurried to the back of the crystal.

 


“Sword-like edge of matter deep,

Abound in me the mist to seep.

Splitting towers, cutting stone,

Shatter breaks of marrow bone.”

 


“Bone? My, my, awfully morbid, don’t you
think?”

But before I could acknowledge the comment,
a searing hot blade of mist extended from my upturned hand. Though
it wasn’t visible to the naked eye, I could feel it there, a
sliver of mist power at my fingertips. The spell was ready.

“Yah!” I neared my hand to the bar and made
a slashing motion across a few strands of crystal web. The
invisible blade cut through them in a most perfect slice. The above
crystal, no longer supported from below, fell forward and silently
shattered when it passed through the outstretched mist.

The result was a jagged, ovular opening at
the middle of the cage.

“You did it!” whooped Darch. “Now I can
finally give you one of these!” He ran forward through the cage’s
opening and threw his arms around me in a wide embrace. Then, as he
had during our previous encounters, he picked me up and spun me
around in a double circle before setting me down and gleefully
moving on to Kantú.

Nyte was visibly still shaken from his
blackout, but now that Rend was accessible, he wasted no time
running forward to inspect her.

Thank Creator. Everything would be
all right now. We were all back together again. Scardo and Rend
would awaken eventually, and my song would break Nyte out of any
other lapses. My song would be able to keep him sane.

But where had that advice come from,
anyway?

And then, in the midst of all of the
excitement, I heard Darch mutter something just off to my left.

“You know, Ardette, for someone who hates
that kid, you certainly were quick to urge Aura to sing for him,
weren’t you? I guess you weren’t kidding. I’d hoped that being
allowed to join her guard would have dissuaded you from those
dreams, but it’s thoroughly backfired, hasn’t it? Oh well, I guess
it’s nice to see you care about someone other than yourself for
once.”

 



Chapter 7: The Message

 


“Hello there, Elder Nosrac!” cried Darch
gaily.

At first it looked like he was going to hug
the great, shimmering bird around the neck, but at the last moment
he halted, held his hand a foot or so above its beak, and closed
his eyes. After thirty seconds or so, he spoke again.

“Whoops! Sorry. I forgot that ‘Spirit of
In-between’ is what you prefer now.”

The Spirit of In-between looked perturbed.
Certainly normal birds might not have such abilities as looking
perturbed, but this bird was far from normal. It almost seemed to
snub Darch when it turned from him and flapped away in one large
push. It was in flight for only a short while before it fluttered
down and landed on Kantú’s outstretched arm.

“Ah,” said Darch sheepishly. “He’s still a
little touchy about me kicking him out of you, Aura.”

Kantú wiggled her nose cutely at the
bird.

Like she really thinks it’s her pet.

We were back outside. It was night, but I
couldn’t tell if it was early night or late night. The eastern moon
wasn’t visible as a guide, and I’d lost track of time within the
bunker. The walk back felt to have gone much more slowly than the
walk to the portal, but that might very well have been because of
my much heavier footsteps, very literally weighted by the bunkers’
happenings – more specifically, those involving Nyte.

The Elf to speak of was just to my right,
carrying Rend. He hadn’t put her down since retrieving her from the
sphere. In fact, he was overly attached to her. I understood
that they were family and all, but to me, his reaction was a little
odd, considering just how rocky their relationship was. It wasn’t
the fact that he was carrying her. That was very much acceptable
and to be expected. It was more so that he was staring down at her
with more than just the concern of a worried relative. It
seemed like he was incredibly anxious about something. Like it was
emotionally ailing him to see her like that.

Not just concern, but heartache, maybe?

“Alright,” said Grotts, shifting Scardo’s
awkward, long-limbed body in his arms. “We’re outside now, so spill
it, Darch. What’s this message you were talkin’ ‘bout?”

“Right,” said Darch, “I suppose there’s no
great way to say it, so I guess I’ll just get it out as smoothly as
I can.” He pushed up his glasses and glanced at Nyte. There was
something like apprehension there, but I didn’t know Darch well
enough to be sure. “After you left Yes’lech, a note arrived from
Elder Pietri. I’m afraid that Druelca has . . . er-” He paused and
glanced at Nyte again before continuing, “. . . attacked the Elven
Kingdom.”

“What!?” Kantú, Nyte and I cried in
unison.

“Unfortunately, my words carry only truth. I
hate that I’ve got to be the one to tell you, but that’s how it
is.” Darch dropped his head.

“T-that cannot be!” Nyte’s voice was
immediately anguished. His shoulders shook in a manner similar to
that in which they shook at Edaw. Pained and despairing.

Indeed, he would definitely have slumped to
the ground, had his arms not been full of Rend in that moment. Her
crumpled form blocked what would have been an expression of utter
desolation at the thought of his kinsmen under attack so far away.
So far out of reach. Even at Elf’s pace it would take weeks to
reach them. This realization made Nyte’s veins writhe from the
understanding that there was nothing he could do, and it was
written plainly across his downcast face.

But while his insides were twisting, all I
could do was watch, but in my heart, I cried a similar anguish.

Ergh! If only I could comfort him!

Truth be told, I would have traded almost
anything to have been able to embrace him in that moment – to stand
on my tiptoes and wrap my arms around the back of his soft, warm
neck. But I could do nothing like that. Such was the punishment of
a leech.

I could do nothing, so instead I asked what
his choked voice could not:

“Please, Darch, what do you mean they
attacked?” I looked from Darch to Nyte and then back to Darch.

But ‘attacked’ was ‘attacked’, what else
could it mean?

Ardette looked ready to make that point
aloud himself, but I cut him off before he could start.

“I mean, how severe is it, Darch?”

“Well, it’s bad,” he admitted, “but it’s not
as bad as it could be.”

Nyte’s ears perked, but his eyes remained on
the ground, his mouth tight.

“You see,” said Darch, “Pietri has
intervened on behalf of the Elves. He’s asked for Yes’lech’s
support.”

“Pietri did?” asked Grotts, again shifting
Scardo’s weight. “That’s a bold move.”

Darch nodded. “And so the officers sent an
army to Sredna to help set up a defense.”

“Did they really?” said Grotts. “Well,
that’s good at least. Yes’lech’s soldiers are top notch.” He looked
at Nyte, but Nyte appeared only a little calmed by the news.

“Yeah,” continued Darch, “but that the bad
thing is, the headquarters’ forces have been weakened because of
it, and on top of that, a hundred or so refugees arrived along with
Pietri’s note. The officers have offered shelter, of course, but
that means that Yes’lech isn’t secure at the moment.”

Nyte appeared more than a little calmed this
time.

“Shelter?” he asked, looking up.

Darch nodded again, but this time, his nod
was accompanied by a little excited wiggle. “And so,” he sang,
demeanor suddenly changing from solemn messenger to energetic
announcer, “bum ba-da dum . . . WE are under new orders to hide the
Pure Heart until further notice!”

I frowned and studied him while he happily
waited for our reactions. It didn’t take long for me to conclude
that he was way too excited for the deliverer of a message so
morose.

Hide . . .?

But Ardette was caught up on a different
specific of the message.

“We?” He asked Darch despairingly.
He’d been slouching against the bunker’s base before, but he now
straightened up unnaturally and moved nearer to the rest of us. “I
take it you’ll be joining us, then?”

“Well, of course! Isn’t that great,
guys?”

“It sure is!” Kantú nodded happily.

Ardette stared at Darch through darkened
eyes for a moment in silence and then said,
“Spec-tac-ular,” with the foulest expression
of disgust upon his striking face. If possible, in utterance of the
word, it was the driest the Daem’s voice had ever been.

It was almost comical, but I felt no urge to
laugh. Grotts’ next comment made certain of that.

“Hide ‘er, eh? Well, where’re we gonna
hide-”

But I, of course, wasn’t as keen on the idea
as the rest of the party, and I wasn’t about to let Grotts finish
the statement that was sure to usher in a discussion of good places
for the fragile and liabilitous Pure Heart to hide.

“Are you serious?” I cried. “We can’t just
hide!” I turned to Nyte for support. “Ad’ai is coming, isn’t it?!
We have to figure out a plan of attack or something! Or at the very
least, we have to go help the Elves!”

However, support was not given where sought,
for in response, Nyte shook his head sternly.

“No, Aura, we cannot go to the Kingdom. It
will be the most dangerous place for you now, and your
responsibility is something greater than an Elven conflict.”

“But Nyte-”

“Um, friends?” Darch interrupted my protest
with a glimmer in his eye. “I’m not sure what you have in mind, but
after what Scardo’s told me about the prophecy site, I’m afraid we
have no choice but to return there at once!”

“Huh?” I was caught off-guard by the
declaration.

Kantú scurried up next to Darch. “What?
Why?” She glanced at Elder Nosrac for guidance, but the bird only
pecked at its feathers, for the first time in its existence, acting
like a normal bird.

“Because.” Darch crossed his arms and
directed his glimmer at me. “You’ve yet to take the test, right,
Aura?”

“Well, yeah, but . . .”

The prophecy site had been destroyed. What
more was there?

Darch wiggled again. “It’s not too late to
take it, and I know how!”

“Er, you do?” I asked, a little wary that
this might be some sort of trap to lure me into concealment.

In response, Darch gave a great beaming nod,
which despite my wariness, served to fill me with minor relief.

I allowed the minor relief to swell. Was
that true? That there was still a way for me to take the test and
gain the Song of Salvation? If that was so, then there was still a
chance for me to help overthrow the empire that had caused everyone
so much turmoil.

I brought my eyes to Darch’s gleaming ones.
If he really knew, then . . .

I tossed the wariness aside and threw myself
forward at him hungrily.

“How, Darch?! Please tell me!”

Kantú was puzzled. “But Aura’s song was
released!” she said, this time looking to Grotts. He was a bit more
responsive than the bird had been, but even though he inched closer
to her, he said nothing. Darch answered instead,

“Yes, her song was released, but the
Song of Salvation has yet to be bestowed. I can open a way to the
test at the prophecy site. It’s one of the many wonders of being a
Magir!”

The explanation was good enough for the
Squirrelean. “Oh,” she said simply, turning from Darch to me. “Two
songs, huh? That’s pretty cool, Aura!”

“Uh, cool . . . right.” For her sake, I gave
a weak smile. “Okay, so we return to the prophecy site.”

Grotts and Nyte nodded.

“And from there?” I asked.

Grotts shrugged a muscled shrug. “We’ll
hafta find someplace ta put ya-”

“No!” I interrupted again, angrily. “I
refuse to hide! Illuma is in danger, and time is running out! If
you think I’m just going to sit around and do nothing, you’re
crazy!”

So get it through your thick skulls!

“But my cherry pit,” – with a lazy, upturned
palm, Ardette tilted his head back haughtily and looked down at me
– “we are under the strictest of orders to h-i-d-e you. I’m
afraid-”

“Bull.”

He chortled. “Oh, but we must-”

“Fine then.” I narrowed my eyes. “I’ll give
you fair warning that if you try to ‘h-i-d-e’ me, you’ll wake up in
the worst thunderstorm you’ve ever encountered. Got it?” I jabbed
Ardette’s chest authoritatively, but it didn’t accurately convey
the emotion I’d been going for at all.

In response to the ‘menacing’ jab, the
corner of Nyte’s previously grave mouth twitched, as did Ardette’s,
and for once, the two of them shared an amused sideways glance at
my expense. They knew, as well as the rest of us did, that I would
never follow through on a threat like that. Besides, my
‘authoritative’ only came off looking silly.

Nonetheless, I wouldn’t break. I was still
too angry at their assumption that I’d just lie down and cower, and
their shared amusement only furthered my annoyance. Scowling, I
said in a growl,

“So you can come with me or let me go alone,
but either way, I refuse to hide!”

At least one person in the group took me
seriously this time.

Grotts shot Darch a worried glance and said,
“But, Aura, it’s not like we know anything useful. You can’t expect
us to let ya go stormin’ into Druelca without Yes’lech’s army to
back ya up. That’d be suicide!”

“Yeah,” agreed Darch somewhat
apologetically, “and Ardette’s the only one of us that’s actually
been inside – well, besides Nyte that is – and he made the most
useless mole ever, so-”

But luckily, his argument, which was meat to
dissuade me, only got me thinking.

“Wait!” I cried, quickly forming a plan in
my head. “That’s it! Ardette, you said you’d help retrieve Nyte’s
memories, right? Well, if we get his memories back, we might be
able to figure out enough to at least work on something,
right?”

I’ll be your memories’ ally.

“Damn,” grumbled Ardette, “I’d hoped you’d
forgotten that little agreement. Like I want to go rummaging around
inside of him.”

He curled his lip at Nyte; in response to
which, Nyte gave a disapproving throat clear. It seemed their
moment of camaraderie was over.

I ignored that and looked up at the handsome
Daem in earnest. “But you will do it, won’t you, Ardette?”

His ruby eyes bore into mine for a bit too
long before he answered, “Tch. Yes. If I don’t you’ll just run off
and do something stupid, won’t you?”

For the first time in quite some time, the
small something tweaked. Feeling guilty, I shifted closer to Nyte
but was unable to pull my eyes from Ardette’s red stare.

Darch laughed softly. “Really, Ardette?”

Ardette quickly snapped his eyes from me and
disheveled his hair coolly. I awkwardly looked at the ground.

“Again, you have my thanks, Daem.” Nyte
tipped his head forward.

“Surprising, Ardetto,” grinned Darch, “but
well . . . that’s just great! I like the new you even better than
the old you!”

“Aren’t you just a bundle of joy. Rather
exhausting, isn’t it? And don’t you dare use that nickname ever
again.” ‘Ardetto’ scowled but then sighed. “But like I said before,
we’ll need to get more of that first. More of that vile
andap.”

With eyes still to the ground I said, “Thank
you, Ardette. Really, you’re a good friend.”

Darch laughed again before letting out a
jerking shiver.

I finally looked up. The sky had lightened
to a lighter shade of night blue. Guess that answered my question.
It was late, late night, nearly morning, and the air carried a dawn
chill. I hadn’t really noticed it before, but now that a plan was
being laid down, I was finally able to let myself live within the
boundaries of the moment.

Brrr.

Not only did the air carry a chill, it
carried a dryness. I realized then that it hadn’t rained at all
since we’d entered the Crystallands. Maybe it was so that it never
did? I tucked my arms beneath my cloak and scanned the dark
distance. The brilliant white beads looked gray now, but they were
still beautiful and would have certainly been surreally alluring
had the moon been out to cast its light. How would that crystal
sand be if it were to become wet? Uncrossable at least.

Brrrrr!

The rest of them were noticing the chill now
too. Grotts inched even closer to Kantú while Nyte, once again
staring down with an anxious ailing, wrapped his arms even tighter
around Rend. Again I questioned the gesture.

What’s with that look of his?

“So,” chirped Kantú, “first the prophecy
site and then to get andap? Aaaalright!”

The Spirit of In-between anticipated her
fist pump just in time and flew away, looking much like a grumpy
old man. Though I suppose, in many ways, he was a grumpy old
man, so maybe it was to be expected.

“But where is more andap?” I asked.

Condensed shadow and tears of an
innocent?

“Well, I know of a few good spots in
Farrowel, but around here . . .” Ardette scanned the darkness and
shrugged.

“Scardo’ll know,” said Grotts, looking down
at the dangling man.

“Yes, I suppose he would. As one so
adored by those damn officers.”

“Jealous?” Nyte looked up from Rend only
enough to smirk slightly.

“Hmph.” Ardette smiled unpleasantly, and
then he looked to Darch. “And when can we expect our most holy
Scardo to awaken?”

But Darch’s response was a little odd.
Instead of answering, he clumsily shifted his gaze away and patted
the back of his bald head.

“Darch?” questioned Ardette through
gritted teeth.

Darch let out an, “Eh-he . . .”

“Yeah, when can we expect him to
awaken?” Grotts was still holding Scardo like a maiden, but was
quickly slitting his eyes at Darch in a suspicion-filled
manner.

“Right, well, I thought you wouldn’t mind
because you’re so strong, Grotts. I just thought I’d give him a
little longer-”

“Darch!” growled Grotts too loudly, making
Kantú jump. “Ya think I enjoy being yer mule?!”

I hadn’t really considered it before, but I
now glanced around the group and wondered if there were any of us
that Grotts hadn’t been made to carry at some point or another.

“Sorry, Grotts, really . . .” said
Darch.

Grotts sighed. “It’s fine. Just wake ‘im up
now.” He held Scardo away from his chest at arms’ length, like he
was about to hand the sleeping man off to anyone that would take
him.

“Well, okay!”

Darch bustled over and placed his pinky on
Scardo’s forehead.

At once, Scardo’s eyes fluttered open.

Just like that?

“That’s all ya had ta do?!” growled
Grotts.

“Er- yeah.” Darch clapped his hands to
frighten away the accusation-filled question. He bent over and
leaned at Scardo. “Um, good morn- I mean, good night, Scardo!
Please, please, please don’t be mad at me for knocking you out, all
right?”

The hunched man blinked at him and then
started a train of hiss-like stammerings that filled the air like a
dozen worry-filled arrows. “W-what’s happened? Are we free of the
portal’s snare? Has the Elven sorceress awakened?! Ah! What’s
this?”

Scardo let out a soft yelp when Grotts set
him down. He must not have realized he’d been in another’s arms
until just then. Grotts held onto him for steadying purposes.

“Oh!” Scardo rubbed his eyes like a sleepy
child and looked up at the massive man. “Grotts? What are you doing
here?”

“Glad ta see yer all right, Scardo. Look,
it’s not just me. It’s the rest of the guard too. We’re all here
and so’s the Pure Heart!”

Scardo was silent and scanned the guard, but
when his eyes fell upon me, they widened.

“Scardo!” I stepped towards him with an
outstretched arm. “It’s great to see you awake!”

It was actually more relieved than I thought
I’d be. Incredibly relieved.

“M-Miss Heart!” Staggering slightly, he
slithered over to me, green tuxedo tails sliding behind. “I am
terribly relieved to see you! I do apologize to you, Nyte, for how
things occurred the last time we met.”

Scardo gave a trademark bow.

“You are referring to when you tried to kill
him?” asked Kantú, but there wasn’t any hidden mal-intent within
her question. She seemed only genuinely curious. She pulled her
tail up around her shoulders to block out the night’s chill.

“No, Scardo,” said Nyte dutifully, “it is I
who should apologize. There is no way for me to atone for the
things I have-”

“Ugh,” interrupted Ardette. “This speech
again? Haven’t we heard it enough?”

Nyte narrowed his eyes. “On my honor, I have
resolved to respect you for the arrangement you have agreed upon,
but I would very much like to mend that mouth of yours, Daem of
darkness!”

Ardette smiled craftily.

“‘Mend’? Really, Nyte?” I whispered, giving
the Elf an air-nudge.

At this, he immediately lost interest with
Ardette, instead tilting his head sideways at me in inquisition.
“Oh, is that a strange thing to say?” he whispered back.

I gave a shallow nod and grinned.

This action was punishment enough for
Ardette. His smile fell and he turned away from us, openly
uncomforted by our ease.

But where I should have felt guilt, I only
continued to grin at Nyte, ignoring everything else. It was simply
too hard to pull my eyes away from him. He gave a mischievous grin
at Ardette’s annoyance, and my heartbeat quickened at that cuteness
of it. The charming impishness of it.

For a little bit, it was good like that, and
I enjoyed the nervousness I felt because of his stare, but then his
face abruptly became concentrated, and it broke the moment. He
looked down at Rend and let out a huff.

I fought the urge to groan.

Am I feeling something like jealousy right
now? But that doesn’t really make sense . . . I know what their
relationship is, and I know he should be eager for her to wake up.
After all, I myself am eager for her to wake up, but there’s just
something more in his eyes right now for her. Like an urgency
fueled by passion.

But I would have to wait one more day to
confirm my suspicions.

 


~

 


Once back at the site of the prophecy, the
sky was lit to early morning blue. The stack of large crystals that
had once stood high, were now just a pile atop the collapsed cavern
that had led to the Inscription of Ulan. I shivered in remembrance
of the sing-song taunting of The Mystress, and for a moment I swore
I could hear its echoes from within, though it was just the work of
a tired imagination.

“Well, we’re here, Darch, so what kind of
magical things are you going to do?” Kantú chittered excitedly.

Equally excited, Darch pushed up the sleeves
of his cloak. “Watch this!”

“Refrain from blowing anything up, would
you?”

“Please, Miss Heart, stand behind me.”
Scardo shuffled nervously before me.

Ever since awakening, the Yes’lechian hadn’t
left my side. In fact, he was at least two times more worried and
protective than usual, and by his standards, that was saying
something. I only hoped it would fizzle once the novelty of ‘me’
wore off.

“I’m fine.”

Darch placed his hands against a large
crystal on the outskirts of the glittering boulder mountain.

“Alright, so I’m going to call to the
guardian spirit of the Inscription. I’m sure it’s hanging around
here somewhere. But once it’s out, we all have to step back and
keep quiet. Please, please, please, not a peep out of anyone, no
matter what happens, okay, guys? Aura’s supposed to do this alone,
and if the guardian hears us, it might try to pull Aura to the
Inscription’s original location!”

“Wait! You mean into that rubble?!” asked
Nyte, voice panicked.

Darch nodded and straightened up, releasing
his grip on the crystal. “Yes. The spirit has been given one
purpose and one order, and while it’s all right to stray from the
plan a little bit, if it thinks that outside sources are swaying
Aura’s decision, it won’t hesitate to do something rash, even if
the logic of it makes no sense to us.”

“Hear that, Kantoo? Ya can’t say anythin’
even if it looks like Aura’s in danger or somethin’.”

Kantú pretended to lock her mouth with an
invisible key.

Danger? And then I remembered the
words of the officers – might die – and it dawned on me.

This was it. This was the moment of truth.
My judge of character. And should I fail, I’d die. Yet somehow, all
the way to the site, I’d forgotten that one crucial detail. How
could I come to terms with the fact that these could be my last
moments? My final adventure? My life’s end?

I opened my mouth to say something, but
closed it again. What can I say? There’s nothing, I
guess.

“And keep that pet of yours under wraps,
too,” said Ardette to Kantú, eyeing the bird distrustfully.

“Actually, it’s not her I’m worried about.”
Darch tapped the edges of his glasses with his pointer fingers.
“It’s you two that are most likely to cause issues.” He
abruptly snapped his fingers down so that they were pointing at
Ardette and Nyte.

Ardette scoffed, “As if I’d do
anything.”

But Nyte’s reaction was far different. He
nearly dropped Rend. “You cannot expect me to keep still if she is
endangered! I will not make such an agreement!”

“Then Grotts will restrain you,” said Scardo
sternly. He tipped his head respectfully at Darch. Even though he’d
apologized to Nyte just hours earlier, it was clear that anyone who
threatened to disrupt such a sacred ritual of Yes’lech would be
deemed restraint-worthy by Scardo no matter what formalities might
be injured in the process.

Nyte shot Grotts a look of dare. And to
think he was reacting like that when he didn’t even know the full
gravity of the situation . . .

Might die.

For this reason, I was glad I’d never
admitted to Kantú and Nyte that the ‘great test’ might very well
end in death, and though I didn’t have any plans to reveal that
tidbit to them now, I worried that Grotts and Scardo’s noticeable
shift in demeanor would give the situation away.

The two of them were looking anywhere but at
each other, obviously frazzled and uncomfortable. I knew they would
refrain from becoming emotional or saying any goodbyes, for fear of
setting off a catastrophe, but they both appeared to be holding
themselves back and that unspoken tension was nearly
unbearable.

“Please Nyte,” I said calmly. But in my head
I was still struggling to grasp concept of dying. “I promise I’ll
be fine. I have to do this, so no matter what happens, just
do what they say, okay?”

“But Aura!”

That look from him squeezed my chest. I
couldn’t even hug him or anything. If I was going to die, it would
be without saying goodbye. That was maybe the most unbearable part
of it all.

No. I’m going to do it. I won’t die.
Really, though, it was more like ‘can’t’. I can’t give myself the option of failure because it’s
not just me. It isn’t just my life at stake. It’s his too. It’s all
of theirs.

“Give him this for me, will you Kantú?” I
said.

“Hm?” she inched close to me and held out
her palm.

But I instead pecked her on the cheek with a
light kiss.

“Alright!” Kantú gave me a thumbs up.

Nyte was openly embarrassed, but I didn’t
care. Before he could protest, Kantú bounded over, pulled him down
to her level, and planted one on his cheek.

“Er- Miss Havoc?”

If only it could be a real kiss. But this is
all we can manage at the moment, isn’t it?

“I love you.” But my voice faltered a little
bit at the end when I realized it could be the last time I’d ever
tell him.

“I love you as well.” His voice was quiet,
pained.

Please don’t let him reach any
understanding. Please Creator, keep him from realizing. Please keep
both of them from realizing.

I looked at Kantú, but thankfully, she
wasn’t in danger of realizing anything, happily running her tail
through her fingertips.

“My, my, my, my . . .” said Ardette
suddenly, voice trailing off.

I turned to see him awkwardly hunched
forward, with Grotts’ firm hand planted on his shoulder as a hold
of warning.

I nearly choked.

Ardette knew. He knew and he had those
feelings for me, and I couldn’t say anything. And he couldn’t say
anything. And it was horrible.

“My,” he said again.

My stomach dropped so suddenly that it
hurt.

I didn’t want to see that pain that was
encroaching on the corners of his eyes. If only he could be lost in
sweet ignorance like Nyte! This might be the last time I’d be able
to see him too, but if I did anything, then Nyte and Kantú would
definitely suspect that something was wrong!

But he was looking at me, and Darch and
Grotts were looking away with strained gazes of knowing.

“A-Ardette?”

“My, my, my cherry pit, whatever could it
be?” His irises were darkening.

“Er, will you just make sure there’s no, um,
shadow remnants left in me? I just want to be completely cleared
out before I meet the guardian so I don’t get distracted or cloudy
or anything.”

Guilt. Was I doing it for Ardette or for
myself? I was selfish and it was a lie and it was an excuse to
touch him one last time. Even if my craving for the feeling of
someone else’s skin against mine was partially due to the fact that
I couldn’t touch Nyte, it was still unforgiveable and wrong.

“Hmpf, if I must.” But though the words were
indifferent, Ardette’s irises lightened, and his pupils grew.

Grotts squeezed his shoulder before
releasing him.

What am I doing?! This is no substitute!
Ardette deserves more than to be a substitute!

But you do care for him too, right?

Yes, but it’s so unfair and selfish and . .
.

But you are willing to die to try saving the
world, right? So you deserve at least a little indulgence, don’t
you?

But I didn’t even know which voice was mine
anymore and which voice was temptation. It was becoming hard to
tell them apart.

And then Ardette was next to me.

“Do not try anything perverted, Daem,” said
Nyte, his voice thick with warning.

The guilt kicked.

“Yeah, you Pervy Irving!” chimed Kantú.

Ardette placed his cool hand at my cheek,
though he usually entered from the top when he was about to go
rummaging through my head. He held it there and stared down at me,
and the small something screamed louder than it ever had before. My
chest was filled with the pounding of my own heart, and even if it
was for the wrong reason, as a replacement, it still felt
incredibly good to feel the emotion behind his touch.

“Ahem.” Grotts cleared his throat to move
along what was surely becoming a suspiciously long encounter.

Ardette rolled his eyes and plunged his hand
in.

I closed my eyes and let the shadow
spread.

This is wrong. This is so wrong. I’m using
him.

“It’s all right,” mumbled Ardette under his
breath. “I don’t mind, if it means easing you a little.”

Uh! . . . Oh, that’s right. You can hear in
here.

Ardette coughed.

Sorry. I know it’s wrong, but I did
something like this anyways. I really don’t mean to play with your
emotions. It was selfish and-

“Stop,” he mumbled.

But- I sighed. Thank you. You’re a
good friend. And I do feel better . . . though I’m still a little
afraid.

It was then that Ardette drew his shadow out
of me. I could feel its cool fogginess escaping my skull.

I opened my eyes.

He placed his hand on the top of my head and
raised his voice so that the others could hear too.

“There is nothing to fear,” he said. He
stared down at me with kind eyes, pausing for a moment before
adding, “That is, you’re clear of shadow . . . for now.”

He then grabbed a lock of my hair and
brought it to his nose, letting it slide and fall silkily through
his fingers while he walked away.

“Ah, thanks.”

“It took him long enough, did it not?” said
Nyte, suspiciously studying Ardette’s fleeting back. “He did not do
anything to you in there, did he?”

“No,” was all I could say. If I said
anything more, I was sure to let the forming tears out, and that
would only cause unnecessary pain.

“Alright. Everyone ready?” asked Darch, his
voice glum for once.

I nodded and then turned back for one last
look at the forest eyes of my captor, so enigmatic and endearing,
but my throat caught when I saw their confused and hurt
undertones.

My Nyte. How I yearn to hold you. But
please, Creator, help me keep it together, and please keep him from
knowing the true risk involved.

Darch placed his pinky against the crystal
and tapped it three times.

 



Chapter 8: The Test

 


From within the pile came a light
whistling.

Darch turned to me, nodded, and then stepped
away, rejoining the others, who were all waiting a short distance
back.

The whistling picked up until something
started to move in the space ahead of me. I didn’t blink, but my
eyes went blind for an instant. When sight returned, there was
someone standing on the ground before me.

It was a spirit?

No, it was a . . . boy. A darling,
long-haired boy of three quarters of a decade, wearing nothing but
frayed shorts, and he looked solid . . . real . . . alive?

Was this what spirits normally looked like?
I’d always envisioned them wispy; not quite there.

This isn’t a spirit, is it? The guardian is
something else. But what?

I turned to ask the others, but there was
now no one else around. No boulders either. Just lonely, scentless
grayness. Grayness, the boy, and I were all that existed within the
space. The rest of the world was gone, but I didn’t feel
afraid.

“What happened to the others?” I asked
myself. The grayness capped my voice so that it held no echo – like
my voice was lost or absorbed but never returned back to me. For
some reason, that mutedness made me feel exceedingly
disoriented.

The boy spoke and his voice was stable –
very much there, and not at all the haunting whisper I’d thought a
spirit would possess.

“They are there,” he said, “but you cannot
see them. It is forbidden for you to have contact during the test,
Heart.”

“Oh! Right,” I said, feeling rude for not
acknowledging the boy before questioning my surroundings. “Are you
the guardian of the Inscription?”

The boy settled onto the ground and hugged
his knees. Somehow, he seemed sad, but was that possible?
Could guardian spirits feel fleeting emotions such as sadness? This
wasn’t at all what I’d expected.

“I am the guardian of Ulan,” he said. “What
is it you wish to ask?”

To ask?

“My name is Aura Telmacha Rosh, and I have
come to retrieve the prophecy.”

Shaking his head, the boy reached for his
toes. He fiddled with them a bit and then said,

“The prophecy has been lost, crumbled with
the guardian mirrors. Only those holding the power of magic can see
the mirrors, but they have all shattered, forever blocking the
portal to the prophecy.” His voice was now slightly snide.

“Forever blocking? But- but that’ can’t be!”
Out of frustration, I took a step closer to the boy, but he didn’t
seem to grow any nearer.

Huh?

I took another step, but the result was the
same; the grayness filled in whatever space was left between us,
tirelessly keeping that gap even. Moving forward without getting
anywhere only furthered my disoriented feeling, so I gave up and
asked,

“Are you saying that it’s really futile,
then? That it’s too late to retrieve the song?”

He wiggled his toes.

“I did not say that. The Inscription of Ulan
has been lost, and consequently, the prophecy has been lost.
Nonetheless, you may still perform your test, Heart.”

“But doesn’t the prophecy need to be read
from the Inscription of Ulan to release the Song?”

“No, you must only complete the test to gain
the Song.”

“All right then. What is the
test?”

Might die. Thousands killed. But I
pushed the thoughts away. I’d grown accustomed to treating
troublesome realities that way.

“That is the question you have come
to ask, and the answer is simple.” The boy slumped lower and rested
his chin on his knees. “To gain the Song, you need only kill me
with your own two hands.” This time he wiggled his fingers to
demonstrate how ‘simple’ it was.

Without thinking and in horror, I took a
step back, but again the movement was lost to the grayness.

“Kill you!?” I asked. “But aren’t you
supposed to be a spirit?”

But his next comment confirmed my earlier
suspicions.

“I am not a spirit.” The boy’s
snideness was gone. “I am an eternal Sape, forever charged the task
of watching over the Inscription. For this purpose, I have gained
the powers of a spirit, but I am tired of talking about that. You
see, I have been waiting a long time for you to come and kill me.
So please, kill me now. That is your test.” He yawned. “If you
fail, you will surely die.”

At this, I grew even more horrified. He
was alive. I had to kill this peculiar-but-cute child with
my own hands? I tried to picture myself doing such a thing. With my
own hands, wrapped around his sad, little neck . . . There was no
way I was capable of it!

My heart pounded at the knowing that this
was one test I was sure to fail.

Might die. Might die. Might die.

“N-no!” I stammered. “I can’t do something
like that! You say you’ve been eternally charged? Does that mean
you’ve been eternally stuck inside of this thing?! That sounds
horrible! Not to mention really, really boring. Why don’t you come
with us? We’ll find another way, so that you won’t have to suffer
here anymore!”

The boy gave me a woeful glance. “I cannot
leave, so I will ask you once more. You must kill me to gain the
Song. Would you really choose the life of one over the lives of
many?”

“Wait! There’s got to be another way!”

Ugh! This sort of debate? Why does it have
to be something like this?

During ethics training, Miss Danice had
raised a similar discussion, but I’d always sided with the idea
that one life was just as valuable as the lives of hundreds and
that every life should be protected and cherished. Laria
Lynn and the others had made it a point to tell me how stupid I was
for thinking that way, saying I should ‘get real’ and quit
pretending to be ‘noble’, but that was really how I felt. What was
the point of saving many if one was lost? Life was life, wasn’t it?
Weren’t all lives equally of value?

Maybe I should have chosen ‘the many’, for
sure most would have agreed with that way of thinking, yet with
everything inside of me, I couldn’t kill the boy. I was willing to
sacrifice myself to save the world, but I wasn’t willing to
sacrifice another. That would make me no better than The
Mystress!

“How about ‘the lives of all’?” I asked
hopefully. “Is that an option?”

“Do you wish to die?” asked the boy.

“Of course I don’t wish to die. There are
people that I love waiting for me, and I’m afraid to die. But you
must be afraid to die too. Even if you’re a guardian, you’re still
a living thing! Even if I am the Pure Heart or whatever, that
doesn’t make me a murderer!”

The boy tilted his head to the side. “But
you wish to murder the other Heart, how is that any different?”

“Eh-” His argument wasn’t something I was
prepared for, nor was it something I’d really given thought, so I
just spoke from the heart, unsure of what message my own words
would carry. “It is true that I hate The Mystress. She’s
despicable, selfish, and invidious in my eyes, but even so, when it
comes down to it, I won’t just kill her. That isn’t my purpose or
my will. I’m a songstress, so . . . I’ll defeat her with the Song
of Salvation!”

“How is killing her with song any
different?” The hint of snide was back.

“I’ll unleash the Song and nothing more. The
Creator will give her the punishment she deserves because it isn’t
mine to deliver. I’ll sing and bring about a means for fate to play
out, but I will not deliver a killing blow to even the one I hate,
so I definitely won’t kill you!”

“Even if it means dying?”

Might die.

“Yes.” I didn’t want my life to end, but for
some reason, my voice was strong and conviction-filled.

“Is that your final answer?” The guardian
looked even sadder than he had before.

Goodbye Nyte. Goodbye Ardette. Goodbye Kantú
. . . Goodbye everyone.

I closed my eyes but again felt no fear.

The Creator’s words rang in my head: With
you, blessed daughter, I am well pleased.

I would trust that this was right. That my
conviction wasn’t foolishness.

“It is my final answer,” I said.

“Very well,” said the boy.

I kept my eyes closed and waited for death
or whatever it was that was going to happen, but after a minute or
two of feeling no differently, I opened them back up.

The boy was now standing and braiding his
long hair down his shoulder with a wide smile on his face.

“Then, you have passed the test,” he said
brightly. “The Song of Salvation is yours, but it can only be
released on ad’ai.”

I stared at him blankly, but he just
continued to braid his hair.

The Song of Salvation? I . . . I passed?

“Wait, what?” I asked. “But you said-”

He shrugged. “Had you killed me, you would
have gained the Song of Destruction, and your innocence would have
died.”

“Destruction?! But I’m the-

The boy’s smile widened. “Oh, and your
concern for my well-being is touching, but don’t worry; I really am
just a spirit. Now then, Heart of Salvation, open your arms and
receive the Song of Salvation!”

“Wait!”

But even though I was confused and
surprised, my arms opened on their own.

Huh!?

Just then, a golden light, shining brighter
than any light-source I’d ever encountered, burst into view and
encompassed the grayness, completely blocking out the boy. Surging
waves of gold danced into the nothingness, pouring into and
becoming the air itself. While I stood in awe, the goldenness
hovered around the space, soaking into my goose-bumped skin and
filling my body.

It was warm and smelled like sun-baked
futon.

This is the Song of Salvation?

As the Song settled within me, it brought
with it a heaviness to my ribcage. It was a heaviness that was too
much for me to bear, and it forced me to my knees like a landslide
pulling young trees to their graves below its shaking belly.

It’s so intense! Almost crushing! I’m to
carry this until ad’ai? But how will I be able to do that? Am I
strong enough?

Seconds later, the goldenness was completely
within me, and I was on the ground, unable to hold myself up with
the Song under my skin. Again, my eyes were blind for just a
moment.

“Aura!” It was Kantú’s voice. She was
nearby, off to my left somewhere.

“Argh.” I groaned and tried to swallow the
remnants of gold, forcing them all into the same place – that heavy
brick just beneath my ribs.

And when the blind blackness started to
retreat, with the return of sight, came the return of familiar
surroundings, and there was someone warm with their arms around
me.

“Miss Hav- Aura! You did it! I have always
known you were not the Havoc!”

Nyte’s arms felt even warmer than the golden
Song. Even with that golden heaviness consuming my thoughts, I knew
that it was dangerous for him to be so close, but I was too weak
right then to put any effort into taking his spirit. The others
seemed to realize this, for none of them ran forward to remove me
from his embrace. More sight returned, and Nyte’s concerned eyes
became clearer. I wanted to crawl inside of them and leave the
golden brick behind. To retreat into their deepness, away from the
weight beneath my chest.

“You have decided,” said Darch quietly.

One by one the others materialized inside of
my returning view.

“What the heck was that about?” asked
Grotts, his voice a rumbling tremble.

Scardo looked equally confused. “Yes, please
explain at once!”

“We can tell her now, can we not?” Nyte
looked at Ardette.

“Tell me?” I asked. But I wasn’t entirely
concerned with the specifics. After being so convinced that I’d
never get to see him again, I was just glad to be back in my Elf’s
arms. I pulled myself closer to his warm chest and closed my
eyes.

His heartbeat was there, rapid. I held my
ear against it and listened to the pounding that was for me. The
warmth grew even warmer, but I was still too weak. Too disoriented.
At least this way we could actually be close for once. I didn’t
know how long this encumbered state of mine would last, and I
intended to take advantage of it while I could. I brought my weak
arms around Nyte’s back, below his cloak, and pulled him closer. I
heard his heartbeat speed.

It was racing mine, but mine might have been
even faster.

“Tell her what?” Kantú pressed.

Nyte was silent, clutching to me as though I
might sink into the ground at any moment.

“The rest of the Silver Command,” answered
Ardette.

“The . . . rest?” I peeked up at Nyte and he
winced.

“Whaddaya mean the rest?” grouched
Grotts from somewhere.

Ardette continued, “Well, well, something
quite interesting for you to chew on, if I do say so myself. The
follies of Yes’lech continue to grow, don’t they?”

“ARDETTE!” yelled the gruff man, evidently
at the end of his rope, “Jus’ spit it out already!”

“Fine. If he’s just going to sit there like
an imbecile, I’ll share. That coot, Pietri, ordered this also of
the Elf:

‘Do not tell the child of Rosh your past.
She must remain oblivious. The true prophecy states that the Hearts
shall decide for themselves during the test which one is the
Salvation and which one is the Havoc. This is why it is impossible
to know for certain which she is. For this reason, treat her with
caution.’”

For several seconds, it was quiet and I
forgot to breathe, but then the flurry of questions started to kick
up from the ground of my mind.

With caution? Wait a minute, so there was a
chance all along that I might really be the Heart of Havoc?! But
how can that be?! And even knowing that, Nyte and Ardette both . .
.

I closed my eyes again, snuggled in closer
to Nyte, and tried to make sense of it.

“Wait, what’s going on? Pietri didn’t want
Aura to know Nyte’s past?” But Kantú’s questions were cast aside in
lieu of the shattered Scardo’s.

“What?!” he cried. “It was her choice?!
B-b-but why were we not informed?!”

“Heh, so even you didn’t know?” Grotts
raised a brow at the trembling man.

“Hmph.” Ardette grinned brightly. “Why, how
does it feel to be kept in the dark for once, oh favored one?”

Scardo looked like he was about to faint.
“No! They wouldn’t have kept this from us! They must not have
known! We must go inform them at once! Wait, Darch, did . . . did
you know?”

Darch nodded and Scardo slumped over,
visibly distressed that the officers would tell Darch something
they’d kept from him.

Darch read this and said kindly,

“But don’t worry, friend! It is not because
the officers confided in me. It is the spirits I gain my knowledge
from.”

“Oh, I suppose that is true.” Scardo
brightened up a bit.

During this little outburst, I’d continued
contemplating in Nyte’s chest, and the conclusion I’d reached was
something terrible. If my standing as a really Heart hadn’t been
predetermined, then . . .

“So in my doing that, the Heart of Havoc’s
fate was decided as well?!” I pushed myself away from Nyte with
sudden verve, but he clutched my elbows and pulled me back into
him.

“No, no, no,” assured Darch. “The Havoc and
the Salvation are opposites. She WOULD have chosen to kill the
guardian. It’s just her nature. This test was only to reveal to the
rest of us which of you is which, though there was hardly ever a
doubt.”

But I didn’t really feel any better.

“The Mystress said she needed me present as
a sacrifice to obtain the prophecy. Why?”

“She might have been misinformed?” suggested
Darch.

Grotts shrugged. Scardo looked sick.

Was that really it? It didn’t seem very
likely that Druelca, with all of their informational prowess, had
been wrong about something like that.

The others seemed to question it too, for
the air was silent for a bit. It was in the center of this silence
that something struck me every so faintly – ever so slyly – and
when it did, I let out a small, gasping sigh.

Warm.

“Miss Heart, are you all right?” Scardo was
the first to notice the strength returning to my body. I’d been
trying to ignore it for a while now, but it was there, returning –
the former weakness now being replaced by thirst.

“Ardette!” squealed Kantú.

And then, before either Nyte or I could
protest, Ardette was over my shoulders, yanking me away from that
warm, budding temptation with his cool, gripping palms.

Nyte’s nostrils flared, but he refrained
from cold remark. It was apparent he’d reached the same
understanding that I had – that we were both to be grateful for
what little time we’d been given in each others’ arms.

“Nyte,” urged Grotts.

“I know,” said Nyte, irritated. “I will
remove myself from her.” He gave me a sorry look before springing
to his feet and bounding over to Rend, who’d been limply placed
against a built-up dune.

Ardette was still clinging onto my
shoulders, and it was only with his help that I was able to
stand.

“What’s wrong, Aura?” asked Darch,
concerned. He shuffled up next to me and reached for my ears.

“The Song of Salvation’s heavy, is all.” I
considered my own words and added, “Actually, it’s really
heavy.”

“I there anything I can do?” asked Scardo
with a bow. “If I can be of service, I would gladly oblige, Miss
Heart.”

“Oh, what could you do?” Kantú swatted him
with her tail. “Aura, I’ll ask the feather man if he knows how to
make it lighter, okay?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Kantú stuck out her arm, and the bird
descended from its higher crystal tree perch on cue. Another
one-sided conversation ensued.

“Uh-hu,” said Kantú, a look of concentration
upon her face. “An emulator? What’s tha-”

“Shoo!” Darch interrupted the question with
a great, two-handed brush-away. Looking annoyed, the bird flapped
off.

“Darch!” scolded the Squirrelean. “What did
you do that for?”

“That old Elf doesn’t know what he’s talking
about. Good thing you’ve got a wise Magir like me along, eh? Isn’t
that right, Aura?”

“Huh? I guess . . .”

“I’ll help!” He sang, clapping his hands
together. “And so will Ardette!”

“Help, will I? When have I ever let you
speak for me, you damn, meddlesome-”

“But Ardette, Aura’s struggling, can’t you
see? You wouldn’t want her to suffer, would you?”

Struggling? Oh please, like that’s going to
convince-

But Ardette frowned and said, “And just what
would you like me to do, oh wise Magir?”

Oh, really? Surprised, I studied the
Daem’s face, but it was unreadable.

“That’s more like it! You’re going to reach
in and break the song up a bit. It’s all clumped up, so breaking it
apart should distribute some of the weight.”

“Fascinating,” said Ardette dryly.

“I’ll slow her blood flow, so that you can
get around easier.”

“Pardon me?! Slow her blood flow?” Scardo
was now almost as pale as Ardette.

“Grotts,” said Ardette, “take that bundle of
nerves away from here, would you?”

“Er, come along, then, Scardo. You too,
Kantoo. Let’s go figure out if there’s a deposit of condensed
shadow ‘round here.”

“Alright, Grottsy! Come on, Scardo. This’ll
be fun!”

“Oh, ahem, yes.” Scardo didn’t look very
comfortable with the idea, but with Grotts’ hand wrapped entirely
around his bicep, the hunched man had no choice but to feebly
obey.

“See you in a bit, Aura!” shouted Kantú, and
the trio trotted away.

Darch opened up his pack and pulled out a
black dandrill blanket for me to lie on. Reluctantly, and feeling
like an awkward, helpless doll, I let Ardette set me down. The
situation wasn’t ideal. I didn’t really feel like allowing the pair
of them to go digging around inside of me and performing weird
shadow-spirit experiments, but the heaviness was too strong. If I
didn’t want to be crushed, I had no other option but to go along
with it.

Squatting near Rend a safe distance away,
Nyte looked on. “There is no danger involved, is there?” he asked,
his voice more threatening than inquisitive.

Ardette beamed fiendishly. “Only the
possibility of heart failure, should I aim too high.”

“Funny, Ardette,” I retorted. “I’ll be sure
to haunt you before crossing the Mistlands if that happens.”

“If it means we could spend forever
together.”

“Ugh.” My emission of disgust was mixed with
that of strain.

Darch pushed up his sleeves and looked at
Nyte. “You can only stick around, kid, as long as you don’t try
touching her or anything. If you can’t do that, then you might as
well take Rend and go for now.”

“No, I wish to stay by her side.” Nyte stood
from his crouch and walked over. “I will refrain.”

“Please, Darch. I want him neh-nnn-neaaar .
. .”

But without warning, as it had been at
Yes’lech, Darch’s pinky was already on my forehead, circling . . .
circling . . . circling . . .

Look, the sky has become Daem . . . er . . .
I mean ‘day’. Wonder when that happen . . . ened . . .

This time, though, my thoughts were more
coherent. It seemed I wouldn’t be completely knocked out for the
procedure. Still, as the circling continued, my heartbeat slowed,
and my breathing followed shortly thereafter.

I could vaguely make out the three blurry
faces above me, peering down.

There was a cool hand gently resting on me,
but the hand was too low. It wasn’t at my chest where the brick
resided; it was at my navel.

Don’t you d . . . d . . . hare. Don’t you
hare. I mean ‘dare’. Don’t . . . you . . . dare.

Nyte’s agitated voice was there, “You need
not lift her shirt for this, you lecherous-”

“The moral brigade, are we? Relax. Like I
would actually try something – not that an old-fashioned bore like
you would understand what she really wants anyway. Besides,
it’s pointless to deny that you would have liked to take a peek
yourself. We all know what sort of shady person you are.”

The hand moved up to its proper place.

“All right, Ardetto, she’s stable, so plunge
away!”

“I told you not to call me th-”

“Yes, Ardetto, we are waiting.” Nyte’s smirk
was too blurry to make out, but without a doubt, it was there. “Go
ahead and use your powers of darkness.”

“Ha. Ha. Just so you’re aware, Elf, there’s
always a chance I’ll leave from a different point than that which I
enter. Can’t wait to see what’s going on inside that mixed up
little head of hers right now. Pity you’ll never experience that
connection.”

The hand plunged in too quickly. My lungs
were immediately overtaken by smoke. I wanted to cough, but my body
was dormant and wouldn’t allow something so active.

Can’t . . . breathe!

“Careful, Ardette!” scolded Darch, “You’re
just being reckless now!”

“I swear if you hurt her, I will-”

“Save it for someone that pays mind to the
empty threats of a powerless puppet.”

I can’t breathe!

“DAMN!” yelped Ardette. The hand quickly
retreated from my chest, and I was again free to draw in air.

“What is it?!” Nyte was frantic. “What has
happened?!”

“I warned you, Ardette. Get your head clear.
Need me to send him away?”

“No!” argued Nyte. “I refuse to leave her in
the hands of a foolish, perverted-”

“Shut up, both of you! I need to
concentrate!” Ardette’s blurred face was right over mine. “Sorry
about that, my cherry pit, your boy’s being a real bother.” His
uncaring was tainted by anxiety.

Again the hand plunged in; this time
slowly.

Much bet . . . ett . . . ter . . .

“Did you find it, Ardette?” asked Darch. His
pinky was static, but it was still there, in the center of my
forehead.

“Yes, it’s here, but it’s sol-” His answer
was cut off by a large pant. “Unh! It’s solid! Gah!”

Care . . . fffful, Ardettoes . . .

“Get out of her before you break something!”
Nyte’s voice was strained.

“Nyte, go and fetch whatever andap Scardo
has on him,” ordered Darch.

“No!” panted Ardette, “I’ll be fine without-
Unh!”

“Now, now, Ardette, this is no time to be
stubborn. Go, Nyte! Hurry!”

Nyte let out a begrudging, scoffing huff,
but said, “I understand. I will return, Aura!”

Now there were only two blurry faces.

Ardette’s shadow was around the Song. I
could feel his fingers digging into its sides and squeezing, but
try as he may, the Song of Salvation wouldn’t budge.

“Darch, it’s too thick! Can’t . . . ungh . .
. get through!”

“You just need a little more juice, right,
Ardette? Come on, you can do it!”

“Dammit, I’m trying, but . . . what if I
can’t get it? Do you have something in the way of a back-up
plan?”

“Now, Ardette, you know we won’t need one.
Come on, brother, try again!”

They really are . . . Rends. Er, friends.
Theeeey are friends.

Indeed, with the others out of earshot, the
two of them were behaving quite civilly and very much like
friends.

“Hmph. Think you’re some sort of shrink, do
you, my cherry- Ungh!”

It was then that Nyte returned with the
small vial of putrid, black liquid.

“Make him drink it!” said Darch. The Magir
was once again busying himself with circling . . . circling . .
.

“I don’t need that shi-”

Without hesitation, Nyte grabbed Ardette’s
head and popped the bottle between his lips.

“Blegh!” Ardette sputtered, but his shadow
was immediately stronger around the golden brick. I felt it shift a
little.

It mooooved!

“Excited, are we? Well, settle down! Save it
for when this is over.”

Ardette, you . . . can . . . bake . . .
some.

“Bake some?” The shadow within me froze
while Ardette contemplated the peculiarity of my statement.

Take. I meant . . . ‘take’.

“Of you? Tisk, tisk, we can’t have you
weakening any further than you already are, can we? Are you so
eager to throw yourself at me, my cherry pit?”

“Who the hell are you talking to?” carped
Nyte. “Cease your messing around and-”

“I think that should be obvious. Quite slow
isn’t – Hyung!”

“Ardette!” cried Darch.

Take.

“NO. Everyone just be quiet. I’ve almost
got-”

With a final squeeze, the brick finally
collapsed into fragments that instantly mixed with Ardette’s shadow
and dispersed throughout my body. Ardette doubled over, but didn’t
remove his hand. Instead, he folded into a pile across me,
panting.

“Get off of her!”

“No! Do not move him! His shadow is still in
there, and it’s mixed with the Song! He needs to be the one to
remove it!”

At once, the circling stopped, and the
grogginess started to lift.

“Ardette?” Darch’s hand was on the Daem’s
back.

“Aura? Are you awakening from your slumber?”
Nyte’s face was over mine, starting to become focused, his hair
close enough to brush against my cheeks.

“Unh,” I mumbled.

“She wasn’t ever asleep, you cad,” came a
voice muffled by my stomach. Ardette shifted a bit and then tried
to lift himself up, but it was only with Darch’s hands under his
armpits that he was able to make any progress.

As he rose, he slowly pulled his hand from
me.

The heaviness was gone, but I could still
feel the golden Song spread throughout my body, only instead of
dead weight, it now felt like armor.

I pushed myself up onto my elbows and
groaned. My body ached from the ordeal.

“Well, this is just splendid! I’ll go fetch
the others!” Darch happily scurried away.

I was almost back to normal. Almost
completely clear.

“Thanks, Ardette. It’s much better now.” I
looked at my hands, embarrassed, and asked, “Do you . . . need
some?”

“Not in front of him!” Ardette
gestured at Nyte, who was just over my shoulder. “Egad, I’m not
that kinky. This here should be enough to replenish me.”

With nearly black eyes, Ardette licked the
edge of his finger where a drop of golden powder had stained.

“Tasty. At least enough to get rid of the
taste of that vile, filthy andap. Too bad you’ll have to wait until
ad’ai to experience it yourself, Elf.”

Nyte ignored him, “Aura, are you fine now?
You do not feel hurt at all?”

“No, I’m fine, Nyte.” I blushed over his
concern and then shifted my gaze to Ardette, who was now
seductively drawing the powdered finger across his lower lip. “That
reminds me, though, when is the ad’ai? Do either of you
know?”

“It is when the moon will come of age,” said
Darch from behind me.

I turned to see him blissfully jogging back
towards us, Kantú, Grotts, and Scardo following shortly behind.

“But it is the moon’s decision,” he
continued. “It can only tell us when it’s close.”

“Yo!” Kantú saluted me. “Darch says you’re
fixed! That’s great!”

I gave her a grin and a nod and then looked
back at Darch. “The moon’s decision?”

“Yes.” Darch fiddled with his glasses and
scanned the other three Yes’lechians. “Who wants to tell her the
history of the moons? Anyone? Leaving out as much sacred knowledge
as possible, mind you.” He gave Kantú a sideways glance.

I frowned at his implication, still bitter
that Kantú, Nyte, and Rend hadn’t been deemed ‘worthy’ enough to
receive the sacred knowledge from the officers. All along, it had
been my intention to tell Kantú everything, but the time had never
been right. We’d never been alone with enough time for such a
weighty discussion. I still fully planned to tell her everything
eventually . . . but for now, I could only act like the rest of the
tight-lipped Yes’lechians.

I hated it.

“I will oblige,” said Nyte.

“Of course you will,” crooned
Ardette.

Nyte again ignored him and started the
story, moving back to the sleeping Rend as he did.

“In the beginning, the great Creator formed
from rock and light, two moons as guide-lamps in the sky. Not only
were they to be a light within the darkness for the people, there
was also something special about these two masses of rock and
light. Before placing them in the sky, the Creator breathed
into each of the moons, giving them life. He then charged them with
the task of silently watching over the world.

“For thousands of years, the moons protected
the world side-by-side, but at the time of the Great Divisia,
everything changed. The moons debated which way would be best for
the people. The ways of old, or the ways of new. The western moon
sided with the Westerlands, and the eastern moon sided with the
Easterlands. Thus, they were divided and have since been arguing,
which is why they never show themselves at the same time.”

Nyte gave a nod to signal the tale’s
end.

Darch appeared impressed. “Nice going!
Almost word for word as we tell it at Yes’lech! What are you
talking about, Ardette? He’s not so bad!”

“Hmph.” Ardette picked at a hangnail.

“So you see, Aura,” continued Darch, “the
moons are beings with the will to choose their own ad’ais.
Therefore, we cannot predict its exact date, but we can read
the patterns to see when it is coming, and for some time now, the
western moon has been changing: shifting and realigning
itself. That’s how we know the time of ad’ai is near. But keep in
mind that the moons are conscious of the world’s events. The
western moon will not come of age until all of the pieces are in
place. This, um, relates back to the savior songstress,” – he shot
Kantú another sideways glance – “but we’ll leave it at that for
now!”

“Savior songstress?” mumbled Kantú.

Grotts and I shot her equally apologetic
looks, but Scardo made an odd choking noise at the thought that the
outsider might have learned something she shouldn’t have.

I chewed on the new information. So the moon
was a living being? It sounded entirely far-fetched, but
well . . . it wasn’t really surprising that something so
insane-sounding could be true, what with entire land masses
splitting and drifting apart and golden bricks of song being laid
in my chest.

“So, we can’t predict it?” I asked, growing
overwhelmed by the looming task ahead of us. “Then, how can we even
formulate a plan?”

Grotts scratched his temple. “Sounds like
the moon won’t do anythin’ til everything’s ready, right
Scardo?”

“That is how I understand it,” replied
Scardo, hands folded behind his back, formal as ever.

“Well, I dunno ‘bout the rest ‘o ya, but I’m
beat. I know it’s day and all, but I’m in favor ‘o pitchin’ up
tents. Scardo’s got a good spot for andap on ‘is map, but it’ll
take us a few days ta get there, and after everythin’, I don’t
really feel like movin’ on now.”

We were all in agreement.

 


~

 


While the men went about setting up camp at
the crystally outskirts of the prophecy, I found Kantú a short
distance away throwing bird food to the Spirit of In-between.

What a strange concept.

“Hey, Kantú.” I walked over and put my arm
around her shoulder.

“Aura! Do you feel better now? Your belly
doesn’t hurt any more?”

“My belly? Uh. Yeah the Song feels a lot
better now, thanks.” I assumed that’s what she’d meant.

Kantú let out a wistful sigh and stared into
the distance. “It’s been so busy lately, hasn’t it? I mean, really,
we haven’t even gotten to talk in how long?”

“Yeah, I’m sorry about that. Things are just
going by so quickly now, and there’s been so much on my mind, that
I just . . .”

“Naw, I know how things are. Plus, with
those two buffoons fawning over you, it’s hard to get a word in
sometimes. I’m just glad that I finally got to hear you say
it!”

“Er-” I wrinkled my forehead in confusion.
“Hear me say it?”

“Mmhmm.” She wrapped her tail around my hip.
“You know, your little confession.”

“Gah!”

Oh, Creator! She’s talking about when I told
Nyte I loved him in front of everyone!

I realized then how lucky I was that Rend
had been asleep for that one. If not, I’d have definitely died. The
test wouldn’t have mattered because I’d have been long gone by
now.

“I’m just glad the two of you finally
realized.” She giggled. “But you know, that Pervy Irving won’t let
you go so easily.”

“Ugh. Don’t remind me. That’s one thing I’m
trying to ignore.”

“Ignore? You mean you . . .”

“N-no! Of course not. Not like with Nyte,
but you know, there’s just something, and I wish it would go
away.”

“Oh, Aura! You’re so funny. Don’t complicate
things. Just be you!” She wiggled her nose at me. “But boy, who
would have thought you’d turn into such a heartbreaker?”

“A heartbreaker? Oh geez.”

I rolled my eyes and she chittered.

“Um, Kantú, there is something else I
want to talk to you about. All of that sacred knowledge crap-”

“Oh!” she squeaked. “Don’t worry about
it!”

That might’ve seemed like a normal reaction,
but the suspicious Squirrelean next forced a chuckle and waved her
hands in front of her face, therefore alerting me that something
was a little off.

“Kantú?” I studied her for further
explanation.

“Naw, I don’t really care about that kind of
thing, so . . .”

But then I knew for sure. Her actions had
clearly given her away.

“Kantú! You already . . . know?”

“Shhh!” She swatted me with her tail and
looked over her shoulder sneakily at the guys.

“What?! How do you . . .” But it was so
obvious, I’d been an idiot to not realize it sooner. “Grotts?”

“Shhh! He’ll get in trouble if anyone finds
out!”

Eager to find out more, I grabbed her arm
and pulled her close to me. “What did he tell you?”

“Everything! But we have to pretend that he
didn’t, so I have to act all oblivious and stuff, and it’s really
starting to get nerve-wracking! Like I’m so worried that I’ll let
something slip, like when Nyte was talking about the moons and
whatnot!” She threw out a particularly large handful of birdseed
straight at a very aggravated Elder Nosrac. “Whoo! But it feels
really good to get that off of my chest!”

“When did . . . ?”

“After the prophecy, on the way back to
Crystair!”

“Huh.” I exhaled and released my sleuthing
grip. “That’s great! But I’m sorry that I wasn’t the one to tell
you. I really had planned on it, but it was just never a good
time.”

“I know, Aura. Don’t worry.”

She gave me a smile, but I thought I noticed
her ears droop slightly, though it might have been just my
imagination. At least, I hoped it was just my
imagination.

“Well, that certainly makes things easier,”
I said. “So, have you had your confession yet?”

If her ears had drooped at all, they perked
right back up. “Eek! Confession?! What are you talking about?”

“Right. Now who’s in denial?”

I grinned at her rosying cheeks.

 



Chapter 9: The Intention

 


In the darkness, I reached for the lovely
and alluring hand. But I wasn’t me; I was Illuma, and I could see
Aura standing there, too afraid to reach out. She was a coward.
She’d never make it past the border with an attitude like that. Why
was she behaving in such a way, anyway? After all, she was the one
who’d told me about the person with the lovely hands. Stupid,
scared Aura. Always holding me back – always getting in the way. I
was going to escape with the lovely-handed person whether she was
coming or not. That lovely-handed person told me that I was
special. That I was the one they’d been searching for.

 


“HYAAH!”

Sweaty and shaking, I bolted awake from the
dream.

What the heck was that?!

With several deep pants, I looked around the
tent, which was now lit with the afternoon sun.

“Aura?” moaned Kantú, rolling over. “What is
it? A nightmare?”

Her face was saggy with sleepiness; one of
her eyes shut more than the other.

“Ungh, yeah, I guess.” Trembling, I rubbed
my own eyes, which were also still very much asleep. “Sorry I woke
you. How long were we out?”

Before answering, she yawned widely, showing
off her eye teeth that were slightly more pointed than a Sape’s. “I
dunno. About four hours, I’d say.”

“That’s it?”

“Mmhmm.” She placed the back of her hand on
my forehead. “So, what was your nightmare about? Do you
remember?”

I did remember. I remembered incredibly
well.

“Aw, no,” I lied.

“Hm. Well, you don’t feel warm at all. Awful
sweaty though . . .”

The nightmare had been of that night. Had
things really happened like that? In the dream I’d been Illuma –
but it was impossible for me to see it through her eyes, wasn’t it?
So that had to mean that she didn’t really
feel that way about me, right? It was just a dream,
wasn’t-

“Go back to sleep, you two.” A male voice
suddenly cut into my panicking thoughts. The sound did nothing to
lessen said panic, though, instead only causing me to jump, and as
a result, alarming me even more than I already was.

“Eh?!” With a startled cry, I jerked to my
right, unsure of what to expect, and was greeted by two bright blue
eyes.

AHHH! Who is tha- Oh . . . Oh! That’s
right!

Trying to save as much face as possible, I
composed myself beneath a sheet and said, “I still don’t understand
why you’re in here, Darch.”

Even after just waking, the Magir was
beaming excitedly.

“Because your tent is significantly less
crowded, that’s why! The other one already had four guys sleeping
there, and this one only had you two and Rend. Now, which one would
you have chosen?”

“Yeah, I get that much, but why couldn’t it
have been . . .”

Reading my implication, Darch let out a
chuckle.

“Do you know anything about Elven culture?
That kind of thing would be unthinkable.”

“What’s the big deal?” asked Kantú. “They
already spent the night out on that balcony.”

“Yes, but first of all, we wouldn’t permit
the two of them to be so close with that little issue they
have going on, and second of all, do you really think Ardette would
allow it? It was bad enough getting him to agree to let me
sleep in here, and I’m harmless.”

I ignored his suggestion that Nyte wasn’t
‘harmless’.

“Tell me about it!” grouched Kantú.
“Ardette’s been so pigheaded lately!”

“Believe me,” said Darch, rolling onto his
back and staring at the tent’s ceiling, “this new ‘pigheaded’
Ardette is something far preferable to . . . well, let’s just say
that it used to be he didn’t care about anything, but his display
of stubbornness and work-upedness just proves that he’s
changing.”

“What a shame. He can be so charming when he
wants to be.” Kantú’s gaze took on a far-off longing.

“Whatever,” I argued, “that faux charm of
his is annoying. He’s much better when he’s being himself. He’s
more tolerable that way, you know? Actually, I think his
true self is really likeable.”

“Really?” asked Darch.

He slowly took his eyes from the ceiling and
started to study me with intentness.

I nodded, but he didn’t stop his analysis. I
didn’t know what he was looking for, but I felt self-conscious,
knowing that I probably didn’t look very appealing at that moment,
bed-hair and all, though I didn’t turn away. It wasn’t conviction
or anything; I was just tired, and it wasn’t worth the effort.

At last Darch said, “Hm. Well, you’d be the
first . . . besides me, that is!” Forming a grin, he proudly
pointed to his chest with his thumb before continuing, “Someday,
Aura, I’ll tell you a story – a story I know you’ll
appreciate.”

Darch’s story? I wondered. The
same one Grotts was talking about?

But before I could press him, he clapped
once and said,

“Unfortunately, that day is not today. Now,
go back to sleep you two! And pay mind not to forget that I’m in
here with you. I know at least three men that would have my head if
I saw anything indecent.”

“Three?” pondered Kantú.

This time I was the one to let out a
chuckle.

 


~

 


“Well, Darch, did you enjoy yourself?
Had yourself a nice little sleepover, did you?”

Ardette had been sour all afternoon.

The second time I’d awoken, my eyes had been
no less tired, but I’d had no choice but to press on after the
others.

The understanding was that there was too
much left for us to accomplish to allow something like lack of
sleep to stall us for long.

Through the afternoon and early evening we
traveled out of the Crystallands. We’d been surrounded by the
shimmering sands for so long now, that I was a little homesick
leaving them.

“Shared some gossip, did you?” said Ardette
with ugly spite.

While I half-listened to the bitter Daem
make stabs at Darch, Nyte was lagging behind, ever peering at Rend
with those anxious, somehow passionate eyes. I’d tried to ignore
it, but it was really starting to bother me. I didn’t know how to
react to his peculiarly anxious treatment of her, for I realized
that it was a selfish, arrogant thing to consume myself with. So I
merely trudged along, trying not to sulk, but despite my best
attempts, it was still there, nagging at me with each worried
glance he shot her.

We were just entering a new terrain of black
rock and potholes when Rend started to stir in his arms.

“Cousin?” asked Nyte far too eagerly.

He was answered with a groan.

“Cousin!”

The party quickly halted.

“Let us rest here! She is awakening from the
long slumber!”

Ardette flashed Nyte a dazzling smile.
“Finally,” he drawled. “There have been far too few females
amidst us as of late. Not that you should feel jealous, my cherry
pit. My interest in Rend is purely physically driven.”

I wasn’t at all ‘jealous’.

Grotts surveyed the surrounding area with a
hint of concern wrinkling the ridge of his nose. “It’s fine if ya
wanna stop and all, but this isn’t the safest ‘o places. If we’re
gonna break fer a meal, we should at least find a cave or
somethin’.”

Nyte was excited, shaking even. “You are
right, Grotts. Please, search for something suitable. In the
meantime, everyone, give us room!” He proceeded to set Rend down
against the sleek belly of a black boulder.

Urr. Okay. Hurt, I started to back
away with the rest.

“Wait! Miss Havoc, I wish you to stay.”

“You do?” A cube of hope floated to the top
of my internal river of pessimism.

“Might I stick around a moment, as well?”
inquired Scardo, slithering up next to Rend.

“Uhh-” Nyte didn’t look at all happy with
the request.

“It will only take a moment.” Scardo reached
for the dead effulgence flower peeking out of his front tuxedo
pocket.

Surprisingly, Nyte shot me a knowing
half-grin. Rend’s awakening had apparently made him much less
tense.

“Very well,” he said, still grinning, “but
after that, I ask that you give me a moment alone with my cousin.
You see, I have been anxiously awaiting-”

But the Elf herself interrupted him with a
loud groan.

Nyte started to lean towards her, but was
cut off by Scardo, who hurriedly knelt over her and pushed the
flower at her face.

“Please accept this flower, Elven sorceress,
as a symbol of the debt to be-”

But Rend pushed the flower away, a scowl
across her otherwise-beautiful mouth.

“What is this nonsense?” she said
scathingly. “You dare to think an Elf should ever require the
assistance of a lowly, weak, zebron-consuming – Oh! Cousin?”

“Rend!” Nyte pushed the disgruntled Scardo
aside and crouched in his place. “At last you have returned
from slumber. I have been waiting and waiting, and truthfully, I
did not know how much longer I could endure!”

Scardo frowned at the pair of them a moment
before huffing away with hands properly folded behind his back.

An angry salamander.

The flower was nowhere to be seen, probably
returned to some place on his person for use at a later date.
Knowing Scardo and his strict following of traditions and rules, he
wouldn’t be able to give up on Rend that easily.

“Waiting? Pray tell, cousin, whatever for?”
said Rend. Even though she sounded blasé, I don’t think I was
imagining the slight flush to her cheeks. “And how is it you have
come to be at the site of the portal with us, for that matter?”

“You are no longer at the portal, cousin,
but the retelling can wait. There is something I must confess to
you at once.” Nyte’s eyes, though bright, were impatient. It was
clear that he was struggling to contain his excitement.

Confused, I again tried to figure out what
it was he was so worked up over.

Confess? What does he mean?

At first I didn’t understand, and maybe it
should have stayed that way, would have been better for my state of
solidity if I went on not understanding, but unfortunately, my
tireless mind wouldn’t let the issue rest. Before, I’d only feared
that Nyte’s unrest was something passion-fueled, but now as I
observed the situation, I knew for certain, clearly and
unmistakably, that it was passion I was again seeing in my
Elf’s eyes as they stared down at his cousin.

When the shock of it hit me, the features
started to slide from my face. Eyes, nose, and mouth all dripping
down . . . down . . .

He’s going to confess to her?! As in, confess his feelings for her?!
But how can that be?!

With my worst fears materializing before me,
the rest of my body joined my facial features in melting into a
gooey mass on the ground. Yes, a drippy, goopy pile of ‘me’ was all
that I’d become . . . at least, that’s how I felt.

I-I thought that he and I were . . .

Ignoring the messy, melted mass of ‘me’,
Nyte leaned in close to Rend, closer than I’d ever seen him get to
her and said, “There have been no other Elves senior to me present,
so I have had to keep it to myself even though it is against
law.”

Rend lifted herself up and scanned the new
horizon with squinted eyes. When they fell upon me, her mouth
twitched.

“Hey, Rend,” I blubbed, irritated. “Welcome
back.”

Of course I didn’t mean it.

Rend said nothing in response, only
sniffled, before turning back to Nyte. “Speak, Nyte Attirb, I will
agree to hear your confession.”

There faces were too close. I was going to
be sick.

I wallowed without form until . . .

“I would like to proclaim my intentions
regarding Aura.”

. . . Nyte said something magical.

At once, I was no longer a messy pile.

“Huh?” I asked. Me?

Rapidly gaining form, I realized I was at
least solid enough to stand and inch closer. Thus, I attempted and
succeeded the ‘inch’, but immediately had to recant it for fear of
my life. Rend’s reaction to the magical words was far too chilling
for me to sustain something so bold.

Her previously cool face turned murderous.
Seriously murderous.

“Regarding her?” She shot me a glare
filled with the deepest loathing.

“Yes,” said Nyte confidently, not fearing
that evil glint in his cousin’s eye. “I confess that I have . . .
uttered to her.”

I didn’t know what it meant, but Rend
certainly did.

“You WHAT?!” Her mouth fell open. “Surely,
you do not mean-”

“Yes, Rend, I have spoken the forbidden to
her.” He turned to me with an expression of yearning – a yearning
so intense that it made my neck hot.

The forbidden? Again I didn’t know
what he meant, but it didn’t matter. I was too tremendously
relieved that the ‘confession’ hadn’t been a confession of his love
for Rend. And if it hadn’t been for her . . . the passion and
anxiety were for me? All for me? This entire ordeal has been
regarding Nyte and . . . me.

I lost myself in self-indulgent bliss while
Nyte continued,

“As one senior to me, I ask that you bear
witness to my intention here and now, Rend Attirb.” Nyte tipped his
head forward respectfully. “It is my intention to take Aura Rosh
with me through the Wood of Erow.”

At these words, he suddenly looked up to
show me a devious grin – like he was sharing some sort of fun,
coded plan with me – but it was useless. I had no idea what it
meant.

“Um, Nyte?” I said, again inching a bit
closer. “What’s the Wood of Ero- Whoa!”

Before I could even finish forming the
question, Rend was up, eyes flaming.

“Rend? What’s wron-” But my inquiry quickly
turned into a scream, – “EYAAAH!” – when Rend, without giving me a
chance to move or fully comprehend what was happening, scathingly
sprang at me with a madness-filled battle cry.

Fortunately, Nyte’s reaction was much faster
than mine. In what seemed like less than a second, he was in front
of the rampant Rend, his hands cuffed around her wrists. Holding
her arms down and most certainly trying to stop her from forming
them into the dreadful circle that would send a sizzling ball of
red energy straight at me, he said calmly,

“Yes, it is not ideal that you are my
confessor, cousin, but there is no one else here, so-”

“How DARE you!” She let out a screech and
pushed against him with all her might.

“Rend – I – had – hoped – that – as – kin –
you –would – be – more – understanding!” Nyte panted out the words
while he pushed her back.

But she persisted like an enraged ram,
fighting to plow him over so that she could get to me.

“Ahhh! What is that Erow thing?!” I cowered
a short distance away, uncertain as to how to react to such a
crazed outburst that was apparently at least partially my
fault.

Rend finally managed to pull her arms from
Nyte’s grasp.

“Nyte, HELP!” I screamed while dodging an
incoming red blast attack.

Ardette, who, like the others, had been
surveying the land for a suitable cave, must have been alerted by
the light, my second scream, or any one of Rend’s fevered cries;
for, at some point during my cowered dodges, he came slinking over
a nearby ridge to check on us, only a little haste to his step.

“Hmm,” he said, pausing to inspect the
scene. “My, my, true lover’s tiffs are far more violent than one
would think, aren’t they?” He let out a deep laugh. “What, might I
ask, is the source of this charming quarrel?”

He evidently couldn’t see the very real
danger associated with this particular ‘tiff’.

“I don’t know!” I yelled, taking cover
behind him. “Nyte just said he’s taking me to the Wood of Erow, and
Rend freaked out-”

But I stopped myself at the look of
mortification on Ardette’s face.

“Ehh?! Ardette?”

He proceeded to shoot Nyte a scowl even more
gruesome than that of Rend’s, one that read not only murder but
torture as well. With white knuckles of rage, he pulled his saber
from its resting place and held it out.

“Hold him down, my dear Rend! I’ll pierce
him straight through!”

“What?!” I cried, reaching for the edge of
his flapping cloak. “Ardette, stop that right now, you idiot!”

He was definitely only going to make matters
worse. I prepared myself for whatever sort of ariando might
be necessary to subdue the two raging lunatics, ready to knock them
both out if that’s what it took, but luckily, such an
ariando was unnecessary.

At the thought of someone threatening her
kin, Rend turned on Ardette in a flash.

“You dare speak a word of threat to an
Elf?!” she shrieked.

Withdrawing her sights from me, she charged
at Ardette, tackling him with one soaring pummel, and thus
relieving Nyte from battle.

“What? R-Rend! I’m on your side, you hear
me? Let’s gut the scoundrel togeth-”

Rend grabbed a handful of Ardette’s untamed
hair and screamed, “Who is it you are going to gut, vile
Daem?!”

“Well, you now, I suppose.”

Ardette grabbed her around the waist and
threw her off of him.

A flash of red lit up the evening air.

Gah! What a pair of morons!

Extremely aggravated, I was about ready to
hit them both with a thunderstorm, this time with hail, when Nyte
called to me. “Miss Havoc!”

I flicked my eyes from the meaningless
scuffle, only to find him just before me, holding out his arms for
an embrace. The agitation was instantly gone.

“Nyte!”

Without thinking, I ran to him and settled
my head against his chest.

“What the heck’s going on?” I asked.

Nyte didn’t answer, but I didn’t press
him.

His cloak muffled the surrounding skirmish,
blocking out the outside world. Even so, my thoughts were racing,
though it was probably for the best because it meant that I was
distracted.

Wood of Erow? What does that mean? It’s got
to be something serious, but what? Either way, Rend is going to
kill me. She’s actually going to kill me this time! I thought she’d
finally seen I wasn’t evil, but now . . .

Lost in this racing distraction, I didn’t
even know Grotts had approached until I heard him shout,
“Whoa!”

I looked up to see him barreling towards
Ardette and Rend with hammer’s crescents glowing.

“What’s all the commotion over here?” He was
in between the two enraged wrestlers in an instant. “Ardette, ya
numbskull! What’d ya do to ‘er this time?!”

But the pair ignored him and continued to
furiously take their aggressions out on each other, so much so that
even the massive man couldn’t pull them apart.

With such calamity before me, I was still
distracted, so the warmth’s call was held at bay for a short while
. . . .

Yes, for a short while, I was able to stand
there as a confused onlooker, firmly within the protective hold of
my Elf’s arms . . . .

For a short while, things were all right . .
. .

But it was only for a short while.

Amidst the eruptions of red and cries of
insult, that safe blanket of distraction came to a swift end when
Nyte whispered ever so gently, ever so smoothly,

“Miss Havoc?”

That was when the impulse started to creep
in again.

Uh-oh.

With a quickening heartbeat and sudden
awareness, I immediately knew we were in danger – maybe a danger
even greater than that of Rend’s wrath-fueled lightball.

W . . . a . . . r . . . m.

Nyte whispered a second time, “Miss
Havoc?”

His arms were tightly around me, his mouth
against my ear.

“Hmm?” I said, voice a murmur while I
struggled to ignore the impulse.

“All along, Aura, I have been unable to
escape you – though never would I have wished for it had I been
given the chance.”

My pulse was deafening. I could barely hear
him.

More warmth. I couldn’t speak.

“I have already uttered my affections to
you, but with this, my captor, it is now known to my kind that I
intend to make you . . .”

He paused to kiss me just below the ear.

“. . . my bride.”

His breath was hot. His voice was soft. The
warmth was greater than I’d ever felt it.

Almost instantly, I fainted in his arms.

 


~

 


“DAMN YOU!”

Hours later, Nyte and I were inside of the
‘suitable’ cave, being reprimanded by all four of the Yes’lechians
for our foolish embrace.

Ardette was, without a doubt, more furious
than I’d ever seen him.

“Damn you, damn you, DAMN YOU!” he said
again.

I know . . . I know . . .

I guiltily stared at my knees.

Nyte, however, wasn’t displaying the same
remorse-filled reaction. Quite the contrary, he was shaking with a
fury similar to that of Ardette’s while pacing about the cave’s
small, desiccated interior.

“You do not have the right to speak to me in
such a way,” he said, seething. “As I told you before, it is none
of your concern what happens between-”

“What happens between you and the Heart
of Salvation?” cut in Ardette. “Oh, I think it is very much a
concern of mine. Do you realize who you’re messing with? Whose
little addiction you’re feeding?” Ardette flung his hand in my
direction. “She isn’t just an ordinary girl that you can go falling
in love with! I don’t care what you’ve uttered or intended or any
other matter of barbaric traditions you’ve followed, you are NEVER
going to take her to the Wood of Erow! And you are NEVER going to
touch her ever again!”

I winced at his disgust-filled words.

Nyte let out a growl and looked ready to
lash back, but Grotts, appearing incredibly uncomfortable with the
situation, beat him to it.

“Now wait just a minute here, Ardette. Do ya
realize what yer sayin’? Don’t ya think it’s a mite contradictory
fer ya to be orderin’ stuff like that?”

With eyes locked on Ardette, he poked one of
Scardo’s arrows at the fire, turning over a bit of wood whose flame
had been suffocated by a neighboring piece. The fire cackled a
crackle in response and at once tried to eat a bit of the arrow,
but in the end, only managed to take a lick before losing to
Grotts’ withdrawal.

“Implying something, are you?” said Ardette
listlessly. But a slight change in demeanor showed that he wasn’t
at all unaffected by Grotts’ statement. He straightened up, and
losing a little rage but gaining a whole lot of wryness, said, “You
know, for members charged with protecting her, the three of you
certainly are quick to let her fall right into the mouth of a
wolf.”

“A wolf, Ardette? Really . . .” said Scardo.
He shook his head and cast an uncharacteristically dark look at
Grotts before continuing, “While it is true that we’ve all had our
doubts about him, I’d venture to say that he’s proven himself most
useful on more than one occasion. Wouldn’t you agree?”

At this, Nyte abruptly stopped his agitated
pacing and examined Scardo with a look that was either uncertainty
or surprise . . . or maybe a mixture of both. Whichever it was, it
was an understandable response. Indeed, this was a far cry from the
suspicious, hesitant manner in which the hunched man had previously
treated him.

“Keep in mind,” furthered Scardo, tipping
his head respectfully in my direction, “that it is the Pure Heart’s
desire to have Nyte near, so even if the two have behaved
irrationally, we’ve no choice but to look for a solution, rather
than a punishment.” He frowned and then added, “That Elven
sorceress, on the other hand, is another matter entirely.”

Ardette groaned in frustration.

“Do you even realize what this Elf
is, Scardo? He’s an em – u – la – tor. There, now that
that’s out in the open, we can just get on with casting him out of
the Pure Heart’s guard-”

“An emulator? “P-pardon?” Scardo fiddled
with his collar nervously.

It seemed I wasn’t the only one in the dark
about this ‘emulator’ issue. That was a little reassuring . . . but
only a little.

“Oh, haven’t heard of that one either? Lost
the officers’ favor, have you? Even I know what an emulator
is, and the officers practically hate me.” Ardette’s sarcasm was
now at full force. He crossed his arms and arrogantly smiled after
delivering the cutting remarks.

I’m really in no position to be exerting any
sort of authority. It was, after all, wrong of me to go jumping
into Nyte’s arms again. Honestly, what was I thinking? I should
just be good right now, but Ardette’s just being so . . . so . . .
ugh!

“That’s enough, Ardette,” I said, again
staring at my knees. For his own sake, maybe more than anyone
else’s, I wanted him to stop being so ugly.

“Enough, is it? My, my, why don’t we see
what happens when we try to take off your love’s little necklace.
You remember, don’t you? The necklace he stole while working for
THE MYSTRESS!”

Ardette’s slammed his fist against the
suitable cave’s wall, rattling a few shakes of rock loose from an
above stalactite.

“I have stolen nothing!” retorted Nyte,
leaping to his feet. “How many times must I tell you? Elder Pietri
gave me this embl-”

“Ha! Still sticking with that story, are
you?”

“Ardette, you’re right.” Darch, who’d been
staring into the fire during the entirety of the reprimand, spoke
for the first time. His voice was reserved.

“Hmph, well, you needn’t act so
surprised. Not that I care to have your opinion,
anyways.”

“Now just what are ya agreein’ to, Darch?”
asked Grotts, narrowing his brows. “Ya can’t mean kickin’ Nyte
outta the guard!”

“No, no, no! Let’s take it off. It’s
the only way things are going to get bet-”

“Ugh!” I heaved, for some reason more
annoyed than I should have been. “Will that make you happy?” I
jumped to my feet, stretched out my arm, and grabbed the familiar
pendant, but Nyte’s hand was around my wrist before I could even
begin to pull.

“Ah! I am sorry, Miss Havoc! I do not know
why-”

Warm!

Nyte stared down at his hand in horror while
the fire’s flickering light danced across his cheeks.

“Let me take it off, then!” said Ardette,
starting forward.

But he was cut off by something most
surprising.

The Spirit of In-between had been outside
standing guard with Rend and Kantú, but it was now inside of the
suitable cave, shimmering wings spread wide, blocking Ardette from
getting to Nyte.

Kantú wasn’t far behind. With tail swishing
wildly and gentle eyes plagued by terror, she shoved herself into
Ardette’s unexpecting side and yelled,

“Don’t do it, Ardette! Don’t do it! If you
take it off, Aura will DIE!”

 



Chapter 10: The Emulator

 


“Die?” I pulled my wrist from Nyte’s
hand.

“What do you mean she will die?” he
demanded.

“I don’t know!” said Kantú, stumbling over a
pile of pebbles while attempting to reach the glittering bird.
“That’s just what the Spirit of In-between says!”

The Spirit of In-between was still in front
of Nyte, blocking Ardette from reaching him, but it had stopped
flapping its wings and was now eyeing Ardette with what almost
looked like cockiness.

About time he gets a taste of his own
medicine.

“Why doesn’t the all-knowing one come out
and talk to us, then?” Ardette shot the bird a sinister glance.
“Damned officers. Even in death they continue to taunt us.”

Noticeably offended, Scardo turned up his
nose.

“Die?” I said again. “Why in Farellah would
I die if he took off the familiar pendant?”

“Familiar?” asked Grotts.

“Urrr.” Shoot.

I ignored the question by pretending to swat
at a bug. The bug was, however, nonexistent, so the attempt only
ended up adding to the suspiciousness of the situation. Grotts
opened his mouth to press me further, but thankfully, Kantú was a
much faster talker.

“Feather man,” she whined, “you don’t really
mean die die, do you? Can’t you just explain a bit more?
Like, why is it so hard for Nyte to not touch her?”

“Hm. A little thing called ‘lack of
self-control’ if you ask me,” said Ardette, backing away from the
bird.

Nyte rolled his eyes to show that he wasn’t
bothered by Ardette’s stab – like it didn’t faze him. But in
reality, the statement must’ve gotten to him at least a little.
Maybe it reminded the sullen Elf that there was a hungry
spirit-sucker ‘starving’ before him, desperate to be fed. Or maybe
it was something simpler, like making him realize how close my body
was to his just then in the intimacy of the suitable cave. We were,
after all, such weak beings, unable to ignore the invisible energy
connecting us to one another.

Whatever the comment had sparked, it had
unquestionably done something; for along with the eye roll,
Nyte had discreetly slipped his hand around my back and grabbed a
generous handful of cloak. Even through the folds of fabric, I
could feel his fingers shaking from the tightness of his grip. It
made me shiver.

Aside from the fire’s taunting, crackling
cackle, the cave was noiseless a moment and then,

“Come on, feather man,” urged Kantú. “We’re
supposed to be friends!”

Again, it was too strange a concept for me
to swallow easily.

Friends, eh?

But despite her coaxing attempts, it seemed
that this time the bird had determined to remain silent not only
towards the rest of us, but towards Kantú as well, because after
another moment the peeved Squirrelean folded her arms and let out
an exasperated, “Humph!”

Defeated, she threw a pouting lip at Grotts,
but it was intercepted by someone else.

“I’ll take care of this,” said
Darch.

Apparently in his element – though, I
suppose it should have come as no surprise, seeing as how spirits
and the like were, after all, his specialty – he straightened his
glasses and gave Kantú a reassuring nod. Then, with blue eyes
blazing from the fire’s reflection in his lenses, he pushed up his
sleeves and began edging around the fire cautiously in the
direction of her ‘friend’.

As I watched him, held in place by Nyte’s
unyielding grip, it was as though the usually-happy-go-lucky man
had swiftly transformed into something professional. Or
maybe ‘professional’ wasn’t the right word. Somehow, making his way
to the great bird, the Magir looked more ‘magical’ than I’d ever
seen him – like the wisdom from his first life was shining
through.

It was . . . impressive.

“Yes, Darch, do ask,” said Scardo with a
sitting half-bow. “I’m certain there is a perfectly logical
explanation as to why the officers are keeping things from-”

“Come here, Kantú,” interrupted Darch,
evidently having no time for more of Scardo’s officer-fawning. “I
wish to speak with Elder Nosrac, and I need your help.”

“Uh, okay.” Still sounding a little
affronted, Kantú reluctantly pulled her eyes from the Spirit of
In-between and started sulking to Darch.

“Fantastic,” he said.

But Darch wouldn’t get the chance to follow
through with whatever Magir plan he’d been about to execute. As he
moved toward the bird with hands outstretched like he was about to
catch an escaping bully-frog, the Spirit of In-between gave a great
push and flew out of the cave, dodging stalactites with ease, and
leaving the rest of us with nothing but frustration and
questions.

Scardo let out a disappointed sigh and
looked as though he’d just found out there’d be no dessert.

“Typical,” muttered Ardette. He lazily
slouched into a sitting position against the wall next to me and
started to inspect his palm. Apparently, he wasn’t aware that with
the Spirit of In-between out of the picture, he was in
danger of being next in line for interrogation.

Indeed, having no luck with Darch’s feather
man strategy, I recognized that it was time for me to try my hand
at ‘handling’ it, and since my target was likely to be even less
willing than the bird had been, I’d have to tread carefully.

“Ardette,” I said, turning in earnest to the
one other person in the guard that certainly knew much more than he
was letting on, “I think it’s time you told us what this emulator
thing is. Even if you ‘don’t know much’, whatever you do
know will be helpful.” I placed my hand on his shoulder before
adding, “Please.”

Ardette glanced up from his palm, and for a
moment his expression was abnormally soft. He looked about ready to
cooperate until –

“Yes, Daem,” said Nyte, his voice nowhere
near as polite as mine had been, “it is no use to keep things from
us. What else do you know?”

I let out a tired sigh, already foreseeing
that the comment would cause problems.

Urgh, Nyte. That tone of yours didn’t
help.

With a wrinkled nose of annoyance, Ardette
said, “Well, I didn’t know that taking it off would kill
her, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I sighed again and retreated my hand, a
gesture that seemed not to bother Ardette in the least, for he went
right back to inspecting his palm. “You know that’s not what he
meant, Ardette.”

I’d never admit to him that it was probably
exactly what Nyte had meant.

Luckily, Darch was able monitor the
situation a little better.

“Listen, Nyte,” he said, settling next to
Scardo. “As you’ve probably gathered, we’ve come to the conclusion
that you’re this thing – an emulator. But . . . we don’t
really know what that means, exactly. Well, Ardette does, but only
because he heard it while at Druelca.”

“What do you mean I am it?” Nyte didn’t look
at all surprised, only confused. “Can it be cured?”

“‘Cured’?” mumbled Grotts, grinning, though
the grin fell almost immediately. The air was too tense for such
things.

Darch motioned to Ardette. “Ardette, why
don’t you share what you found out?” He shrugged and added, “If you
don’t, I will.”

Ardette didn’t look up from his palm. “Oh,
will you, Darch? Go for it, then.”

Darch only beamed and then continued,

“You see, supposedly, an emulator is
an Elf used by a songstress to amplify their power. It seems useful
and everything, but in the continued transference of spirit, the
emulator gradually becomes ‘mentally unstable’. For this reason,
emulator usage was banned a long time ago.”

The words, or rather the news,
dropped on me heavily and unmercifully.

With a hysterical twist to Nyte, I blurted,
“What!? But . . . that’s . . . !”

Nyte looked back at me with soft sadness
lining the shadows of his face. A drop of cave condensation slid
gingerly down his neck. He still didn’t seem at all surprised.

“Aura,” he said quietly.

“Mentally unstable because of . . . ?” I
tried to form the words. Ardette had mentioned that Nyte might be
losing his sanity soon, something I hadn’t really come to terms
with at all, but if it really was happening, was it truly
all because of . . . “Me?” Because of my selfish
addiction?

Each time I take the warmth, it pushes him
further?

Kantú could see that sinking look in my
eyes. “Aura . . .” she muttered. She absentmindedly reached out to
pat my arm, but we were separated by a too great a distance for
such a pat, so in the end, her hand just hung in the space before
her, awkwardly outstretched at me.

My fingers, on the other hand, were
outstretched towards someone else, and though the distance between
us was far shorter than the space separating Kantú and me, I wasn’t
any closer to being able to give Nyte the pat of comfort I so
desperately wanted to deliver.

“Miss Havoc, do not worry. I have not
reached instability. See,” – he gave me a small grin and pointed to
himself – “I am normal.”

That was easy for him to say; he didn’t
remember those times of blank stare, of muddled consciousness, of
confusion. He didn’t understand the way he’d been
changing.

“Oh, come, my cherry pit. Such despair upon
a beautiful face is too much for me to handle.”

I was still between Nyte and Ardette, my
hand still lingering in the space above Ardette’s shoulder. I had
yet to remove my stare from Nyte, distracted by the grin that I
loved, when Ardette unexpectedly grabbed my hand and pulled me to
the ground next to him. My legs didn’t put up a fight, and I easily
sank to the dirty floor in a lazy pile.

Nyte made a small, perturbed noise but
didn’t reach for me. Maybe he was finally starting to understand
the seriousness of our situation.

I could hope.

Darch rested his chin on his hand while
resting his gaze on me.

“You’ve been drawing from Nyte for a while
now, right?” he said. “Even before your awakening as the Heart of
Salvation. Who is it that told you to use his power? Who told you
that his spirit could be channeled?”

His spirit . . . My power.

“Elder Pietri did,” I said, “but he said he
didn’t really know if it would work.”

“Wait, Pietri said that?” asked Darch. My
answer had surprised him. His chin no longer at rest, he cranked
his head to Grotts and Scardo and asked, “Really?”

“That is correct,” sniffed Scardo.

“Er, yeah . . .but why’s that matter?”
Grotts furrowed his brows a moment while he contemplated the issue,
but it wasn’t long before understanding started to spread across
his tired face. “Oh, right! I didn’t really give it thought
til just now, though!”

He stood to his feet and started pacing the
fire.

“What is it?” asked Kantú in a peep. It was
clear that Grotts’ sudden zeal made her nervous, for her tail began
to swish with the question. She’d been standing, but she now
crouched a bit and watched the gruff man with wide eyes.

Grotts’ pacing didn’t let up.

“Of course Pietri’d know that it works!”

“Why do you say that?” asked Nyte.

“Naturally, the high-and-mighty officers
know all about emulators,” said Ardette, airing
disconnect.

Again, Scardo turned up his nose. Either he
was still feeling bitter, or he hadn’t yet accepted the fact that
the officers had kept it from him.

“But they did not share it with you?” Nyte’s
question only served to further Scardo’s bad attitude.

“Nope,” said Darch. “But Grotts
overheard something once.”

Grotts shied his face away from us and
patted his sweaty forehead with his sleeve. “Er, not real
important.”

It probably was.

I wanted to pry, but instead I said, “I
don’t get it, though. What makes someone an emulator? Can
any Elf become one? Or was he born that way?”

“Ah, the key is there, upon his lanky neck.”
Without looking up, Ardette lazily lifted his finger and pointed at
Nyte, grazing my chin on the way.

“The fam-” I stopped myself. “The
pendant?”

Darch nodded. “Ardette’s right. It’s one of
the Elven treasures. It marks him. Or so we’ve heard.”

Scardo made a swallow – a barely audible
swallow – of doubt.

“A treasure of Sredna?” Nyte held the
pendant loosely and looked down at it with skepticism.
“This?”

“That’s right!” sang Darch, smiling. He’d
severely relaxed since his earlier fit of surprise. Holding his
knee in his hands, he leaned over and rested his head on a very
annoyed Scardo’s shoulder, though Scardo did nothing in the way of
shrugging him off. The sight would have been funny had things not
been so dismal.

“Nyte, Elder Pietri never told you anything
about it, even when . . .” He told you the sacred
knowledge?

Still studying the pendant, Nyte shook his
head.

“Wha’ I can’t figure out is why he’d pretend
he didn’t know bout it at Yh’tak. What’d he have ta gain from
hidin’ it?”

“Y-yes!” stammered Scardo. “He would have
nothing to gain; therefore, he would have no reason to willingly
conceal something like that!”

“You mean ‘willingly lie’ about
something like that, don’t you?” scoffed Ardette. “L-i-e, Scardo.
He lied, as the rest of them have to us numerous times.” He sighed.
“When will you dogs ever learn?”

Scardo’s eyes became slits, his tongue
loose, silking his words even more than usual. “Your blatant
disrespect continues to amaze me,” he hissed. “How is it that
someone like you – an insolent, unprofessional, discourteous
lecher – managed to become a member of Yes’lech?!”

During his bout of bite-back, Scardo
straightened his hunch enough to bother Darch.

Looking mildly disappointed, Darch removed
his head.

“Scardo?” I asked. “Are you alri-”

“Ah!” He immediately released his head into
a bow of submission. “A-apologies, Miss Heart!”

Ardette yawned. The fire crackled.

“Weeeell,” said Darch, pushing along the
awkwardness, “we’ve established that Ardette is a ‘lecher’, but we
still don’t have a reason for why the Elder pretended not to know
about emulator transference.”

“It is troubling, is it not?” Nyte stared
into the fire, a dark expression on his face.

Even like that, brooding and plagued, he
looked . . . cute. Unable to help myself, I stared at him until he
drew his eyes up a moment later.

He looked at Grotts, who’d stopped his
pacing and was now casting an enormous shadow against the cave wall
while taking a hearty drink from his canteen, and said, “I am
convinced that Elder Pietri has another version of the prophecy. A
version different than the one upon the scroll in his dwelling.
Something more accurate than even that of Yes’lech.” He dropped his
forest eyes to my face. “That must be how he knew about Aura’s
choice during the test.”

The Silver Command.

“The officers seemed to know about the test,
though,” I said.

“Yes,” said Grotts, wiping his mouth, “but
the officers called ya the Pure Heart, and never once let on that
ya might be otherwise. Even within the whispers of Yes’lech, not
one time did any of us hear anythin’ like that, right?” He looked
to the other three Yes’lechians for confirmation.

All three, even Ardette, nodded.

“Plus,” said Darch, “if Pietri really
gave him that necklace . . .”

“That’s still up for debate, isn’t it?” said
Ardette.

Was it just me, or was he somehow closer to
me than he had been before? It was warm in the cave from the fire,
but I was hot. It was sort of stuffy, and Ardette was too
close, his arm touching mine, almost like we were huddled together.
When had that happened?

I was too tired to inch away.

“What is the necklace for?” asked
Scardo reluctantly. Call it change of heart, or realization of
futility, it looked like he’d finally given up and decided to join
in with the conversation.

Darch was the one to offer an answer to the
question that I, too, had been tossing around.

“According to what Ardette gathered at
Druelca, the pendant releases the tap on an Elf’s power, making it
so that the power freely comes out with emotion, and as such, is
amplified greatly.”

Power emitted.

“With . . . emotion?” Though my voice held
inquiry, I’d suspected it was something like that all along.

“To put it simply: the greater the emotion,
the greater the power emitted.”

I understood. Those bursts of warmth were
bursts of emotion. Bursts of affection. Bursts of love. The warmth
had been strongest when he’d confessed, when I’d been injured, when
we’d been reunited after time apart. During times of great
affection or concern. During times of commitment. During moments of
passion.

But even that first night in the Cave of
Discovery, I’d felt a little bit of it . . . .

This proves it. The warmth is yours.

I looked up at Nyte and realized for the
first time that my hand had, at some point, moved on its own. It
was clutching the bottom of Nyte’s cloak in a shaking grip similar
to the one he’d given mine earlier. Maybe his too had been an act
of the subconscious.

Despite the heaviness of the situation, Nyte
looked away awkwardly, possibly blushing, though it was too hard to
tell in the firelight.

“But will it really kill Aura?” asked Kantú
nervously.

Darch shrugged. “No clue.”

“Let us find out,” said a woman’s cold voice
that belonged to neither Kantú nor me.

It caught us all off guard. All of us except
for Nyte, that is.

“Finally you have chosen to reveal yourself,
cousin?” He stood, and pulling himself from my loosening hand,
walked to the far side of the cave where the entrance lay. “Hiding
in the shadows is a disgrace.”

Again, his long ears had detected what the
rest of ours couldn’t. How long she’d been standing there,
listening, I don’t know.

“Hello there, Rend. Didn’t expect to
see you butting in on an important meeting. You know, dishonor and
the like.” Ardette stood and flashed her a dazzling smile, the
first faux charm I’d seen from him since entering the suitable
cave. “Kantú, on the other hand, was a given.”

“Hey!” Kantú folded her arms.

Rend ignored both of them.

“Cousin,” she hissed, “I do not understand
why this is even a matter of debate! Why do we not simply take the
artifact off and see what happens? I will gladly remove it
for-”

But her opinion only served as a switch,
triggering some internal defense system within Nyte. He immediately
became fueled with the impulse of furious resolve.

“I refuse!” He jumped away from her,
appalled. “If there is a chance that she will be harmed, no matter
how slight that chance might be, I will not take the artifact off!
What barbarity are you spitting, cousin?!”

His eyes were angry, threatening, and worst
of all, a little murky.

Nyte? No, just calm down!

Now, Aura, do it now.

What?!

Take it NOW!

The room was quiet a moment in the aftermath
of the extremeness of his reaction.

At last Scardo said, “Um, excuse me, where
did you say you got that necklace?” His voice was timid.

Nyte shot him an irate glance. “Elder Pietri
gave it to me . . . after he found me in the forest that day.”

Ardette let out a deep laugh and tugged at
his collar.

“That, my friend, is a lie. Why you
continue to carry such delusion is beyond me.”

“What?” spat Nyte, seething.

“Recall the time I met you at Druelca . . .
ghastly event I witnessed, pulling out that poor Squirrelean’s
whiskers, all because he refused to supply you and your friends
with malt. Little bugger lashed back at you, didn’t he? Tore your
shirt open, didn’t he? And what was upon your neck just then? . . .
Bingo. That necklace.” Smile falling, Ardette walked right up to
the fire and looked through the dancing flames at Nyte. “Now, tell
us again where you got it, and I’ll refrain from sharing the
rest of that disgusting story.”

“You are the one who lies.” Nyte also
took a step forward so that he was dangerously close to the
inferno.

The two men were separated by flame, but the
tenseness between them might have been even more scalding.

“Elder Pietri placed it around my neck. I
remember it vividly. Just after he found me in the wood! He said
that it was the signaling of a new life, free from the chains of my
past! You dare to question me, evil Daem of Druelca?”

“Evil!? Nyte,” I said, scolding, “knock it
off!”

“Huh?” Nyte shook his head, also shaking
away the murkiness. “What have I . . . ?”

Ardette growled, but Darch placed a hand on
his shoulder.

“Ardette,” said Darch gently, “look in his
eyes. You see it, don’t you? He’s not lying. Whether it’s the truth
or not, he honestly believes that’s where he got the necklace. The
only way to settle this is for you to recover his memory as quickly
as possible, right?”

Ardette let out a loud sigh through his
scowling teeth.

“Fine! But the only way I agree to let him
hang around, is if I can tell Rend everything. If you three idiots
won’t help, I’m certain she’ll be glad to keep the two of them from
falling all over each other!”

“Wait!” cried Scardo, white at the thought
of more sacred knowledge leaking out.

But it did nothing to deter Ardette.

“Come along, my dear Rend.”

With that, he grabbed Rend’s wrist and
stormed out of the suitable cave before Scardo or any of the others
could stop him.

“I have not agreed to assist you in any way,
you contemptible . . .” Rend’s angry protests floated back into the
cave, even after the two of them had disappeared into the
night.

At their departure, Scardo was a stuttering
mess, but Grotts actually looked a little . . . relieved.

“B-b-b-but-”

“Aw, let ‘im go. Cat’s outta the bag now,
isn’t it?”

Cat’s out of the bag? Ha! Cat was out of the
bag a long time ago, wasn’t it, Grotts?

Indeed, he and Kantú were sharing a coy
glance.

“Miss Havoc?” Nyte turned his back on the
now dying flames and crouched before me at eye-level.

“Are you normal now?” I asked, hoping.

I was relieved to see that his eyes were
his.

“Yes. See, I am normal.” He pointed to his
chest and grinned, but right away the grin fell and was replaced by
a sadness-lined frown. “I am sorry that I overreacted. Something
shameful came over me. Something . . . dark.”

“Don’t worry, Nyte.” I gave him a soft
smile. I understood that it hadn’t been him, in the same way
the addiction wasn’t really me. They were just parts of us,
influenced by the darkness spawned from our roles as Heart and
emulator, not really our wills. Those moments of intensity were
hard to watch, but it wasn’t because it changed the way I felt
about him. “You were being kind of intense, but even that
part of you, I . . .”

Nyte leaned forward.

I was still tired and hot, but at his
closeness, my breath held itself.

“I will beat this.” He whispered loud enough
for only me to hear.

“I know, and I’ll help, as your memories’
ally.”

For some reason, I wasn’t really that
worried. Nyte was an emulator, but somehow that wasn’t as bad of a
thing as I’d thought it would be. Sure, being an emulator meant
that he’d go mad, but only if we continued to squander his power.
So it was simple: I’d just stop using the warmth for now.

But do you really
think you can stop? Cut yourself off completely?

Of course. I’ve been doing really well
lately.

We’ll see . . .

The pendant was still untucked from Nyte’s
shirt. It caught my eye and held my gaze, though there wasn’t
really anything special about it. It was just a green-black stone
held upon a woven rope. For a ‘rare artifact’ it wasn’t much to
speak of, but it was because of the necklace that I’d been able to
use Nyte’s power in the first place. Even so, it was only a piece
of jewelry, and though where he’d gotten it was up for debate, that
would all be cleared up as soon as we got more andap.

You’re being naïve! This is serious! Taking
off the necklace will kill you!

Even that didn’t bother me. How could a
necklace kill someone? I guess I simply didn’t believe it that
night while I watched the firelight’s shadows dance across the
cave’s walls. I didn’t believe it then . . . but oh, how wrong I
was.

 



Chapter 11: The Dragon

 


The new terrain of black rock and potholes
was some place called the ‘Nalla’. Apparently, it was the only
shadow depository in all of Abardo. Upon closer inspection, the
black rocks were actually just boulders containing bits of
obsidian. The deeper we traveled, the more obsidian we encountered,
until even some of the largest rock chunks were entirely obsidian,
glassy and dark. The potholes also grew in number and depth. At
first, they were only small tide-pool-like pits filled with stinky,
green water. Where it had come from, I didn’t know, as it hadn’t
rained in the Crystallands the entire time I’d been there. The air
felt no damper in the Nalla, but the area must have had some
precipitation for the green water to accumulate. The tide-pools
eventually evolved into deep, cavernous bowls, some so deep that
the bottom couldn’t be seen.

We walked between these potholes, ever more
intrigued by their increasing depths, but my mind was also
elsewhere, a place beyond the chasm of smooth, corroded basin.

Before the reprimand, before the swoon, Nyte
had said something . . . remarkable, something I wasn’t sure
how to take. It had happened so quickly, but I knew I’d heard it
right.

He’d said that he intended to make me his
bride.

Bride. Marry Nyte. Elf and Wife.

My heartbeat sped every time I replayed
those words inside of my giddy head. Had he really meant that, in
all seriousness, he wanted to marry me? Was marriage the
same in Elven culture as it was in mine? Did he really want to
spend his life with me, living together, sharing a home . . .
sharing a bed? And if he did, how did I feel about it?

I was madly in love with Nyte. That much was
certain. But marriage? It wasn’t something I’d even considered.
Second decade or not, one didn’t take another’s hand until
finishing apprenticeship and having a steady role within the
village. Even then, the mayor and other village officials usually
monitored the matchmaking by throwing courting parties for the
eligible young folk. I’d been so preoccupied with making it through
training that I hadn’t even given thought to the issue at all.

I loved Nyte. I never wanted to be away from
him. The thought of being together with him made my heart pound,
but marriage . . . it was such a foreign concept.

Me, married?

And then there was something else – that
small something. How would the small something feel if I
were to marry Nyte?

Damned small something, why won’t you leave
me alone?!

One thing was clear, I needed to talk to
Nyte about it, no matter how nervous and anxious and heart-pounding
that encounter might become. I needed to find out more.

But I wouldn’t get the chance to discuss it
with him privately, for in the end, Rend had decided to aid
Ardette, and she was doing her job of separating Nyte and me
annoyingly well. As we traversed the obsidian terrain, she stuck to
Nyte’s side, treating him like her prisoner – a task she derived
extreme pleasure from. In fact, I suspected it was the happiest
she’d been the entire journey.

It didn’t help that Ardette stayed by my
side as backup. He’d reverted to his old false-flattery-giving,
fakely-nonchalant self, and it was almost too much to take. Dodging
shoddy advances and ignoring haughty comments from the pair of
them, I clung to the hope that eventually one of them would leave
us alone long enough to have the discussion we so badly needed, but
for now we’d have to settle for group small-talk and reserved
glances.

The Spirit of In-between didn’t show up for
several days after the incident, and when it did, it stuck mostly
to the air above us, keeping a safe distance away from Darch.
Whatever the bird knew, he certainly didn’t want to share it with
us. Kantú was annoyed by this and viewed it as a betrayal of their
friendship. She’d even stopped throwing out coaxing handfuls of
bird-food in an attempt to force him to come back.

The Nalla was widely uninhabited, or so it
seemed, for we saw no fellow travelers – or any other people, for
that matter – as we walked along. There was, however, a logical
explanation for this. Grotts had previously mentioned that the new
area wasn’t the ‘safest’ of places – that had been our whole reason
for scouting out the suitable cave in the first place, and at the
time, we’d just trusted him without knowing exactly what
about the land was ‘unsafe’. We now understood what he meant.

The potholes were interesting things to peer
into and throw your voice down, only to hear the reverberating
echoes it collected on its way back out, but there was also
something dangerous lurking within their waters. At first, I didn’t
believe it.

“DRAGONS?!”

“No, not dragons,” explained Grotts.
“They’re dargons, relatives ‘o the beasts long extinct.”

“Yes, Miss Heart, think of them as
miniature dragons. Larger than a lizard, but much smaller
than a dragon,” said Scardo.

I veered away from an approaching,
particularly deep-looking pothole, imagining the sorts of
dragon-like creatures that might come crawling out at any
moment.

“Oh, I get it!” piped Kantú. “Dargons. Like
‘darling dragons’?”

“Ahh, if ya wanna think of it like that, I
guess,” said Grotts.

“Aaaalright!” She proudly stuck out her hand
for a fist bump from the gruff man.

Looking embarrassed, he obliged.

“Smaller than a dragon?” I asked, grinning
at the two of them. “Well, how big is a dragon?” I really had
nothing with which to compare it.

Grotts wrinkled his face. “Er- I’d say ‘bout
as tall as Kugar’s Inn.”

“Eh? That tall?!”

“Yeah, but ya really should ask Ardette;
he’s the dragon expert, after all.”

Surprised, I scrutinized Ardette, who was at
my side making strides even with mine. “He is?”

Why’s that?

“An expert, am I? What, because I’m a Daem?
How racist of you.”

Grotts shrugged. “Well, it’s true, isn’t
it?”

“Even if it is-”

“Aw, can it, Ardette.” Darch bounded up next
to us and threw his arm around the Daem’s neck. “Just tell them
about dragons; they’re curious.”

Ardette elbowed Darch in the stomach. In
retribution, Darch grabbed Ardette’s ear and forcefully blew into
it.

“Ugh! Dammit Darch!” said Ardette, batting
him away and then rubbing his ear against his shoulder to clear out
any remaining Darch breath.

Rend and Nyte sniggered. Darch smiled
pleasantly.

I sidestepped another, much smaller,
pothole. “What does Ardette’s being a Daem have anything to do with
him knowing about dragons?”

“That is because Daems are the descendants
of dragons,” said Scardo.

“They are?!” asked Kantú and I in unison.
Though if anyone looked to be of reptilian descent it was Scardo
himself.

I eyed Ardette’s horns. “Descendants?”

“Yep,” said Grotts. “In old times, Dragons’
veins were fueled with fire. As their descendents, Daems’ veins are
filled with smoke.”

At this tidbit, I immediately halted.

“But I thought Daems were filled with
shadow!” I cried, flabbergasted.

They bleed not blood, but shadow.

Legendary men of darkness.

‘Plus, the whole being-part-shadow thing
doesn’t help misconceptions, I suppose’.

I continued to study Ardette while awaiting
elaboration. In the absence of movement, the afternoon sun bore
into my cheeks, more of a sear than a kiss.

“Well, yes, I suppose shadow does sound more
alluring, doesn’t it?” Ardette said after a moment, bringing his
bored eyes to my forehead, but the boredness immediately lifted
upon reaching their destination and was replaced by something else.
Something unfavorable. I knew that look. I knew it well enough to
know that I was about to become a source of entertainment for him.
“Why, how about a taste to determine for yourself which it is, my
cherry pit?”

“Ehh-”

With an unsettlingly abrupt Cheshire grin,
he flickered his hand to smoke or shadow or whatever it was and
brought it to my lips, about to force a ‘taste’ on me, but I turned
my head away just in time, not really all that annoyed, but too
intent on finding out more to play along or react strongly.

“No thanks.”

I pushed his hand down.

“So,” I continued, curiosity keeping me from
hesitation, “your people used to be dragons, but then . . . what
happened? You just evolved or what?”

“That, my pit, is a secret,” – Ardette
brought his now-solid hand to my face once more and pressed his
pointer finger lightly against my lips, an act which caused Nyte to
make a tortured gurgling noise from somewhere behind us – “but
become my lover, and I’ll tell you.”

“Not in a million years,” I said resolutely
and absolutely, once again pushing his hand away.

Gah! How annoying!

I wasn’t in the mood for games. I genuinely
wanted to know more about it, about Daem history, but why had I
actually expected him to tell me what I wanted to know? That was
something far too unlikely to hope for.

Coming to this realization, I folded my
arms, let out a small, sulking puff, and looked away, avoiding
direct contact with Nyte’s surely-anxious gaze as I did. Seeing his
expression would only make the situation more insufferable.

“No? Pity. Well then, do you wish to know of
your ancestry, my cherry pit?”

Despite my annoyance, the comment caught my
attention.

My ancestry? Is he being serious, or . .
.

I couldn’t help myself. I cautiously peeked
back up at him. He seemed sincere.

“Well?” he pressed.

“Mine?” I asked in a small voice, hoping it
wasn’t a mistake to do so.

He placed his finger beneath my chin and
pulled my face closer to his. “A Daem fire-story, not that it’s
really all that interesting . . .”

“Tell me!” I tried to suppress my eagerness,
but some of it slipped out anyway, and before I knew it, I’d
grabbed his elbow.

He cast a gloating smirk over his shoulder,
most likely at Nyte.

Oops.

Before I could react, Ardette looped his arm
through mine, seeking to pull me along with him, but much to his
annoyance – and much to everyone else’s amusement – Darch slipped
his arm through Ardette’s other one at the same time, rooting him
in place, and foiling any plans of isolation.

“Ugh!” groaned Ardette. “Don’t you have
anything better to do, Darch, than to bother me?”

“Nope!” Darch smiled a smile of genuine
happiness. “Carry on.”

Ardette sighed. “You intend to stay that
way, do you?”

Darch nodded.

“Charming.” Ardette glowered at Darch
a moment before turning to me. At first, it seemed like the glower
would stay, but when his eyes fell on my eager face, his frown
relaxed. “Didn’t you know? Songstresses, so the legend goes, are
the descendants of angels,” – he smiled ever so slightly – “though
I’m certain you’re the most angelic of them all, Aura.”

The small something liked the statement. It
forced me to gulp.

“Wha-” Darch shot a strange, almost-alarmed
look at Ardette, releasing his hold in the process and taking a
step back.

“What?” said Ardette, a frown again upon his
face.

“Nothing.” Darch’s face was serious,
concerned. “I’ll leave you alone.” He added in a mumble, “Sorry,
Ardette.”

What’s that about?

I didn’t get it.

Apparently, neither did Ardette. Looking
confused, he dropped his loop and mouthed something uncatchable to
Darch, but Darch only shook his head and turned away.

“Uh, angels, really?” I said, feeling
awkward.

Luckily, Nyte came to my rescue.

“We see it a little differently, but it is
interesting, the similarity between Elf and Daem lore.” He was next
to me in a flash, leaving a sour Rend to look on
disapprovingly.

“What is it, Nyte?” I asked.

I hadn’t expected him to be so close so
quickly. I’d stopped breathing a moment too long, and it had
resulted in slight lightheadedness.

Will I ever stop reacting like that? Am I
that smitten?

I was.

Nyte grinned as he passed me. I don’t know
if he could tell what thrill he’d just created within me, or if he
just felt like giving me a tease, but either way, his grin was
definitely kind of rascally. I followed him around another handful
of shallow potholes and noticed that the land seemed to be
inclining slightly. In the distance, the skyline proved my
suspicions by showing off an almost volcanic-looking mound of rock.
That was either our destination, or we were going to travel right
through. Either way, as far as I could see, the land was still
inhabited by only boulders and pits, accented by clumps of
dry-looking weed patch every now and then.

“Do you not know your own heritage, Miss
Havoc? You should at least know where you came from if you have any
hopes of destroying the world.”

I narrowed my eyes.

He chuckled and continued, “When the great
Creator distributed the races across the land, he granted a special
sect of Sape with the power of song. This was a power originally
given to the angels at the time before the world as we know it.
During the void.”

Rend, who was trailing behind, unexpectedly
entered our conversation, though it was probably only an act of
impulse. She asked rhetorically, “That is one of the reasons
Lusafael was so bitter, was it not?”

“Yes,” said Nyte. “The Creator took a gift
originally given to the angels and gave it to the songstresses. For
this reason, among others, Lusafael sought to bring turmoil to the
races.”

“So that’s why he played the Mud Sea trick?”
I asked.

“Yes.” Nyte nodded. “However, that is-” He
easily hurdled over a wide pothole and looked back at me
expectantly.

“If you believe the legend?” I
finished, walking around said pothole.

“Right.” Nyte’s grin turned from rascally to
delighted.

“Blasphemy!” came a sudden outraged shout
from the formerly subdued Rend still lagging behind us. “You dare
to think of the history as mere legend?” A sudden burst of speed
took her to Nyte’s side. “Your sacrilege has grown since meeting
this girl! It is a disgrace to the name Attirb!”

Darch, having abandoned an
Ardette-turned-preoccupied-and-distant, had been discussing
something ahead of us with Grotts, Scardo, and Kantú, but at Rend’s
comment, he stopped and glanced back over his shoulder. “That
‘girl’ is the Heart of Salvation; surely you’ve realized that by
now?”

“Hmph. Be that as it may, destiny may be
outrun by those foolish enough to try.”

“That’s why Nyte’s been outrunnin’ his
destiny ever since ‘e found out ‘e was destined to marry
her,” Grotts told Kantú in a mutter, tilting his head at
Rend – though it was a mutter loud enough for me to catch, and
therefore, most definitely loud enough for Rend to hear. Maybe
Grotts realized this. His hammer lifted off the ground just a
tad.

Kantú was able to suppress only half of her
escaping chitter.

Rend showed no signs of punishing intent,
but I wasn’t going to take a chance.

“Hey! Hey Scardo!” I called, putting myself
dangerously in between Rend and the group before us.

“Miss Heart?”

“Are we getting close to the andap?”

“Yes, it is very close. I have not taken
from this depository before, though, so I’m not sure exactly where
. . . Grotts, might I have my map back?”

“Course.”

Scardo held the map out and squinted.
“Somewhere around . . .” He tapped the map and lifted his eyes to
the horizon.

“It is there, is it not?” asked Nyte. He
pointed at the distant mound.

“Yes, I should think.” Scardo checked the
map again, though, just to be sure.

“But why have you had need of an andap
depository before now, anyway, Scardo?”

My question put a content, faraway look on
his face.

“I usually fetch it for Ronal,” he answered,
absentmindedly stowing away the map.

“Who’s Ronal?” asked Kantú.

“One of the officers. She cannot get it
herself, of course, so I have had the honor of retrieving it for
her.”

“Psh. Honor? Pleased with yourself, are you?
See how he shines?” Ardette had decided to cease his brooding and
rejoin the rest of the group. I was relieved. Brooding was kind of
disconcerting on him.

An officer Daem? That beautiful, purring
woman was Ronal, eh?

“Pity other Daems can’t be as charmin’ as
her.” Grotts feigned disappointment.

Ardette flashed a cold, but glimmering
smile. “Oh, Ha-ha. Awful cheeky today, aren’t we, Grotts, old
pal?”

“So that’s why you were carrying it that
time at the Waterfall of Sorrow?” I asked. “For Ronal?” Scardo
nodded. “Well, why don’t you keep some on you, too, Ardette? It
seems like that would be useful.”

Grotts shook his head and his voice became
ominous, “It’s bad luck fer a Daem to carry that sorta thing with
him.”

“It is?” Kantú studied him to see if he was
joking. “Why’s that, Grottsy?”

“Well, it’d be like you carryin’ around a
vial 'o someone’s blood.”

“Gross!” I joined in her exclamation.

“Gross?” Ardette picked up a small chuck of
obsidian and ran his thumb along its edge. “You haven’t a clue just
how disgusting it is. Try drinking some unknown person’s hot blood
from a dirty little glass tube and tell me how you feel
afterward.”

Shaking his head, Darch walked over and
snatched the rock from Ardette. “Now, now, Ardetto, it’s really not
that bad. You’re forgetting the part where it’s purified.”
He turned to Kantú. “The tears of an innocent take out any
impurities, making it completely clean.”

“Oh. Okay.” She was perfectly accepting of
the process. “Guess it’s not that gross, then.”

Darch shoved the obsidian into his pocket
and clapped his hands. “So, which innocent shall we use? You or
Aura?”

“What about dear Rend?” Ardette eyed the
scowling Elf up and down. Her scowl intensified.

Darch shrugged. “She’s not an innocent.”

“What?!” seethed Rend. “How dare you imply
something so indecent!?”

“Wait a minute, Darch!” I said. “That’s not
really something you should openly allege!”

In that moment, Darch was more in danger of
light blast than Ardette had ever been.

Nyte, too, looked appalled.

“Oops! It seems I haven’t properly explained
the meaning of ‘innocent’.” Darch chortled at his mistake. “I meant
no offense. The kind of innocence we’re dealing with is all about a
person’s spirit.”

Rend calmed, but just a little.

“Their spirit?” I asked. “So, what’s it mean
exactly?”

“Hmmm. Too many factors to really explain it
accurately. Let’s just say, it’s a state of mind. A way of looking
at the world. The purity of one’s love for another – a love
unclouded by jealousy. A worldview unclouded by narrow-mindedness.
Those sorts of things help make a person an innocent, and you and
Kantú are both definitely innocents, though she more so than you,
incidentally.” He gave me a wink and added, “Trust me; I’m an
expert, after all.”

“Oh, I see.” But in actuality, I only sort
of ‘saw’.

I’m an innocent, but Kantú is more of an
innocent? What does that mean? I spent a moment in
contemplation. I guess she does always
have an easier time accepting the unbelievable than I do. And with
my addiction’s jealousy . . .

“So,” said Darch, “which one of you will it
be? Who wants to purify the condensed shadow for Ardette? Only a
few tears are all it takes!”

At once, Kantú’s tail began swishing
nervously.

“We’d have to cry? I don’t know if I can do
that!” Her words started normal enough, but they soon turned
rushed, excited. “I don’t like crying! It makes me really, really
depressed, and I hate being depressed because then my tail fur
starts to thin. Do you realize what that would mean? Among
Squirreleans, I’d significantly lose points in the intimidation
department! Even though my tail is overly-big to begin with, I just
don’t know if I can risk it! You never know when a beautiful, bushy
tail like mine might come in handy, right?” Ears perked, she gave
Ardette an apologetic look. “I’d like to help, but . . . er,
sorry.”

Squirrelean intimidation? Toll
Garrich, the only other Squirrelean I’d seen her interact with,
hadn’t been intimidated upon meeting her at all.

In the aftermath of Kantú’s ramble, everyone
stared at her with bewildered expressions until finally Darch broke
the silence.

“Aura, then?” He winked again. “Guess it’s
up to you.”

Up to me? I didn’t like the sound of
that.

“I would, it’s just . . . can I think of
something sad enough? It’s not like crying is hard for me or
anything, but . . .” Can I if put on the spot? Failing in front
of everyone, even after everything, would still be so
embarrassing!

“Don’t worry, my friend.” Beaming at
Ardette, Darch placed a hand on my shoulder. “I could always tell
her a story-”

“Absolutely not.” Ardette’s eyes were
immediately wide, livid with
‘you’d-better-not-go-there-if-you-don’t-want
shadow-forced-down-your-throat-until-you-burst’.

I studied his overreaction with surprise.
That again?

“Heh.” Grotts let out a snigger.

But I was still worried. Story or not, what
would happen if I failed to cry? I knew the answer to that
scenario, of course. Nyte’s memories would remain locked away . . .
and my memories too. We’d be that much more delayed in
reaching Illuma, wouldn’t we? And it would be over something as
stupid as a couple of tears.

Sensing my apprehension, Nyte asked, “Why is
purification necessary in the first place? Can you not simply drink
it with impurities?”

Ardette raised a brow. “You’d like that,
wouldn’t you? Then you’d be without competition.”

Competition? Oh, brother.

“Condensed shadow,” explained Scardo, “in
its purest form, is dark enough to kill a Daem. That is why it was
such an honor to be in charge of Ronal’s-”

Ardette forced a sneeze, which was certainly
only to cover up the word, “kiss-ass.”

Their feuding could have gone on all day,
but Grotts, ever the babe-sitter, urged them along. I was grateful
for it, too.

“All right, lollygaggers, let’s git goin’.
The dargons’ll be actin’ up soon as the sun starts droppin’.”

“Eek! Really?” Kantú grabbed my arm.

I held onto her arm, gave her a determined
look, and pulled her along beside me. Together we continued our
trudge up the slight slope. It wasn’t the most joyous of trudges,
for all the while, I tried to think of sad things.

When the sun ‘started droppin’’, we were
still a half hour away from our destination, and I still hadn’t
thought of something tear-evoking. There was, of course, one thing
that would have certainly done the trick, but I wouldn’t let my
mind even begin to go there. If I did, the sadness might
overtake me.

Illuma.

With shadows growing longer, the potholes
looked less and less intriguing and more and more forbidding. Kantú
squeezed my arm tighter with each one we passed. It was she who
stared at them most intently, but it was Scardo that was first to
prove Grotts’ theory.

“Stand back, Miss Heart!”

As was usual for his archery, the arrow was
released from his antique bow before I even realized he’d reached
for the quiver.

It took me a moment to realize what his
target had been, but when my eyes fell upon it, I grabbed Kantú’s
arm even tighter than she’d been gripping mine.

A black-green reptile with a long,
snake-like tail was coming over the edge of one of the potholes.
The creature was far larger than I’d expected – much, much larger
than a lizard, nearly as long as Kantú was tall. Its warty back was
lined with miniature horns, each sharper than Ardette’s, all of
them corroded with the same scum that settled at the pothole’s bed.
These looked unfavorable enough, but something even more unsettling
was the dargon’s eyes, which were large and red and much like a
person’s. They even appeared to express dislike while they
bore into our group of slowly-backpedaling travelers.

“Gah! Look out!” I cried.

The arrow had clinked off of the dargon’s
side, and in response, the creature had picked up speed, searching
for the source of the attack.

“Rend, cover them!” yelled Nyte. He, Grotts,
and Ardette were already aligning with Scardo to form a shield. The
dargon let out a hiccup of flame but halted its scamper, as if
sizing up its competition.

Rend nodded and then bounded in front of
Kantú and me while we cautiously slinked away from the creature.
Darch scurried behind her.

“Where is your weapon?” Rend threw
him a scornful glance from over her shoulder.

“Ha!” Ardette threw his head back. “Darch
doesn’t fight! He’s useless!”

“You don’t fight?” said Kantú. She scrunched
her face a moment before grinning. “Like me!”

Darch returned a grin even more jovial.
“That’s right!” He pointed to his chest with his thumb and very
proudly added, “I’m a pacifist. Speaking of which,” – he
cupped his mouth and called to the four warriors – “I’d prefer if
you didn’t harm one of the Creator’s creatures, friends!”

Grotts’ hammer was already high above his
head, ready for a thundering down-pummel, but at Darch’s request,
he stopped mid-swing. “Don’t harm it, Darch?! Then whaddaya presume
we do?!”

“What are you suggesting?” yelled Nyte. Not
fond of Darch’s pacifist approach, he slung the halted hammer a
quick, restless glance before darting eyes back to the dargon,
which had again started advancing towards them, this time slowly.
“It will not think twice about harming us!”

Grotts understood the urgency of the
situation.

“Darch?” he growled, impatiently pulling the
hammer back a bit more.

But Darch wasn’t at all affected. Still
holding his smile, he shouted,

“Be still, friends! I’ll scare it off!”

“Ya’ll wha-”

“Yah!” Darch retrieved the small chunk of
obsidian from his pocket and threw it at the dargon with a wild
heave. But it seemed his aim was a bit off, for the rock never made
contact with the creature.

Still clinging to Kantú, I watched in
anxious anticipation while the obsidian flew over the dargon and
instead fell into the depths of the pothole, landing some feet down
with a loud kersplosh.

“Nice aim,” said Ardette sarcastically.
“Can’t even hit one dargon?”

“Well, actually, I was aiming just ahead of
it . . .”

“See?” Ardette shook his head at me.
“Useless.”

But maybe it hadn’t been such a useless
endeavor after all.

In the aftermath of the kersplosh, the
dargon’s eyes widened. Letting out another hiccup of fire, it
pivoted and retreated into the hole, tail slithering behind. It
disappeared entirely, but the last thing to go was the tail’s tip,
swiveling like a creature of its own accord. There was a moment of
determining silence.

Kantú was first to decide that the coast was
clear, so she released me and bounded past Rend.

“Good job, Darch! Guess, it work-”

But however delighted she might be, it was
short-lived, for just then she was cut off by a weird rumbling that
came from the belly of the pothole and shook the surrounding
ground.

“Huh?” The rumbling intensified and made
Kantú turn on heel. In a dash, she was back at my side, once again
taking the role of ‘clutcher’.

“What is that?” I asked, rooting myself in
case of earthquake.

In response, Ardette broke the fence of
guardians and jumped in front of me.

He pushed me behind him with his left hand,
but used his right to pull his saber before us like a stern gate
keeping the rumbling from reaching our position.

It was obvious that the rumbling was a
precursor to something dangerous. That much we could all
guess. The question was what.

In that moment of anticipation, I accepted
Ardette’s protection and grabbed his shoulder. Grotts knew the area
better than any of us, and he was the one that first recognized the
rumbling’s cause. What he recognized was far from reassuring.

“Holy smokes, Darch! Ya’ve upset a nest of
em!”

“A nest?!” hissed Rend in a fit of fury.

My response, on the other hand, wasn’t fury.
It was fear. Tremendous fear. I tugged Ardette back into me. “What
do you mean nest?! Like how many dargons are there in a nest?!”

Darch gave an open-lipped, teeth-clenched,
wrinkle-nosed, ‘oopsie’ face.

“Dammit, you idiot!” shouted Ardette.

“Everybody, git back!”

The next sequence of events happened
entirely too quickly. With the rumbling at its peak, the first
dargon heads breached the top of the pothole. At least twenty of
them emerged at once, all spitting hiccups of fire, which
accumulated into much larger fireballs that had incredibly accurate
aim. And then another thirty or forty poured from the depths behind
them, these dargons slightly larger than the first battalion. I
forgot to move, ever clutching Ardette’s shoulder until at some
point, Nyte was there next to me, and then I was in his arms, still
dazed by the flood behind us. Grotts had Kantú by the elbow and was
practically pulling her along with one hand like she were made of
dandrill. I’d been clinging to Ardette, but I’d gotten away from
him, and now he and Darch were just behind Nyte and me. Ardette was
at Darch’s heels, pushing him along, urging the scampering Magir to
hurry. Scardo and Rend were at the back of the group, shooting
blasts and arrows into the blackish-green swarm that followed
closely in tail. The sight was sort of bizarrely beautiful in a
‘never-before-seen’ sort of way – a pilgrimage of scales on their
way to dinner.

Unfortunately, we were dinner.

“Can you not just tame them or something?”
Nyte yelled back at the prodding Ardette.

I was just beginning to catch my bearings.
Being swept away always took a while to recuperate from.

“Are you talking to me? Tame them?
I’m sure they would relate far better to a barbarian like you!”

“Shut it, ya two! Less talk, more run!”

The ground was uneven, the trap-like
potholes lying in wait for a moment of carelessness, but even so,
Nyte’s strides were even; controlled.

“I am nearly out of arrows!” Scardo’s
whimper came from somewhere behind.

It was the first time his stock had ever
come close to being emptied.

“Are you at least hitting some of them?”
yelled Ardette.

“No!” Scardo’s voice was so low that it was
almost lost to the thudding of our fleeing footsteps. “They will
not pierce the hide!”

What?! He’s not even stopping any of
them?!

“Hide?” spat Rend. “It is more like armor!
Magic will not pierce it either!”

A giant fireball flew just off to our right,
nearly singing Grotts’ already-fiery hair.

“Ah!” he let out a thundering grumble and
ducked. “That’s why poachin’ dargon’s such a top-crystal industry!
Not that the beastly rights folks care for it much! Try goin’ in
from the side if ya can! If we can’t pierce ‘em, we’ve just gotta
confuse ‘em a bit!”

There was no wind, but any of these words
were capped short like they were carried away, due to the speed of
Nyte’s trot. Everyone’s words, except for his.

“Aura,” he said calmly, “will you sing
something?”

It had been a long time since I’d been
carried by him like this.

“Yeah, I will.”

It would be something powerful. Something
strong enough to drive away the hungry hoard.

“No! Don’t let her sing!” The stern order
came from Ardette.

Nyte slowed only enough to allow Ardette’s
voice to reach us more clearly. Along with the motion, he gave
Ardette a distrusting yet inquisitive look. “Have you something to
add, or do you simply wish to utter senselessness at the most
inopportune times?!”

Ardette’s tone changed quite quickly. “My,
my, can’t have her exerting any energy, now can we? She needs to be
at full spirit to purify my andap, or so I’ve heard.”

“Well, it will not do us any good if we are
consumed before reaching the shadow!”

As if to prove Nyte’s point, another blast
of unified fire zoomed through the opening between Ardette and
us.

“Argh! Just run, you damned Elf!”

Nyte glanced down at me with a mischievous
smirk. “He wishes me to run? What say you, Miss Havoc? Shall we
oblige?”

He didn’t wait for me to answer. A burst of
Elf speed doubled the distance between us and the others in no more
than a few seconds. Nyte shot a taunting simper back at Ardette,
but the act of hauteur only served to distract him, nearly running
us into a boulder. At the last minute, he dodged to the side but
was welcomed by two more medium-sized potholes. He skipped between
but lost a bit of the newly-acquired distance.

A few of the more aggressive dargons had set
their sights on us, passing up what they must’ve deemed
less-challenging opponents, unworthy of their time. These creatures
were likely the fittest of the pack, somehow able to stay within
firing distance of Nyte and me, for even with our rapid sprint,
angry fireballs continued to fly at us.

I could have easily put them all out, but .
. . I couldn’t sing?

All right then.

Instead, I closed my eyes and hummed,
blocking out the chaos of the world around us. I’d fallen victim to
the trap so many times before, getting lost in Nyte’s aura and
finding myself in a state of extreme apathy. Well, maybe not total
apathy. There was one thing I cared about at those
times.

I will do it,
you know, if he asks me.

Somehow, my heartbeat was rapid, but my
veins were relaxed.

I’ll go with Nyte through the Wood of Erow.
That is my desire.

At least part of me had wholly decided.

But, of course, things couldn’t be that
simple. They never were, and this was no exception, for there was
another part of me that wouldn’t let it go so easily.

You’re not ready, that annoying piece
urged. You can’t commit to something like that while you still
have doubts – while you’re heart is still torn, even if it’s just
the corner of your heart. Even if it’s the tiniest fragment, you
can’t give your heart away unless you can give it all.

I love him.

Right. If you love him, then why are you
siphoning his spirit away right now, as we speak?

I-I’m not!

But I was.

If you’re ready for something like that,
something like marriage, then stop stealing from him!

But that’s what it means to be an emulator,
isn’t it?

Is that what you think? Is that how you
justify it? You’re far too selfish to be a savior. Far too selfish.
Might as well go ahead and take it all. After all, you
are ‘madly in love’ with his power . . .
.

N-no! I won’t succumb to this any
longer!

I gritted my teeth and pushed the warmth
away.

Gah!

“Aura?” whispered Nyte.

I ignored him.

Kantú let out a yelp, but Grotts was there
with a mighty, distant thud. I hoped she was okay. I assumed that
she was, for no other yelps followed, though the air was thick with
grunts and cries, all battle-like in nature. The group was
struggling, but they were holding their own, giving the dargon
pursuers hell.

All the while I struggled not to consume the
one I loved.

We were running uphill, steeper now, surely
to the top of that volcano-ish thing. I could feel Nyte leaning
forward to compensate for the climb. Even with eyes closed, I could
still imagine our destination, infringing upon the ocher skyline,
black and daunting.

My eyes remained closed for I don’t know how
long while together we raced to the peak, dargons at our ankles,
fiery blasts all around, until miraculously, we were at the top. Or
maybe it wasn’t the top. I couldn’t really tell, but either way, we
stopped inclining.

“Quick!”

The voice belonged to Darch.

I forced the warmth away, so much so that I
forgot to inhale, and my breaths came out in short, exhausted
puffs. My face was red and hot, but still I forced it away.

“In here!”

The voice was again Darch’s.

There were distant pants, scuffles, shouts,
and a loud bang followed by an avalanche of falling, crumbling
rock, but I ignored it. I had to stay focused, otherwise . . .

The air was suddenly cold but stuffy at the
same time. It smelled like fresh ash.

I pushed that away too.

“I’ll be taking her, thank you very
much.”

That time it was Ardette. He sounded
pissy.

“Dare not.” Nyte hugged me in closer to him,
but there were now many arms on me, pulling me away.

Still I held my eyes tightly shut.

“Come on, now, Nyte, I know it’s tough.”

That was Grotts.

Leave us alone. It’s mine!

I fought to ignore the calling.

“Fine!” Nyte let out a huff and finally
released me, but not before lightly pressing his jaw against my
forehead. With everything in me, I fought. I let the hands pull me,
but I stole an inhale of meadow on the way out.

“Here, you can hold me instead!” A third
time, it was Darch.

“Let ‘im be, Darch.”

Now I was in someone else’s arms.

It’s time. You’re safe now.

I opened my eyes slowly.

A scowling, icy face stared back.

“Rend?” I whispered.

“Can you stand on your own, or must I carry
you like a babe?”

“I . . . I’m fine.”

I was now, anyway.

I looked around. Somehow, we were inside of
a pothole – a pothole at the top of the slope? I could tell it was
a pothole because of the smooth, gray sides of the basin, but
besides that, I could see no sky. The space was dark, save a few
intruding strands of orange light creeping through cracks in the
walls.

“Here, you take her!” Rend wrinkled her nose
and threw me to Kantú.

“Cut it out, Rend!” scolded Kantú as she
caught me.

Rend’s jaw twitched.

I straightened myself up.

Nyte and the others were behind us, doing
something with what seemed to be a fresh pile of fallen debris.

The aftermath of that avalanche?

“Kantú, what happened?” I whispered. “Fill
me in.”

It was embarrassing. Once again I’d reverted
to that helpless, fetal state.

“No problemo!” Kantú’s voice echoed within
the chasm.

She started to recount, but as I studied our
surroundings, I could already gather what had transpired.

We’d run to a crevice at the side of the
volcano and stepped through. There, Grotts and Rend had apparently
pounded the surrounding rock to crash the wall and fill the hole.
The dargons were scuffling about outside, more than likely shooting
puffs of fire at the pile, but the fall-in had left no hole large
enough for a dargon to pass through.

“That should do it!” said Darch, clapping.
“And we didn’t kill a one of them!”

“That’s, er, not really something to be
proud of, is it?” mumbled Kantú.

Scardo was in agreement.

He cleared his throat and asked somewhat
sourly, “And when we leave? What is your plan then?” He
dusted his sleeves and studied the new cave-in.

Grotts, on the other hand, cared not to
remove the dust from his person. Not surprisingly, it was his
hammer that instead received such treatment. “Then, we’ll reopen
the hole, o’ course,” he said, inspecting the handle for injury.
“Don’ git yerself frettin’.”

“Humph. And the dargons?”

“We’ll wait til light. They’re far less
frisky when the sun’s up.”

Scardo let out a drained sigh. “Very
well.”

From somewhere within, the pothole
groaned.

It was then that something occurred to me.
Something unpleasant.

“This isn’t an active volcano, is
it?” I asked. I glanced down and for the first time noticed that
this ‘pothole’ was different from the others in more than one way.
Along with the enclosed ceiling and lack of dargon inhabitant,
there was no putrid water to envelop my ankles. The ground was as
smooth as the walls.

“Volcano?” said Darch. He scratched his shin
and looked around the cavern.

Scardo slithered up next to me. “This is no
volcano, Miss Heart.”

“It’s not?”

“No.”

“Oh.” I’d never seen a volcano before, but
I’d been sure that this thing was at least partially volcanic. It
looked fairly similar to a sketch I’d seen at Yes’lech. “If it’s
not a volcano, then what is this? A mountain of some
kind?”

Ardette tucked in his saber, strolled
towards us, and shrugged. “A tomb.”

“Tomb?” I asked. “Here?”

“What?!” Kantú smacked her forehead. “Ugh!
Why is it that we’re always surrounded by dead things?!”

“Heh.” Grotts grinned.

Rend’s face was cold and stern, as it almost
always was, but there was a hint of something else upon her
usually-tan cheeks. A sort of insipid something like . . . a
paleness from fear?

“You mean to tell me that we are, at
present, undergoing grave desecration?” she asked, words shaking
not from fright, but anger.

“Well, sure!” said Darch.

“And you think it a light matter, do you?”
she asked.

He shrugged, and her words trailed off into
angry, conspiring mutters. “Unspeakable . . . inexcusable . . .
appalling . . .”

“What sort of a tomb?” I asked, taking in
another breath of cold, stuffy air. “I mean, whose body rests here?
In a place like this? Out in the middle of the Nalla?”

It definitely wasn’t at all peaceful, nor
the sort of place that would be easy or practical to bury a person
in.

“Full of questions as usual, I see,” drawled
Ardette. “However, I’m afraid that each one in turn will require a
certain compensation.”

I disregarded that because I’d just noticed
something else.

“Wait,” I said, turning my back to him in an
effort to scan the far corners of the tomb’s ceiling. “Where’s the
Spirit of In-between?”

Indeed, the shining bird was nowhere to be
seen. It’d been tracking us all through the Nalla, but it looked
like it hadn’t followed us into the tomb. Either that, or it hadn’t
made it.

The question hit a sore spot in Kantú.

“Who cares about that old grump?” she said.
Her arms were folded, her back tensed.

“Can’t you feel it?” Darch pointed to the
far right and winded his arm around his head, creating a giant
swirl through the air with his finger. “He’s circling the tomb.
Probably keeping watch for us. Even though you’ve had a falling
out, he’s still looking out for you, you know.” Darch winked at
her.

Kantú sniffled, so Ardette put his hands on
her shoulders and spun her around.

“Well then, onward?” he said, bringing his
face to her level. “If you’ve finished that monotonous prattling,
that is. The andap won’t retrieve itself, you know.”

Kantú’s shiver traveled all the way to the
tip of her tail, but despite the obvious pleasure derived from
having the handsome man’s face so close to hers, she let out a
shallow, fakely-annoyed ‘tch’.

Grotts certainly would have come to her
rescue, were he not standing near the cave-in, preoccupied with
someone else.

“Nyte, ya all right?”

Nyte was the only one still digging through
the rubble. It wasn’t clear what he was searching for, as he tossed
about random pieces of blasted basin, but it’s probably safe to say
that distraction might have been his only target.

At Grotts’ inquiry, he turned away from the
pile. The side of his cheek was scuffed with a dirt smudge, like
the leftover thumbprint of some grubby-fingered mongrel. Though, to
be sure, no such ‘mongrel’ was in sight.

“Yes, I am fine.”

I giggled. I couldn’t help myself.

“Miss Havoc?” Nyte searched the air for the
source of my amusement. “What is it?”

“You’ve got something, there.”

“I have?”

I nodded. “You look like a miner.”

Nyte shot to his feet, a roguish grin on his
lips.

“I wish to keep it there. Does it not suit
me?”

“It do-”

But we were unable to continue our play, for
Darch interrupted with a louder-than-normal, slightly-forced
inquiry.

“Which way’s the shadow?” he blurted. He
wasn’t looking at either of us, but kept his eyes stationarily at
the ground.

Grotts raised a brow but said nothing.

“Down that tunnel,” answered Ardette. He
pointed to a passage exactly opposite of the entrance.

“How can you tell?” I asked.

“He can feel it,” said Darch. “Isn’t that
just amazing?”

It was, but I wasn’t about to admit it.
Kantú, however, was.

“Weird!” she said, emitting more excitement
than she probably wanted to. To compensate, she followed by
wrinkling her nose at Ardette’s still-close-to-hers face.

“Oh, weird, am I? Like you’re so
normal, yourself, Miss Squirrel.” He pinched her ear, to
which she shivered again.

While this badgering ensued, Scardo had been
eyeing the rubble pile behind him. “We had better move along. Don’t
you agree, Ardette?” He was probably envisioning the hungry
reptilian enemies just beyond.

“Ugh. Fine. To the filth pot, I guess.”

I shook my head. Dramatic as
usual.

Nyte rolled his eyes in agreement. The dirt
smudge hadn’t moved. I giggled again.

“Ah, after you, Ardette! Show them what you
can do!” Again Darch butted in awkwardly.

Ardette studied him with a frown. “Why are
you so excited today?”

But Darch wouldn’t get a chance to answer –
not that it looked like he wanted to if given the chance – because
Rend let out an annoyed growl and said,

“A more pertinent question would be: ‘why
must you insist on slaying time?’ It is absurd! Let us move
now!”

“You heard the lady!” Darch yanked Ardette’s
sleeve.

“All right, all right. Calm down, would you?
You’re giddiness is wearing me out.”

Together we followed Ardette through the
darkness that lay beyond the entrance of the tomb. The tunnel
leading to the shadow was rounded, its ground continually smooth.
Upon further inspection, it seemed that the walkway had been
purposely carved by whoever had designated the mound a resting
place.

I wasn’t allowed to sing a light, for the
sake of saving my strength, so Rend held a small red orb that only
slightly lit the area. It was enough for us to catch sight of the
back of Ardette’s cloak, but not enough for us to keep from
stumbling every so often.

“Yer certain it’s this way?” questioned
Grotts after some time.

Ardette’s response was riddled with sweet
sarcasm.

“Would you like to try leading us through
instead?”

“Naw. Not really.”

I followed along, next to Kantú, hoping that
Grotts’ fears weren’t warranted and wondering what Darch had meant
by Ardette being able to feel the way to the shadow. To me,
it only looked like he was blindly following the straightest course
possible while lazily passing up all turn-offs and path
branches.

But after another ten or so minutes, even I
began to feel a change.

The air slowly morphed into something
air-like but not quite air. It was thick and cool, and I’d
experienced it in my body several times before. The moment I
noticed the change was the moment I understood what it was that I
was feeling.

Shadow!

It was faint, but growing stronger, and
while I hated to admit it, the air tasted like Ardette.

Another few moments passed.

“It’ll be just ahead,” warned the Daem
himself.

At last we came to the place where the
shadow was. The tunnel opened into a large stone room, at its
center another pothole, this one filled with smoky, black
liquid.

“We’re here.”

Ardette motioned us in.

I don’t know whether he could have prepared
me for what came next. If he could have, he made no attempt. If he
had, I probably wouldn’t have believed him anyway. To put it
simplest, stepping into the red-lit room, I saw something I hadn’t
been expecting. Something magnificent, yet terrifying. Something
legendary.

When Kantú saw it, she immediately dashed
behind Grotts.

“A-a DRAGON?!” came her muffled, hidden
squeak.

It would be nearly five minutes before she’d
muster up enough courage to peek at it again from around his
arm.

I followed her example by clinging to the
person nearest me. That person happened to be Scardo, and my
gesture put an uncomfortable tension about him, which I
ignored.

“It’s not real, is it?!” I cried.

But it looked real enough. There, in the
middle of the blackened pothole, was an enormous, glowing skeleton,
larger than any being or building I’d ever seen, complete with a
skull the size of ten cottages, each sharp tooth the size of a
trunk.

“Are you frightened, damsel?” Ardette
whirled around and flashed me an unexpected and princely smile. It
was obvious he’d been dying all along to see my reaction to the
tomb’s occupant.

“Not at all,” I lied.

I wasn’t convincing enough. Ardette’s smile
sparkled.

“Well then, Ardetto, I do believe it’s time
to start the ceremony. Aren’t you excited?!”

“Not nearly as excited as you.”

“Ceremony?” I asked, releasing Scardo.

The original shock of the dragon was already
over. It had been replaced by childlike curiosity.

Ardette’s pupils grew at a disturbing
rate.

“Yes, my cherry pit,” he purred. “Just you
wait.”

 



Chapter 12: The Purification

 


The dragon’s skeleton was now even more
intimidating than it had initially been.

There were six torches sporadically placed
around the inner tomb. They’d been lit by Rend and were burning
almost like normal fire, though they held a red hue. These
illuminated the corpse in a most unsettling way, so that at times
it almost appeared alive. I continually reminded myself that it was
only a trick of the magic light.

“Now that the torches are lit, I’ll do the
honors of retrieving the sacred shadow.”

Without being asked, Scardo hurried to the
edge of the basin. The shadow was thickest there, pulsating and
swirling.

Scardo took the small vial, which was no
stranger to andap, from his inner pocket and dipped its edge into
the pit, but before he could submerge it completely, he was
interrupted by a smug laugh. He looked up.

The laugh belonged to Ardette. It was
accompanied by an amused head shake.

“Oh, no, oh favored one, we’ll need a
great bit more than that if we hope to get anywhere.”

“Oh?” Scardo looked offended – and
rightfully so.

“Yup,” answered Darch, far more politely
than his supercilious friend, “we’ll need some sort of a basin to
pour it into.” He patted Scardo on the back. “Nice try,
though!””

Disappointed, Scardo returned the vial to
his person and stood. “How big?”

Darch scanned the room. “That’ll do!” He
pointed to a large rock lying near one of the torches.

“But that’s hardly a ‘basin’,” I said.

Sure, the rock would have made for a perfect
bowl, had it been carved out, but as it were, there was no way it
would hold any liquid, shadow or otherwise.

Nonetheless, Darch waddled to the rock and
gave it a great hug. He wasn’t able to lift it very high off the
ground – which was sort of puzzling since he’d always been able to
pick me up with ease – yet he carried it over to Ardette, arms
strained between his crouched knees.

“Here you go, Ardette. This’ll do,
right?”

“Should be enough, but then again, how
should I know?”

Grotts cleared his throat, disapproving
Ardette’s attitude.

Though I didn’t favor that side of Ardette
any more than Grotts did, I ignored it. I was too curious about our
surroundings to pay mind.

“What does it feel like in there?” I inched
a bit closer to the edge of the pit. “Is it liquid or gas?”

“Why do you ask? You’ve had me inside of you
plenty of times, haven’t you?”

You just had to bring that up, didn’t
you?

“Well, yeah, I guess. But it feels so
different in here.” Shivering, I hugged myself and looked around
the tomb. “Thicker. Cooler. Sadder.”

“Feels?” Nyte cocked his head to the
side.

“Sure, you know, the air in here. How it’s
mixed with shadow?”

“You mean, smoke, don’t you?” asked Darch.
His voice was again different. This time, instead of loud and
forced, it was abnormally quiet.

“Er- right.”

Reaching out a wistful arm, Nyte slowly cut
his hand through the smoky air before him.

The newly-sliced shadow pushed against me in
compensation – or maybe it would be more accurate to report that it
wrapped itself around me, much like a living thing.

With his shadow experimentation apparently
not yet over, Nyte proceeded to grab an invisible handful of the
meandering stuff and bring it to his nose. He closed his eyes for
the smallest of moments, only slightly longer than a blink. I
waited for something to happen, some response, but it was
ultimately an uneventful occurrence, for when he reopened them, he
only gave me a shrug and said,

“I do not feel the smoke, as you do.”

“You don’t?”

“I do not.” He lowered his voice so that
only I could hear. “To be honest, I am a little relieved.”

I understood. Taking in a breath of the
‘blood’ of an adversary probably wasn’t the most pleasant of
things.

“I wonder if . . .”

I was about to start thinking that it was
the difference in our race that brought about our different
sensitivities to the shadow, but my theory was quickly put to rest,
for just then Rend let out a grueling grunt. Much less gently, and
much more brutishly, she waved her hand before her face as though
she were trying to swat away a swarm of trundlebees.

“Well, I feel it! And it disgusts me! Count
yourself lucky, cousin.”

“That, my dear Rend, is because you’ve also
had me inside of you, lest we forget.”

That’s right. It had been during one
of her outbursts.

“So, only people that have had shadow inside
of them can feel it?” squeaked Kantú. She was still hiding behind
Grotts, but she was no longer clinging to him as tightly.

“That’s right,” said Ardette, forcing a
yawn. “One develops a certain sensitivity to it, and in some
cases, a certain dependence after too many tastes.”

Dependence? That was news to me. I’d
have to be conscious of just how lax I was with Ardette’s forced
shadow-feedings in the future.

Kantú let out a whine. “Really? Bummer –
‘cause that crater looks fun! Like the shadow’s swimming. Maybe if
that dragon wasn’t there, I could go over and dip my tail in-”

But Ardette whirled around, stopping her
from finishing the thought. His teeth were fully exposed, but they
weren’t at all smiling.

“How distasteful! How would you like it if I
were to stick an appendage in your ancestor’s blood?!”

Whoa. He’s really offended?

“Eek! I guess it was a little
inappropriate-” Kantú started to apologize, but was again cut
off.

“Ardette! Don’t ya dare take yer
sensitivities out on ‘er!” Grotts’ eyes were blazing, their
good-natured lines hidden by the dimness of the room.

Kantú’s skittish expression, combined with
Grotts’ fearsome one, was enough to make Ardette let up.

“Fine,” he said, “touch it.” With a sneer he
added, “Like I really care all that much.”

But he did care. It was obvious that this
place was sacred to him. I instantly felt guilty for having taken
the tread so lightly.

Holding his Adam’s apple, Ardette sighed and
looked away.

Poetic.

The room was silent. The sneer had fooled no
one, for this time, even the others had perceived Ardette’s true
feelings – or rather, he’d left his real self open and obvious
enough for the rest of the guard to read.

There was a moment of awkward uneasiness,
during which Darch stepped between Ardette and the rest of us.

“Don’t mind him,” said Darch calmly. “This
is just the first time Ardette’s been to this depository. He’s a
little sore because we’re going about this in a non-traditional
kind of way. He’ll be okay, though.”

This only served to set Ardette off
again.

“A little sore, am I? Creator! Good thing we
have you around, Darch! You can just translate all of my
angst-ridden, misunderstood, character flaws for the rest of the
audience!”

“Ardette-”

But Darch was stopped by an unlikely member
of the guard.

“Enough!” Rend stormed up to him. “Although
he is but a worm, he does not need you to defend him! It only
serves to prolong our trespassing into this hallowed ground.” She
turned back to the rest of us, more or less pleading – though, as
Rend was not one for lowering herself, it was a very angry plead,
indeed. “We would all do well to make haste. It is foolish to tread
on the ground of those that have passed.”

She was afraid. Afraid of what might come of
what she’d deemed ‘grave desecration’.

Nyte nodded in agreement. His expression was
compassionate. “Yes. Let us hurry. It is a disrespect to tarry
longer than necessary.”

Having Nyte on his side did nothing to ease
Ardette’s mood. He retorted not, but his Adam’s apple jumped enough
to show how much the notion disgusted him.

Visibly struggling, he bit his tongue and
turned to Grotts.

“Make the basin. Can you, with that
hammer?”

“Yeah. Sure I can.”

Darch didn’t seem at all fazed from being
hollered at by two different people in such a short frame of time.
Smiling contentedly, he again picked up the rock and lugged it over
to Grotts.

I still didn’t understand how it would
magically turn into a basin, so all I could do was watch without
offering help.

“‘Scuze me, Kantoo.” Tenderly Grotts removed
her hand from his shoulder and stepped away. She scurried to me
instead, though my much smaller frame could do little to block her
from the view of dragon’s bones.

“Alright then, ya ready, Ardette?”

Grotts raised his hammer high above his head
with both hands.

What’s he going to . . . huh?! And
then I realized. But he’s going to crash it to bits!

I looked on in wincing curiosity, certain
that the impact from Grotts’ mighty hammer would only serve to
smash the rock, or at the very least, give Grotts a terrible dose
of backlash.

But it wouldn’t come to pass as I foresaw
it.

Ardette had made his way to Grotts’ side,
and just as the massive man started to downswing, Ardette gave a
great push through the air, forcing a burst of shadow into the
space between rock and hammer.

Grotts brought his arms down, almost to the
rock’s level, but at the last moment, he gritted his teeth and
stopped the hammer’s momentum. But though the hammer had stopped,
the shadow hadn’t. The momentum carried over into it, pummeling it
down into the rock and creating a perfect bowl-shape.

Grotts stepped away. The rock was now as
smooth inside as the Nalla’s many potholes.

“Wow! Impressive, Grottsy!”

The swing had cleared out much of the rock’s
mass, turning the unneeded part into fine powder, and making the
basin much easier to lift.

Grotts bent down and blew out the remaining
particles.

“Alrigh’, Scardo, do yer thing.”

Scardo’s chin had been down, but at the
mention of his name, it shot up.

“M-me? Really?” He eagerly looked at
Ardette.

“Well, go on. As I said before, the andap
won’t retrieve itself.”

Scardo’s meager complexion brightened at the
thought of again scooping up the sacred substance. He again hurried
to the edge of the pit.

“Well then, Aura, guess it’s your turn!”
Darch marched over and grabbed my wrist.

“Mine?!”

Shoot. I’d somehow forgotten.

“How many tears will you need?” asked Nyte,
again sensing my reluctance.

“Seven,” answered Ardette.

“Six,” answered Darch.

“Seven. I’m not taking any
chances.”

I didn’t blame him if the stuff really was
like poison in its unpurified form.

Still . . . seven? That was kind of a
lot.

“Come now, my cherry pit.” Ardette gestured
to a wooden crate that he’d placed near the swirling pit’s edge. He
must’ve found it lying in some corner of the tomb.

“Alright.”

I gave Nyte an over-the-shoulder grimace
that only he could see.

“Do not fear, Miss Havoc. Your tears usually
flow as freely as a babe.” He grinned. “Just try not to sob too
hard. We do not wish for a flood.”

“Oh? You think me a cry babe? I’ll give you
a flood all right. I know a nifty little tune that’ll do just the
trick.”

“Ah! But I cannot swim!”

That was most definitely a lie. Also
grinning, I shook my head at him. With our eyes locked, I felt
better.

But the moment I turned away, the grin
instantly fell.

Great.

I marched forward to accomplish the dreaded
task at hand. It felt like I was again making my way to the beach
on the night of the Rite. I hated it. I thought I had overcome that
timid side of me, but I’d been wrong.

I settled onto the crate. Scardo placed the
now-filled basin in my lap with a bow of obeisance while Darch and
Ardette stepped on either side of me.

“You can go now, Scardo,” said Darch. “Thank
you for an excellent retrieval.”

“Greatest of luck to you, Miss Heart.”

With that, he scampered away to rejoin the
others, who’d all moved out of the main chamber and into the
adjoining tunnel.

I looked down at the basin. The smoke-shadow
was swimming and looping around itself in a mesmerizing way. It was
black and gray and a many different shades of in-between
dark-tones. An Ardette-esque aroma escaped from the vaporous top,
but for the most part, the shadow remained contained to the bottom
of the bowl.

While I’d been examining the
darkly-beautiful bowl, Ardette had lowered his mouth to my ear.

“It’s all right. You can touch it if you’d
like.”

I jumped. I hadn’t realized that he was so
close, and the utterance came as a startle.

“I can? But didn’t you say-”

“Having you do it would be . . .
enjoyable.”

The small something danced across my
ribs.

Darch remained quiet, but I heard him
swallow.

“Are you sure it’s all right?” I asked.

I could feel that it was improper, but the
dancing, swirling contents were too irresistible for me to be
bothered by the formalities of it.

Ardette nodded.

So, feeling sinful, I dipped my pointer
finger into the bowl. I’d meant to stay only a short, shallow
while, but the shadow had other plans. It responded to my touch by
climbing my arm and pulling the rest of my hand down in, submerging
my tattooed wrist along with the bottom half of my arm. It wasn’t
frightening, though. It simply felt like I was holding a soft, cool
hand that sought my comfort as much as I sought its own.

I stayed that way. I would have liked to
stay even longer, but . . .

“Ardette, we should probably start now,”
said Darch after a minute, calling me from the bewitchments of the
bowl.

“Sure.” Ardette’s eyes were transfixed on
me, but he was talking to Darch. “By the way, sorry for that bit
earlier.”

Ardette’s apologizing? But even that
wasn’t enough to completely draw me from the shadow’s spell.

“It’s all right, Ardetto. I know.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“Nope.”

Ardette sighed. He took my elbow and slowly
drew my hand from the bowl.

“All right, my angel, it’s time for you to
give me your tears.”

I looked up at him. Into the cherries of his
eyes.

“I’ll try, but I still don’t know if I’ll be
able to.”

“Don’t worry,” assured Darch. “We’ll help
you.”

They’ll help?

Darch and Ardette put their hands on my
forehead. Darch’s hand was sweaty, Ardette’s dry. I waited for some
sort of sorrow to flood me. Some sort of prodding. But nothing
came.

Should I go there? To the place where
Illuma slept. The place where the sadness of being separated
resided. The place where the sorrow of being unable to rescue her
hid. I might have to after all.

Ardette and Darch said nothing. Their eyes
were closed. Mine were open.

I was going to go there. I was going to open
it up – open the tap, even if it meant never being able to close it
again. It would be painful, but I had to do it. I took a deep
breath . . .

But then I heard something that made me
close the bindings back up before I’d even begun. It was a loud,
alarming sound like thudding, angry footsteps. And then the sound
was amplified, and there were many more.

The next sequence happened too fast for me
to accurately recount.

“They’ve found us!” cried Darch, jerking his
hand from my forehead.

What?!

At the same time, Ardette dropped his hand
and pulled out his saber.

I searched his face for reassurance.
“They?!”

“Druelca!” he said, his voice hushed and
frantic.

“What?!” I jumped up, and the basin fell
from my lap, spilling shadow onto the ground. Like one
consciousness, the shadow slithered back into the pit, rejoining
its lost counterpart. It was an extraordinary thing to witness, but
I had no time to marvel.

“What are you talking about? Druelca’s
here?!”

But my question was answered not by Darch
and Ardette, but by the sinister soldiers themselves. Just then, no
more than five Daems in onyx cloaks came charging from some
offshoot of the cavern.

“There are only five?” asked Ardette.

“Keep your guard up,” warned Darch, pulling
me behind Ardette. “More will surely follow!”

In a flash, Ardette sprang forward and cut
through all five of the Druelcans in only three swings. Five puffs
of smoke filled the air where they’d once stood. For some reason,
he was a little more agile than usual, almost as agile as Nyte and
Rend . . . .

Nyte and Rend?

Suddenly it hit me.

“Where are the others?!” I searched the
cavern to be sure, but found that none of them had come running
in.

Darch shook his head. “They can take care of
themselves. Just worry about here and now!”

“Here and now?” That’s a little odd.
But it didn’t seem to matter. Just as he said the words, I indeed
started to worry only about ‘here and now’.

Darch wrapped his arms around me in a
protective stance, waiting in breathless apprehension, while
Ardette cautiously made his way toward the Druelcans’ entry
point.

The air was still.

“Are there more coming?” I whispered.

“I think they’re gone. Let’s-”

But Darch was interrupted by a laugh.

“Why, look who we’ve stumbled upon!” sang a
wicked voice from dangerously close by. “Hello, boys and
sacrifice!”

That voice. I stiffened. It can’t
be!

I couldn’t believe it. I recognized that
wickedness, but I hoped I was mistaken. I mean, I had to be
because it didn’t make any sense!

There’s no way! It’s not really
her, is it?

Releasing his hold, Darch spun around and
threw himself in front of me.

“MYSTRESS!” he yelled, confirming my
fears.

It was her. Face hidden by black
veil, it was Druelca’s queen. I hated her. For all she’d done, I
hated her so much, and at the sight of her, that hatred began to
boil. Hot and searing hatred that made me want to vomit.

“You!” I cried, voice shaking with rage.
“How dare you enter this place!?”

In response, she again started to laugh in
her chime-like way. It only made the hatred grow.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” growled
Ardette. Somehow, he was now between the evil destructress and us.
Upon his face was a fearsome, loathing scowl, but his eyes held
excitement. “I don’t know what you’re doing here, but today I will
kill you!”

Weapon outstretched, he bounded at the
Mystress. The saber’s thin blade reflected the red torches, making
it to glow an ominous scarlet. Some of the shadow from the pit
escaped into the air and surrounded Ardette as he ran, blanketing
him in a cloud of black. In response, the Mystress stumbled back,
appearing confused by the shadow’s behavior.

In no time, Ardette was at her throat, a
barbaric leer taking the place of his former scowl.

Is this really happening?

Somehow, Ardette was about to strike down
The Mystress. By chance, she was there. And by luck, Ardette had
the advantage. We were going to win.

But then everything changed. An abrupt burst
of red put a damper on any hopes of victory I’d acquired during the
fight.

“Look out!” I yelled, impulsively pushing
Darch out of the way.

“Wait, Aura!”

But I ignored him and ran toward the burst,
not giving thought that I might, too, get caught by it.

Laughter filled the air like two dozen
tinkling chimes.

The red cleared, and what it revealed was
terrifying. Ardette was on his back. Standing over him was The
Mystress. By some turn of events, she’d managed to obtain the saber
from him and was holding it above his heart. Inside, my throat
swelled because I understood all too well what was about to
happen.

“Stop!” I cried and lurched forward.

But it was too late.

Before I could do anything, The Mystress
plunged the saber’s fine point straight down into Ardette’s
chest.

“UNGH!” Ardette let out a heave and arched
back.

An explosion of smoke filled the air,
curling and slinking through the already-shadowed room. It had
happened so fast that I could hardly process it.

“A-Ardette?” said Darch, and then with a
cry, “Ardetto?!”

Ardette didn’t respond.

“Noooo!” I wailed. “What have you
done?!”

But The Mystress was gone.

Where did she . . . HERE AND NOW.

It didn’t matter where she’d gone.

I threw myself over the place where Ardette
had lain. Tears slid down my cheeks like salted pieces of soul. I
grabbed his ruffled pirate shirt and cloak and buried my face in
them, desperately wishing that he was there, held within the
garments. But his body was gone. All that remained was a cloud of
black. This was his vestige. The cloud surrounded me, and I was
breathing him in again, as I had before. Never had I wanted to take
him in so freely. It had always been his desire and my tolerance.
But this time was different. I took in as much as I could,
struggling to hold on to the last bits of him. He was cool and
tingly inside of my lungs, inside of my veins.

“No.” My voice shook. It was too hard to
speak, so I again only said, “No!”

More tears fell.

“Aura?” I heard his phantom whisper inside
of my head.

Ardette? You can’t! You can’t really be-

“Don’t marry him . . . please.” His
voice was flooded with wispy sadness. The small something almost
grew into a medium-sized something for a just a moment, but the
emotion was quick to come and even quicker to leave.

My chest ached.

Ardette? Are you still there?

Nothing.

Ar . . .

The world around started to fluctuate. It
started to melt.

First to go was the dragon skeleton, which
dissolved into shadow and disappeared into the greater black mass
of pit. It was all a swirl for but a moment before that too lost
form. Next, the walls of the tomb melted away as easily as wax,
leaving behind . . .

Another set of walls? But these ones were
more stable. More material.

What’s going on?

And then I was no longer kneeling over a
pile of empty cloth. I was sitting on a crate. My eyes were wet; my
cheeks stained with tear. I felt queasy, or something worse than
queasy. I was on the verge of vomiting.

“She cried eighteen, so we’re good.”

That was Darch’s voice.

“W-what?” Blinking, I looked around.

Ardette was there, fully intact, his face
sullen. Both he and Darch still had their hands on my forehead.

“Thank you, my cherry pit.”

I was speechless. I’d just gone through the
grief of losing him, but there he was.

“H . . . how?”

But in that moment, it didn’t really matter
‘how’.

I jumped from the crate and threw my arms
around his neck. He felt solid beneath his cloak, not smoky or
shadowy or gone. I grabbed a bit of his hair. It was soft and real.
I lowered my hand and felt his spine between his shoulder blades.
He was cool and firm, and I no longer felt like I was going to
vomit.

“That was a dream?” I whispered.

He grabbed the small of my back and pulled
me against him. I didn’t resist.

“Sorry that we had to put you through that,
Aura,” said Darch. “You see, only the purest of tears will
work.”

That’s when I understood.

“Put . . . me . . . through . . . that?” The
words came out slowly, mainly because I was trying to hold back the
new emotion forming within me. “I see.”

I squeezed Ardette tighter, trying to work
through a strange mix of feelings. Then, giving in to the other
side of my emotion, I pushed him away, looked him squarely in the
eye, and smacked him across the face. The smack stung my hand, but
Ardette didn’t flinch.

“Then, that was all some Daem-Magir shadow
trick!?”

Ardette nodded.

“How DARE you!? How dare you pull something
like that!?”

I readied my hand for another slap. Instead
of retorting, Ardette grabbed my still-smarting palm and gently
placed it against his cheek where I’d hit. It was then that I
noticed how dark-red his eyes were. The spell had taken a lot out
of him, too.

“Please, please, please don’t be too upset
with him,” said Darch, wincing. “I wanted to use Nyte, but Ardette
insisted. He thought this way would be less painful for you.”

“What are you talking about? This was
equally as painful! Losing any one of the people I care for
is-”

“But it was a surefire way to make you cry,
right?” Darch bit his lip.

“Yeah, but . . .” I couldn’t really argue
with that, could I? The experience had been awful, but he was
right. I had cried, and I hadn’t even had to think of
her. However, that pain of loss, no matter how brief, had
been just as bad – just as unbearable. Still . . . it had had to be
done.

“Fine!” I spat. “I get it! I guess I’m just
glad it’s over.”

But I was still sore.

“Ha-ha!” Darch gave one great clap. Then –
“Here you go!” – he touched the tip of Ardette’s left horn with his
thumb. “You probably need a refill, right?

“Goody,” said Ardette sarcastically. “How I
love being rejuvenated by a man.”

Nonetheless, he pulled in Darch’s spirit –
while sitting like a wet cat the entire time – until his eyes were
back to cherry.

“Alright,” – Darch set the basin, which he’d
been holding in his other hand, down and started to head for the
side-tunnel – “I’ll go get the others. It’s time to uncover some
memories!”

Ardette and I were left at the dragon’s
edge. He’d since lowered my hand from his cheek, but for some
reason, our hands were still touching. I wasn’t all excited or
anything, to have our flesh next to each other, but I was still
concreting the idea that he was really there and that the tomb’s
previous events had been dream. Thus, I didn’t move away. If
anything, I inched my hand closer.

“My, my, realized your true feelings for me,
have you?”

“Shut up.”

His throat made a small croaking noise.
“What, it’s not like you’d really miss me, were I to disappear.
After all, you have your boy to-

“I said, shut it.”

That finally did it.

He sighed, rubbed his brow, and said,
“Sorry, all right, my cherry pit?”

Peeved, I stared at the other pit in the
room.

Ardette continued, “It’s not like I think
you heartless. I mean, I’d hoped you’d care enough to cry a little,
but I didn’t think you’d be so . . . affected. It would have been
unfavorable to make you think of something sorrowful enough to
produce tears, just for the sake of returning that cad’s
memory, so I thought this would be the most opportune way to go
about-”

“You’re so stupid.”

The statement caught him off guard. He
stiffened and threw me a look of surprise and confoundedness.
“W-what?”

I grabbed his collar and pulled him down to
my level.

“Just because I don’t want to ‘become your
lover’ or whatever, doesn’t mean I don’t care about you. Just
because I’m in love with Nyte that doesn’t mean I don’t have
feelings for you. I won’t ever be to you what you want me to be,
but I do love you too, you know, just not in the way you want. If
you were gone, it would hurt just as much as if I lost Kantú or
Nyte or Illuma. We are friends, Ardette. Don’t degrade our
relationship. Please.”

One last tear made its way down my cheek and
along my jawbone before dripping off the tip of my chin.

Ardette caught it.

“Damn. Now I just want you more.”

I let out a sigh of exhaustion and stared
back into the pit. Would our relationship never be normal?

Not with that small something hanging
around. I can tell him I love him as a friend as much as I want,
but if the small something starts to act up, then it’s all for
naught. Why can’t I just let it go? I don’t want him. I want Nyte.
I love Nyte. It’s true that Ardette’s a tease, but that sort of
behavior hasn’t ever brought about any real
attraction, right? I love him like I love Kantú . . . but
Kantú’s never made me want to kiss her, so it’s not exactly the
same, is it?

Ardette had been staring at his open palm
during my inner confusion. It seemed he’d been doing some thinking
as well, for he suddenly stuck out his tongue and licked his wrist
where the tear had slid. Then, with solid resolve, and without
lifting his eyes, he said,

“Terribly sorry to inform you, but it’s
useless. I can’t help wanting you. You affect me so.”

Great. That wasn’t the sort of
response I’d been hoping for, though I probably should have
expected it. Words like ‘love’ only ever seemed to fuel his desire.
I supposed that was natural enough, even if it was the exact
opposite of what I’d meant to do. The problem was, I didn’t know
how to respond. I’d tried to make myself as clear as possible, even
though I wasn’t so clear on the inside myself.

Luckily, a phantom voice offered a solution
to my frozen tongue.

“Speak again, lest I misheard,” said the
phantom voice through gritted teeth. “Just who is it that you
‘want’?”

Ardette and I both jumped.

Nyte was towering over Ardette, appearing
even taller than usual, with a look of bloodlust upon his face.

“Nyte!” I said wistfully. Seeing him made me
feel better.

“Why,” Nyte continued, his expression still
dark, “must you continually throw your perversions at her?”

Ardette chewed his lip in fake contemplation
a moment and then answered simply, “Because I like to.” He said the
words with a sickly sly lip curl.

“Come on, guys, not now.”

“Ah!” Nyte reached out his hand, hovered it
above my head, and then, with a deep breath, pulled it back into
himself. “I apologize. I cannot help getting worked up when he so
freely toys with you.”

“Toy with her, do I? And what about you, Mr.
Innocent?”

“Ardette,” I warned, not taking my eyes from
Nyte’s withdrawn hand.

Ardette let out an annoyed grunt. “Fine.
Guess I’ll let the ‘lovebirds’ have a moment alone. I have to go
drink some old dragon blood now, anyway. Yippee.”

He grabbed the basin and stomped away not at
all lazily.

I watched him in guilt.

Sorry, Ardette. For our sakes you have to do
that. Even though the concept of ‘us’ is hard for you, you’re doing
it for us.

Nyte crouched low. “Are you all right, Aura?
Was the tear retrieval trying on you?”

My heartbeat quickened.

“I’m okay now. Don’t ask.”

“It was very difficult for me to stay away.
They would not tell me what plans they had for you, and it only
made me all the more troubled. Knowing that Daem, I was certain it
would not something pleasant. Did he . . .” – Nyte winced –
“do anything to you?”

You mean besides force me to watch him
die?

“Not really. Nothing I can’t recover
from.”

“I am glad.” He sounded relieved, but if
relief truly was his experienced emotion, it was short-lived. He
followed up the statement with silence, and his expression again
returned to one of concern.

I didn’t press him.

A moment later, Nyte spoke again.

“And, Aura,” – the greens of his eyes became
slightly pained – “do you . . . feel anything for him?”

“What?!”

What I felt like was a cheating lover.

Nyte studied me in earnest. “I have watched
you push away countless advances, but I cannot help-”

“It would be a lie to say that I feel
nothing for him,” I admitted.

“Oohh.”

As he let out the disappointed utterance,
Nyte’s face, along with his pitch, fell too fast. I hurried to
explain. If I didn’t, it looked like he’d let himself slump into a
lazy pile at any moment – and that pile would most definitely ooze
into the pit, one way or another.

“It’s true that I care for Ardette, but
there’s something else that’s true too.” I pierced my eyes into
his. I’d pierce away all the remnants of sadness. I wouldn’t let
him suffer . . . ever. “You, Nyte, are the person most important to
me – the one that I’m in love with.” Adrenaline starting to
rush, I tugged at the only thing I could – his cloak. I wished more
than anything it could be flesh. “You’re the one I desire.”

None of these were lies. They were all
definites.

Nyte looked down at his gripped cloak, his
breathing short.

“Miss Hav- Aura, after this is all over, I
intend to bring you through the Wood of Erow. Would you oblige this
desire of mine?”

He swallowed.

“Before, you said, ‘bride’ – does that mean
. . .”

What else could it mean?

A grin lit Nyte’s face.

“Do you feel coldness in your feet already?”
he teased.

“No! I’m just . . . that’s so serious, and I
. . .”

“The walk through the wood is a trial of
partnership. At its end, the wills of both will be discerned.
There, a proposal can be made if the hearts are found compatible.
It is unusual for someone non-Elf to undergo the trial, but it is
my intention to break tradition and take you with me.”

That’s far less sudden than I expected.

“After proposal, courtship occurs. It can
last for many years, so you need not fear becoming a wife at such a
young age – although, I must say, your wifely skills have been
found to be surprisingly adequate.” He fought to contain a snigger,
most certainly remembering the first time he drank piit. Next his
face became serious – even longing. “However, as to that ‘bride’
business, eventually, Aura, I would like you to become mine forever
– if that is not too much to ask.”

The answer came blazingly fast.

“No.”

Nyte looked like I’d just thrown a dagger at
him.

“No? You do not wish to come with me?”

“No! I mean, ‘no, it’s not too much’.
Everything you’ve said sounds . . . wonderful.”

“Oh! Really?” He eagerly studied me for
teasing intent. Finding none, he then released his head back,
exhaled, and sighed. “I am relieved. No, I am more than relieved. I
am rapturous!” A blissful smile spread his mouth.

Stomach flipping, I laughed.

Somehow, past all of that Elven formality,
I’d just agreed to be his girlfriend . . . or maybe even fiancée,
and his reaction was more elating than I could handle.

“But before that all happens,” I said,
trying to ground myself, “it would be great if I could, you know,
start being able to touch you again.”

“We’re hopefully gonna have the answer ta
that real soon.”

Grotts, who’d been walking over to retrieve
us, had just caught the end of our conversation.

He clapped us both on the shoulders. “Ya two
ready ta have yer memories searched?” I could feel his calluses
even through my layers of shirt and cloak.

“Most definitely,” I said.

“Great! But we’re gonna wait til were outta
the tomb. Rend’s all up ‘n arms ‘bout us treading on the dead and
whatnot. We’ll find somewhere real close by, though, so prepare
yerselves. Ya ready, Nyte?”

Nyte took longer than average to answer.

Your memories’ ally.

I locked eyes with him and he took in a
breath.

“Yes.” He nodded. “Let us begin.”

 



Chapter 13: The Memory

 


The place we found for the memory retrieval
ended up being not as close as we would have hoped. The sun was out
when we left the tomb, but there were a few remaining dargons
prowling the nearby area. We managed to get away from them, but
traveling was difficult whilst holding a sloshing bowl of purified
andap. Scardo, having persistently insisted that he carry the
wisping stuff, struggled to keep up with the rest of the group.
This severely hindered our pace.

Pothole after pothole, we searched for a
safe place to build camp. The memory retrieval would take time and
energy, and after the second dargon encounter, we had little to
spare of each. It wasn’t until several hours later, on the other
side of the Nalla, that we were able to find a place to settle. It
seemed we hadn’t been the first travelers to do so either.

We stumbled, entirely by chance, upon a
small stone hut very near the border of the Nalla – actually only
three or so hours in, according to Scardo’s map. Inside, there were
no provisions, but we did find an old mess of dusty blankets on a
small wooden table in the corner and the stone-carved message of
one who’d traveled before:

 


The dargons come when shade grows long.

 


“Well, that is stupidly simple and obvious.”
Rend wrinkled her top lip at the carving. “Thank the Creator it is
not in Elftongue, or I should feel ashamed of my own brethren.”

“Hey, did it ever cross your sour-puss mind
that maybe whoever left it was just trying to be nice?” said Kantú,
looking as sour as she claimed Rend to be. “You know, warning
people who-”

“Who what? Wander three hours in without
coming to understand a dargon’s behavior on their own?”

“We wouldn’t have known if Grottsy hadn’t
told us!”

“Speak not for me, hybrid!”

“Why, you-”

“Kantú, ya’ve got a visitor!”

Grotts had been on guard duty with Nyte, but
he’d just poked his head through the door.

“Huh?” Kantú’s ears perked.

“Come on out here ‘n see.”

Kantú scurried to the door, but upon peeking
out, she let out a disappointed groan.

“Oh. It’s just you,” she said before
notifying the rest of us, “It’s just the Spirit of In-between,
guys.”

And who else would it be, way out here?
Batty squirrel.

She let the door slam behind her.

“Splendid!” Darch peeked through a knothole
in the door. “Maybe they can reconcile!”

“You do realize, the bird’s been avoiding
you this entire time, don’t you, Darch?” Ardette threw his
cloak across the small table. It felt like forever since we’d been
able to take off our traveling garments and settle in somewhere. I
followed the example by slinging my bistre cloak across his.

“Aw, phooey!” answered Darch. “I’m just a
simple Magir with simple aspirations.”

“Have we nothing to eat but dried
fruit?” Rend was searching through Nyte’s open pack.

“I’ve got some dried shepshep if you’re
interested?” offered Darch.

“Revolting!”

With one arm tossed carelessly over his
head, Ardette stuck his hand beneath his shirt and rubbed his
abdomen. “How I enjoy a woman that knows what she wants.”

Blushing, I quickly pulled my eyes away,
instead settling them on an uninteresting clump of lint in the
corner.

“Re-volt-ing,” said Rend again. “On second
thought, I do not feel hunger any longer.”

Ardette beamed, openly proud of himself.

“Pardon me, Ardette, but shall we begin the
retrieval soon? I’m sure the Pure Heart is anxious to get
going?”

Scardo was right. I was anxious. I was
anxious to know what Nyte knew. I was anxious to find out what had
happened on that night. The image of the alluring hand reaching
through the darkness had been again flashing in my head off and on
all throughout the Nalla. But I’d had enough. It was time to find
out. To be rescued from the oblivion-lined corners of my memory –
of Nyte’s memory. It was time.

But Ardette had other plans.

“Sorry to disappoint, oh favored one, but
how, might I ask, do you expect me to retrieve a half-decade or
more’s worth of memories without even an hour of rest? When was the
last time we slept? I’ve yet to fully recover from that bit of
sorcery back at the tomb, mind you.”

His words made me realize just how tired I
also was.

“Call the Elf back in here. Rested minds are
far easier to traverse.” He shuddered. “Still not looking forward
to crawling around in the depths of that sardonic head.”

Hmph. If anyone’s sardonic, it’s you.

“You too, my cherry pit. Sleep. There’s
plenty of room over here next to me.” Ardette patted the blanket
next to him.

“Not a chance.”

“I’ll take it!” Darch thumped down where
Ardette had patted.

“Yippee,” droned Ardette, not at all
enthused. He looked back at Scardo. “I trust you’ll guard the andap
while I’m recouping?”

“Yes! Certainly. When would you like me to
wake you?”

But Ardette was already out, his face more
peaceful than I’d ever seen it.

 


~

 


“You’re not a Sape! You’re-”

“I will teach you a mist splice song,
Aura Rosh.”

“Mist splice?”

I was in the meadow. On the edge of the
woods. Illuma was beside me, reaching for a hand with long, slender
fingers. She was beautiful – her usually-violet hair indigo, kissed
by the moon’s light.

“Yes. I will teach you, but do not tell
anyone.” I could hear the voice more clearly this time. It was
male, and it was coming from the direction of the alluring
hand.

“Um, I’m not sure. I usually don’t break
the rules, and I’ll get in trouble if Miss Danice finds
out.”

“She will not.”

“Alright. I trust you.”

“Good. We need to hurry. You must learn
it before Ged’ra gets back.”

“Do I get to learn it too?” asked
Illuma.

“No. We have other plans for
you.”

 


“Huh!” Startled, as I nearly always was when
I awoke, I hurled myself up and smacked into Grotts' leg. “Ungh.” I
groaned.

“Aura?” whispered Grotts. “Ya all
right?”

“How long was I out?”

I felt no less tired than when I’d gone to
sleep.

“Just shy of an hour.”

“That’s it? Dang.”

“Go back to sleep. Scardo and I are keepin’
watch, so ya don’t have ta worry ‘bout anything.”

I looked around. Nyte, Rend and Kantú had
joined in the doze. Nyte and I were separated by two bodies, but I
was still aware of him there. I could even feel a small trail of
warm energy slipping slyly through the air and drifting into my
space.

He’s vulnerable.

Gah! I shook the thought away.

“Aura?” Grotts prodded. “What’re ya
doin’?”

My hand had been reaching for the trail of
warmth that temptingly passed over my face. I pulled it back into
myself and sat up.

“Grotts, who’s Ged’ra?”

“Ged’ra?” Grotts sounded a little surprised.
“Where’d ya hear that name?”

I tapped my temple. There was most certainly
a troubled furrow to Grotts’ busy brows, but it was unreadable in
the dark.

“I see,” he said. “Well, ‘e’s the no good
officer that let down the barrier and nearly got ya killed.”

“Oh! Really? Why’d he do it?”

“Who knows. Probably let the allure ‘o
mekanix get to him. We never were able ta question him.”

“Why’s that?”

“Pietri disposed ‘o him before we got the
chance.”

“Pietri did?”

“Yup. After releasin’ the seal, Ged’ra went
into hidin’. Luckily Pietri found him as he was crossin’ through
the Elven Kingdom. Pietri tried ta take ‘im alive, but . . . well .
. .”

“Wow.”

“Maybe yer boyfriend’ll be able ta tell us
more.”

My face grew hot. “Grotts . . .”

“Heh.” He shot me a grin. “Don’t worry ‘bout
it. It’s good that ya’ve found each other. I’ve had my doubts ‘n
all, but he’s all right.” He winked and added, “Ardette’ll survive,
I’m sure.”

I suddenly became aware of him, too. We were
separated by four bodies, but I felt it when he rolled over.

“Grotts, what’s ‘Darch’s story’?”

Grotts took a moment to answer.

“Naw. Can’t tell ya that. That’s not my
business. It’d be better if ya never heard that one, to tell ya the
truth. It’d only complicate things.”

“Complicate? Oh.”

We were silent. The off-rhythm breathing of
five sound sleepers filled the small hut. After a moment Grotts
said,

“Nuff jibbering. Don’t mean ta sound like a
dad, but ya really should git back ta bed, Miss Aura.”

Back to bed. My eyelids grew laden
with heaviness.

I sighed. “Oh, alright. See you on the other
side.”

 


~

 


“Are you well fed?” asked Darch, pacing the
floor. He’d already given Ardette some of himself along with a
rather large dose of andap.

“I think I’d feel better if I had a small
drink of cherry pit.” Ardette grabbed a handful of my hair and bit
his lip.

“Gross,” I said. “You sound like a
vampire.”

Actually, he sounds a lot like me.

Nyte gave Ardette a glower. “You have had
enough, gluttonous Daem.”

“Enough, have I? Fine, let’s just see what
happens if I run out of juice whilst inside of your brain. I’d hate
to render you paralyzed. What a shame that would be.”

“Let us get this over with already!” said
Rend. “This excursion has gone on long enough!”

“I’d settle for a drink of you too, my dear
Rend.”

“How DARE you!”

Nyte pulled her shaking, circled hands
down.

“Cousin, please wait outside,” he said.

“But-”

“We require someone to guard, do we
not?”

“Yes, let’s clear out some of you.” Ardette
made a small dismissing motion with lazy hands. “It’s a bit cramped
in here.”

If it’s so ‘cramped’, then why are you
standing so close to me?

“I’ll go with ya, Rend,” offered Grotts.

“No,” said Darch. “You should stay. You know
more about the events back then than I do. I’ll go with her.”

But Rend didn’t seem to like the idea at
all.

“You cannot even fight!”

In the end, Scardo ended up taking guard
with Rend. He’d happily accepted the task once I ordered it upon
him. Darch joined them, saying that he’d offer his company even if
he couldn’t offer a blade. Ardette was glad to get rid of him even
if Rend was incredibly annoyed by his joyous small talk. Even with
the three of them gone, the small room was still cramped, holding
the bodies of Grotts, Ardette, Nyte, Kantú, me, and one other – one
avian in nature.

The previous night, when the Spirit of
In-between had met with Kantú, it’d insisted on being present for
the memory retrieval. She’d declined, still bitter at him, but when
he’d threatened to intrude into her body anyway, she’d reluctantly
agreed. This coercion didn’t help to end their feud. The bird now
sat in the corner, looking sour and wise, its gleaming feathers no
less shiny in the sunless room. It made me uneasy to have it there,
staring, but at least the view was blocked by Grotts and Kantú, who
were conversing softly just before it.

“What should I do?” asked Nyte.

“Just sit,” ordered Ardette. “There’s not
much you can do, is there? Just sit and prepare to welcome
the memories of all of those pleasant things you did.”

Ardette didn’t notice, but Nyte
flinched.

“Can I stay near him?” I asked.

“Do whatever you want. Why should I
care?”

“Ardette . . .” At first I said it as a
tired reprimand, but then I realized, “Be careful, okay?”

“Worried are you? How charming.”

“Alright, Nyte,” I said, “ready?”

“No.” Nyte grinned. “But wait for me
regardless, Miss Hav-”

But with a sadistic smile, Ardette punched
Nyte in the face, knocking him out before he could get the words
out.

Kantú and I yelled at the same time:

“Nytie!”

“Nyte! Ardette, what the hell-”

“Relax!” spat Ardette. “And if you’re going
to get in the way, you two can leave too!”

“Watch yer tone!” growled Grotts.

“Just be quiet, all of you. Let me
concentrate.”

Ardette’s words were a pant, and I realized
then that his shadowed hand was inside of Nyte’s skull. He hadn’t
really punched Nyte; he’d punched through him, and while the
force behind the motion had been unnecessary – and entirely
pigheaded – in the end it’d been to help us out. Ardette had
nothing to personally gain from the memory-retrieval venture, yet
he was cooperating . . . sort of.

I’d play by his rules, just this once.

“Sorry,” I muttered.

Ardette closed his eyes. He was silent, save
the sound of his breathing, which was winded and shallow, like that
of a wheezy old man.

“Let me know when you need more andap, all
right?” I said. The basin was at my side.

He didn’t respond.

I looked over my shoulder at Grotts, who was
now joining in the forbidden act of consuming jerky with Kantú. The
pair of them had most likely stashed the taboo item away until a
time free from Elven onlookers. At my inquiring glance, the gruff
man shook his head.

“What the?” A sudden interjection from
Ardette made me swivel my head back around. “HYUNGH!”

“Ardette?! What is it?”

“Some – something’s – eyugh!”

Ardette’s lids flew open, and this time his
eyes were black – they were completely black and without
irises, seeming like endless pools of shadow upon the canvas of his
white face. He let out a heave.

“Ardette?”

“What’s wrong with him?” squeaked Kantú. She
then angrily shifted her focus. “And what’re you so happy about,
stupid bird?”

“It’s happy?!” I asked.

Indeed, the bird had a smug look on its
face. It was slightly terrifying.

“How dare you laugh, you stupid, feathered .
. .” Kantú erupted into an angry chittering mess.

Grotts was now on his feet. “Ardette, pull
outta there, why don’t ya?”

“No! I – am – close!” he huffed.

No sooner had the words escaped Ardette’s
mouth than Nyte slumped limply forward.

“Hold – him – up!” Ardette yelled at me. At
the same time, he grabbed my palm and forced it onto his right
horn, taking a small drink that brightened his eyes and lessened
his pant just a bit.

“But-”

“I won’t let him feed you,” he said with new
vigor, throwing my hand back to me, “just grab him!”

“Ardette, here, let me-” Grotts reached out
in my stead.

“No! You hold me up. There’s
something wrong!”

Grotts hurried to grab Ardette’s shoulders,
which had just started to wilt. Fearing warmth, but having no time
for reservations, I grabbed Nyte’s shoulders and pushed him against
the wall, propping him into place.

“What should I do?!” came Kantú’s fevered
cry. She’d broken her angry rant long enough to see that we’d hit a
snag.

“Just take care o’ yer bird troubles-”

“No!” shot Ardette. “Feed me!”

“Feed-” She eyed the bowl at my side. “That
stuff? Eeew!”

“Just do it!” I ordered.

“O-okay!” She jumped up, but the Spirit of
In-between was before her in one flap, blocking her from the rest
of us.

“Get outta the way! What’s your
problem?!”

Ardette squeezed his eyes shut, let out
another grunt, and convulsed.

“Here!” Grotts transferred Ardette’s weight
into one hand, grabbed the basin with his other, and brought it to
Ardette’s lips.

Ardette took a huge gulp, but the act only
resulted in a series of coughs and sputters.

“What should we do, Grotts?!”

“Just hold Nyte! Ardette pull outta there,
NOW!”

“I can’t, dammit! It’s a trap in here!
Someone’s set us up!”

Ardette opened his eyes and they were a
mystic, glowing blue.

I knew that blue. It was the same blue as
the hammer’s enchanted crescents. It was the same blue as the
Silver Command’s demise. It was the unmistakable blue of Elder
Pietri’s power.

 



Chapter 14: The Elder

 


I wasn’t the only one to recognize it.

“Pietri?!” said Grotts, confused and
disbelieving.

“Damn – right!” huffed Ardette. His eyes
were still glowing.

What does it mean!?

Grotts slammed the bowl of andap down.
“Kantú, go and get Darch and Scardo! We need their help!”

“Alright!” She scurried to the door, but the
bird again blocked her path. “Ugh! Go AWAY!” she yelled.

“Listen, birdie, I don’t know what ya’ve got
ta do with this – what sorta officer-cahoots ya’ve got goin’ on –
but let ‘er pass! Whatever it is, Ardette an’ Nyte don’t deserve ta
die fer it!”

“Die?!” I cried.

This is that severe?! This trap might kill
them?!

His words apparently touched the Spirit of
In-between too, for the bird moved aside with a screech and a
flap.

Kantú shot it a dirty look before bolting
out of the door. The bird followed.

A few seconds later and Darch and Scardo had
taken their places.

“Oh my!” Scardo let out a gasp. “But that
blue, that’s-”

Darch’s eyes grew wide. “It doesn’t make any
sense!”

“Trap!” sputtered Ardette. “Enchanted – ugh
– inside!”

Darch sprang forward. His pinky was on
Ardette’s forehead in a dash, circling. “Ardette, stay with me.
Listen, this is very important. You need to get out of him.”

“I ca-”

“If you pass out while inside, you’ll
solidify, and then he’ll-”

“No!” I cried. Nyte’s head fell forward.

“Hear that, Ardette? You have to! Do it for
her!” Darch turned to me. “Sing – oh, I don’t know –
something!”

“Something?! Like what?!”

“Something calming! I’m going to try to
force him away from the enchantment!”

Sing. It was all I could do, so I did it. I
sang the first Song of Old that popped into my head. Thank Creator
it wasn’t an ariando. I’d need my strength very soon.

 


“Heaven’s weep and angels’ sleep,

Casting the Orella Mountain.

After lies and ashened skies,

Seeking to find youth’s fountain.

Abounding in priceless,

Scouting for cypress,

Ne’er sayeth the truth.

Heaven’s weak and angels’ keep,

Casting the Orella Mountain.

After wyse and ashened cries,

Seeking to find sprite’s fountain.

Abounding in priceless,

Scouting for cypress,

Ne’er sayeth the truth.

And after ciel, there’s naught to heal,

Ne’er sayeth the truth.”

 


“Drink this.” Scardo was in the middle of
force-feeding Ardette andap when I finished.

The energy in the room had died down
significantly. Ardette’s eyes were dark red and unfocused, and
every so often, they’d spark blue with tiny lightning-like
bolts.

Darch was still circling his pinky.

“Good job, Ardetto. Keep backing away from
the wall.”

“Don’t . . . call . . . mmm . . . me . . .
toes.”

“He’s severely drunk right now,” said Darch,
“so don’t get too close. Knowing him, it’s hard to say what he
might try.”

“But Darch, that jus’ might work!” offered
Grotts.

Darch wrinkled his brow. “What might
work?”

“Think of a raccoon in a jar trap. If ya put
somethin’ shiny in a jar, the raccoon’ll reach in and grab it, and
it won’t let go fer nothin’, right? Well, what if there’s something
even shinier outside ‘o the jar, what do ya think the raccoon’ll do
then?”

Scardo turned white.

“Pardon me? Surely you aren’t suggesting
offering up the Pure Heart as bait! I will not allow-”

“Yes,” I said. “Let’s try.”

Scardo let out a disapproving croak. “But,
Miss Heart, that lecher will surely try to defile you if given the
chance!”

Grotts rolled his eyes. “Aw come on, Scardo,
have a little faith in the guy.”

“Darch?” Scardo looked to him for
assistance.

“What can I say, friend? It might work.”

Scardo turned away, sulking.

“But what should I do about Nyte?” I was
still supporting his weight, keeping him from fully folding over.
“Scardo, would you?”

“Fine.” Never had he seemed so cross at me
since the time I’d forced him to spare Nyte using the rose of
debt.

“Thank you.”

Suspiring loudly, he slithered over and took
Nyte’s weight from me.

Ardette’s hand was still in the Nyte’s head,
and I shuddered to think about how dangerous it was that the fate
of my Elf’s well-being rested in an intoxicated and uncontrollable
Ardette’s hands.

Please, Ardette, be careful. Please,
Creator, protect them both.

I fell onto my hands and knees and looked
into Ardette’s eyes just as a flash of blue lit them up. “What
should I do?”

“Ya gotta get his hand out, right? So- er” –
Grotts’ looked away, embarrassed – “ask him ta touch ya maybe?”

“Touch?” Oh Creator!

Darch nodded. Scardo let out a choking
noise.

“Um, Ardette?” I said, drawing from every
ounce of strength I had. “Can you do me a favor?”

“A . . . flavor? My favorite is cherry.”

“No, a favor. See, I’ve got a sliver
on my . . .”

I looked down at myself for a safe place in
which an imaginary sliver could be inspected.

“Back,” offered Darch.

“Yes, my back – wait, back?!” No, not
there!

Darch beamed. “Something shiny enough,
remember?”

“Ugh. Fine. I have a sliver on my back.
Think you could take a look at it for me, Ardette?”

Ardette chuckled. “My, my . . . my, my, my,
my.”

“Please, Ardette, it really hurts.”

“What about your self . . .” – he tittered –
“your Elf.”

“Oh, him? Naw, he’s not good at finding
slivers.”

“Playing . . . ing coy, are yo . . . you, ma
pit?”

“Yes, you know me so well. Coy is
kind of my thing.”

Ardette’s eyes drifted shut, and his head
fell forward. Nyte’s body tensed, and my heart sank.

Please don’t pass out!

“No! Ardetto, stay with me! Listen to Aura.
She’s in trouble!”

“Ardette! I need you! Please! HELP!”

Ardette’s eyes opened, but they were still
flashing blue, so I impulsively lifted the back of my shirt and
pointed.

“Here!”

Ardette looked at it and let out a deep,
shaking exhale. His flashing eyes were transfixed on my skin,
eyeing me up and down, and after a moment, he slowly lifted his
left hand and placed it against the skin of the small of my back.
He ran his finger along the bumps of my spine and I shivered.

“You’ll need to use your other hand too if
you want to get it out,” coaxed Scardo. He’d finally agreed to play
along.

“Stuck.”

“Nope,” said Darch. “I’ve drawn you back far
enough from the trap. You just have to pull really hard now.”

“But be careful,” I said, my voice
urging.

One of Ardette’s hands was on my back. He’d
gone from running my vertebrae to holding my side in his palm and
rubbing the muscle at the side of my spine with his thumb.

“Come on, Ardette!” I grabbed his right
wrist and squeezed.

“My . . . my . . . UNGH!”

“OW!” Darch winced as his pinky turned blue
for just a moment.

“What!?” cried Grotts. “It transferred to
ya?!”

“Hurry up, Ardetto!”

“I . . . HYUNG . . . can’t!”

“You have to!” I cried.

“I can’t!”

But with one more tremendous grunt, he
pulled his arm back, and a shadowy version of his hand escaped from
Nyte’s head. Both of them fell over into a slumping pile on top of
me.

I let my arms fall around the two men I
cared for the most.

Together, we’d narrowly escaped the
trap.

 


~

 


“Preposterous!” said Rend, slamming her hand
against the wall behind Ardette’s head. “You think Elder Pietri
placed a lock on Nyte’s memory? Pray tell, why would he do such a
thing?!”

“The officers are all the same. As I’ve told
you before, they get a kind of psychotic pleasure from messing with
us. Is this not proof enough for you? Look at my fingertips!”

He flung them in her raging face. They’d
been stained blue.

“How DARE you disrespect his
Excellency!”

“Yes, Ardette,” said Scardo, “we still don’t
know why the memory enchantment was placed. There must be a
viable reason for-”

“Don’t you ever quit? Had you seen the way
that bird was mocking us, I avow you’d think differently.”

Ardette’s vitality was back at full force.
It was amazing what a little andap and a few seconds of spirit
transference could do. Nyte, on the other hand, was still out and
breathing rather heavily.

“Mocking you? Don’t you think that’s a
little paranoid?”

“No, Scardo,” I interjected, “it definitely
was.”

“Oh! Then I suppose . . . but how peculiar .
. . .”

With that, Scardo settled into the corner
and tried to work through the situation. In his hand he held his
bowstring, which had been singed in the latest dargon attack, and
halfheartedly busied himself with replacing it.

Meanwhile, the bird in question had once
again stormed off into unreachable skies. Kantú claimed to have
disowned it entirely, but nevertheless, she was outside with Grotts
‘keeping watch’ – which was most certainly only a cover-up,
enabling her to secretly search the late noon’s horizon for the
spirit’s return.

Ardette was leaning against the wall with
his elbow resting on Darch’s shoulder.

“Well, my pit, on to you then, I
suppose?”

“On to . . . ?” He can’t mean- “You
want to do it this soon?! But you haven’t even had time to
recover!”

“Oh, an abundance of time, have we?”

“Well that’s true, but Ardette, are you
sure?”

“Positive. I can’t wait to get back inside
of you.”

To prove his point, he snapped in front of
his face, turning his blue fingertips into shadow.

I gave him a suspicious look-over. True, he
seemed okay, but I wouldn’t allow it without a second opinion.

“Darch?” I asked, turning to the
‘expert’.

“Don’t worry about him. He’s fine as far as
I can tell – and I can tell. Unless you have some sort of
trap hiding inside of you too?”

“Not that I know of.”

“Well, that’s just great! Besides, it’s best
to do it while the andap is fresh. Once it’s gone sour, well . .
.”

“So that settles it?” Ardette raised a
brow.

It was fine, I guessed, but I had hoped that
Nyte would be with me during the process. I trusted Ardette, and I
wasn’t really scared to be left in his hands or anything – it was
just . . . I wanted Nyte’s face to be the first thing I saw after
having that fog lifted. I wanted us to share a newfound clarity.
But that part of the plan had already been disrupted, hadn’t it?
When Nyte’s memories hadn’t been retrieved. What was Pietri up to
anyway? I didn’t know enough about him to have any sort of theory,
but he’d been so helpful the time I had met him, that it was
hard to believe he’d bear any ill will. It was just . . .
confusing.

Ardette cleared his throat. “A mess in there
again, are you? It won’t do any good to stall, mind you. So,” – he
outstretched his hand in my direction – “may I?”

Guess it can’t be helped. It’s not like we
have time to spare. Illuma’s waiting, after all.

“Rend, you’ll watch over Nyte, won’t
you?”

She said nothing, her only response in the
form of a very stuck-up nod.

Scardo looked up from his deep-in-thought
bow-stringing long enough to plead, “Ardette, do be careful with
her. Remember who it is you’re dealing with. How fragile she
is.”

“Good thing you’ve warned me. I was going to
treat her forcibly until you spoke up.”

Rend sniggered.

Ardette shot her a small, barely-noticeable
look of surprise before turning his attention back to me. “Come
here, my cherry pit.”

I obeyed.

“This time, I think it’d be best if you’d
lie here.”

“In Darch’s lap?”

He nodded. “That way no one need stabilize
you should things get complicated again.”

Scardo’s bow-limbs made a sickly creaking
noise. It was apparent that Ardette’s comment hadn’t fared well
with him.

“Alright,” I said.

I laid my head into the folds of cloak and
blanket that had been prepared for me in Darch’s lap. It felt
almost like a real pillow . . . but not quite. However, since it
had last been at Kugar’s inn that I’d had the luxury of using a
pillow, it felt like heaven beneath my head.

Darch’s lap was, at any rate, a more
comfortable option than using Ardette’s. At least Darch wouldn’t be
getting any sort of ‘lecherous ideas’ from it.

“Do you want me to subdue her, or are you
just going to plunge right in like you did with that kid?”

“I don’t need you,” was Ardette’s harsh
reply.

Darch showed no offense at the blatant
rudeness and started to hum softly.

Like he did with Nyte? I squeezed my
eyes shut in anticipation for the moment of impact.

But while he might not have chosen to use
any Magir assistance, Ardette’s method for entering me was far
different than it had been with Nyte . . . and thankfully so. In a
much gentler fashion, holding the back of my neck in his hand, he
lightly pressed his fingers against my temple. They sank into my
skin in a hazy fog.

I closed my eyes and let that haziness take
over.

Hm-hmm hm hm-hmmm.

That was the sound of Darch’s humming.

Hm-hmmm hm hm . . .

But then it faded . . .

And I was left . . .

In a soundless space.

A blank canvas.

The air around me was thick with cloud – a
swirling cloud that tingled while it churned.

And then I was in the meadow – or rather,
the memory of the meadow. The night sky was clear. The grass was
long. The air was hot. But I could tell it wasn’t really the
meadow because everything had a sort of artificialness to it. The
air didn’t even smell like cherry blossom.

And there was something else. While first
traversing the memory, I realized that the edges of the world
wouldn’t form until my eyes fell directly upon them. When I turned
my head too quickly to either side, all I’d see was darkness, and
there were even some distant edges of view that would never come
into focus. To combat the phenomenon, I kept my movements slow and
controlled. That was the best way to go about the shadowy
surroundings without becoming nauseous.

“Illuma, come quickly!” My mouth
moved on its own.

Illuma? In this space of shadowy illusion,
would I finally get to see her again? I looked behind me, but there
I found only darkness. Where was she? I missed my sister so deeply,
yet I could feel the memory version of her so near to me. I wanted
to call out to her again, but my mouth refused to form the words.
It appeared I wasn’t allowed to stray from the script of memory. It
was a strange feeling. A feeling without time – of mortality, or an
awareness of it.

“Is he already here?”

That was Illuma’s voice. When she spoke her
words were without echo.

“I can’t wait to meet him!” she said. But
then her attitude changed drastically. “But I bet he’s not as great
as you’ve made him out to be.” She must’ve just remembered our
earlier feud when I’d refused to pay attention to her paranoid talk
of ‘peepers’ and ‘goons’.

“Are you really still mad?” I asked. “I
told you, I was hot. That’s why I wasn’t listening to you. I’m
sorry; I was under the spell of the meadow.”

“But you believe me now?”

“Yes. Of course. I mean, if he’s been watching me, who’s to say others haven’t
been watching you too?”

“Alright. I forgive you, then.”

With that, the memory paused around me.
Something inside of me was keeping it locked in place. Those words.
Those words I’d just remembered. Those were the words I’d always
hoped for but never thought I’d get.

I

forgive

you.

Before she’d disappeared, my sister had
forgiven me. That hot day in the meadow hadn’t been our last
encounter; we’d seen each other again, and we hadn’t ended on a bad
note. She forgave me, and things were all right between us. I
wanted to feel overwhelming, bittersweet relief, an abolition of
guilt, but it seemed that emotions weren’t allowed to stray from
the script either.

“Now,” she said, “let’s go find your
friend. This ‘mysterious boy’ of yours.”

“Good! Just wait. He’s not like anyone in
the village. He’s . . . different.”

“Different?”

“You’ll see what I mean.”

I followed my own footsteps of memory to the
edge of the meadow. Where the air should have carried the scent of
fragrant bloom and dark wood, it smelled only like shadow. It
didn’t feel right.

At the forest’s border, Illuma was both
impatient and excited. “Well, where is he?”

“He’s here,” I said. “I can feel
him.”

“What do you mean ‘feel’?”

“I don’t know; I just can.”

It was true. I could feel him. I was just a decade-old girl, unable
to fully grasp the concepts of love and destiny, but I could feel a
connection, a pulling, a longing.

I waited patiently, letting the cloudy air
continue to swirl around me. I knew that if I only waited, he’d
show himself. Illuma let out an impatient groan, and I worried that
she’d give up and leave, but then he, the ‘mysterious boy’, stepped
out of the wood. He’d come! But . . . I couldn’t see him properly.
His face was shadow. A blurry mess of darkness.

“I have been waiting to meet you, Illuma
Rosh,” said the boy.

He reached out a hand – a lovely and
alluring hand with long, slender fingers.

“You’re not a Sape!” gasped Illuma,
“You’re-”

“I will teach you a mist splice song,
Aura Rosh,” interrupted a second voice in the darkness.

Illuma gasped again. There were now two
faceless, shadowed people.

“Who are you?” I asked, surprised at the
new person’s arrival. I hadn’t been expecting another one of
them.

“He is a friend,” assured the boy. “Let
him teach you the mist splice. Do it for me.”

“Mist splice?”

“Yes,” said the second voice, “I will
teach you, but do not tell anyone.”

“Um, I’m not sure. I usually don’t break
the rules, and I’ll get in trouble if Miss Danice finds
out.”

“She will not,” said the boy.

His words offered immediate comfort. Another
unidentifiable pulling urged me to listen to him.

“Alright,” I said, giving a small nod, “I
trust you.

Illuma shot me a dark glance. “You trust
him? Aura, do you think that’s wise? They could be thugs!”

“No, Illuma, you’ll understand if you . .
. er . . . touch him.”

“T-touch?! What are you saying?”

“Just do it. Just take his hand, and
you’ll understand.”

Illuma’s cheeks grew faint pink. “Fine.” She
moved beside me and lightly placed her hand in his. “Ha!” she let
out a third gasp. “What’s that?”

“I know,” I said. “He feels different,
doesn’t he?”

“Yeah! Alright. He seems okay.” She
didn’t remove her hand.

“Good,” said the second voice. “We need
to hurry. Aura must learn it before Ged’ra gets back.”

“Do I get to learn it too?” asked
Illuma.

“No,” said the boy, “we have other plans
for you.” With that, he gave her wrist an aggressive tug, pulling
her out of the meadow and into the dark woods. For some reason,
when she stepped through, the ground separating Farellah from the
outside forest glowed bright green.

“Illuma! W-wait! What are you going to do
with her?!”

“Shhh,” said the boy. “Trust me.”

From the corners of the world, came a
strange and startling sound. It was a loud grunt of concentration.
It was . . .

Ardette?

“I’m trying, but I can’t get it to clear!”
His voice did hold an echo, unlike the rest of us within the
meadow.

What’s Ardette doing here?

“Dammit, Darch, she’s slipping out of the
memory!”

Darch? Oh, right. This is a memory.

The shadowed people before me were growing
even more shadowed, even more hazy and unrecognizable. If only I
could make them out . . . but the meadow, too, was drifting
away.

There was another loud grunt from the
outside world.

“The things I do for you, my cherry pit!
You’d better be appreciative when this is over! UNGH!”

With that, the meadow came zooming back into
full view, much clearer than it had been before. Illuma was
standing on the other side of the sizzling green boarder, holding
the hands of a boy with green hair. No, it was an Elf with
green hair. A cute, impish Elf with a mischievous smirk upon his
bronze face. Around his neck was a pendant – a green-black stone
held upon a woven rope.

Even with the constrictions of memory’s
emotion, my heart fell in my chest.

There was no way, but still it was so.
Holding onto my sister’s hand, luring her beyond the protective
barrier around Farellah was . . .

NYTE?!

But just like that, the surprise and shock
of it melted away and I was once again lost in the confines of
memory.

“Illuma! W-wait! What are you going to do
with her?!”

“Shhh,” said the boy. “Trust me.”

“But, I want to go with you too!”

“No, you cannot. You must stay, but
someday I will return for you.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I am your emulator. I have been
chosen just for you. Since the first time we touched, I have loved
you and you have loved me, and we will continue to do so until the
end. That is how things must be.”

He sounded sad. It hadn’t been there before,
but a new and apparent sadness was forming in the deepest parts of
his green eyes.

“The end?” I asked.

“That is enough, Nyte. You must take
Illuma to Druelca now.” The second voice was still there, but its
owner was shrouded from view by a large oak.

“No!” I cried. “You can’t just take her
away from-”

“Stop it, sister,” commanded
Illuma.

“Huh?”

I turned to study her for explanation, but
my sister’s face had turned unnervingly blank.

“I said, stop it. I’m going with him. I’m
leaving this place.”

“What? Illuma? What’s wrong
with-”

“Can’t you hear the eastern moon? It’s
pushing me, instructing me to follow him. Please don’t try to stop
me. I have to go.”

“It’s no use,” said the second voice. “It
has begun. She has also made contact with the emulator, and things
are now in motion.”

“What do you mean-”

“Trust me,” said Nyte again.

The interjection calmed all of my
inhibitions.

“Go, Nyte, and do not resist them this
time. It will work in your favor if you let them control you. I
will come back for you in a few years. That is an order.”

“Yes, Elder.” Nyte’s green hair was now
lit with silver moonshine. He was so daring and charming . . . The
little time I’d spent with him hadn’t been enough. It wasn’t fair!
I wanted to change places with Illuma. I wanted to be the one
holding his hand. I wanted to . . .

He turned to me, smiled sadly, and tipped
his head. “Until we meet again, my Heart, I will wait for you.”

“Wait!”

It was all happening so quickly that I
couldn’t grasp it, and before I had a chance to say goodbye, Nyte
and Illuma were gone.

I was left with the second voice and
loneliness in my chest.

“Now then,” he said, “shall we
begin?”

Skipping limberly across the green line, the
second person finally revealed himself.

“My name,” he said, “is Nit’suj Pietri.
It is a pleasure to meet you, Aura Telmacha Rosh.”

 



Chapter 15: The Truth

 


“Sword-like edge of matter deep,

Abound in me the mist to seep.

Splitting towers, cutting stone,

Shatter breaks of marrow bone.”

 


I finished reciting the words. “Was that
right?” I asked.

“Yes, you have learned well,” said
Nit’suj.

“But when will I need to use that sort of
thing?”

“In a half-decade, when the moment is
right, the song you just sang will resonate and open the path for a
vessel to find you. I have inscribed it upon the cherry
trees.”

“A vessel?”

“Yes. She has already been chosen. Wait
for her. Her name is Kan-”

A distant rustling in the woods made the
wizened Elf stiffen.

“Now then,” he said, “the time has
come.”

“Time? For what?”

But we were interrupted by the thudding of
footsteps – a gang of running men, plowing through the forest
brush. Nit’suj Pietri put up his hood and then reached out and
tapped my forehead. My eyes were flooded with a mystic blue
light

And then . . .

I couldn’t remember what had just
happened.

Who had I been talking to? I thought I’d
been talking to someone, but there was no one around. And why was I
in the meadow in my pajamas?

“There she is! Strike her down!”

A woman’s voice cut through the night air.
It was quickly followed by the form of a hooded person in an onyx
cloak.

“Who are you?!” I was confused and
disoriented, and for some reason, my eyes kept flashing
blue.

“Brucks! Alena!” called the woman.
“What’s taking you so long? I found her!”

Following the woman’s order, two men jumped
into the clearing, both also wearing onyx cloaks. One of them threw
a fist at me, making contact with my stomach in a full-forced
punch. I fell backward onto the ground.

The other of them took out a small
dagger.

“We’ll kill you now, Heart that seeks to
keep us from our rightful power!” he said.

“Kill?!” I was confused and filled with
dread and struggling to recover from having the wind knocked out of
me.

“We’ll kill you now and put an end to the
prophecy!” spat the woman. “If you never reach maturity, you’ll
never be able to release that stupid song!” She kicked me in the
side of the ribs.

Somehow, the blueness numbed the pain, but
it was still hard to breathe.

I rolled over. “Why?”

“Shut up! Alena, your knife!”

Alena threw back his head in a malicious
cackle. The woman kicked me again and then leaped on top of me in a
restraining straddle. Alena’s dagger was small and sharp and it
wasn’t long before it was piercing my arm. I closed my eyes. I
wanted to wiggle away, but my body was heavy and blue.

“What despicable people you are that you
would try to harm a child! Move your weapon from that girl right
now!”

I snapped my eyes open.

Running across the meadow from the dirt path
that led to the town square was Marbeck Berfield, the mayor’s
mother. She’d always been so weak and wrinkled, but she was now
sprinting like an athlete with a fearsome look upon her sagging
face.

“Parnold! She’s here!”

The town blacksmith came bolting into view
behind her, wielding the thickest sword I’d ever seen. With three
bursts of speed, he slashed at the woman, Alena, and Brucks one
after the other, making precise and hard-hitting contact. Still on
the ground gasping, I winced, awaiting the gruesome death that
should have followed such an impact, but blood didn’t splatter.
Instead, the three attackers dissolved into puffs of black smoke.
Parnold dashed to the other end of the meadow, ravenous for
more.

“Aura!” Marbeck was over me. “Aura! Don’t
move. Can you breathe, dear?”

“W-what were they?!” Shaking, I heaved
the words out.

“Shhh! Keep still, child!”

“What’s going-”

“Yes’lech has been betrayed!” An old man
came pummeling through the forest barrier.

For a moment, it felt like I’d seen him
before, but then I realized that there was something different
about him – something that I would have surely remembered,
had we met. It was most peculiar, but it was
unmistakable. He wasn’t like the rest of the villagers. His ears
were pointed and his hair was green. It took me a moment, but then
I realized. He was an . . .

ELF?!

I struggled to breathe while struggling with
the concept of a real Elf roaming my meadow.

“Elder Pietri?” said Marbeck, looking up
in hasty surprise. “I’m glad you’re here, but why are you?”

The wizened one known as Elder Pietri was at
my side in a flash. “Ged’ra released the barrier and let the Daems
of Druelca in!”

“What?” Marbeck’s eyes were filled with
disbelief. “What are you saying?!”

“I disposed of a handful of them out in
the wood, and the ones that I managed to subdue before disposal
reported that Ged’ra was the one that let them in!”

“But why would he? Ged’ra’s a good
man!”

“I do not know! Perhaps Druelca got to
him?”

“It is as we feared, Pietri!” said
Parnold, running back to us from his scouting of the area. “Illuma
was also taken, so that means that the Roshes truly are the
siblings from the prophecy!”

“Illuma was taken?!” The old man
immediately became filled with panic. “We must upgrade the barrier
at once! All of the officers will need to reinforce it this time,
for this child truly is the Heart of Salvation!”

“Aura? Aura?!” Marbeck’s voice was
fading. “She’s losing consciousness!”

“Marbeck, tell that Daem boy to fetch
Danice,” ordered Parnold. “Before she goes dark, we need to have
her memories suppressed; it’s not the right time for her to
understand yet!”

 


“Run!” yelled Rend.

All at once, in startling immediacy, I was
ripped from the memory. I was in Rend’s broad arms and she was
running full-speed for the small shack’s door.

“Get out!” yelled Darch in a similar frenzy.
“They’re swarming the place!”

“That’s what they meant by dargon’s comin’
when the shade grows long?” growled Grotts. “What is this
place?”

“I fear it’s a sacrificial spot for dargon
worshipers!” cried Scardo, flinging arrows with untamed speed.

I wildly looked around and tried to figure
out what was going on.

We were now running away from the small
shack. Behind us was a swarm of much-larger-than-normal-dargons in
close pursuit. It was nearly nighttime, but the sky was lit with
flaming balls of dargon spit.

Ardette was slung over Grotts’ shoulder, his
face gaunt, and his body limp.

Oh no! With this attack, he hasn’t even had
time to recover!

Darch was running ahead of Scardo being, to
some extent, sheltered by his taller frame and rapid arrow
deflections. Rend was running like a madwoman, clinging to me like
I was some piece of expensive cargo on the transport fleeing from
bandits or some other group of ruffians.

“Have you a tight hold on her, Rend?”

The question came from behind. I looked
back, and there was Nyte, catching up to us with Kantú nestled in
his arms like a scared baby animal.

It’s him! N-n-no!

Upon seeing my beloved Elf, some unknown
emotion, maybe terror or something close to it, started to seep
into the pit of my stomach.

“Aura!” he called. “Are you injured? That
Daem was making an abhorrent racket, and I did not know what strain
he was putting you through! I was so worried!”

No! Stay away!

Now that I was outside of the memory, I
could remember what had happened before Pietri had erased my memory
the first time – what Nyte had done. Yes, it must’ve been terror
that flooded me now. But the emotion was confusing, for I was also
still drawn to Nyte by that pull that had always connected us. That
pull that made me crave him. Made me want him. Made my heart pound.
I was terrified and confused, but I also loved him and missed him
and was glad that he’d survived Ardette rummaging around in his
mind. It was almost too much for me to take.

I hid myself in Rend’s shirt, an act for
which she surely would have acted disgusted, were she not dodging a
myriad of incoming dargon blasts.

“Cousin?” Nyte called to us again. “Has she
fallen unconscious? What is wrong with her?!”

“How should I know?!” spat Rend angrily.
“This is hardly the time for such foolish questions! These
creatures are far more vicious than the last! Can you not tell?
They have acquired a taste for intelligent blood!”

N-N-Nyte . . . he . . . and Pietri . . .
they gave Illuma to Druelca! He wasn’t being controlled then . . .
he was . . . it was . . . his own will? But that doesn’t make any
sense! He was working with Pietri and Druelca at the same time? And
Pietri was cooperating with the bad guys? And Pietri set up Ged’ra?
And . . . Somehow . . . why?

Turns out, it was too much for me to
take.

I loved him then and he loved me too, so
WHY?

“WHY DID YOU DECIEVE ME?!” The words escaped
me on their own.

Nyte was now at our side, concernedly
peering over. “Miss Havoc? What-”

“WHY, NYTE!? HOW COULD YOU?! YOU TOOK
ILLUMA! YOU LEFT ME TO DIE! Y-you and Pietri . . .”

But I was interrupted by my own sobs.

“Oh! Great! It is a wonderful time for you
to turn into a blubbering idiot!” Rend looked at me with blistering
contempt.

Nyte looked at me like I’d just stabbed him
in the stomach.

“Miss Havoc? Aura? What are you speaking
of?! What?!”

His face had gone completely white. He
looked ready to pass out.

“Aura?!” Kantú’s face had been hidden behind
cloak and tail, but she peeked up enough to ask, “What happened!?
You’re shouting like a loon!”

“ENOUGH!” Rend’s voice was fierce. “Do
something, songstress! If you really are a ‘savior’, then make some
attempt to save us! Whatever meaningless sorrows you are
encountering, it matters not!”

She was right. Despite all of her brutal
faults, she was absolutely right. It had to wait. That crazy,
confusing confrontation would have to wait. I wasn’t ready for it
now, anyway.

This time, the dargons were more ferocious.
More diligent. More rabid.

But there was also something else that was
different about ‘this time’.

This time, I could sing.

 


“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!”

 


Yes, this time, I could sing, and when I
did, I poured all of that crazy mess of swirling emotion –
disappointment, confusion, betrayal, disbelief, sorrow, love – into
the rainsong, and the result was anything but what I’d
expected.

The ariando I produced was
frighteningly intense.

In no time at all, the rain started to fall.
But it wasn’t gentle or cleansing in any way. Quite the contrary,
it came down like the sharpest arrows, piercing sharply and
brutally into the ground. In response, the land sizzled where
touched by water – an acidic scorching from some untamed and
untapped power. The force was surely powerful enough to kill a man,
but thankfully, none of the drops struck us.

I wasn’t trying, but the ariando
knew, possibly from some subconscious command, where to send the
searing rain, and from where to restrict it. As if taking on a will
of its own, it chased after the retreating dargons until every last
red eye had disappeared into the potholes.

With the threat of enemy completely gone,
the rain halted, leaving no dripping remains. The night sky was
immediately clear, and there was silence, filled only with the
pants of our exhausted group. They were still running, though the
threat had passed.

“How the heck did ya pull that off?” came
Grotts’ voice.

Rend’s pace slowed.

“Miss Heart, that was . . .”

I wasn’t listening. For once, I wanted to
escape into the darkness. I wanted to disappear into the fatigue
produced from using all of my power at once. I wanted it to take
me, so that I wouldn’t have to face him. I didn’t want to
face anyone.

I got my wish, for just then, everything
went pitch black.

 


~

 


I awoke to murmurs. My head and body ached,
and I was in a small bedroom that smelled like pine and was lit
with firelight.

“But I simply do not see how that can be.”
Scardo’s voice slipped beneath the closed door. “Mngh! Nothing
makes sense any more!”

“As I’ve asked you for days now, oh
favored one, why would I lie about something like th-”

Where is this? Someone’s home? It’s
cozy.

“Get out of my way!”

Heavy footsteps followed the Daem’s sudden
order.

Ardette?

It all came rushing back to me, faster than
a flash or a blink or a twinkle.

Ardette! He knew. He’d seen
everything. He’d seen the past. Only he really knew.

The door swung open with a forceful thud,
and then his arms were around me. They were safe and soft and
comfortable.

“Ardette,” I muttered. Keep me
safe.

“I will,” he whispered before shouting back
through the open door, “False alarm!”

You did it again? You intruder.

But for some reason, it didn’t bother me as
much this time.

“Upset, are you? I promise it wasn’t by
choice. I was ripped out of you, more or less.”

It’s fine, I guess. I really don’t feel like
talking aloud now, anyway. But . . . Ardette?

“Hm?” His face was buried in my hair. My
face was buried in the pillow.

Please tell me, before anything else, please
tell me the truth. We’re you that ‘Daem boy’? Please. Don’t
lie.

“My, my, how racist of you.”

Please. I was trembling.

He sighed. “No, Aura. It wasn’t me. I wasn’t
there on that night, or any night, for that matter, but . . .”

But?

“But,” – he sighed again – “my brother
was.”

You have a brother?!

“I had one. Actually, you met him
before they erased your memories.”

I was surprised, but there had been too many
other shocking things for me to really react as I should have. I
still didn’t feel like talking, but I at least unburied my
face.

“Pray tell, what is this? What sort of
nonsense are you spewing to yourself over her unconscious body?
This is a new level of perversion even by your standards.” Rend was
leisurely leaning against the open doorway.

“Piss off, Rend.” Rarely was he so blunt
with a woman. “Go look after your husband.”

She stomped away.

Keeping his voice as low as he could, he
turned back to me. “His name was Sowpa. Don’t ask me about him
now.”

Why-

“Don’t. Worry about your own problems. That
one brooding in the corner of the adjoining room, in
particular.”

I don’t know how to face him. I don’t know
what to do. I’m overcome with feelings of betrayal, but at the same
time . . . is he even guilty of anything?

“Why, my cherry pit, of course. The
scoundrel deserves to be punished. He’s caused you any grief you’ve
suff- Dammit. Don’t cry like that.”

I wasn’t shedding tears, but I was
crying. Ardette was the only one to know it, though.

“If only I could say otherwise. Wouldn’t it
be great if I could say otherwise?” Ardette cringed and shook his
head. “But alas, he’s as hurt as you are right now. He doesn’t know
what he’s done, and to me, it looked like he was under Pietri’s
orders. I’d say if anyone’s to blame, it’s that old geezer.
Whatever your boy is, it seems it’s what he was raised for.”
He tucked my hair behind my ear. “Now, you tell me, can someone be
blamed for something like that?”

I liked that way of thinking. It pushed away
the negativity just a little.

Is that what you really believe?

“Of course not,” he said dryly. “Honestly, I
hate the guy. But what matters is that it’s what you
believe. Isn’t that right, my cherry?”

What I believe? Something to be said for
perception once again, eh?

“Something like that . . .” His voice
trailed off, and his eyes trailed down my neck.

Such a piercing red gaze made me shiver. I
shouldn’t have had that reaction, but I did. He’d brought me from
the depths of oblivion, and how could I thank him for that, not to
mention he was yet trying to cheer me up. Always trying to cheer me
up, make things better, keep me company. He truly was one of the
most selfless people I’d ever encountered even if he’d never appear
that way to anyone else. Being so close to him was dangerous. The
small something liked it. It liked the intimacy. If I wasn’t
careful . . .

Ardette, I’m sorry. You deserve better than
dealing with the mess that is me. You know, you’re a really great
friend – the best kind – and I just . . . I have nothing to give
you in return. I can’t even undo the chains-

“What’s this? Those sorts of sentiments
really aren’t necessary-”

I wish I’d met you sooner. I wish . . . I
wish I could escape the pull of destiny. I wish-

“You are, without a doubt, the most
complicated woman I’ve ever encountered. But maybe that’s why
you’ve come to affect me so. And you have no idea how alive being
affected can make a person feel. That’s enough, for now.”

Thank you.

There was silence until Ardette groaned. “I
suppose it’s time I alert the others to your awakening? I’ve
already recounted to them all of the charming details that were
swimming around in your head, not that they believe much of what I
tell them.”

Five more minutes alone, please.

I needed more time – much more time than
five minutes, but it would have to suffice.

“How demanding of you.” Ardette started to
stand, but I grabbed his sleeve.

When I said alone, I didn’t mean . . .

“Oh?”

A light smile settled on his lips and he
kneeled back into place.

“Maybe I’ve a chance yet. How about a kiss
to see if your feelings have changed?”

Not in a million years.

 


~

 


The five minutes passed far too quickly. I
begged Ardette to stretch it into ten, but it was no use, Grotts
came in to make sure that he was ‘behavin’ himself’, and then the
jig was up. Grotts alerted the others.

“She has awakened from her slumber?!” came
Nyte’s worried cry. “Aur-”

From what I could hear, he was interrupted
by someone blocking him from getting to me.

“What are you doing?”

“Pardon me,” said Scardo, “but as the Pure
Heart’s protectors, we must clarify whether or not she even wants
to see you right now.”

“Or ever,” added Darch under his breath.

Their comments immediately quieted Nyte. In
my heart, I was pained.

“Aura!” Kantú burst through the doorway.

I still didn’t feel like talking, so I
settled for mumbling.

“Hey, Kantú.”

“Oh! Aura! I was so worried! Is it true? Is
what Ardette said true? Was Nyte . . .”

She struggled to finish, but I didn’t want
to hear it put into words anyway, so I nodded, putting the question
to rest before it was even asked.

“What are you going to do?!” she asked in a
squeaking whisper.

I don’t know. I conveyed it as much
as I could without saying anything. She understood, for she gave me
a sympathetic nod.

“And Kantú, there’s something else.”

“I know!” Her eyes grew wide. “I am
special, aren’t I?! I’m a vassal!”

“More like hassle,” I said, my lip curling
just a bit. I wasn’t in any sort of mood for puns, but I couldn’t
help myself. Anything to push away the impending and inevitable
confrontation waiting just beyond the doorway. “The word’s
vessel, not ‘vassal’, batty squirrel. And yes, you are
apparently that.”

“What’s that mean?” She was far too excited
for me.

“I was assuming something to do with the
Spirit of In-between. Maybe there’s some kind of connection between
Elder Nosrac and Elder Pietri? They sent you to be a vessel so that
he could keep tabs on me? I don’t really know, though.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. I mean, my
parents were the ones that kicked me out. Have you ever seen a tail
as big and beautiful as mine? They did have just cause.”

“Yeah, I don’t know. Too bad your pet is
such a stiff.”

“Pew! I know!”

In turn, the rest of them came to hear my
own recount of the memories’ events. I didn’t try to cover for
Nyte. I didn’t sugarcoat anything. I just repeated it the best I
could. It was torturous, knowing that he was on the other side of
the wall, listening in, probably suffering with questions of his
own. Sinking. I knew that feeling of sinking. I knew that it wasn’t
right for me to let him hang, but I didn’t know what to do. It was
awkward. And I was so conflicted, and I just didn’t know how to
handle it. I didn’t want what I’d seen to be true, but it was,
undeniably, and I couldn’t change that. I had to cope.

When there was no one left to recount to,
Grotts whispered the very question I’d been wrestling with.

“Ya still wanna see ‘im, don’t ya?”

“I . . .”

I what?

“You?” pressed Grotts.

“I-”

“Leave me alone, Daem!”

“What? Can’t take it? Finally being found
out for the villain I always knew you were?”

“A villain I may be, but I would never think
of running from my sins. If I have committed them, then let me
atone!”

Your memories’ ally. It is The Mystress that
will pay, not you. It is Elder Pietri that will pay, not you.

But isn’t that just passing the blame?

He was just a kid! He was just a kid and he
was ordered. Did he have a choice?

He took ILLUMA!

Illuma wanted to go.

“I would fall on my blade, would it undo
what I have done. But it will do nothing! The only way for me to
make amends is to return that which I have stolen! I will leave for
Farrowel tonight if that is what it takes!”

“Why not fall on my blade instead?”

The clang of metal alerted me that they
really had followed through on the threat this time. Without
thinking, I bolted from bed and out into the other room, which
turned out to be a very quaint sitting parlor. Warm and cozy with
quilted decorations and doilies upon its walls and furniture.

“Stop it, both of you! Ardette, what are
you-”

But the smirk on his face was enough to tell
me that this had just been a ruse on his part to get me to confront
Nyte.

My heartbeat quickened when our eyes
met.

Upon seeing me, Nyte dropped his sword. It
clamored against the floor.

The apparent sadness I’d always seen in his
eyes had grown into an obvious sadness. But despite this, his eyes
lit up when they saw me. It was a short-lived brightening.

“Miss Havoc,” was all he said before letting
that light die and dropping his eyes to the floor in a downcast
wince.

I shared in the wince.

The pain I’m causing him.

I was a hypocrite. I’d claimed to be his
memories’ ally. I’d claimed that nothing would change no matter
what he’d done. So why was this so difficult? I even still loved
him. I was excited just seeing him there. I missed him, and yet, I
felt guilty continuing to love him after what I’d seen. But
really, could he be blamed? Everything he knew was also a lie. He’d
fallen in love with me under false pretenses too, but that love was
still real, wasn’t it?

“We need to talk.” Scanning the group of
eavesdropping guards, I added, “Alone.”

Nyte nodded.

“Outside,” he said in a soft voice.

I followed him out the door, making my steps
as light as possible for fear of what might be waiting on the other
side. But when we reached the outside, I realized that any fear was
unnecessary.

It was night, and we were in a small
village. The inside of our lodgings had been cozy, but that feeling
carried over into the rest of the village as well. Twenty or so
petite stone cottages were set up in a perfect circle. At their
center sat a small well surrounded by a smaller ring of rough stone
benches. Though it was night, the circle of cottages was bright,
lit with escaping light from each home’s hearth. Tiny puffs of
smoke drifted from the tops of stone chimneys, accumulating into a
gray trail that floated away with the night wind, traveling
alongside the slight hum of quiet murmurs that floated about like a
nighttime slinker.

“Where is this?” I asked, feeling warm,
though the air was chilled.

“The town is called Carpar. We are on the
southern edge of Abardo.” Nyte stared into the gray.

Was I using small talk as an escape? Maybe,
but that was fine. Until I could clear my head.

“Southern edge?! Really? How long-”

“Over a week.” He did not shift his
gaze.

“What?! Really?! It felt like a few hours at
most.”

I wandered into the center of town and
peered into the stone well. Its bottom was too deep for me to see
anything, but the blackness offered respite for my eyes, which
wouldn’t look at Nyte no matter how hard I tried to will them.

How? How do I . . . ?

Nyte sat on a bench and buried his face in
his hands. He was quiet for several moments. I’d been asleep an
entire week, but I wasn’t hungry for food; rather, I was hungry for
air. I took the still opportunity to take in my fill, pulling in
cool, cleansing air and pushing out the toxic feelings of
stagnancy.

After a while, Nyte spoke up.

“Aura, your ad’ai. I fear that you have
missed it. While you slumbered, it passed by.”

“Oh? That’s all right. It hardly feels like
something worth taking notice of with everything else going
on.”

“But I do not feel the same way. I think it
is something important. There is something that I wish . . . no.
Aura, look at me. We cannot avoid it any longer. We must discuss
the things I have . . . The Daem recounted the events, but I admit
I do not believe-”

“It was all true, Nyte. You had to have
heard me tell it to the others as well.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw him cringe.
“Yes. Although there is no way for me to properly atone, I
selfishly must say these words: I apologize if I have . . .
that I have deceived you. I have always known that I am a
sinful being, but I did not know the depth of that sin. Hearing the
Daem’s recount – it is like hearing the atrocities of someone else,
and I-” His voice cracked, preventing him from going on.

I finally looked up at him, unable to bear
the distress behind his words any longer. He looked ill, like he
hadn’t slept at all during the week I’d been out. There were bags
under his eyes and his face was unshaven, and he’d lost a little of
that boyish quality I’d always loved, but even so, my first impulse
was to run to him, to kiss him, to hold him.

The night breeze blew past him, and his hair
swept along his cheeks and ears as he sat hunched with his chin
against his wrist.

‘You are, without a doubt, the most
worrisome captive I have ever had.’

‘Then, you are going to destroy the
world, are you not, Miss Havoc?’

‘Do I seem like an old man to
you?’

‘Care to race, Miss Havoc?’

‘A song just for me. I treasure it,
Aura.’

‘Walk with me? The thing I wanted to show
you is actually over there.’

‘I am yours, wholly and truly.’

‘Eventually, Miss Havoc, I would like you
to become mine forever.’

‘This is why I cannot refrain from
feeding you my spirit. I want you to have it because . . . I love
you.’

Those thoughts made my veins begin to crawl
beneath my skin. I wanted to be with him always, no matter what. No
matter what. No matter . . .

What are you going to do? Can you live with
the guilt of loving him?

Could I?

“Nyte, these are the things I know to be
true:” – I took a deep breath and readied myself to let all go –
“it was shocking, you know, finding out that you played a role in
Illuma’s disappearance. It was so shocking that I didn’t know how
to cope with it. I didn’t know how to get past it . . . but
really, when I stop and think about it, you were just a child then,
and you were under orders from Elder Pietri. At that time, when we
first met – can you believe it, in a way, we’re sort of like
childhood friends – anyway, at that time, you already had the
emulator pendant, so that means that you were already locked into
whatever role that is, and . . . ,” – I took another deep breath –
“Illuma freely went with you. I saw it all, Nyte. You didn’t kidnap
her; you didn’t force her. She just went.

“Elder Pietri was working with Druelca, I
guess, and he gave you to them. From what I could tell, they’d
already started trying to control you and use you even then, when
you were just a boy. When I say it all aloud, the answer becomes so
clear to me. I can’t blame you for following orders as a child, and
even if I could, you’ve been disconnected from the ‘you’ of the
past. You’ve had things so much harder than I hav-”

But Nyte shot from his seat with tightly
clenched fists.

“No! Do not make me the victim in this! Do
not feel pity for me! It is you that has had the hardest life. It
is you who are the victim. You should hate me as I hate me!”

His face was pleading, his chest rising and
falling with heavy heaves of self-regret. But though his body was
tense, mine was lax. Looking at him melted me.

“I can’t hate you,” I said quietly. “Even
now I-”

“Only because you were forced into it! You
had no choice. We touched, and it was all over! I do not understand
how, but that much has been made apparent! I really did capture
you! Before you ever had a chance to find another, I caught you and
chained you and made you mine! It was not your will!”

Again he buried his face.

“‘Because I am your emulator. I have been
chosen just for you. Since the first time we touched, I have loved
you and you have loved me, and we will continue to do so until the
end. That is how things must be.’

“The words you spoke are engraved in me now.
Does that mean we were forced into this? Does that mean we didn’t
have a choice in the matter? That we had to fall in love?!” I was
filled with conviction – wild conviction to defend our
relationship. “Well then, so be it! It doesn’t change the fact that
I love you. How is our situation any different than being destined
for each other? If you were marked as an emulator, if you were
marked as ‘mine’, then who cares whether it was a force of man or
the force of fate?! I still love you!”

Grabbing the collar of his shirt, I
vehemently pulled him down to my level and forced the concept into
him.

“Got that? I still love you!”

His eyes were wide, disbelieving, and only a
little less cheerless. “But that does not make sense.”

It was as though he’d been broken. Broken by
that cry of deception that I’d so carelessly thrown at him. I’d
been confused, but that wasn’t how I really felt. That wasn’t my
final answer. But how could I make him understand?

“Even when you thought I was the Heart of
Havoc, did you still love me?”

“Yes.” His answer came quick and definite.
“I would love you even if you destroyed the world. Even if you and
I were all that was left. Even if you killed me as well, I would
love you.”

“Good.”

That was all I needed to hear. Still holding
his collar, I pulled him closer and pressed my lips to his. He let
out a surprised grunt, but it wasn’t long before his hand was at
the nape of my neck and he was kissing me back.

My Nyte.

Sure, there was intense warmth there, but I
didn’t care. I was too preoccupied with feeling the flesh of his
mouth against mine. It had been too long. It had been far, far too
long.

Wrapping his arms around my waist, he
hoisted me onto his hips, and in response, I wrapped my legs around
his back and continued to kiss him; passionately, heart-poundingly.
Beneath me, his body was strong and slender and solid. There was so
much about him that I craved. So much about him that I needed.

He moved to my neck, and my stomach erupted
with soaring warmth.

You are my emulator. Until the end, you are
my . . .

We kissed for but a few moments – until the
warmth was at its most intense. That was when I grabbed the
pendant, putting a stop to things before they became too
dangerous.

When it was over, we were both panting and
fevered, and together we fell back onto a bench and stared at the
velvety sky.

“Ah.” Nyte grinned and sighed. “You are
cruel, Miss Havoc. I would have liked to have collapsed with you
again.”

“If you had your way, we’d be lost in
spirit-sucking oblivion forever.”

“I do not deny it.”

I snorted.

The sky was open, but in these parts, it
seemed that the stars were stationary, for they were not dancing as
they had in Elenque. That was all right. Sometimes there was beauty
in stillness. I sat quietly and stared at the eastern moon, which
looked like some oversized thumb had smudged over it. The clouds
were that thin. I unfocused my eyes so that it appeared even more
smudged and waited for nothing.

After a moment Nyte said,

“Aura, if we ever do recover my memories,
there might be even more terrible secrets buried in their depths.
What happens if . . . I know it is selfish, but I do not want to
lose you, so what happens if-”

“Even if you destroyed the world.”

Grinning again, he bent sideways and rested
his head on my shoulder, a gesture that, due to our drastic
difference in height, couldn’t have been the least bit comfortable
for him, but even so, he nestled his cheek in the bony groove. It
was too warm, and the recent indulgence had worn me out; I reached
for the pendant once more, but the motion wasn’t needed; Nyte gave
me a parting kiss on the cheek before pulling away on his own.

“The next thing to do,” he said, “is to
formulate a plan.”

“A plan?”

“Yes. What is it you wish for most?”

“Besides you?”

His soft smile grew. “Naturally.”

“In that case, you know the answer. What I
wish for more than anything is to go to her. If we wait to hear
‘further notice’ from Yes’lech, I worry that it’ll be too late. I
worry that . . .” But I couldn’t voice that fear, so I said
instead, “You know, this might be my only chance. I’m out of
Farellah; I’m separated from Yes’lech; we’re already in the
southern parts. It just seems like now, more than ever, I have to
go. I can’t just sit around and wait for the officers when, quite
frankly, I don’t even trust them anymore.”

Nyte took it in and nodded sincerely.

“Then,” he said, “I will go with you to
Druelca.”

“You will?!”

“Even without recovering my memories,
Ardette should be able to figure out a way to get us in. I am in
agreement that we have lost too much time. Your ad’ai has come and
passed, and the western moon’s cannot be far away. I do not
understand why, but it is evident that Elder Pietri is our enemy.
Who is to say that the other officers are not as well? Who is to
say that they are not purposely stalling us? I would like to
confront Pietri, but that can wait. First, we must rescue Illuma.
If that is your desire, I will go with you. Even if the rest
refuse, we will find a way. I swear it.”

“Alright. Thank you.”

We’re going to do it. We’re really going to
go there. Even if it’s just us. Together we’ll-

“But first,” he whispered, “I must give you
this – your ad’ai present.”

“My ad’ai-”

But I was caught breathless when he pulled
out a tiny feather carved from obsidian, dangling from a thin
silver thread. It was delicate and intricate and lovely.

“Where did you . . . ? Did you make
this?!”

He nodded.

“Wow. It’s . . .”

The breathlessness still hadn’t worn off,
but I didn’t need to speak. He understood.

With a delighted grin, he pushed my hair
aside and clasped the necklace into place upon my neck.

“Happy belated ad’ai, my captor.”

 



Chapter 16: The Ferothew

 


“Aaaalright!” shouted Kantú with an enthused
fist pump. “I say we do it!”

Darch nodded in agreement, and together they
exchanged an animated high-five.

Ardette shuddered at their joyfulness.
“What?” he said. “You expect me to formulate an infiltration
plan? Think we can just go charging in there, do you? With our
abundance of resources? Good, I’m glad that the two people
who can’t fight are on board with your little suicide
mission, Elf.”

To put it plainly, Ardette was sulking. A
stomach-dropping moment had come when I’d realized that he’d been
listening in during my confrontation with Nyte and that he’d heard
all of the lustful, warmth-infused thoughts that had run amok in my
head. As he’d repeatedly informed me, the experience had been ‘most
unpleasant’ for him, and in a way, he was punishing everyone with
foulness.

I told you, I’m sorry. I forgot that you
were still in here.

He shot me an evil glance.

“Regardless of who’s on board, Nyte and I
are going. We’re not wasting any more time. We’re going to
rescue Illuma, and we’re leaving Carpar in the morning.”

“Hmph. He only wants to go because
he’s the one that gave her to them in the first place.”

Nyte threw Ardette a cold scowl for the
remark.

“It will not offer retribution, but still I
will go with her. I would follow her even if I had not committed
such transgressions. I would rather be by her side than let her go
alone!”

“You’d let her go strolling into the most
dangerous place in the world?” cried Scardo. “Right under the nose
of The Mystress?! Your ideas are a hazard to the Pure Heart! I say
we tie her up if that’s what it takes to protect her!” Seeing my
appalled expression, he added, “N-no offense, Miss Heart. I simply
cannot condone this decision!”

I would never let them tie me up, and even
if they got past me, they’d never get through Nyte. Even so, I
found myself scanning the cozy room for support. Luckily, I found
it in Grotts.

“Aw, come on, Scardo. Ya had ta have noticed
‘er last rainsong. She’s not helpless. If anything, she’s stronger
than all of us put together. I’ll bet she could crush The Mystress
in one note.”

One note? I don’t know about that. I
appreciated his confidence. If only my own confidence could have
been so generous.

“You’re in agreement with this plan too?!”
Scardo appeared faint. He flopped down into an oversized armchair,
let out a sickly groan, and buried his face in his hands.

“Listen, alls I’m sayin’ is that Aura’s got
a song fer healin’, a song fer pourin’ acid rain, a song ta push
away the mist, a song fer each and every other element . . . and
not to mention the gosh damn Song of Salvation. I’d say she’s
pretty well equipped. Personally, I think it’s high time we go
knock that blasted group down a few pegs. Let the rest ‘o Yes’lech
help with the Elven conflict while we sneak in real quiet when
Druelca’s not expectin’ it.” He turned to Nyte. “I’m with you
guys.”

“Whoop, Grottsy!” Kantú beamed in excited
admiration.

I felt I knew at least one of the great
man’s motives.

Now it was Nyte’s turn to lobby for
support.

“What say you, Rend? Will you assist me in
this venture?” He walked to her and offered her his hand, but she
shunned it with a slap.

“How foolish, cousin! You honestly wish to
charge in without the backup of Yes’lech? That would be more than
suicidal! It would be pure idiocy!”

“I agree wholeheartedly, dear Rend,” cooed
Ardette. “Let’s restrain those two lovesick fools.”

“Try to stop us if you wish.” Grinning
slyly, Nyte rested his hand on his sword’s hilt.

As far as I could tell, the feuding between
the two of them had only worsened during the week or so I’d been
asleep. I couldn’t really blame them though. Such were our
circumstances. But although I couldn’t blame them, I didn’t have to
like it.

Oh, brother. Seriously, are you coming or
not, Ardette? We could really use your help. You have to realize
how serious I am about this. We’ve lost too much time already, and
we’ve received no word from Yes’lech. We can’t keep waiting. Now
that Nyte’s agreed to come, that’s all the more reason. So what’s
it going to be?

He did nothing to show that he’d heard.

UGH! You’re so stubborn. Why are you so
stubborn? I know you all too well. If Nyte didn’t want to go, you’d
be all for it, right?

“Something like that,” he muttered,
smirking.

Nyte arched a brow at him, confused.
“What?”

Apparently, the pair of them had still been
in the middle of an argument, and Ardette’s utterance had come
entirely out of place, but at least it had done something to move
things along.

“Fine,” he said indifferently, “I’ll
go.”

“What?!” cried Scardo, turning pale at the
thought of losing one of his supporters. He was already in the
minority as it was. “Just like that?!”

Ardette shrugged and started chewing on one
of his nails.

Thanks.

“Whatever,” he muttered. “Why don’t you just
go neck an Elf?”

Why don’t you get out of my head?

“Rend?” whined Scardo hopefully, in an
effort to seek help from the last of his hold-out allies.

But he would be sorely disappointed.

Rend let out an angry sigh through her nose,
which sounded almost like a grunt, but not quite. “No matter how
bothersome it might be,” she said through gritted teeth, “my
duty is to look after my cousin.” She didn’t seem at all happy
about the responsibility. “If he has his irrational mind set
on going, then I too must go, no matter how imprudent the
notion.”

She shot me a poison-filled glance.

“Splendid!” cried Darch. “And if nobody’ll
side with Scardo, I bet he’ll go too!”

Scardo sank deeper into his chair.

“So, um, what is the plan exactly?”
asked Darch. “Count me out of any violence, mind you.”

“Then you might as well stay here!” scoffed
Rend, shifting her poison to him.

‘What’s the plan?’ Well, we haven’t
really got one yet.

I bit my lip and looked to Ardette.

“Hmm. I suppose you’ll be wanting me to come
up with something, then? I’ll need time.”

“We do not have much,” said Nyte.

“Then,” offered Kantú, “we head out and
figure out our plan on the way?”

Ardette tapped his toe against the wall.
“Fine. But in the meantime, you’re going to get some answers from
that blasted bird-brained ghost. He’s got more than enough
knowledge to help us out, yet he chooses to fly around and peck at
feed. Quite appalling if you ask me.”

“Alrigh’,” said Grotts, rubbing his hands
together. “We’re not too far from Farrowel. I don’t know that area
well, but it’s yer homeland, so we can leave that to ya too, right,
Ardette?”

“Wonderful.” Ardette rolled his eyes. “In
addition, I get to play tour guide.”

“Scardo.” Nyte turned to the hunched man in
earnest. “Your orienteering skills are unmatched. Although you are
not in agreement with us, I humbly ask that you lend us your
aid.”

Scardo shook his head stiffly. “I cannot. I
cannot condone-”

“Oh, cease this!” cut in Rend. She walked to
Scardo and towered over his chair in a most menacing manner. The
hearth’s light illuminated her in a dangerous-looking orange glow –
almost as if she herself were on fire. Scardo sank deeper. “I
command you to cease any complaints and aid in this quest! Is that
not how it works? I command you as the holder of your weed!”

Weed? It took me a moment to
interpret what she was saying, but when I did, a half-smile slunk
across my face. Scardo’s traditions, it seemed, never served him
well, for once again, he was about to be coerced by the rose of
debt.

“But you refused-”

“Well, I accept and redeem! Now cease your
prattling, you impertinent worm!”

“Why, I-!”Scardo looked entirely offended by
her odious belittling, but bound by the rose’s contract, there was
little he could do. Swallowing whatever insult he’d been about to
spew back at her, he answered in a small voice,

“I understand.” Then he unenthusiastically
pulled the map from his pocket. “Druelca’s main castle is located
on the edge of the mist, so we’ll have to head west. It will take
at least a week, maybe two, depending on our transportation.”

“And by foot?” asked Grotts.

Ardette let out a ridiculing, “Ha!” and
said, “I thought time was an issue?”

“If not by foot, then what?” I asked.
Osterflit, maybe?

“Oh, just you wait, my cherry pit, just you
wait.”

 


~

 


Just you wait?

I’d expected something sinister for some
reason. No, actually, I knew the reason. It had been Ardette’s
plotting tone that had indicated our travel would, in some way, be
unfavorable. But this wasn’t unfavorable in the slightest. This was
. . .

“Great!” I yelled exuberantly. “This is
great!”

I held on tightly as the ferothew jumped
onto another treetop. Its weight dipped the tree’s supple head
down, forcing it into a perfect bowl of waxy leaves. The ferothew
readied itself for yet another hop.

“You know something?” I shouted, leaning
forward so that Darch could hear me. “I never imagined that
Farrowel would be like this!”

“Tell me about it! Where are the barren
rockylands? The jagged cliff-sides? The-”

Ardette threw us a look over his shoulder.
“Farther south.” He stalled his fero via the pinching of one of its
antennae so that we could catch up. Luckily, the tree he settled on
was larger than most, or we should have feared falling into the
marsh below. The others would more than likely have given under the
weight-strain of two of the great monsters.

“Oh?” I said. “I just thought that all of
Farrowel would be more . . .”

“Desolate? Depressing? Unkempt?”

“Well . . .”

It was true; I’d completely misjudged the
quality of Ardette’s homeland. In actuality, Farrowel, at least the
northern part, was exceedingly beautiful. At present, we were in a
marshy mangrove forest. On every side of us murky water settled
around short, full trees with twisty, knobby branches. The fullness
of their leaves made perfect landing spots for our
‘transportation’, which had turned out to be something most
unimaginable.

“Aar-ta-ta-ta-ta.”

That was the creaking cry of the
ferothew.

I’d previously claimed to be resistant to
the fear normally brought on by buggy things, and up until
Farrowel, that quality had been true. But my years of insect
awareness had not prepared me for my first meeting with the
ferothew. They were enormous insects, holding the intelligence of a
mammal, maybe even that of a man. Something between a mantis and a
locust, they got around by leaping from stubby tree to stubby tree,
altogether avoiding the swampy ground below. Ardette’s
animal-taming charm had come in handy this time, for with only an
outstretched hand, he’d managed to domesticate a handful of them.
We now rode in pairs atop their hard, shelled backs, holding on for
dear life and whooping at heart’s content.

Darch had excitedly offered to be my riding
partner, and our cab was by far the loudest of the bunch.

“We might as well put a flashing target on
your back,” spat Rend.

She’d been forced into being Ardette’s
riding partner, a situation she was none too happy about, but being
as Kantú and Grotts were a given, and Ardette and Nyte would never
have shared a ride, it was either Ardette or Nyte. To Rend, I’m
sure, Nyte would have been far preferable of the two, but still
bitter about the rose of debt’s happenings, Scardo had hopped atop
Nyte’s fero before Rend could say a word, thus leaving her with no
other option. Certainly Ardette could have tamed another of the
creatures for her to ride alone, but he was far too much of a
pervert for that.

“We should keep a low profile,”
Scardo urged from the tree ahead of us. Though he was still feuding
with the bitter Elf, their row wouldn’t stop him from anxious
agreement.

“Oh, shut up,” said Ardette in a drone. “As
if a Druelcan would be caught dead atop a fero.”

“Why’s that?” piped Kantú. As a person
naturally disinclined to the liking of insects, she’d been in shock
for the past few days. She even had yet to remove the blindfold
Grotts had so tenderly tied around her eyes; but although she’d
been squeamish and shivery at the mere site of the massive bugs, in
the end, even she’d agreed to ride for the good of the guard.

Ardette’s answer did little to negate her
discomfort. “Incredible bad luck. Of the worst kind. The Druelcans
think the pets carry some sort of curse, but I’ve been
riding them my entire life, and I’m more than fine. What do you
think, Rend? Am I more than fine?”

“Repulsive.”

“W-well, what’s the curse entail?” Still
sight-challenged, Kantú sniffed at the air timidly. She appeared
like a kidnapped baby animal from behind Grotts’ broad back.

“The Dragon’s Wrath. The curse of the marsh.
Quite the unfeasible little fire-story if you ask me.” He paused to
‘yawn’, but it was more likely a pause for effect.

Just say it already. You’re freaking her
out, you big jerk.

“Hmm. Wish me to recite it, do you?”

. . .

“Well?” he prodded.

“Who are you speaking to?! I am sick of
listening to your senseless one-sided conversations!”

Ardette had yet to get out of my head, and
Rend, having nothing else to take out her aggressions on, was quick
to ridicule that which she’d deemed extremely aggravating.

Ardette, being the ‘gentleman’ that he was,
answered with only a dazzling smile and said to himself – but
really to me, “You can’t leave it completely blank forever, you
know.”

Rend growled.

Fine. Just get on with it.

“I’m afraid I cannot.”

“What? Why not?” This time my response was
external.

Darch sniggered knowingly.

“Because you aren’t a Daem,” sighed Ardette,
“and it’s forbidden.”

“Ha! Like you care about things like
that.”

“True. But I don’t have many opportunities
to hold something over you.”

“Tch. Come on, Darch.”

With that, he pulled on the ferothew’s
antennae, and together we trotted ahead onto the next tree, where
Nyte and Scardo had been waiting.

Nyte’s ferothew, true to its owner’s nature,
skipped ahead two trees, completely bypassing that which should
have been its next stop. Scardo let out a cry, but Nyte laughed and
looked back at us in challenge.

“Psh! Show off!”

A trail of warmth drifted back in reply.

Ah!

The addiction’s call, along with the
short-tempered, on-edge attitude that it brought, hadn’t bothered
me much since receiving the Song of Salvation, but after a few days
into Farrowel, I’d begun to feel it once again.

“Ugh,” I muttered, suddenly feeling a bit
perturbed by the tempting, almost gloating, warmness. “Why couldn’t
I have been Nyte’s partner? Why should Scardo get to be so close
when he doesn’t even appreciate it? The warmth is mine, isn’t it?
It’s mine! Huh-?” Almost at once I realized how ridiculous the
grievance had been. Embarrassed and ashamed that Darch had heard
the slip, I quickly changed my tone. “Eh-he, I mean-”

“It’s the mist,” he said darkly, not
glancing back at me. “We’re getting closer, and it’s affecting you.
Just try to hold onto yourself.”

“Er, right.” I appreciated that I didn’t
have to explain or apologize. “I hate when that part of me comes
out.”

“It’ll be over soon enough. After we rescue
your sister, we’ll work out a plan to defeat The Mystress.”

The fero clicked – maybe in agreement? – and
jumped to another mangrove tree. This tree contained dead branches,
which cracked under the creature’s weight and fell into the
murkiness below. Darch giggled upon landing, but I wasn’t ready to
return to jovialness yet.

“I wish I knew how this releasing of the
Songs worked” I said. “I’d feel a lot better about this
infiltration if I did.”

“Hmmm.” Darch tapped his chin. “I’ll let you
in on a little secret, but if I do, you have to agree not to think
about it so that Ardette doesn’t find out.”

I didn’t even bother asking how he knew
about that. Whether it was by Magir perception, or a
confession on Ardette’s part, I’d long determined that he knew
anyway. So I instead asked, “A secret?”

He wiggled excitedly. “Well, have you
noticed that the western moon’s been hiding lately?”

“Hiding? Well, it’s not really hiding, is
it? I mean, it’s a different season in this part of the world,
right?”

“That’s partially true,” he said, “but the
western moon should be visible by now. You might not know since
you’re from a closed city, but it’s nearly second semester in the
south, and that means that the western moon should be rising!” He
then made his voice to be ominous as though he were telling a ghost
story and added, “Yet, at nightfall, only the eastern moon is
visible.”

“Huh. That’s weird.” What could keep a moon
from appearing at its designated time?

Darch seemed to like the contemplative
reaction he’d caused.

“I know!” he said, eyes filled with an
intrigue that had only grown with my interest in the topic. “The
reason that we members were waiting on Yes’lech without forming a
plan of our own is because of that anomaly. The other guys didn’t
want to bother you with it since you’ve been worried about Nyte and
your sister and the saving of the entire world and stuff, so
they’ve been keeping quiet.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.” I held on to him
tighter while the fero readied itself again. “So, if the western
moon’s hiding or whatever, what does that mean? That we really
can’t tell when it’s about to have its ad’ai?”

That was just the sort of question Darch had
been hoping for.

“Here’s where the kind of cool thing comes
in. Usually, it’s only possible to read the patterns when the moon
is visible, but I know how to read the unseen moon’s
patterns too. Ardette’s the only one of the guys that knows, so
keep it hush-hush for now.”

I agreed to keep it ‘hush-hush’.

“All right then, Darch. You said before that
the western moon’s been ‘changing’ lately, right? So even though
it’s been in hiding, thanks to your ‘unseen moon’ skills you still
know what it’s been up to?”

“Right-o!”

“And?”

“And what?”

“And what have you read lately?”

Darch wiggled again before starting his
tale. His energy seemed to radiate to the surrounding marsh’s
much-smaller-bodied bug population, for a swarm of them answered in
frog-like croaks when we passed through. Or maybe it wasn’t Darch’s
energy at all; maybe it was just that the bugs were becoming more
outspoken, the longer that evening masked them.

“From what I’ve read,” said Darch, “the
western moon wanted its ad’ai to come to pass already. It was
supposed to happen shortly after you went to read the Inscription
of Ulan the first time. Before The Mystress ruined your plans, you
were meant to receive the Song and then soon after, release it. But
for some reason, the eastern moon’s been stalling, keeping the
western moon from its rightful place in the southern sky. The two
moons may not appear at the same time, you see, and if the eastern
moon doesn’t move, the western moon can’t appear. And if it can’t
appear, it can’t choose to have its ad’ai, no matter how badly it
wants to.”

All of this he said rapidly and without
taking a breath. When he finally paused, he was winded.

Once again I was forced to come to terms
with the fact that those big, glowing rocks in the sky were
actually intelligent, living things. Guardians keeping watch over
all of us. It was true, the western moon had always offered me
comfort, but that comfort hadn’t really come from a feeling of
being watched or anything. Even now, the eastern moon was at
our backs, slowly rising into the heavens. I wondered if it knew
who I was; what I’d been doing.

It’s keeping my moon away? My beloved moon?
But how come?

I allowed Darch time to catch his breath
before pressing him further.

“Do you know why the eastern moon’s been
hogging the sky?” I asked.

“It seems there’s something it’s been
waiting on. That’s why it’s taken up the western moon’s time
slot in the south.”

“What kind of ‘something’?”

“The only outside source big enough to make
the moon stall on its own would have to be something . . .
special.” He was hinting at something.

“Special?” I prodded.

“Well, more than ‘special’, really. It would
have to be something celestial.”

“Like the stars?”

Darch shook his head. “Like an angel.”

An angel?! No way!

Ardette shot a questioning look back at
us.

“Oops.”

Darch waved at Ardette jollily and then said
to me, “It’s all right. Just try not to give anything too big away.
Anyways, the story goes that the eastern moon sided with mekanix
during the Great Divisia, right? So obviously the eastern moon
would also side with the Heart of Havoc, who seeks to bring the
land back together so that mekanix could once again run unbridled.
Well, my theory is that the eastern moon is working in cahoots with
an angel, or at the very least, I think that an angel’s working
with The Mystress and that the eastern moon is silently looking on
in agreement, doing what it can to help them.”

“What?!” I tried, but failed to keep my
voice low. This time, both Rend and Ardette looked back at us.

“That’s right, Aura!” said Darch loud enough
for them to hear. “A dash of tangeroot is all you need!”

“Oh, Creator!” complained Rend. “They are
exchanging recipes now?”

But Ardette didn’t look so convinced.
Luckily, Grotts and Kantú were two trees behind us, and Nyte and
Scardo were three trees ahead, so their suspicions weren’t piqued
in the slightest.

I leaned closer to Darch and whispered, “A
real angel? How is that even possible?”

“It is entirely possible. There is at least
one angel that would like to raise mekanix and bring down the
Creator’s blessed gift of magic. One angel that would have
something to gain from separating magic-using beings from the
Creator. One angel whose jealousy has gotten the best of them
before . . . . Sound like anyone you’ve heard of?”

One name did come to mind, but he couldn’t
really be referring to . . . “Lusafael?”

“Bingo!”

I stared at him in disbelief.

“But then again,” he said with a shrug,
“that’s just a theory.”

“Mmhmm. And just how much stock do you put
in this ‘theory’ of yours?”

He beamed back at me. “I’d bet my life on
it!”

Great. Not the answer I’d been hoping
for.

“So, you’re telling me that in addition to
The Mystress and her nation of Druelcan thugs, I’m going up against
an angel and a moon?!”

You’ve gotta be kidding me! How the hell
– but then I remembered that Ardette could hear – does Darch
know so much about cooking? Tangeroot added to scurryfish? That man
is a culinary genius! I hoped, at least, that Darch’s cooking
skills were up to par so that my diversion would be believable.
Ardette did nothing in the way of a glance-back this time, so it
seemed we were good.

“Mmm.” Darch appeared to be tossing around
the concept I’d recently thrown at him. “Well, a moon wouldn’t
actively be able to fight you because moons can’t enter the
boundaries of man. That’s why, if it is stalling, it’s an
angel’s doing. Angels, after all, have the ability to cross both
planes.”

“I don’t know if I really get it . . . but
does that mean that the western moon is ‘silently in agreement’
with me? Is it helping me out the way the eastern moon’s
helping The Mystress?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that it’s
anxious for ad’ai to come.”

What the . . . Every time I start to
understand things, more of these kinds of twists appear! All I want
is to find my sister and not be bothered with the issues of moons
and an- AH! Shoot. Hmm. Hmmm. Hm. Hmmm. Hm.

It was all I could to contain my racing
thoughts.

“Hey, Aura? Will you communicate in your
‘special way’ to Ardette that we should stop for dinner?”

Special way? I gritted my teeth at
the thought of brain intrusion being considered ‘special’.
Nonetheless, I said,

“Alright, but I’m sure he’d hear you if you
yelled.”

“Yeeeaaah, but I think he’s more likely to
do it if you ask.”

“Okay. Sure, Darch.”

Not more than ten minutes later, we hitched
up our ferothew and stopped for the night atop a tight group of
mangrove cousins. The moon was high above us, the marsh’s insects
at full croak. Things were proving to be most uneventful . . .

. . . until Ardette asked Darch his opinion
on the best way to prepare scurryfish – to which Darch
responded,

“Don’t ask me, Ardetto. You know I don’t
know the first thing about cookery!”

At this comment, I sank – sank deep into the
cushion of waxy leaves around me, forced into hiding by the light
from the eastern moon, which now illuminated Ardette’s wickedly
crafty and perspicacious smile.

“Scurryfish, eh?” he cooed. “You’ll have to
do better than that, my cherry pit.”

Inside, I groaned.

 



Chapter 17: The Whisper

 


Mangrove after mangrove, we hopped atop the
feros, until at some point the marsh began to thin and the air
started to seem . . . foggier. The white wind of the mist was
swelling around us, growing into something more tangible –
something more affective. While the others only showed signs of
being slightly sadder than normal, my symptoms were something way
more sinister. Luckily, our mode of travel left not much time for
chatter between parties. This meant that while the others were
spared, Darch received the brunt of my random outbursts of warmth
annoyance.

. . .

“Damn wind, tantalizing me with the warmth!
So carelessly blowing it past me!”

. . .

“Why are they so far ahead?! Ugh. Come on,
Darch! Faster! It’s getting away – that essence is getting
away!”

. . .

“I’ll bet Scardo doesn’t even realize what
he’s got right there! Look at him! Just sitting so smug. Stupid
salamander!”

. . .

To each of these, Darch would answer: “Aura,
you’re sounding just a little bit crazy again.” Or, “Hold onto
yourself. Push the influence away!”

Each time I managed to follow his advice,
always feeling incredibly guilty and embarrassed afterwards for
letting the addiction get to me. Treating Nyte like a thing
that I had the right to draw from – it was repulsive . . . but I
couldn’t make that impulse completely go away.

Eventually the mangrove forest ceased
altogether, and we left our feros to the wilds. Foot would carry us
the remainder of the way, but that meant I’d be able to travel
closer to Nyte – within reach even. That was dangerous. Or maybe
even more than dangerous. Not only did I run the risk of snapping
and drawing all of his spirit away, there was also a chance that
everyone else would witness that ugly side of me. That detestable
side. The thought was unbearable, and so I pushed with all of my
might every time the addiction entered my head, but sometimes it
didn’t enter at all; it just was.

Those were the times that I relied on Darch
– as well as Ardette, who had yet to leave my head and was still
very much aware of what was going on – to distract me.

When the marshes ended, the landscape
transformed into something more similar to what I’d been expecting
of Farrowel. It was comparable to the black-rocklands of the Nalla,
but more . . . gray. Colorless. Once in a while, patches of grass
would paint the dirt, but these were far out of place amidst the
otherwise dreary surroundings. There weren’t even any animals to be
seen. And the air was hazy; thick with mist and dust.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting. A
leisurely stroll? No, I wasn’t optimistic enough to expect
something like that. But the thought of trespassing into enemy
territory didn’t feel very real . . . until we encountered our
first Druelcan brigade.

It wasn’t more than two days past the
marsh.

“I hope you know where you are going!”
scoffed Rend for the third time.

“Would you like to take the lead?” was
Ardette’s sarcastic answer. “Be my guest.”

Rend walked forward a few more paces and
stomped her foot. “Are there no people here either? When will we
encounter something akin to a market?!”

“Yes, Rend, let’s just go strolling into
town with a big banner overhead saying, ‘We’ve got the Heart of
Salvation! Come and have a peek!’ OBVIOUSLY we aren’t following the
path most traveled.” Ardette slitted his eyes at her. “Is that all
right with you, or would you prefer I lead you someplace a bit more
‘lively’?”

She growled, but ultimately quieted down. I
think she’d just been a little more cranky than usual due to a lack
of fruit. She and Nyte had been living off of dried kingberries for
days.

Ardette had just started to promenade past
her, looking very pleased with himself for shutting her up, when a
voice boomed out of nowhere,

“IN THE NAME OF THE MYSTRESS, PROCLAIM YOUR
IDENTITIES, PROVINCE OF ORIGIN, AND INTENTIONS!”

The voice took even the far-hearing Elves by
surprise. In instinctive response, we all backed into each other.
The fighters of our group gripped their various weapons.

A cloaked man, to whom the surprising voice
belonged, rounded the edge of a nearby rock pile.

“Damn,” mumbled Ardette. He glanced over his
shoulder. “I’ll take care of this, but prepare yourselves. We’ll
have to fight, should I fail to make a good impression.”

He strolled right up to the man and lowered
his hood.

I waited in silence, desperately hoping that
the rude Daem had somehow secretly learned something in the way of
manners or tolerance for authority during the past weeks.

“I am Sowpa of the Ela’chian Kingdom. I am
leading a caravan to Kethro. We request safe passage.”

He even sounded slightly respectful. That
was a relief.

“Sowpa?” I whispered to Darch. “Wasn’t that
the name of Ardette’s brother?”

Darch nodded, leaving his eyes straight
ahead, sharp and alert. He wasn’t a fighter, but it was clear that
he was ready for a fight.

“Sowpa?” questioned the guard. He scanned
the rest of us. “You all should travel farther south. It’s not safe
for civilians here.”

“Yes, of course I’m aware, but they wanted
to take a ‘scenic route’. Something far from the city. You know how
it is, I’m sure. What the boss says goes. I couldn’t very
well turn away paying clients, now could I? Guides hardly make the
handsome sum you boys do.”

Ardette’s tone was a little too snarky.

This didn’t sit well with the guard. He
leaned in, showing off a menacing side that had been lying in wait.
“Take your travelers and LEAVE. This place isn’t safe for
civilians. I won’t tell you again.”

By this time, six other men had joined the
guard on either side. All clad in black Druelcan cloaks, they now
began to toy with the hilts of their sabers. It was clear that they
were itching – itching to start something.

Ardette either took no notice or didn’t
care. In a tone that reflected how tiresome he thought the ordeal,
he said,

“I assure you we can take care of ourselves.
Your concern is vastly appreciated; however-”

The guard cut him off, now even more
menacing.

“You know what, Sowpa? I don’t think our
concern is appreciated. I think you’re a smug little
bastard, and I think you need to go before we show you what happens
to those that disrespect Lady Mystress’ personal detail.”

Uh-oh. I bit my tongue in Ardette’s
place, but it would do no good.

“Oh? A bastard, am I? Personal detail? Hm.
You say so, but ‘Lady Mystress’ is no where in sight, is she? So
aren’t you really just a patrolman? Quite the brutish profession if
you ask me.”

“Why you-”

“Sowpa!” Grotts called in a roar. “Whaddaya
think yer doin’?”

The interjection was meant as a helpful
reprimand, but it ended up being the fuse that sparked nothing but
trouble.

At the scold, all seven sets of patrolman
eyes flashed to the great man. It would have been fine if they
would have stopped there. There was no danger in them seeing Grotts
– he was, more or less, a believable traveler. Great in stature,
sure, but clearly a Sape nonetheless.

The true danger came when their eyes started
drifting.

I held my breath and wondered what the
chances were that all of them were nearsighted. If only the
wandering mist could block them from accurately comprehending what
we were. These hopeful thoughts flooded my mind, but . . .

In the end, it was too much to ask for.

“Wait a minute,” said one of them suddenly.
“What kinda caravan’s this guy transporting, anyway? Doesn’t that
lady there sorta look like a . . .”

His eyes had found Rend. Our hoods were all
up, but hood couldn’t conceal her Elven height and stature. Scardo
let out a small gurgle beside me.

This is bad! This is really, really bad!

“AN ELF?!” snarled the first man with great
detestation. He let his saber out halfway.

One might argue that this sort of response
was to be expected. Druelca was warring with the Elven
kingdom, after all, and that meant that Rend and Nyte would be
viewed as enemies. Thus, the thing that caught me off guard was not
his willingness to fight, but the hatred behind the stranger’s
words. It was a strange thing to comprehend, considering that their
‘Lady Mystress’ herself was thought to be an Elf.

The patrolman continued, “What do you think
you’re doing with Elves, Sowpa? You have to know what happens to
Elves that trespass into Farrowel!” A sadistic smile lit his open
mouth. “Not to mention what happens to those who accompany them.
All right, men, let’s-”

But the patrolman would never finish his
sentence. He erupted into a cloud of black smoke at Ardette’s saber
tip before another word could pass his teeth.

“YAAAAH!”

All at once, his remaining comrades charged
us.

“Aaah!” Kantú let out a squeak and clung to
Darch, but the rest of the guard reacted as quickly as they always
did.

It was only a matter of time before every
last Druelcan was taken down.

When it was all over, Ardette let out a
groan. “I don’t know why I even bothered. Those idiots are all the
same. Next time we’ll swing first. Save ourselves the hassle.”

That sounded like a decent plan, but our
next two encounters with Druelca wouldn’t come to pass as Ardette
had predicted, for each time it was they, not we, who ended up
swinging first, without even bothering to approach for
identification.

The second of these encounters actually left
some members of our group winded.

“Either they’re gettin’ better, or we’re
getting’ weaker,” huffed Grotts.

“Tell me about it!” said Darch, panting in a
similar manner. He wiped a few beads of sweat from his brow.

Rend watched him with a scowl.

“You have not a need to pant! You have not
even aided in the battle!” she said.

“Whew! But I’m telling you, just watching is
nerve-wracking! You guys get so intense that I can barely take
it!”

Nyte let out a laugh, but Ardette’s sour
expression grew.

“Yes,” said the Daem guide. “Yuck it up
while you can. We’re nearly at the doorstep of the enemy, and
you’re all parading about like giddy idiots!”

Scardo nodded fervently. “I agree that we
should be more cautious and spend less time making merry. Now is
the time to prepare ourselves. We still haven’t come up with much
of plan, have we? I think we are all in agreement that Aura should
stay behin-”

I had to stop him from bringing it up. Me
‘staying behind’ was not an option.

“But, Scardo,” I interrupted, “it’s good to
‘make merry’ at least a little bit. Everyone’s been so gloomy
lately because of the mist. Don’t you think it’s a good idea to
take those times when we can? If we just focus on what’s to come,
we’ll only get more depressed.”

“Oh!” Scardo tipped his head. “Why, Miss
Heart, I suppose-”

But he was interrupted by a raspy voice. A
voice that hadn’t spoken in very long time. A voice I’d all but
forgotten about; though now, with it once again ringing in the
space around me, I remembered the way it pricked my skin.

“Heed my warning, Aura Telmacha Rosh!”

Kantú had been picking at her toes,
oblivious to the current conversation. She’d been fine and normal,
but when I looked at her now, there was no mistaking it. The Spirit
of In-between had once again taken over her body.

The bird had been absent for some time now.
After that night in Carpar, I’d only seen it circle us handful of
times. Each time it would appear for only a minute or two before
flying away into the distance. And then it had just stopped
appearing altogether. How long had it been now? A week maybe?

“Oh joy,” said Ardette joylessly, “you’ve
returned to us.”

I agreed wholeheartedly with his negative
attitude on this one. Damn bird.

“What message have you to deliver?” asked
Scardo. “We will hear you out.” Even now, he was still being
respectful towards the deceased elder.

The Spirit continued, “The JUDAS will be
found out before moon’s end! Prepare your heart, Aura Telmacha
Rosh! Be wary of friend, not foe!”

“Judas, again?!” I asked. “I thought-”

With that, Kantú slumped.

I breathed through my nose and tried not to
let annoyance grip me.

“Wonder – what – that – meant.” I said the
words slowly and through closed teeth. Trying to hold back the
flood of rant was quite a struggle.

“Who cares?” hissed Rend. She eyed Kantú
like it was the Squirrelean’s fault.

Who cared? I did. Despite how much my pride
wanted me to dismiss the cryptic message, I cared.

After the memory retrieval, I’d assumed that
the ‘Judas’ had been either Nyte or Elder Pietri. In a way, both of
them had made it ‘into my heart’, and both of them had offered some
form of betrayal. It seemed only likely that one of them had been
the culprit the Spirit had so long been referring to. After all,
following the retrieval, the bird had significantly laid off, and
it had even entirely left us alone for days now.

But both Nyte and Elder Pietri had already
been ‘found out’, hadn’t they?

There went that theory.

Either the Spirit’s messing with us, or
there’s someone else.

“Hm. I’d go with ‘messing with us’,” said
Ardette under his breath.

Then why’s it been so adamant? If it was
messing with us, wouldn’t it have let it go by now?

This time Ardette didn’t respond.

Maybe – just maybe – my argument had done
something to convince him.

Ardette turned his back to me, and I
returned to actively helping the others recover from the skirmish.
Scardo was busy issuing orders. We’d all been traveling together so
long that his guidance wasn’t necessary, yet we let him have his
fun. At least, I let him have his fun. I couldn’t really
speak for the others. Quite possibly they were all just too tired
and mist-drained to protest.

“Grotts, you hold her there. Yes. Nyte, your
pack. Onward, then? This way, if you please.”

Darch, Nyte and I took our places and
chugged along behind him and Ardette while Rend and a
Kantú-toting-Grotts took the rear.

That day, the mist grew stronger at a much
more rapid pace than it had before. By late afternoon, I was even
forced to sing a lightsong so that the dreariness would not start
to hinder our pace. The light, Scardo warned, was sure to alert
enemies, but we’d been having such a victorious time with all of
our encounters, that no one took his side. We’d put out the light
when we closer to the fortress.

“ . . . Light this song with spirit’s
sun!”

It had been a long time since those words
had ridden my tongue. Though words aren’t known to hold a taste
quality – which is peculiar since they pass over every ridge of a
person’s tongue on the way out – the words of that ariando
somehow held a sweet essence. Were it not impossible, I’d almost
claim to have tasted them on that day.

Holding lesser ariandos like the
lightsong were now easy for me. I was able to carry it all night
without feeling fatigued. It was funny remembering the first times
I’d used it. The first times I’d put my everything into song and
received only a small amount in return. But now I’d received the
Song of Salvation and I’d received a song of healing, and my vessel
– my body – had grown; stretched to withstand the strain of
power.

Power.

That word always reminded me of . . .

Warmth.

Nyte.

My orb might have pushed away the fragments
of mist, and therefore, the despair it brought, but it did little
to push away my affliction.

Mine.

I struggled to cap the blooming impulse.

“Miss Havoc?” Nyte spoke my name at the
worst possible time.

“A-ahm?”

“Let us go speak with the Daem. I wish to
ask him some things. Would you accompany me?”

Accompany. Warmth. Accompany. Warmth.
Warmth. Warm-

“We’d love to!” answered Darch
enthusiastically. He grabbed my arm and pulled me along in a hop,
humming all the way.

Nyte followed along behind, grinning and
unaware of my inner turmoil.

As we approached, Ardette threw up a lazy,
upturned hand. “Oh? Come for a visit, have you?”

But really, he had to have known we were
coming. My thoughts weren’t exactly obscure.

Nyte lost no time. “When you speak of ‘at
the doorstep’ do you mean-”

“No, you buffoon.” Ardette sighed in
annoyance. “It’s a figure of speech. I don’t actually mean we’re
literally standing on their-”

“Kah!” Nyte glowered. “I know. That is not
what I wish to ask you.”

“Oh? Have another wish, do you? I’m afraid I
only grant one per customer. I’m not a genie, you know. I haven’t
got a lamp that you can just go-”

“Ardette!” I snapped. “Stop it. You’re
driving me crazy!”

He gave a deep laugh. He knew that my
‘craziness’ stemmed not from him, but from Nyte.

“Driving you crazy? At least you
don’t have to listen to someone salivating over-”

“ARDETTO!” Darch saved me from the
humiliation that would have ensued if Ardette had had his way.
“Have you come up with a plan yet?” he continued. “I can’t wait to
hear it! Please, please, please, include me! I’ve always wanted to
do something exciting like infiltrating a castle! Can you imagine,
Aura? Can you?”

I could. And the concept wasn’t nearly as
exciting for me.

“A plan, you ask?” said Ardette, jumping
kicking away a piece of petrified wood. “Well, I admit I have an
idea or two, but as far as a plan . . .”

“Really?” I said. “That’s a relief. I had no
idea you were-”

“What? That I was actually working?” He
paused and stared into the misty, red sky. “Well, yes, I suppose it
is a bit unbelievable, now that you mention it.” Apparently, he
viewed this as an accomplishment, for a curl settled upon his
mouth.

“What ideas do you have?” I asked and tried
hide my eagerness.

Ardette rubbed his eyes wearily.

“Don’t get too excited, my cherry pit. I
haven’t figured out what will happen once we’re inside, per se. As
I told you before, I never actually encountered your darling
sister, only saw her name on the list of active prisoners, so I
really haven’t a clue where she is. But as for the infiltration
aspect, well, I might know a way. Splitting up is a given; that
much even your boy can predict.” Ardette paused not for
Nyte’s glare. “What I was considering was having a small
group of ‘us’ wait outside, in case trouble arises, while another
group sneaks in through the eastern barracks. That way will be the
most insecure of all entrances. I don’t know if they’ve got the
same git as before, but when I was last there, the stationed
commander was a dope, completely hooked on andap.”

“He was ‘hooked’?” Nyte didn’t
understand.

“Addicted,” I clarified. I knew all about
that. “People get addicted to andap? But I thought it was
vile.”

“It is vile. Worse than vile.
Disgusting, putrid, nauseating . . . but it does give a small buzz.
Not to mention reviving lost power.”

“A buzz?” I said, narrowing my eyes
in suspicion. “So all of the times you’ve complained about it . . .
?”

Darch smiled brightly and beamed. “That’s
right! He’s been feeling f-i-n-e!”

“I so don’t feel bad for you anymore.”

“You felt bad for me? I’m touched. Guess I
have come to affect you after all.”

“In any case,” – Nyte clearly wanted to move
things along – “in what ways can we use the eastern commander’s
addiction to our advantage?”

“Well, as you can probably imagine,
innocents are, how shall I say, rare around these parts. And
if there are no innocents?”

“There are no tears for purification,” I
finished, more so thinking aloud than being his pupil.

“That’s right,” he purred. “Good job, my
cherry pit.”

“SO,” – again Nyte was uncomfortable –
“andap is rare as well. We will use it to lure him?”

“In a way,” said Ardette. His voice dipped
at the word ‘way’, and for some reason he wouldn’t meet my
eyes.

This odd behavior made me more than a little
nervous.

And? Is there more to it than that?

He ignored me.

I scrutinized him, waiting for some hint to
come, but none was given.

“We’ll bait him and sneak in?!” Darch
clapped his hands. “Wonderful!”

Ardette pursed his lips. “If by ‘we’ you
mean you, then no. You’re staying behind.”

“What?! But why?”

“Do I really need to answer that? What could
we possibly have to gain from taking you along? You’re a
‘pacifist’, remember? And that means you’re worthless. A lot of
good you’d do, running around and examining everyone’s spirits.
When we need a witch doctor, we’ll give you a call.”

But Darch wasn’t listening.

“So, Aura, we’ll have to think of a secret
signal. If I go like this,” – he made a chopping motion with his
hand – “it means there’s a Druelcan right behind you!”

“Scary!” I said, playing along.

Kantú was now awake, and our game was just
the sort of thing she was interested in. Leaving Grotts’ side, she
bounded ahead to join us.

“Ooh! Ooh! And if I go like this,” – she
swished her tail up and down – “it means we need to get out because
The Mystress is about to lift her veil and reveal her hideous
under-face!”

“Ah!” Darch and I let out unanimous
cries.

Ardette shook his head. “Funny that you
three should be the ones making plans, when you three are the ones
that are going to stay be-”

Like hell! Like hell, I’ll stay! If you make
me stay, I’ll never forgive you!

Respecting my raging inner command, Ardette
halted his blasphemous sentence.

“We’re going to ‘stay be’?” Kantú wiggled
her nose at him. “What’s that mean?”

“It means leave me alone, all of you.”

“What I wish to know,” said Nyte, smirking
at Ardette’s annoyance, “is what you mean by ‘at the
doorstep’.”

“Oh Creator! Have I not already explained
this? How many time-”

“No!” Nyte threw him a distasteful and
begrudging look. “I mean how far are we from reaching the fortress?
Two days? Three?”

Ardette’s answer was delayed, and when it
finally arrived, it was quiet.

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?!” Scardo had been eavesdropping
on our conversation. Or maybe we’d just been that loud, and our
voices had drifted to him. Either way, he let out a cry. “Tomorrow?
B-b-but, on here it clearly shows that-”

“Your map’s wrong.” Ardette wasn’t at all
gloating. If anything, he seemed apprehensive. “We’re close. Very
close.” His demeanor then suddenly switched into nonchalant mode.
“Actually, my cherry pit, you might want to put that light of yours
out, or more of them will be stumbling upon us.”

“Why did you not warn us!?” demanded
Nyte.

Ardette shrugged. “To spare you. What? Was
my kindness not good enough for you?”

“Never mind that.” Kantú swished her tail
and looked around in scurried trepidation. “You’d better drop your
song, Aura! I don’t want more of those bad guys to find us!
Grottsy! Come quick!”

“Yes, Miss Heart, please!” Scardo’s
swiveling head nearly matched Kantú’s own timid animalist
nature.

“Okay.” I waited until Rend and Grotts were
close enough before closing my eyes and letting the light sink back
into me. “There.” I opened them back up.

But the surrounding world didn’t look any
brighter than it had from behind my closed eyes. We were
immediately engulfed in smoggy darkness.

“Er?” Grotts’ whispery voice cut the fog.
“Shoot, guys. What’re we gonna do now?”

The night mist was dizzying. Disorienting. I
looked up at the sky and there was the eastern moon, but though it
was there, it didn’t lift any of the darkness. I looked again, and
it was fogged over, and my eyes wouldn’t let me focus on it.

“Whoa,” I muttered, taking a step back to
balance myself.

I backed into someone.

“Ugh!” said Rend from another part of the
mist. “See what happens when we leave the Daem in charge? Cousin?
Where are you? Shall I cast a light?”

The someone was breathing abnormally.

“Grottsy! Where are- Oh! There you are.”

The someone’s hand was on my waist.

“Ardetto? Should Aura sing her light back
until we can find shelter?”

The someone pulled me back into them. They
weren’t warm, so it wasn’t Nyte.

Ardette, is that you?

A hand slipped over my mouth.

Ah! Ardette what are you- wait, this isn’t
Ardette! WHO ARE-

A wheezy, ancient voice whispered in my ear,
“They keep your sister in a special cell near the top. The eastern
staircase will be cleared for you tomorrow night. I will find you
when you need me.”

“KYAAAAAAAAAH!”

By the time I screamed, Elder Pietri was
already gone.

 



Chapter 18: The Plan

 


The darkness had lifted slowly after the
encounter with Elder Pietri.

Hearing my internal cries, Ardette had been
by my side in a flash, but he’d failed to catch sight of the sneaky
Elf.

“What is Pietri thinking?” Nyte punched the
floor. “I do not understand!”

Once again, we’d found a shelter-offering
cave to settle in for the night. This cave was much deeper than the
suitable cave, but its ground was perpetually wet, so any hopes of
sleeping in comfort were cast aside. Wood was built up over a pile
of stone and a fire lit at the deepest part of the cave, far enough
in that we’d be hidden from passing Druelcan eyes.

Outside, mist leavings traveled as freely as
the air itself, but rather than offering refreshment, they offered
only gloom. Throughout the surrounding rockylands, groups of
Druelcans patrolled, waiting to stumble upon the greatest prize of
all: us. Their Mystress was only a short ways away now, most likely
at the top of her castle keeping a watchful eye over her
treacherous kingdom.

Amidst all of this, there we were, circled
around the fire: two Elves, a squirrel girl, a Magir, a Daem, two
Sapes, and a songstress about to face off against an entire evil
regimen.

Thinking that way was . . .
overwhelming.

Ardette had said that we’d reach the
fortress tomorrow, but would I really be able to see Illuma in a
day’s time? Would we be able to enter Druelca on a rescue mission
without alerting The Mystress? Would it play out so easily? Or
would the western moon’s ad’ai finally come? Maybe if we
were discovered, I’d be able to release the Song of
Salvation and be done with it all. I couldn’t decide if that
thought was comforting or terrifying. Either way, one thing was
certain. Something would be happening tomorrow.

“How can we be certain she was not just
hallucinating due to her ‘condition’?” Rend studied me like I had
the some horrible disease.

Let’s not forget your little ‘condition’,
Rend.

Ardette snorted.

“We should be concentrating more on what he
said,” urged Scardo. “It sounded like his Excellency was
being helpful, didn’t it?”

In Scardo’s mind, the mysterious appearance
had pardoned any sins that the elder had so far accumulated. I
didn’t agree with his way of thinking at all. One utterance of
advice was not enough to pay for lying, brainwashing, kidnapping,
and Creator knows what else! But I didn’t take my aggressions out
on Scardo; with newfound hope, his mood was better than it had been
in a long time.

“Helpful?” said Ardette, rubbing his
collarbone. “Not at all. To me, it sounded like he was setting a
trap for us all. But I doubt your precious loyalties would allow
you to see that which is so clearly obvious.”

The two men entered a silent stare-off. I
hated to be the one to break it, truly I did . . . no, actually, I
hated such pointless bickering. Throwing a loud piece of
briar-stock into the hungry fire, I gladly broke the stare-off.

“WELL,” I said, “regardless of your
oh-so-valid arguments, we need to decide whether or not we’re going
to follow his advice.”

Grotts, who’d been silently warming his
hands before the fire, nodded. “That’s fer sure. It does bring up
at least a few curiosities. Like, what’s at the top of the eastern
staircase, anyhow, Ardette?”

Ardette took a drink out of his canteen
before answering,

“A door.”

“Door?” asked Kantú. “Like just a regular
old-”

“A door rimmed in gold.”

“Ooo!” Kantú’s eyes grew wide.

“Gold?” said Nyte. “Is that the customary
material for door adornment within the fortress?”

Ardette glared at him and then took another
drink of canteen water, disrespectfully stalling the answer to
Nyte’s question, but it would not have the desired annoyance he’d
been seeking. There was someone else present who knew the
answer.

“Nope!” said Darch excitedly. “It’s a
special door. Isn’t that so mysterious?!”

“Ha!” scoffed Rend. “Pray tell, how do
you know?”

“Ardette told me, of course! He’s so good at
laying things like that out. I have the whole fortress pretty much
memorized by now!” He placed a fist of determination in his
opposite hand. “That gold-rimmed door is one of the only places
Ardetto never snuck into. That means that’s got to be where your
sister is, Aura!”

For once, Ardette, Rend, and Grotts looked
equally annoyed.

“Well that’s great!” said the gruff man in a
growl. “But would ya mind, sharin’ the layout with the rest ‘o us?
Ya know, that’s kinda helpful knowledge, seein’ as we’re stormin’
the place tomorrow!”

“My, my, a bit testy tonight, are we? Fine.
I’ll tell you, but just know that all you have to next time is to
ask nicely.”

“That is humorous coming from you,” said
Nyte. Though he said so, he didn’t sound amused in the least.

“Shut up.”

Ardette threw the canteen at Nyte’s head,
but Nyte reached out and caught it before it could make contact.
The Daem then picked up a cinder from the fire’s edge and blew it
out. While it was still smoking, he put it to the wall and started
to draw the outline of a map.

“Now then, pay attention. Something like
this is incredibly tedious, and I will not be showing you
again.”

For the next several hours, Ardette had our
attention, and together we all formulated a plan.

There are many things that can be said about
‘the plan’. It was a plan that was well thought out and cautious. A
plan that considered a multitude of obstacles, both natural and
random. A plan that was ready for anything. A plan that even Scardo
approved of. A plan that should have worked.

. . . If only it had worked.

 


~

 


Our night was uninterrupted, and the next
morning came in a blink.

Phase one of the plan was to continue south
non-Elf’s pace for five hours to a small abandoned quarry on the
coast, about an hour’s walk from the castle of Druelca. Once there,
we’d drop off our packs, wait until late dusk, and then set out
under the cover of nightfall in three groups to minimize detection
from any thugs that might be keeping watch at the top of the
eastern tower. Much to their chagrin, Kantú and Darch were to stay
behind at the quarry and ‘guard our things’. While it only served
as disappointment for the pair of them, it was a decision that made
Grotts especially wary.

So as not to leave the two non-fighters
behind without protection, Ardette placed a bit of himself inside
of Darch. That way we’d be able to keep tabs on them at all times.
Rend lacked the power to set up an elder barrier around them that
would block anyone unaccompanied by Elf, but she did use her
magic to place an elemental barrier blocking out natural dangers.
Darch and Kantú were to keep a lookout at a high point beyond the
quarry. Should any ‘unnatural dangers’ approach them once we were
at the castle, I’d throw a ground-level mist bomb song in their
direction while being coached by Darch through Ardette on where to
move it., or if that was too complex, I’d simply sing a rainsong
powerful enough to send any patrolmen back. All of these
precautions, assured Ardette, would be unnecessary, as he claimed
that the quarry was abandoned for good reason, though he wouldn’t
share exactly what that reason was.

Darch’s staying behind would also serve
another purpose. He and Kantú were to watch the road ahead and
telepathically inform Ardette of troops moving in our line. Rend
would be Ardette’s partner, and together they’d take out the
smaller groups. On larger ones, they’d shift course to avoid
contact. Rend would leave scorchings behind for Nyte and Scardo to
read, letting them know when to shift. Grotts and Nyte would be in
the second group, and Scardo and I would take the rear. Should
anyone happen to fall, I’d heal them when we came upon them.

We’d regroup in an old drainage pipe just
outside of the eastern castle wall. I hadn’t the slightest idea
what a ‘drainage pipe’ was, but the Yes’lechians assured me that it
was something that one could hide within. That’s when phase two of
the plan would start. I’d set a furious rainstorm in motion that
would send even the hardiest Druelcans for shelter. During this
time, Ardette would slip up his Druelcan cloak and, in the chaos,
move into the eastern camp. He’d scout out the security and then
snag five more cloaks for the rest of us to wear.

If everything was still going well for Darch
and Kantú, we’d start phase three. I’d lighten the rainsong but set
off a few light bursts in the western sky. This, I discovered,
could be done by combining lightsong with mistbomb. From Ardette’s
time with Druelca, he knew that protocol would force twenty to
thirty percent of each station to examine something deemed a ‘large
unusual occurrence’. Once twenty to thirty percent had left the
eastern camp, I’d set off another few light bursts in the southern
sky. Ardette predicted that only another twenty percent of the
remaining members would leave, but that it would clear out enough
for us to make contact with the eastern barracks’ commander. That’s
when Ardette would entice the commander with andap, get him to fess
up about any ‘surprises’ waiting at the top of the eastern
staircase, and then slip into the fortress with Grotts and Scardo.
I was to wait outside with Rend and Nyte – a part of ‘the plan’
that I entirely intended to break.

Once inside, phase four would begin.
Ardette, Scardo, and Grotts – and me, if I could manage it –would
sneak up the eastern staircase and rescue Illuma. If Pietri had
been telling the truth, it would be that simple. However, if he’d
been lying . . . we’d fight our way out. I’d have my most powerful
ariandos on hand. Should a signal be given from one of the
other members, I’d be ready.

Phase one, phase two, phase three, phase
four.

Four phases were all that separated me from
my sister. That was all I had left. I was so close – closer than
ever before, but for some reason it still felt like we were
separated by the wiles of ‘forever’.

This unapparent and yet apparent trickery of
endless time stayed with me all through the first phase.

Scardo and I stole across the land, slinking
and fluid, utilizing the uneven landscape as a covering advantage.
By making use of Darch’s viewpoint, we only had to switch course
once to avoid patrolling Druelcans. Other than that slight detour,
it seemed Ardette really did know the best, most undetectable way
in. We traveled silently, watching for scorch marks and listening
for Druelcans that might have slipped through the plan’s
preparations.

For the most part, phase one went off
without a hitch. However, by its end, things were already starting
to stray from the rigid path I’d expected.

Not wanting to draw attention from any
patrolling men during the day, we’d all refrained from climbing the
quarry’s high point – saving that responsibility solely for a
night-clad Darch and Kantú. At the time, it had had been a valid
precaution – something necessary for ‘the plan’ – but as I neared
the castle known as Druelca, I really wished I’d used the
opportunity to take a peek. Just one glimpse from that towering
survey point would have readied me for the puzzling, fascinating,
unlike-anything-I’d-ever-seen fortress waiting ahead.

It would have saved me from several lost
moments of mouth-gaping.

“Scardo!” I whispered when it first came
into view. “Wha . . . ?!”

His eyes were as wide as mine, and it took
him an awkwardly long time to answer. When he did, his eyes only
grew. “M-mekanix, Miss Heart. Lots and lots of steamed
mekanix.”

It was dark, so I couldn’t clearly see the
world around me, but the fortress before us was BRIGHT, lit with
enormous bonfires atop each of its four towers. The fires danced,
huge and intimidating, while licking the misty sky, but they
weren’t the spectacles that made my jaw drop.

That honor was saved for the castle
itself.

The castle had a sort of symphony coming
from it, but it wasn’t a symphony made from instrument. It was a
symphony comprised of the moving and grinding of metal, and the
shooting of hot steam – white steam that was puffing out of it at
various places, wheezing and coughing. That sickly, hissing release
reached far, even to where we were, but it was only the
introduction to many more thundering thuds and clanks to come.

Jagged metal wheels on all sides of the
castle were turning and cranking and creaking. Chains were going up
and down, pulling things – massive things.

“What are those?” I whispered.

“Lifts,” explained Scardo.

“Lifts,” I repeated in a daze.

Wheels and knobs, steam and fire . . . and
the castle fortress was huge. Even larger than Yes’lech’s
fortress. It wasn’t one massive building, it was a massive building
connected to six or more smaller – but still huge – buildings via
moving metal platforms.

“Sliders,” explained Scardo.

“Ah.”

To add to this imposingness, the ‘wall’ that
surrounded the castle was not made of stone as I’d imagined it, but
of thick metal sheets lined with rusty spikes, visible from even
hundreds of paces away.

With the eastern moon high above, cutting
through the misty air, the entirely thing truly looked impenetrable
. . . and ferociously enchanting.

Though I was given ample time to take in the
peculiar and frightening sight, it wasn’t enough.

I was still speechless when we reached the
eastern wall’s drainage pipe.

It tuned out to be a large metal tunnel
poking from the wall between a cluster of spikes – each of which
had turned out to be as long as three standard-size cottages, and
as thick at their thickest parts as Miss Danice’s
larger-than-average house.

I ignored the ankle-deep green water and
followed Scardo inside.

“Hello?” I whispered, squinting. My eyes
hadn’t fully adjusted.

“We are here, Miss Havoc!” came Nyte’s
hushed reply. “I am so glad you are all right!” He flitted through
the water to me.

“He’s been parading about like a lunatic,”
said Ardette from somewhere within the pipe’s mouth. “Quite
emasculating if you ask me.”

“Ha!” scoffed Rend. “As if you have been
behaving any less fitfully!”

Nyte and I ignored them and exchanged a
fervent cloak grab in place of a hug, but it wasn’t nearly enough
to quench my thirst. Luckily, Grotts offered contact.

He clapped me on the shoulders and
asked,

“Did ya run into any troubles?”

“No, not at all! How about you guys?”

He shook his head. “We were all right, but
apparently, Rend and Ardette had a bit of a struggle.”

“A struggle?” asked Scardo.

I trudged past Grotts, deeper into the pipe,
to where Ardette was leaning against the wall. My eyes adjusted,
and I could see a piece of black-stained cloth tied around his
arm.

“Oh! What happened?” I reached out to
inspect it closer. From the stained line of shadow discharge, I
could see that the wound was a long slice running down Ardette’s
arm from elbow to wrist.

“They ran into a smaller group,” explained
Grotts. “They beat ‘em, ‘o course, but with just the two of ‘em,
Ardette got a little ganged up on.”

I readied myself to whisper the song of
healing, but before I could begin, Ardette yanked his arm away.

“Don’t bother. It’s fine. Wouldn’t want to
draw unwanted attention, now would we?”

“But I can sing quiet-”

“Don’t.” His voice was stern.

Why doesn’t he want me to fix it?

He looked away. “As I said, unwanted
attention.”

“Leave the fool! If he wishes to enter enemy
territory wounded, so be it! Can we not move this forward?”

Rend’s sense of urgency was right. We had to
keep going.

Illuma.

“Alright,” I said, still eyeing him
suspiciously. “But as soon as this is over, I’m fixing it.”

Ardette said nothing.

“Have you heard from Darch?” I asked.

“Of course I have. The idiot’s having a
heyday with his little stakeout mission. You wouldn’t believe how
annoying it is to have to listen to him of all people. I
suppose the only thing more unbearable would be listening to your
little Elf.”

“I am standing right here.”

In the midst of their drivel, Scardo, with
tux tails submerged, slithered up to me.

“Miss Heart, if you would? I fear that the
longer we stay here, the more chance there is that we will be
discovered. It is best that we move quickly.” He shot a paranoid
glance at Grotts, who nodded in returned agreement.

“Yeah, okay.” I took a deep breath. “Ready
everyone?”

“Wait!” interjected Ardette, straightening
up suddenly. “There’s been a slight change.”

“A change?” said Nyte. “What sort of
change?”

“Relax. Just a trifle detail, really.”

Scardo let out a hiccup and slumped against
the wall. “Well, what is it?”

“Once the song starts, I’m going to need
Aura to come with me. There’re some bars blocking the way in
through here – safety issue, I’m sure you understand – that’ll need
to be sliced before I can enter the camp.” He brushed his hair back
lazily. “That’s all.”

Grotts and Nyte looked ready to murder
Ardette for leaving out the ‘trifle detail’. Scardo looked
dead.

“Oh, and the bars are located fairly close
to the exit, so it’s best that the rest of you stay here to avoid
making a clamor.”

“And ‘unwanted attention’?’ I asked. What
is this? Why not just tell us before?

Ardette ignored both the internal and
external questions.

He grabbed my wrist. “So then, come along,
my cherry pi-”

“I will go as well.” Nyte was over us in a
flash. He’d glided through the water silently, as fluid as the
rancid liquid itself, thus invalidating any future arguments on
Ardette’s part that he’d be too ‘clamorous’ to accompany us.

Ardette scowled. “I hardly think there is a
need for you to come along.”

“No!” Scardo’s corpse was at once
reanimated. “Join them, Nyte. Please do!”

“Yeah, it’s a good idea. Jus’ in case.”

“Oh?” snapped Ardette. “And what happens
when she feels the urge to feed? Bringing him will only be a
distraction!”

“True, but if trouble arises, she can sing a
must stronger song with him around. Sorry, Ardette. I’m not lettin’
ya take ‘er without him.”

“Ugh. Fine. Come along then, cherry pit and
boy of cherry pit.” He gave my wrist another pull. “Go ahead
and start your song.”

“Take caution! Take cau-uh-ihh . . .” I’m
not sure if Scardo actually broke out into sobs, but if he didn’t,
he was definitely on the verge when we disappeared into the
darkness beyond.

“The sky’s tears come . . .”

While I sang, I mouthed the words, but it
didn’t hinder the strength of the song at all. Wind whooshed
through the pipe, splattering us with green water, and howling like
a lament through a beast’s throat.

I finished and closed my eyes – holding the
monstrous song high above me and enjoying the rumbling waves of
thunder that penetrated our armor of drainage pipe. Thunder that I
controlled and rain below it that I commanded. Together they
covered the entirety of the fortress and stretched far beyond – the
greatest, most expansive rainsong I’d ever sung.

Nyte was behind me, Ardette to the front.
Both of them close enough for me to feel their breath.

And Illuma was so close. So close. I was at
her doorstep, undergoing a rescue mission that I’d only dreamed of.
Phase two was underway.

This moment is a victory.

Ardette squeezed my wrist.

We traveled through the pipe for several
minutes, and I held the song strong, keeping my breaths even,
conserving my strength, until at once, Ardette stopped.

He turned around, locked eyes with me, and
put a finger to his lips. He pointed above us.

Nyte nodded.

Ardette bent down and brought his mouth to
my ear. “Mist splice ahead, twenty paces.”

I nodded, but he didn’t remove his mouth. He
was about to say something. I knew him well enough to know that
much. But he failed to relay whatever it was because just then, he
stiffened and pulled away.

With alertly concerned eyes, he held his
hand to his temple. It was almost like he was listening for
something.

What is . . . But then I realized the
only thing it could be. Darch!!!

He gave me a concentrated nod.

My heart started racing faster than it had
through our entire pipe-trek. Nyte read my energy and understood.
He slid forward, pushed Ardette’s shoulder back, and looked into
his eyes, as if trying to read Darch through him.

Ardette didn’t shrug him away.

The air was tense. Still, I held the
song.

Please be okay. Please be okay. Please be
okay. Oh! I suppose you can’t hear very well if I think like
that!

Ardette flared his nostrils.

Right! Sorry. Mind go blank!

It was too much. I struggled to keep my
thoughts at bay.

But then relief came suddenly, almost
heart-attacking suddenly. Without warning, Ardette let out a
breath, dropped his mouth in annoyed relief, and shook his head.
That was when he finally pushed Nyte away.

“False alarm,” he mouthed.

Oh Creator! What the hell was that?!

“Later.”

For the second time that night, Nyte looked
ready to murder Ardette.

Ardette once again took my wrist. I closed
my eyes and prepared myself to cast a second song.

“Sword-like edge of matter deep . .
.”

From the first few words, I could already
feel the strain. The thunder was still above us, the pelting rain
surely drenching all of Druelca, but the mist splice was meager,
simpering out of me like a wounded animal.

I pushed for more.

“Splitting towers, cutting stone . .
.”

I couldn’t let the rain falter. Turning my
hand over, I grabbed Ardette’s wrist.

I’m stronger than this! Come on!

Use him.

No!

Use him.

Nyte was behind me, rapidly scanning me with
worried eyes. He reached for me, but Ardette slapped his hand
away.

I finished the song, but nothing happened.
Without delay, I started again.

“Sword-like edge of matter deep . .
.”

Why is this so difficult for me right now? I
think I have to let go of some of the rain’s power. It’s the only
way.

Use him.

No!

But I didn’t have a choice. At my mention of
letting go of some of the rain, Ardette’s eyes grew wide. He
understood better than any of us that we needed the rain’s
veil. He wouldn’t let me drop it.

Our hands were still around each other’s
wrists. Still holding me, he pushed our arms into the side of
Nyte’s neck.

But Nyte would do us one better. He grabbed
my arm and pulled me into him, enveloping me in sweet warmth. He
then placed his hands beneath my bistre cloak and against the skin
of my waist.

Ah! I nearly choked on the words of
mouthed song that were escaping me.

Ardette didn’t release his grip, and his
limb stuck out of us awkwardly. On his face was the foulest of
expressions.

Nyte’s arms were around me, and it
was distracting, but so, so powerful. The thunder above us
shook in reply and the mist sword immediately began to form out my
hand.

“Shatter breaks of marrow bone!”

The sphere of energy shot from my arm and
projected down the pipe. I felt it cut through a dozen firm bars
before, satisfied, I let it fall from control.

TAKE IT NOW!

Yes. I wanted it more than ever. Even if I
had to suck him dry. Even if we both died. I needed it.

You need it, so take it. He’s your emulator!
That’s what he’s there for!

It was the mist talking, driving me to
crazed obsession, but I didn’t realize it in the moment.

I don’t want to. That steadfast part
of me was meeker than ever, barely even there. It was being
smothered by the overpowering influences of warmth and mist and
fate.

WARM.

Nyte’s hands were solidly rooted, but there
was also another hand. Was it . . . pulling? Like a zebron to a
pestering fly, I couldn’t really tell.

This is it. This is the last time.

I’d resolved to take it all, to blast the
Druelcans away with a fury of lightning, to spout out more mist
splicing spears until the whole place collapsed.

I grabbed onto Nyte even harder and took the
largest dose of all.

YOU’RE MINE!

It felt so good. It felt so good, and my
eyes were rolling back.

MINE!

. . .

And then it all stopped, and there was
nothing. No warmth. No hunger. Just the goodness that comes from
feeling the touch of the person you love.

Huh?

Above us, the thunder quieted, but only
slightly.

Feeling lightheaded, I opened my eyes.

Nyte’s hands were definitely still on me,
but they were different now. How could that be? That all of a
sudden they felt different? Still warm, but a normal level of warm.
Still extremely tempting, but in a way that I could manage without
going mad.

I took in a breath of cherry tree, and my
blood started to pump. It was still there. I still wanted him as
badly as ever, but for some reason, I lacked the desire to
consume him.

What is this? How is it that we’ve been
freed?

I allowed the reality of it to settle.

And then I got my answer. My terrifying
answer.

Just to my left, Ardette was panting, angry
and scornful. In one shaking hand was my wrist. In the other, a
green-black stone upon a woven rope . . .

A broken woven rope.

It took me a dumbfounded moment to realize
what had transpired.

It . . . broke? It was a hard concept
to grasp. I stared at the pendant for several sluggish seconds and
tried to process.

Ardette broke the familiar pendant? He
ripped it right off?

And then panic set in. Am I going to . .
. ?

My throat started to close from
apprehension. Was what the Spirit of In-between said true? That if
the pendant was removed, I’d . . .

Am I going to die? Before seeing Illuma?!
When I’m this close?!

Inside, I was on fire, but outside,
Ardette’s eyes were ablaze. There were so many scolding words he
wanted to lash at us, but we were at the mercy of the
circumstances. With Druelcans possibly within earshot, he couldn’t
utter a word, only mouth foaming insults at Nyte.

But Nyte wasn’t paying attention. With an
expression of curious wonder, he removed one of his hands from my
waist, brought it to his chest, and felt the absence of pendant. He
looked confused and astonished for but a moment. For when a moment
had passed, he too realized the consequences of Ardette’s
action.

That was when he gripped my shoulders with
unwary, free hands and bore his quickly-becoming-distressed forest
eyes deep into mine. His spirit was melting before me, utter shock
settling upon his brow. He was searching me for a sign of my
status.

Also worried, and unable to give him what he
sought, I only winced and shrugged.

I’m sorry, but I don’t know.

It wasn’t the answer Nyte had been hoping
for. Fearing not the drenched Druelcans above us, he turned from
me, grabbed Ardette’s collar, and mouthed in an angry breath of
hatred,

“What have you done, foolish, foolish Daem?!
Now she might die!”

You will
die.

The last echoes of the addiction drifted
from my mind.

 



Chapter 19: The Infiltration

 


Nyte and Ardette were both furious, and I
was trying to hold the rainsong while anticipating the onslaught of
death.

If I am to die, please let me see Illuma
again. Let me finish this rescue first. Please, Creator.
Please.

Ardette heard my prayer and responded in a
fit of anger. Pushing Nyte off of himself, he threw the familiar
pendant into the slurping water, which was now rising from the
rainsong’s drainage. Nyte reached in and grabbed the treasure
before it could drift away, but Ardette took the opportunity to
take a cheap jab at Nyte’s side. Nyte lashed back with a lunge,
which Ardette barely dodged before shooting forward and pinning me
against the wall via a stern palm on my shoulder. Then, while I
watched in shock, Ardette flickered his other hand to shadow and
plunged it deep into my chest.

UCH!

For a moment it was hard to breathe.

And then I felt him. At his shadow’s touch,
my blood flowed cool.

His fingers were around my heart, feeling
its beating patter.

It made me feel helpless to be seized that
way. It wasn’t that I feared him; I didn’t believe that his shadow
could harm me, and I’d experienced his weird Daem powers enough to
trust that I’d make it through all right. It was just that having
someone feel the most delicate part of me – that part most
dangerous – was weakening.

What are you doing? What . . .?

He closed his lids and lingered his hand
there for a moment while my life-force pulsed evenly beneath his
probing fingers. When he opened his eyes again, they were like
beetles, black and shining – glinting mysteriously in the wet
darkness. He removed the hand that was on my shoulder and brought
it to my jaw.

“Open!” he said in a rapid hush.

What? Why?

He shook my jaw. “Open.”

I obeyed, pulling my lips apart just a bit.
Nyte looked on with clenched fists and seething breaths.

I’m dying, aren’t I? This is it. This is my
last . . .

Ardette brought his face close to mine. He
had to have felt the way my heart’s patter quickened just a bit in
his hand, but if his face contained a look of gloating, I’d never
know. I had closed my eyes, certain that he was about to kiss
me.

I was going to die. The pendant had been
removed and I was going to die, and though it wasn’t right, I
waited for him without struggle.

But his lips didn’t make contact with mine.
Instead, they lingered just beyond my reach.

The water was still rising, and I was still
dying, and Illuma was still waiting, and therefore, it seemed like
an incredibly long time that we stayed that way – just lingering –
but really, it must’ve been a very short while before things
started to move forward again.

When things did start in motion, Ardette’s
shadow poured into me in a large funnel of tingly smoke. Down my
throat and through my whole body – to each and every part. Taken
aback, I snapped open my eyes and saw that Ardette’s expression had
become twisted in concentration. It was then that I understood.

He was inspecting me. Checking my
vitals. Reading my organs for abnormality. Searching my body for
disease and failing.

Still unsure of my own fate, I stood
motionless like a good patient, ever holding the ariando
high above us.

Ardette continued to move through me while
Nyte watched, looking ill. That sort of expression filled me with
guilt, especially considering that I’d been so ready to let Ardette
kiss me. This just proved that I was a sinful creature, even in my
last moments, allowing pain to be brought to the ones I loved.

I’m sorry, Nyte. I’m sorry to leave you this
way.

After another minute or so, Ardette pulled
his shadow back out by sucking it into his mouth in a large
swallowing inhale. At the same time, he slipped his other hand out
of me, and let out a large, heaving breath. On his handsome face
was stillness of the purest kind. I read it optimistically.

Wait – does that mean . . . ? Am I . . .
okay? I bit my lip and waited for the verdict to be
delivered.

In a drastic change of manner, Ardette
grabbed my shoulders and pulled me into him in a large embrace. His
body relaxed, and I felt him nod.

REALLY?! Are you sure?

He nodded again and held me there.

But why did the feather man lie about it?
Why did Nyte put up such a fight whenever anyone tried to remove
it? I’d been so convinced that-

But Nyte grabbed Ardette’s shoulder and
tried to pull him away. Ardette gave my back a squeeze before
reluctantly releasing me.

Nyte had been enduring the hug impatiently.
He too had been able to decipher Ardette’s strange examination, and
he now studied the Daem with eagerness . . . or maybe it was
something more like perturbedness. He was trying to figure out if
the hug had been something of parting or something of
celebration.

“Well?” he mouthed.

“She – is – fine,” heaved Ardette.

At the diagnosis, Nyte’s relief response
surpassed even that of Ardette’s. Throwing his head back and
releasing all of his breath, he fell limp and sank to his knees –
so low that his lower half was completely submerged in water. From
there, he bent his shoulders forward in what appeared to be
thanksgiving or maybe avid prayer. Either way, it was a sight that
was out of place coming from the non-traditionalist Elf.

To put it simply, the scene was funny . . .
and entirely over the top, but also sweet, so sweet that I wanted
to cry.

I started to reach for him but stopped
myself out of habit.

It’s fine to touch him now, though,
right?

Yet I refrained. There was something I had
to do first.

Ardette’s panting answer had reminded me
that he was in need of revival. That had to come before anything
else. I reached for his horn with the intention of letting him draw
spirit. He placed a shaky hand over mine and closed his eyes.

Don’t hold back. I’m still all right with
the rainsong.

When he’d had his fill, he lowered my hand
but did not release it. Instead he entwined his fingers in
mine.

Er-

But then I decided that that was okay. He’d
broken the curse that had been over Nyte, the curse that had kept
us from touching. Ardette had taken a chance, saved us in a moment
of desperation, and ultimately freed us from the chains of emulator
bondage. Ardette deserved more than I could give him, so my hand
was fine.

With my other, I reached out, still a little
wary, and placed it on Nyte’s head. The addiction said nothing. The
only voice in my head was my own.

No warmth? This is great!

I wanted to laugh, cry out, or do something,
anything, to show off my complete joy, but there wasn’t time
now. She was waiting.

With new freedom, I ruffled the top of
Nyte’s mossy hair.

He looked up at me, grinning like an idiot.
I returned the grin with something equally idiotic and then
signaled that we had to move on. No matter how earth-rocking this
had been, we had to keep going. Phase two was underway, and we
couldn’t stop now. There’d be time to test out our new boundaries
later.

Understanding, but still very much grinning,
he nodded and rose.

Let’s go, Ardette.

Nyte took my other hand, and the three of us
pressed on. We moved silently as possible through the pipe, which
was now much harder to trudge though due to the increased water
level, and came to the place where the sliced bars were. As we
neared, the voices of Druelcans started to reach us, even through
the thunderous storm overhead. We were close. Dangerously
so.

We checked the bars to make sure that the
ariando hadn’t failed.

It hadn’t.

Satisfied, Nyte gave me a nod, and together
we turned to head back to the others.

But Ardette had other plans. Giving my hand
a sudden hard yank, he heaved me away from Nyte.

Huh? I wrinkled my brow at him.

Little did I know, the plotting Daem was
about to uproot phases three and four.

Nyte started towards us, but Ardette held up
a finger, commanding him to wait. We were all now sopping wet, but
Ardette’s mouth was dry. Confused, I waited as he again brought his
lips to my ear.

In a voice that was quieter than breeze, he
breathed, “Be obedient. This is the only way they’d have let you
come.”

What? They?

“The others.” And then, “I love you.”

He kissed my lobe gently.

Now even more confused, I pulled away and
studied him, trying to discern what he was playing at.

Nyte, however, responded to the kiss with
far more vigor. He lurched forward with a look that said, ‘What the
hell, man? Are you serious?’, and threw a fist, but Ardette had a
counter already planned. He flickered to shadow just when Nyte’s
swing should have made contact, and Nyte instead fell through him.
Ardette used the opportunity to give me a great tug through to the
other side of the broken bars.

It was then that I saw that the pipe curved
up just beyond them. From what I could tell, it looked to be
a dead end, but that wasn’t stopping Ardette from whatever he was
about to do.

“Stay, Elf,” he commanded over his shoulder
while slipping up his hood.

Nyte again started after us, but Ardette
performed the next sequence of events more quickly than I’d ever
seen him move. It was as though he’d been storing up all of his
energy for a time such as this, always concealing the fact that he
too, could be quick and fluid if he so chose.

There was a small hole circled by a dark,
looping design on the wall to the right. With great rapidness,
Ardette pulled out his saber and pierced it into the hole. He held
my wrist tightly, so that it even hurt a little, but for the
moment, his brutish behavior was unnecessary. I was too captivated
by the intrigue of what he was doing to attempt escape.

The hole must have been extremely deep, for
it completely swallowed the blade – all the way up to the hilt.
When that was all that remained, Ardette gave the handle a twist,
apparently using the weapon like some massive key.

You’re unlocking something?

Ardette said nothing in reply, but he didn’t
need to. A loud click informed me that my assumption had been
right. By this time Nyte had gotten back on his feet, and as he
splashed towards us, face a mixture of horror and fury, the floor
below us started to rise.

That’s when I understood: We were on one of
the lifts!

“Ah!” My cry was louder than it should have
been.

Ardette removed his saber, covered my mouth,
and forced me back against him as the lift brought us up towards a
hole that was sliding open at the top of the pipe. Once again, I
was a captive, but this time my captor was someone else. Someone I
knew, and he was bringing right into enemy territory without
my guard.

ARDETTE! WHAT THE HECK DO YOU THINK YOU’RE
DOING?! LET ME GO!

Ardette responded only by kissing my neck
and holding me tighter. I tried to wiggle away, but he was too
strong.

ARE YOU CRAZY? I HAVEN’T EVEN SET OFF THE
LIGHT BURSTS, AND WE CAN’T GO IN WITH JUST THE TWO OF US!! AT LEAST
LET NYTE COME!

The Elf in question was below us, angry and
wet. He’d reached the lift just a moment too late, and we’d been
out of reach before he could hop on. All I could do was look over
the edge and give him an apologetic grimace.

Nyte . . .

Nyte eyed Ardette with blazing, furious
shock and threw up his hands in frustration. I was certain that the
next time they met, Nyte would attempt murder.

Ardette wasn’t worried. He sighed and rested
his mouth in my hair while the lift took us up, through the hole,
and into the fortress, leaving my first captor behind in the
darkness.

 


~

 


The lift brought us to a room; a small,
metal shed of sorts. Outside, there were the voices of at least a
dozen men blanketed by the shroud of thunder.

“What was that pop?” said a booming voice
from outside.

I stiffened in Ardette’s arms.

They’d heard the lift. Of course they had.
They’d heard it, and they would come to investigate. With my pulse
quickening, I squirmed in Ardette’s arms, but he shook his
head.

Let go! We have to go! They’ll come!

But a second voice pushed away those
fears.

“The sewer lift must’ve activated by itself
again.”

“Oh, that’s right,” said the first voice.
“Shitty piece of equipment. They keep fixing it, and it keeps
breaking back down!”

Oh, – I let out my held breath –
phew.

Still holding me tightly, Ardette slipped on
my hood.

He brought his mouth to my ear and
whispered, “Be good.”

NO!

After what he’d just done, there was no way
I was going to behave obediently. No way – except one.

“Your sister,” he said the magic words.

I groaned inside, knowing that he’d gotten
me. Fine. But I’m really mad at you right now, so don’t get
cheeky. You’d better have a plan. Seriously. You’re in a lot of
trouble.

He laughed breathlessly, and though I’d said
I’d cooperate, he didn’t loosen his grip.

“More,” he mouthed, looking up.

Rain?

He nodded.

But I’ve been holding it for so long! I
don’t know if I can give much more!

“No whining.”

I rolled my eyes and pushed the song as hard
as I could, growing red in the face in the process. The rain, which
was already pelting like arrows, started to come down in
sheets.

“ARGH!” came a call from outside.

“DAMMIT!” said another voice, “WHAT’S WITH
THIS TEMPEST?”

The cries were followed by the thudding of
feet.

Ardette waited until the last of the thuds
had stopped before stepping off of the lift and pulling me out of
the shed. The lift sank back into the darkness below.

Argh!

We were immediately lost in the downpour,
but that was exactly what Ardette had been hoping for. With the
rain that way, falling in violent sheets, it was hard to see even a
few feet in front of us. I blocked my face from the pelting spears
of wetness that threatened to tear away my cloak and let Ardette
pull me.

He dragged me around a few benches to where
there was a row of small metal buildings. The rain made a clanking
clamor against their roofs that only added to the fortresses steamy
symphony of knocks and turns and gasps.

“This way!” yelled Ardette, leading me
behind the line of metal houses.

Lost in the midst of it, we no longer had to
be cautious of the Druelcans hearing us. In fact, a passing guard
paid us no mind even when he nearly pummeled into Ardette. The rain
had caused that much of a frenzy. With the rainsong mighty and
steady, I focused on keeping up my stamina. Pulling in warmth
earlier had given me a second boost of energy, but that energy
would only last so long. I had to keep it up the best I could, thus
my pace was slower than Ardette would have liked.

When it reached something close to
leisurely, he pulled me into an area where parts made of metal were
stored. We stood behind the pile and I tilted the rain, giving us a
break from its pelting pour. That was what I needed. I doubled over
and caught my breath, ever holding the rain. He only allowed me a
short moment of reprieve before pulling me away again.

It seemed that not much had changed since
Ardette’s last visit to the fortress, for he knew his way around
incredibly well, even with the hindrance of rain. Around another
cluster of metal buildings and past something that looked like a
giant catapult, he dragged me to a triangular building that was
against a tower – the eastern tower, I presumed.

Oh my Creator, we’re there!

My adrenaline started to rush.

Without knocking, Ardette plowed through the
triangle’s door, taking me along with him inside.

The room beyond was small and dry and lit by
a quiet, humming fire. But more interesting than that, and entirely
more terrifying, was that the room also contained three people –
three Druelcans, two of whom were standing guard. The other
was seated behind a large wooden desk that was adorned with white
cockle shells.

Upon seeing us, the two guards rose with
lances out. I backed into Ardette, who’d once again embraced me in
a captor’s grip.

“Who’re you?!” spat one of them angrily.

“Terru of the western tower,” lied
Ardette.

“What?” asked the other, eyeing Ardette with
valid suspicion. “Why’d you come here, and who’s with ya?”

I kept my head forward to hide my face.

“I’ve a present for Commander Gershaw,” said
Ardette.

What?! Present? I struggled to remain
‘obedient’. Alright. So that’s our game? In the end, I
managed.

“Present?” questioned the sitting man. His
voice sounded young – young for someone called ‘commander’.

Ardette continued, “It was delivered from
someone named Sowpa.”

The commander bolted from his seat. “Remove
your hood at once, Terru!”

Shoot, shoot, shoot!

I was certain that we’d been found out. That
using his dead brother’s name twice had been our demise. Stupid
Ardette. What were the chances it would work a second
time?!

With a pounding pulse, I concentrated on the
ariando above and prepared myself to sing a mist bomb into
being. However, Ardette didn’t seem at all worried. Rather, he
flung his hood back haughtily.

I winced and waited for a signal to start
the song.

The commander eyed Ardette without reaction.
“Alright,” he said. “I’ll accept it. Go away you two.”

He shooed away his guards.

“Er, yes, Commander!”

The two of them obediently retreated out of
the room and into the ‘tempest’. The metal door slammed behind
them, splattering us all with storm droplets.

Ardette? What should I do? Say ‘pinhole’ if
you want me to cast a song, all right? ‘Pinhole’.

Shivering, I waited, but ‘pinhole’ did not
come.

The commander laughed deeply and began
walking over to us in a saunter. “Well, well, look what the storm
swept in. I always knew you’d come back.” He laughed again.
“Finally decided those bullshit ideals of yours were worthless, eh,
little brother?”

This time, I was unable to refrain from
reacting just a little.

LITTLE BROTHER?!

I jerked my head up slightly, so that I
could clearly see the man’s face. He was strikingly handsome and no
more than two and a half decades old.

I tried to make sense of it all. Ardette
has another brother? That was the only explanation. Sowpa had
been part of Yes’lech, and he’d been there on that night, but he’d
died, hadn’t he? And now Ardette’s other brother was a commander of
Druelca? How did that work out? So can we trust this man, or . .
. ?

Ardette shrugged. “Hm, yes. I suppose you
were right. I guess it is in my nature to side with darkness after
all, Sowpa.”

I’d thought I’d had it at least partially
figured out, but at the utterance of ‘Sowpa’, everything was once
again thrown into disarray.

Wait, this is
Sowpa? But I thought he was dead! What’s going on, Ardet-

BOOM!

The commander interrupted my ranting
thoughts by slamming his hand against the wall and making me
jump.

“I told you NEVER to call me that again!
Sowpa is dead! It’s Gershaw now! You know better than anyone that
the name bestowed by our brainless parents died when I joined The
Mystress!”

“Yes, brother Gershaw.” Ardette smirked. “I
sincerely apologize.” He didn’t seem very apologetic. Instead, he
looked very pleased with himself for causing the uproar.

“Still as smug as ever, I see, you little
bastard. Well then, what offering have you brought?”

The commander slinked right up to me and
sniffed.

“Oh,” shrugged Ardette, “just an innocent
for your enjoyment.”

“An innocent?!” Gershaw reached out with
hungry eyes and drew a few eagerly shaking fingers along my chin.
“Where did you find one of these? Last one I had was that
Squirrelean boy.”

“Oh, you know. It’s hard not to stumble upon
them when they so eagerly throw themselves. This one was as
affected by me as all the rest, but she was a little prettier, so I
decided to keep her.”

Oh, brother.

Gershaw laughed again. “Well, let’s see her
pretty little face. I like it better when they’re girls.”

His drawing fingers turned gripping, and
they clutched my chin.

“No!” Ardette pulled me back from him. “Why
don’t you have a drink first? Let your palate be the
judge.”

“A wonderful idea!” Gershaw reached for my
right wrist, but Ardette was already throwing him my left – the one
without the tattoo. Gershaw caught it and brought it to his left
horn, which was slightly longer than Ardette’s.

I’d donated spirit on several occasions, so
I was prepared for the icy cold sucking that was about to happen,
but what I wasn’t prepared for was Gershaw’s version of it.

In a forceful motion of violence, he slammed
my palm down on his horn’s tip, which was far, far sharper than
Ardette’s, and twisted. The horn went deep into my skin, and I
winced.

Uuu!

Behind me, Ardette let out a breathless
growl, for blood started to trickle down Gershaw’s horn and onto
his head.

My hand was icy – more than icy. It was cold
and dead, and it hurt. Not only was spirit being sucked out of me,
life was being sucked.

Gershaw placed his other hand on my cheek.
“She’s good! She’s really good! She almost tastes like . . .” His
words trailed off in a slur.

“Oh, surely you can’t remember that far
back, can you, Sowpa? That was another lifetime for
you.”

But in place of an answer, Gershaw only
started to giggle. He really was an andap addict, and he was
quickly becoming drunk off of me.

“This is quite the gift, little brother. You
know, when you showed up, I decided I’d kill you, but now . . . I
might just let you live.”

“It is I who will let you live,
Sowpa.” Ardette’s expression was sad, his voice flaked with
pity.

Gershaw only giggled more. He was taking me
in much too quickly. The overhead thunder quieted in response to my
weakened state.

Ardette leaned forward. “I’m sorry, my
cherry pit. Just a little longer.”

I winced again and nodded. The icy pain was
now all the way up to my shoulder.

Gershaw’s eyes drifted shut, and he grinned
stupidly. “Her face,” he said in a hiccup, “let’s see it!”

Without hesitation, Ardette pulled the hood
back.

“As you wish, brother,” he said quietly.

Gershaw squinted a moment. Then his scarlet
eyes widened and he stumbled back, taking my arm with him.

“It’s her! She is the one! She is-”

“Yes, Sowpa. It is her.”

“Her?!” I repeated.

Ardette ignored me. He only continued to
address his brother. “Now that you know, will you keep her for
yourself, or will you give her to The Mystress? This girl you once
loved?”

Once loved?

“I will . . . I will . . . kill . . . her.”
In one last fit of giggles, Gershaw collapsed into a drunken pile
on the floor, and free from him, my arm immediately started to warm
back up.

“Ardette!” I whispered. “What was that
ab-”

“Later.” His voice was stern. He grabbed my
hand, stuck out his tongue, and licked away the flowing blood. I
was surprised, but I didn’t dislike it. Then he ripped a bit off of
Gershaw’s sleeve and quickly tied it around my hand in a makeshift
bandage.

Next, he stood over his unconscious brother,
stared down, and shook his head. “Heh,” he said. “Quite the family
reunion.”

With that, he started rummaging though
Gershaw’s pockets, and I moved to the fire to warm my arm. It
warmed quickly, but it felt dirty. Gross. Unlike the times I’d
donated to Ardette.

Not thirty seconds passed, and Ardette was
back at my side. “Got it,” he whispered, holding up a shining gold
key. He eyed the reddened bandage around my gouge and added, “I’m
sorry.”

“It’s all right. I’ll be fine. Will you tell
me what-”

My words were muffled because he interrupted
them with hug. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I used you as bait even
though I knew he’d be rough. I knew he’d spill your blood, but I
chose to do it anyway.”

I’m fine. I promise. At least we got the
key. That’s for the eastern staircase, I take it?

“No, it’s for the galley.” He released me
and rolled his eyes. “Of course it’s for the staircase.”

What did I say about getting cheeky?
I looked down at the commander. “I don’t get it. How’d your brother
turn into that? When he used to be with Yes’lech?”

He sighed. “Wait awhile, would you? I can’t
take your eagerness at the moment.” He looked at the ceiling. “Are
you ready to flare up that storm of yours again?”

“Oh!” I’d nearly let it fall completely.
“Alright.” I took in a breath and pushed the song again. A fresh
wave of thunder cracked high above us.

Shooting the stupored commander one last
glance, we put up our hoods and braved the storm once again.

But we made it out only a couple of feet.
For on the other side of the door, someone in an onyx cloak tackled
me, pushing me onto the muddy ground.

Ardette pulled his saber on the Druelcan,
but the stranger pulled out a weapon with even greater reach.

It was a weapon I recognized.

In a shaky and surprised voice, I said,
“Nyte?”

“Ah! Aura?” Nyte whispered and rolled off of
me at once. “I believed you to be an enemy! Were you not exiting
one of the cabins?”

Excited at the sight of him, I put my hands
on his face and beamed.

“Joy.” Ardette threw him a dose of
loathing.

“You.” Nyte’s attention switched over
in a rabid flash. In an equally rabid flash, his sword’s sharp edge
was at Ardette’s Adam’s apple. “How dare you! I will rip you
from limb to-”

“Shut up.” Ardette pushed the sword away and
looked around anxiously. “If you’re coming along, then so be it,
but stop making foolish quarrel in the middle of a Druelcan camp.
Rain cannot mask everything, you know.”

“He’s right,” I whispered. Ardette looked
too smug so I added, “You can skin him later, Nyte.”

Nyte reluctantly returned his sword. He
reached for my hand, but stopped when he saw the bandage. “What has
happened to your hand?” He gave Ardette a look of warning.

“It’s nothing. I’ll tell you later.” I hid
the hand in my sleeve. “More importantly, how did you get out of
that pipe?”

“It was incredible! A few moments after you
disappeared, that platform began to move on its own!”

Seriously?

“Shitty piece of equipment,” mumbled
Ardette, sour at the malfunction.

“Good,” I said, enjoying the irony of it.
“Come on!”

With that, I grabbed Nyte’s
normal-level-of-warmth-hand and followed a pouting Ardette to the
door of the eastern tower.

Two miserable, rain-drenched guards were
standing outside.

“Who’s there?” one of them called.

“We’re from the western tower,” lied
Ardette. “We’ve come to relieve you. Commander Gershaw says he
doesn’t want to put up with any ‘dead weight’, so go have a glass
of ale, warm up, and come back in an hour.”

“Dead weight, huh?” The guard laughed. “The
commander’s always going on about ‘dead weight’. Already then,
Pishta, let’s go get ourselves relieved!”

But Pishta wasn’t so easily convinced. “I
don’t know,” he said warily, gripping his lance. “Why’s the western
tower sending guys over here anyway?”

Ardette raised a brow. “What? One of those
types, are you? The kind that can’t accept help? That’s fine, we’ll
just go throw one back in your stead, won’t we boys?” He placed his
hands on Nyte’s and my shoulders and started to turn us. “Ha! What
a paranoid prat. Not like any of us guards have keys to get in
anyway-”

“Wait!” Pishta seemed to realize the
‘absurdity’ of his fears. “Alright, alright. You don’t have to be
so damn rude. Come on, I guess.”

“Thanks, guys!” the first guard called.

The two of them hobbled away through the
drenching downpour.

“Morons,” scoffed Ardette. He waited until
their figures had disappeared before reaching into his pocket and
pulling out the golden key.

One click later, and we entered the tower.
Inside was a spectacle that stole my breath.

The tower was massive, it’s circumference so
large that it would have taken ten minutes to lap at jogger’s pace.
It was lit with dozens upon dozens of torches climbing the walls,
appearing like miniature suns that reflected off of its metal
walls. At the tower’s center was a giant stone staircase, spiraling
around and around all the way to the top. There were no lifts here,
or so it appeared.

Ardette locked the door behind us and
whispered, “You can release a bit of song now, if you’d like.”

I nodded and studied the surroundings with
caution. Would the way be clear, as Pietri had promised, or were we
walking into a trap?

Nyte tapped Ardette on the shoulder and
gestured around the room. Ardette nodded, and together the two of
them bounded off around the tower’s floor, scouting the space for
enemy presence. I waited silently and patiently by the door. When
my eyes had fully adjusted, I noticed that there were what appeared
to be blankets cluttering the sleek ground. At least two dozen of
them.

Curious as to their purpose, I walked over
to one that was close and examined it. It was cloth and black, but
when I picked it up, I realized that it wasn’t a blanket . . . it
was a cloak. Beneath it lay a shirt and pair of pants.

I looked around the room again and realized
that they were all piles – remnants of Daem guards.

The way had been cleared. And the clearer
had spared no one.

Nyte and Ardette returned a moment later to
confirm the theory.

“There are none remaining,” said Nyte.

“Do you think it was Pietri?” I asked. “What
does that mean? That he’s somehow still on our side?”

“Hmph.” Ardette sniffed the air foully. “I
wouldn’t be so sure about that. Be ready for anything, my cherry
pit.”

I nodded and started for the staircase, but
was unexpectedly stopped by a firm, halting hand on my
shoulder.

The hand was attached to Ardette.

“Ah-ah-ah, not so fast,” he said.

“What?” I cast him an annoyed look. “Come
on. Shouldn’t we hurry?”

“Hmmm . . . That depends. Care to
tell me now what Darch’s little secret was about?”

“Darch’s . . . secret?” I said.

“This is hardly the time to play oblivious.
Your sister’s waiting, and I won’t let you move on until you
disclose that meddlesome Magir’s plottings.”

Plottings? But then I remembered.
Oh, that. On the fero.

“Bingo.”

Ardette was referring to that ‘angel and
unseen moon’ stuff.

I tried not to think about it directly.

Ever since Darch had told me his theory, I’d
found it a little weird that he hadn’t wanted me to tell anyone
else. After all, it seemed like something the others would’ve
benefitted from knowing about too, so then why? Maybe, in some way
that I couldn’t perceive, they were better off not knowing? Then
again, I always hated being left in the dark. Didn’t they deserve
to know too? But Darch had wanted me to keep it to myself, so what
could I do!? Was that Lusafael thing really even a possibility?

Dang it, Darch! If only the Magir had
turned out to be a good cook, I could’ve avoided the predicament
entirely!

“I’m waiting,” pressed Ardette, staring past
me at the door like it might come blasting open at any moment.

If you’re so worried, then why don’t you
save this for later?!

I couldn’t just tell him, could I?

Nyte had been observing the two of us,
confused, but sensing my struggle, he now sprang forward and
smacked the hand from my shoulder. “What are you speaking of? Is
this really necessary-”

“Yes!” The halting hand was back in a flash.
“Now butt out, why don’t you? Alright, my angel, spill it.”

Angel? Interesting choice of words.

“Huh!” Instantly realizing what had
happened, I clasped my mouth like it might actually be able to
erase the accidental thought that had just popped into my head.

“Hm?” Ardette narrowed his eyes. “So it
is that. Hmph. Now I know why he didn’t want you to tell
me.”

“Why?”

But instead of answering, he only let out a
sigh and pushed at my back. “Come along then. I’ve heard
enough.”

Uhh? Sorry, Darch.

I was confused, but Illuma was waiting, and
at least I wasn’t caught in that awkward in-between anymore. I
shrugged at Nyte, who was shaking his head darkly, and together the
three of us started up the long, spiraling stairs.

We ascended silently, prepared for any
lingering hidden enemies, but no such enemies appeared. In fact,
our flight up was pretty much uneventful – aside from one near trip
on my behalf.

By the time we neared the top, my legs were
tired and the overhead rainsong was weak, but still I fought to
remain alert and strong. This would be my greatest test of stamina
yet.

We reached the zenith, and the fabled
gold-rimmed door welcomed us. It was beautiful and rich and kind of
forbidden-looking. Solid and polished, it really did stand out
inside of the dreary, dark-metalled fortress.

At the sight of it, the blood within me
started to slither.

Strong. Be strong. Illuma might be waiting.
She might be waiting, so I have to be strong.

Ardette reached for the handle, and the door
was unlocked just like Elder Pietri had promised it would be.
Throwing one last nod to Nyte, Ardette gave the door a light
push.

This is it. This is really it.

I gripped Nyte’s arm in anticipation.

The door opened slowly, revealing an equally
golden room waiting behind. Around its gold-paned windows, drapes
of deepest purple hung. Golden metal chairs, cushioned with equally
purple pillows, completed a pair of golden desks. Even the shelves
that lined the walls were gold, containing ancient tomes that
resembled those of Farellah’s library.

At first I thought that the room was empty,
but then I saw that there was someone sitting inside behind one of
the golden desks.

It wasn’t Illuma. It wasn’t Elder
Pietri.

It was someone much, much more
terrifying.

 



Chapter 20: The Mystress

 


“Boo me! Look who’s come to visit,” sang a
young girl wearing a gold dress. On the desk before her was one
large, white scale.

It was the same ‘rare child’ we’d
encountered in the Crystallands.

“Why, what do we have here?” Ardette
sauntered into the room like it was his own. “Has The Mystress’ pet
come out to play?” He boldly plopped into one of the chairs. “Does
a game of fetch tickle your fancy, kitty?”

It seemed his game-plan was
overconfidence.

“Aww, cute,” – the girl stuck out her bottom
lip – “a baby dwagon. And you’ve brought Nyte. Lady Mystress will
be soooo happy to see him – too bad I have to kill him first!” She
let out a cackle. “You see, I knew something big had to be coming
when that annoying blue blast sizzled away my guard-guards. I
figured it would be better to wait for you here, where the light
couldn’t get me. Surprised I didn’t get caught in your little
vaporizing spell, songstress of ‘virtue’?”

It wasn’t my spell. But I wouldn’t
let her in on the secret.

“Very surprised,” I said.

She continued in a sickly-sweet voice, “To
tell you the truth, I’m simply heartbroken that you’d think to
MURDER me in my own office. A thing like that-” – in a rapid change
of behavior, she jumped up and slammed her fists on the desk –
“WELL THAT’S JUST TACKY!” Then she sat back down and instantly
recomposed herself. “If a girl’s office isn’t sacred, then I don’t
know what is.”

The scale on her desk rocked in the
aftermath of the slamming.

Nyte gave me a hidden look of slowly-lifted
brows to show that he thought the girl entirely mad. I agreed that
she was at least seventy percent crazy.

The girl had shown no signs of attack yet,
but I knew it was only a matter of time before she attempted
something. I looked around the room and tried to come up with a
strategy. It would be best to attack her before she turned into
that cat-thing again. If she stayed unchanged, I could hit her with
any number of ariandos. The thing was, my strength was
already down, so it would have to be something I knew would be
effective. Something that would defeat her on the first try. She
was within reach of the scale, and if she grabbed it before we got
to her, we’d have much bigger trouble on our hands.

I continued to scan the room, and in doing
so, stumbled upon something interesting. The wall behind the desks
had looked normal at first glance, but now, as I looked again, I
saw that there was an outline the size of a doorway within the
wall. Next to it was a skinny, golden lever.

This isn’t the top. Ardette, is there
another lift or something there?

“Ah, yes,” Ardette said, yawning. It was an
answer to my question, but he disguised it as an insult. “I really
do miss The Mystress and her gaudy decorating sense. Or
wait, did you pick this out? Hm. Quaint.”

The girl narrowed her eyes. “Whatever do you
mean ‘miss her’? Don’t tell me . . .” A girlish grin spread her
mouth. “Are you one of our runaways? That’s it, isn’t it? Not a
very high-ranking one, I gather?” She tutted. “So you’re a
lost baby dragon? How sweet!”

Ardette stretched and stood. “Well, we’d
love to stay and chat – you know, we really would – but
unfortunately, we’re heading to the top to see what it is that
you’re guarding. So if you’ll excuse us-”

“NOT SO FAST. We haven’t even gotten to play
yet. What do you say, Nyte, old comrade? Shall we RIP him up?”

“Enough of this,” said Nyte quietly. “We
will pass through now.”

The girl stood and rolled her neck. “Oh
well. You really have become a stiff, haven’t you? Is it this
girl’s doing? It was so much more fun when you were all lovey-dovey
with The Mystress.”

Argh! Lovey-dovey? I nearly choked. I
didn’t want to know the details.

“No,” she continued, “you’re not allowed to
go in there. That place is off-limits to you. Boo me! I guess we
have to fight!”

She started to reach for the scale, and in
response, Ardette pulled out his saber. But Nyte didn’t reach for
his weapon. Instead, he said,

“Will you not let us pass, Carn?”

Carn?

Surprised, I glanced at Nyte, but he didn’t
pay me any attention.

The girl, equally surprised, jerked her hand
away from the scale. “Oh? So you do remember me?”

Nyte nodded and immediately after, a smirk
of evil began to cross his lips. A smirk of seductive and
convincing evil. At the sight of it, the corners of the girl’s
mouth showed hidden delight.

Nyte said, “Although I pretend, I could not
easily forget the taste of shadowed flesh.”

This time, rather than just a glance, I
twisted my whole neck to examine him – fearing that The Mystress’
song had somehow silently slipped into the room – but his eyes were
normal, not even a little murky. So he was himself, but
then, was it an act? It had to be, but he was so like how he’d been
under The Mystress’ control, that it was hard to tell. Even so, I
had to trust him. That was the only thing to do, even if it was a
little unsettling that he’d remembered the cat-girl’s name all of a
sudden.

Carn studied him. “Hmmm. Are you lying to
me?”

In a manner more akin to that of Ardette
than himself, Nyte provocatively tugged at his collar and asked,
“What do you think?”

Despite the circumstances, my neck grew
warm.

Carn stared at him a moment, as if trying to
decide her verdict. There were three of us and only one of her, but
her scale was still close and Nyte was . . . tempting. In
the end, she seemed to think he was worth the risk.

“Alright, but you’d better not try anything
naughty.” She hopped out from behind the desk. “Come over
here, but tell the girl to go to the Daem, and leave your weapon
over there.” She pointed to the desk standing opposite.

“I will do one better, Carn.”

He’d been standing to my side and just a
little ahead of me, covering me, but he now reached over, grabbed
my arm, and threw me at Ardette with a rough heave. Ardette caught
me in his arms and pushed me behind his back.

Ardette, I know this is just an act, but how
did he know her name? And what’s he planning? And OW! He didn’t
have to be so rough . . . .

Ardette said nothing, only watched intently
while Nyte threw his sword at the foot of the other desk and slowly
walked to the girl.

“You claim to remember me? Well, prove it.
What else do you remember?”

“Where should I start?” He pursed his lips,
but continued to smirk. “I recall my mekanix training under
Commander Far’ir.” – One of his earlier, before-the-black-outs
memories of Druelcan captivity. – “I recall RIPPING out a
Squirrelean’s whiskers one by one when he refused me malt.” – A
story he’d heard from Ardette. – “I recall every word of the song
of bondage my Mystress had for me: Gentle mist allowed in.”
– Words we’d all heard at the prophecy site. – “And most of all, I
recall the day that I captured Illuma Rosh and brought her to this
fortress. The day that I lured her from that backwater songstress
village and offered her right into Druelca hands.” – The memory I’d
shared. – He let out a haughty chortle. “What more would you like,
Carn?”

The hidden delight now fully exposed
itself.

“Well, well. I’m surprised. But sooooo
happy.” Carn fluttered her lashes. “Now that you remember, what
will you choose, Nyte? Will you fight me, or will you indulge in
the dark pleasures once again?” She reached out and brought her
hand under his shirt.

Gross! I know she’s older than me, but she
looks like a child!

“I will . . .”

Ardette was ready to move, I could feel it
in his stance. His whole body was tensed and alert, waiting for a
sign.

“. . . indulge myself.”

Whether or not that was the sign, Ardette
reacted. Using his saber as a spear, Ardette threw it at Carn, but
Nyte sprang in front of her and kicked it out of the way. It landed
on the floor before her desk in dull clink.

“Ha!” cried Carn. “Now our dinner’s
weaponless! What a wonderful turn of events! Go roast that dragon,
Nyte!”

“Move back, my cherry pit!” Ardette gave me
a shove, pushing me out of the way and into the center of the room
as Nyte charged him.

“Ah!” I let out a yell. “What are you
doing?!”

Still grinning with sinisterness, Nyte
planted a heavy punch into Ardette’s face. Ardette pushed against
Nyte, but he didn’t seem to be fighting at full force.

“Hold still!” ordered Nyte. He pushed
Ardette’s face into the floor, and then he looked over at me and
said, “You are next, sacrifice!” Still reeking of wickedness, he
reached up with his free hand and drew it in a slicing motion
across his neck, but for some reason, it didn’t look quite right.
With his fingers together and an extra fling at the end, it looked
more like a . . .

Chop?

Nyte turned away from me and called over his
shoulder, “Would you not like the first taste, Carn?”

She’d been watching the fight just in front
of her desk with a giggle on her lips. At the invitation, she took
a step toward the fighting pair – and away from the scale.

That’s when I understood.

It had been a chop. Darch’s secret
chop. A signal that there was a Druelcan near. This was all a
distraction, and Nyte was signaling me to make a move!

“Goody!” squealed Carn. “How sweet of you to
share! Why don’t you bring him over?” She shifted her attention to
me and let out a cackle. “Aww look at her, she’s all bent out of
shape!”

Carn was referring to the fact that I’d
turned my face from the fight and had hidden it in my hands. To
accompany it, my shoulders were shaking in faux distress while I
tried to look pathetic. It wasn’t very difficult since I was
already such an emotional person, and therefore, the fight, no
matter how fake, really did get to me a little.

Carn thought I was whimpering, but in
reality, I was mouthing the words to a mist bomb and pulling all
energy from the remaining rainsong into it.

 


“Ring of power surging through
time,

Endcalming ways, endcalming ways,

Parting the path, surging the sign,

Endcalming ways, endcalming
ways.”

 


“KYAAAH!”

When wind started up, Carn knew that
something was wrong. With a snarl, she took a step back and reached
for her scale, but that was exactly what I’d been hoping she’d do.
Along with the wind, a yellow ring of mist had seeped from the
floor, and I was already pushing it around the scale. By the time
Carn’s hand made contact, the mist had already started to turn to
putty.

“BOO! BOO, BOO, BOO!” She tried to pull her
hand away from the sticky mess, but it wouldn’t give. “Nyte!” she
whined. “But you remember! You remember the indulgence of
darkness!”

“I remember nothing!” Nyte shot her a
disgusted look before shielding his face in anticipation of the
bomb.

KABOOM!

A moment later, the scale exploded into a
thousand white shards. I’d been hiding my face in my cloak,
dreading the aftermath of the spell, but even as white flecks fell
around me, there was no flesh to accompany it.

There was no sign of the girl either.

“Damn!” Ardette hit the floor. “Damn, damn,
damn! Little bitch disappeared before it went off!”

“Seriously?!” I let out a groan. It had all
been for nothing. All of that fake fighting and Nyte-seduction had
been for nothing. “But wasn’t it the scale’s power that granted
transport? So does that mean that she used it, but left it
behind?”

“Yes,” said Nyte. “It was a miniature
portal, but it will never be used again.” He brushed from his
shoulder a few remaining pieces.

Nyte helped Ardette to his feet. I hurried
over when I saw that his cheek and nose were trickling shadow.

“Here, Ardette, let me fix that for
you.”

“No!” he pulled his cheek away. “Don’t waste
it. You’ve got to be getting tired by now. He sighed. “I’m just
glad you caught on before he beat me to a pulp.”

“You have my apologies,” said Nyte. But he
was grinning a little.

“It was all thanks to that chop,” I said.
“We’ll have to thank Darch later.” But there was still something I
was confused about. “Hey, how did you know her name, Nyte?
Does that mean . . . are you really starting to remember
things?”

The two of them exchanged a humored
side-look.

“My, you aren’t very perceptive, are
you?”

“Huh? Why?”

Nyte pointed to Carn’s desk, and I saw it.
They were right. I wasn’t very perceptive.

“Oh my Creator. You have got to be
kidding me.”

Her name was etched into a small plate on
the front.

Nyte patted me on the head.

“Well then,” said Ardette, dusting himself
off, “better not to stick around here. Creator knows where that
little psycho’s run off to. Let’s see where this lift takes us,
shall we? I’ll bet it’s somewhere fun.” He retrieved his saber and
threw Nyte’s sword back to him.

“Alright,” I said. “Let’s go before she
comes back with reinforcement.”

Ardette pulled the lever, and the golden
wall slid down, revealing a tiny room, the floor of which was the
lift. The three of us stepped in. Ardette put his saber’s handle
into a small hole that was identical to the one in the drainage
pipe and gave it a twist. Another loud click later, and we were
rising with the floor.

A cranking and grinding sound accompanied
our rise. We ascended for several minutes up to what had to be the
top of the tower. There, a great burst of steam was released, and
the rising platform stopped. The wall slid open.

I was blinded by a blast of red light.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Heart of
Salvation,” cooed a woman’s voice. “Is it finally time for
ad’ai?”

The air around us erupted in chime-like
laughter before everything went dark.

 


~

 


When I opened my eyes, I was under a binding
spell. My hands were at my sides, and my body was stiff, but I was
propped up on a bed of purple and gold inside of an extravagant
room of equally purple and gold accoutrements.

I wasn’t alone.

“What are you doing here, Heart of
Salvation? Have you come to release your song? Or have you decided
to become my sacrifice? You must know I cannot retrieve my
song until I kill you.”

A woman in a long black veil and with words
like song was standing by the window, staring out across her
kingdom.

That hatred lost no time in sifting back
into me.

The Mystress!

What a depraved and selfish woman she was.
Stealing my sister. Kidnapping Nyte. Forcing the Westerlands into
unrest. All for the sake of lost land and forbidden power! Now,
more than ever, I knew that I had to make her pay. For all the
things she’d done, she’d pay. I’d make certain of that. I’d lost a
decade of time with Illuma all because of her. I wouldn’t let her
steal another day!

She was before me now, and it was the
perfect opportunity. If I could deliver the Song of Salvation,
she’d be defeated. The only problem was, I didn’t know how
to release the golden brick of Song. Was now ad’ai? I didn’t feel
any different. Maybe if I could just get up and catch my bearings,
I’d be able to figure it out.

But I was being restricted by an Elven
binding spell, and Nyte and Ardette were nowhere to be seen. I
tried to wiggle my toes, like it might help in some way, but they
were stubborn. The binding was still fresh. What could I do?

“Well?” sang The Mystress. “Speak up. What
is your intent? I admit I was quite surprised to find you here.
After all, my boys have been searching for you far and wide. They
practically overturned that ghetto known as Crystair. And when my
insider at Yes’lech informed me you weren’t there either, I was
certain you’d returned to the Elves. But to find you here, of all
places . . . well, I guess fate’s on my side.” She laughed.
Delicately. Beautifully. “So, what I want to know is why?
Why would you be stupid enough to come HERE? Was it to assassinate
me? Or to surrender? Or maybe you came to free your moon?” She
didn’t look away from the window. In the distance there was a
leftover flash of weak lightening.

Outside, the majority of the storm had
passed, but within my body, the squall was just beginning.
Overturned Crystair? Insider at Yes’lech? And to speak of the
Elves, who were under Druelcan attack, so carelessly . . . It made
my skin crawl!

Shaking with rage, I said, “I have come to
do none of those things. I have come to rescue my sister! The
sister YOU stole!”

“The little Rosh girl?” she cooed. “Really?
I find that hard to believe. She’s been captive for an awfully long
time, hasn’t she? Why now?”

“I don’t have to answer your questions.”
Again I tried to wiggle my toes, but they weren’t responsive.

“Why now?” she asked again, turning
from the window and stomping her foot in frustration. Her question
was followed by a man’s cry of pain.

I knew that cry, and it squeezed my
heart.

“Nyte!” I wailed and then demanded, “Where
is he?!”

She pointed with a long, black nail to the
ceiling above her. She snapped, and there was another cry.

“Ardette!”

“Very good, Heart of Salvation.” She clapped
mockingly. “I was wondering which of them you preferred. Have you
made up your mind?”

“For here I stay and lie awake-”

I started up the song that had been known to
break binding spells, but The Mystress snapped her fingers, and
this time the scream was a woman’s. My stomach fell.

Rend! She’s got them?! They were found in
that pipe? But then guiltily I realized. Of course they were
found. They must’ve gone looking for us after we were gone for such
a long time! No! This is all my fault for straying from the
plan! There was only one thing to do.

“For here I stay and lie awake-”

“No, no, you won’t be starting that stupid
song again.” The Mystress snapped twice more, and the cries of
Scardo and Grotts confirmed my fears.

“Argh! Stop!”

“Why now?” she asked a third time, taking a
few steps towards me. She held her fingers above her head,
threatening me with another snap.

“It was the soonest I could come!”

“If that’s the truth, then why have you that
tattoo? Isn’t that the tattoo of one you’d given up on? One you
thought dead? Why else would you bear a tattoo of memorial?”

“Ah!” At her words, the tattoo around my
wrist started to sear hot. Bubbling hot pain. Illuma’s name was
burning, and my skin was sizzling beneath it!

“I respectfully mourned her, but I always
hoped!”

“Hahaha! Hoped?” In a wild chiming of
laughter, The Mystress moved closer to the bed, so that her shadow
was over me. “I have news for you, Heart of Salvation. The sister
that you ‘hoped’ for? She was sacrificed a LONG time ago. You’re
far, far too late. It’s funny, actually, just how late you are. And
just why was she sacrificed? So that I, a true being of mist, could
be born. It was the only way to call forth celestial power!”

“Celestial power? Y-you’re lying! Illuma’s
alive! I know she is! I can feel her!”

I wanted to move my smoldering wrist. I
wanted to break free of the binding spell. I wanted to sing a song
to blast this taunting destructress away. But I could do nothing
but endure the hurt.

The Mystress laughed again, and I cringed.
She was taking pleasure in my pain. A true sadist.

I-l-l-u-m-a-R-o-s-h. Each letter seared
pain. My body was stiff and unmoving.

The hatred grew, but the golden Song didn’t
move.

A few moments passed where The Mystress just
stared at me silently while I ground my teeth in endurement, but
after some time, it seemed she was satisfied, for she gave her
fingers a snap, and my wrist quit burning.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I said, taking
great angry breaths through my nose. Though I said so, I was much
weaker than I pretended to be. I couldn’t have lasted through much
more of it without passing out. Maybe she’d been able to sense
that. Maybe that’s why she’d decided to stop.

Either way, she poked me in the chin with
one of her long, black nails and said, “It’s no lie, Heart of
Salvation. It’s no joke. Your sister’s long been sacrificed.” She
scratched her nail into me before pulling it away. “And here’s
proof.”

With a sudden, dramatic tearing motion, she
ripped the veil from her body. It fell the floor around her in a
black, slinking pile.

When I saw The Mystress’ true face, my heart
stopped for at least a few seconds.

Standing before me was a beautiful woman. A
uniquely beautiful woman with hair of deepest violet and silver
eyes that weren’t milky or dull, but that shined like the moon. She
was lovely and mysterious and familiar.

The emotions within me were conflicting and
messy, each of them fighting to be expressed, so I simply felt
nothing but shock.

And then, after the initial shock had
settled, my stopped heart started up once again, but it was
short-lived. For after my mind had caught up with my eyes, my heart
was soon to follow, and when it did, it broke. In that moment, my
heart, at least a part of it, broke.

Illuma had not been captured by Druelca as
I’d been led to believe. Illuma was Druelca. The sister that
I’d so desperately tried to rescue was standing before me, wearing
an expression of sinister delight. The true Judas was found.

“Ill . . . Illuma? But that’s impossible . .
.” My mouth fought to form the words. For so many reasons, it was
impossible. “No.” I would have shaken my head if I’d been allowed
to move. “The Mystress is an Elf. You use Elven magic! I’ve seen
you use Elven magic! So it’s not possible! Illuma? Illuma . . . How
. . .”

She was enjoying my pained, confused, and
unaccepting reaction.

“Now here’s a little test for you,
not-so-smarty pants,” she cooed. “Whose warmth do you think is in
me?” For fun, she shot a blast of red light into my stomach,
knocking the wind out of me. I let out a cough and struggled to
catch my breath.

“You see, my Elven power is all thanks to
my Nyte,” she continued. “I took his power a long time ago.
No, I guess took is kind of a stretch. More like he
gave it to me. Imagine my surprise when I found out he’d
also taken a liking to my sister. Guess even good boys can develop
a twin complex.”

Took his power? My Nyte? I let the
words resonate in my head. “How . . . how could you?” I asked in a
meek voice, still not accepting that this was my sister before me.
It most definitely was, yet I couldn’t process it. I couldn’t
believe it. There was something wrong. It was a trick. A dream. An
illusion. There was no way this was happening!

“How could I? Please. The Elves were meant
to serve us! They are nothing more than toys. Why else would we be
able to access their power so easily? They come from earth,
but we, we are the moons’ daughters! We are the descendants of
angels!” She threw her head back in a dramatic display of
rapture.

I didn’t know how to come to terms with what
was happening. This was my sister, but it wasn’t my sister? I could
see some of her through whatever it was she’d become, but
the thing she’d become was stronger than the part of her that once
was. Had the mist done that to her? Had she been corrupted as the
rest of Druelca had?!

In a whisper I asked, “Why, Illuma, why? Why
would you accept being the Heart of Havoc? Why would you willingly
choose to bring others pain? That’s not who you are!”

“You’ve been so mislead, my poor sister.
They call me Heart of Havoc, but it is only a title. My Song will
bring the land back together! I am the ultimate salvation!”

She shot a blast of red at the wall and the
shelf it held crashed to the floor.

She had been corrupted. She was
insane. That’s when I knew: this creature of mist
wasn’t Illuma . . . not fully. It was my sister’s humanity
that had been sacrificed. She’d been sacrificed to whatever
this was – this woman before me who no longer had a sense of
humanity. This woman before me who found her identity in ‘The
Mystress’. Those broken pieces of heart continued to fall.

“You're crazy!” I yelled. “If the land is
allowed back together, Farellah will be destroyed! And not just
Farellah! Thousands of people will die!”

“So be it!” She stomped her foot. “I’ve
caught the interest of an angel – just like we always wanted! And
he’s offered me a flower of the night! See!” She pulled up her
sleeve, and upon her arm was a glowing purple tattoo. A midnight
flower’s petal. “When I accepted it, the angel showed me the way!
Across the great ocean, there is a land that will make Farellah
look like muddy mire! There are powers we’ve yet to discover! The
power of innovation and invention are at our feet. We need only
grasp them! And I will do it for the good of all Sapians! Lusafael
will deliver us all!”

With this rant, the tattoo on my wrist
started to burn again, hot with that same mist. I let out a shriek
and tried to search my mind for a plan. I had to sing an
ariando even if she tortured the others. She’d kill us all
anyway if I didn’t do something.

The pain was intense, and my skin was
blackening. I was going to attempt a song – any song – but then
something happened.

A feather from some unknown part of my
person rose into the air. Little did I know, it had been clinging
to me since the beginning, since the first time I’d met Grotts and
Scardo, and it now fluttered onto my arm, landing lightly just
above my tattoo.

I gritted my teeth at the searing pain, and
the feather’s point dug into my burning wrist, sewing itself
beneath my skin. It slid just below the surface and wrapped itself
around the tattoo, becoming tattoo itself. It erased the pain,
along with the old scrolling letters. When it was over, my wrist
held a new tattoo – a feather tattoo.

Illuma didn’t notice.

“You claim that you’ve come to save me,” she
said. “But haven’t you just been falling in love with my captor?
Have you forgotten who coaxed us through the barrier on that night?
Have you forgotten the memory of the mysterious Elf you introduced
me to – before that hag, Marbeck, interfered? WELL?!”

“I haven’t forgotten, Illuma.” My voice was
quiet. “But it wasn’t his fault. I still don’t know why Elder
Pietri commanded him to take you to them-”

She interrupted me with a cloud of tinkling
laughter. “Oh, my mekanix! You really are a fool, sister.” Leering,
she shook her head. “Who do you think my insider at Yes’lech is?
Pietri works for Lusafael! Lusafael commands Druelca, and Pietri is
his commanding general!”

“What?! Commanding general?!”

She had to be lying. She had to be. I didn’t
trust Pietri, but he was an officer! And an elder! And . . . and .
. . he’d framed Ged’ra and given Illuma and Nyte to Druelca.

It made undeniable sense.

Everything inside of me was melting. The
only solid part was the feather around my wrist. That was the only
thing still real.

“Hahaha! Look at your stupid face! You’re so
shocked! It’s great. Should we go up and visit him right now? You
can ask him all about it yourself. He’s standing guard over the
prisoners.” She clapped her hands. “Oh, boys!”

Two guards entered the room through a golden
side door.

“Bring my sacrifice to the roof. She wishes
to join her friends.”

 





Chapter 21: The Angel

 


“THE PURE HEART!” Rend was first to see me.
Her voice, which was far less cold than normal, actually sounded
relieved. A cluster of shouts followed.

“Miss Heart!”

“Aura, yer alright!”

The site before me was intense. An enormous
fire burned, protected by an open-sided metal covering, at the
center of the eastern tower’s flat, open roof.

Grotts, Scardo, Rend, Nyte, and Ardette were
suspended vertically in the air, held in place by a giant spider
web of red energy over the side of the tower. Before them were
twenty armed Druelcan guards all standing attention at a wrinkled
Elf with a white-green beard. He was clad entirely in mystic blue.
The Mystress hadn’t been lying. It was the elder.

“Everyone!” Now unbound, I started for the
web, but the guards on either side of me held me back.

“Miss Havoc!” Nyte thrashed against the web.
“I WILL rescue you!”

“Silence! All of you!” Illuma snapped and
the web pulsed ominously.

The five of them let out yelps of pain.

“Argh!” Ardette gritted his teeth. “Damn
you! As ugly as I knew you’d be! Downright hideous if you ask me.
Not nearly as beautiful as your sister. It’s plain to see which of
you inherited the good genes!”

Ardette! Shut up!

Forming her hands into a circle, Illuma shot
a blast of red at Ardette. Everything around him glowed bright for
a moment before the spell settled inside of his veins. All over,
his body glowed with red, searing light. He grimaced and let out a
deep, “Ach!”

“NO!” I shouted and tried to shake the
guards off.

“Now, now, you be quiet too!” warned Illuma.
She snapped, and a ball of red formed over Nyte’s head.

Nyte retaliated furiously. “Do not fear for
me, Aura! She can do noth-”

But a second snapped lightorb over my head
shut him up. Instead, growling, he murdered her with his eyes.

“Hello, Papa Pietri,” sang Illuma. She
walked over to him with delicate steps.

‘Papa Pietri’?!

“Ah! My Mystress.” Pietri tipped his head
and kissed her hand. “I was just sharing your family history with
the rest of them.”

I didn’t want to believe it. “Elder Pietri?”
I whispered. “How could you?”

“SILENCE!” Illuma yelled and Nyte reeled
back in pain as the lightball above his head shot a bolt of energy
into him.

No! I’m sorry, Nyte!

“Cousin!” Rend let out a concerned cry.

“Oh, let him alone a minute, would you, my
dear?” wheezed the elder. “I would like to converse with him
awhile.”

“As you wish, Papa.” She swirled her hand
before her, and the light orb over Nyte’s head moved to the space
above Ardette.

“Now then, Nyte. Regarding Edaw-”

“You!” interrupted Nyte in a growl.
“You burned Edaw?! You were the Elf that betrayed our
homeland?! To think that an esteemed ancient would turn against his
own people-”

“No, Nyte,” replied Elder Pietri calmly,
“the Elf that burned Edaw was . . . you.”

At his words, unanimous looks of horror
spread across Rend and Nyte’s faces.

“Well, if you want to get technical, I
suppose it was not your will. Though, it was your hands that
committed the sin.”

“What?!” spat Rend. “That is impossible! I
was with him the morning it happened!”

Pietri shook his head. “He burned it the
dawn of the day you arrived. In your last hour of sleep, while he
was supposed to be keeping guard, he stole away and set fire to the
place. Contained within the magical barrier, the fire burned
slowly. That is how you were able to stumble upon its
remnants.”

Nyte’s eyes were wide. Distressed.
Shattered. “Why?” he asked. “What was the point of having me burn
it? What senseless destruction!”

“Because.” The Mystress sighed. “It’s quite
genius, so I guess I’ll share. I was controlling you remotely, and
the only way I could do that – control you by song without you
hearing the song – was to predetermine the time of bondage
and attach it to a talisman. That’s why the good elder placed my
Druelcan talisman on the back of his Silver Command.

“Unfortunately, I didn’t know that you’d
pick up that Squirrelean along the way. By our calculations, you
should have arrived in Edaw a day earlier, and you would have if
you’d kept Elf’s pace the whole time. But with that Squirrelean
tagging along . . .

“Well, that was before I knew I needed Aura
alive for the sacrifice, of course. So I suppose it’s a good thing
you picked up such a slow and inept companion.”

Grotts growled at her description of
Kantú.

“That was the Druelcan scrap we found near
Edaw?” asked Scardo. “A talisman?”

I remembered the torn cloth scrap with odd
scribbles that had alerted the Yes’lechians that Druelca was
near.

“SILENCE!” Illuma stomped her foot. “I
didn’t grant you permission to speak, Rendaltian!”

Scardo paid for his interjection with a red
light dosage similar to the one she’d given Ardette. His arms were
covered by tuxedo, but the veins in his neck lit up with red
glow.

NO! NO! STOP IT! It was all I could
do to keep from screaming.

“How dare you force me into evil-”

“Uh-uh-uh!” sang Illuma. The orb above my
head dropped slightly, so that I could feel its heat on my head.
“You’d better treat me kindly, Nyte, or your new girlfriend’ll get
it!”

“Ah! Do not!”

Illuma laughed. “Look at you. How squirmy
you get when it involves her. Oh, Nyte. Are you still mad that I
tried to have you killed the last time we met? It’s true that a
broken pet is useless, but after we parted, I found myself missing
you again. Won’t you come back to me?”

Eyeing the orb above my head, Nyte said
nothing.

“Alright then, Nyte. I guess I’ll just give
you a little dose for old time’s sake.” The Mystress pointed at me.
“Resist and she gets it!”

She started up her song:

 


“. . . Slumber for me quiet,

Gentle mist allowed in,

Open up your headsong,

Fog the morning over . . .”

 


NO! Those were the words I dreaded
more than anything. The words that would force him under her
control once more.

Upon finishing the song, Illuma reached out
and pulled the air in front of her like she was tugging at an
invisible string. The motion caused Nyte’s portion of the web to
come slinging toward her. Reaching out, she next touched the
glowing energy bindings around him, and they slowly dissipated
away. With a thud, Nyte fell to the ground at her feet.

“My Mystress,” said Nyte in a monotone. He
rose to his feet.

“That’s better. I missed you.”

Illuma walked forward, stood on her toe-tips
and brought her lips to his. I winced in anticipation of the kiss,
loathing the thought of their lips meeting in intimacy, but in the
end, I wouldn’t have to witness the dreaded event. For when they
were almost touching, Nyte suddenly pulled away, dropped to the
ground, and performed a sweep kick in an attempt to knock her
down.

“NYTE!?” Illuma jumped over his leg, and the
five front Druelcans were around him in an instant, holding him
down.

“Attaboy!” yelled Grotts.

“WHAT?!” shrieked Illuma. “What
happened?!”

“Ah, yes,” said Elder Pietri. He held up a
hand telling his guards to stay, and stroking his beard, walked
over to her. “I forgot to inform you that his pendant has been
removed.”

Illuma’s eyes widened with fury. Her fists
glowed red.

“What do you mean it’s been removed, Papa
Pietri?!” she spat. “Where is it!?”

“That bird up there has it.”

I followed his point and saw that the Spirit
of In-between was above us, circling. It had finally decided to
show itself again.

“It does? Why would a bird have the pendant?
I thought he was unable to remove it!”

“I do now how the pendant came to be
removed, but what I am certain of, is that that bird took it from
his pocket.”

“Then there is only one thing to be done.”
Illuma readied her hands to shoot the bird down, but before the orb
had even started to form, Pietri reached out to stop her with a
wrinkled hand.

“I would not recommend doing that. The bird
is not what it seems. Let me take care of it.”

“But without the pendant-”

“I know. Without the pendant, you cannot
control him. But there is another way.”

“There is?” Annoyed, Illuma raised a brow at
the elder. “Well, speak up!”

“Transfer a little bit of spirit into him. I
do not think he will take it freely, so you will have to force it
on him, but that should not be a problem for someone like you.”

Illuma didn’t seem entirely convinced.
“Spirit? Will that really work?”

“Aha! Of course.” The elder’s tone was
unworried and reassuring. “He is only an Elven boy. If you can
control him with song, imagine what you can do with a little bit of
your own spirit within him, driving him. The things you could
accomplish!” He patted her hand.

Illuma’s silvery eyes lit up even more at
the news. I didn’t want to know what sort of things she wished to
‘accomplish’.

“Alright, trusted advisor. I will try.” She
snapped her fingers and sang, “Oh, boys! BRING HIM TO ME!”

The five Druelcans forced Nyte to his feet
and dragged him over to her.

“Hold still this time, or the Pure Heart
will fry. Understand?”

Nyte lifted his forward head and brought his
rage-filled eyes to me – rage-filled eyes that melted when they
fell on my face.

“I understand,” he said. That old sadness
was back again, taking the rage’s place. “I will not resist.”

“Good boy.”

This time, Illuma brought her lips to his
cheek – his soft, bronze cheek that was mine alone to kiss. While
this kiss was a little more bearable, it was still hard to watch.
Yet I kept my eyes peeled, watching for a sign. Waiting for an
opportunity to lash back with song. I knew that I had to do
something. I was the only one that could. But I feared for
the others. They’d get hurt if I tried anything. They were all
capable fighters, but with one person’s power, they’d all been
bound.

Bound and infuriated. They were all fuming.
I could see that silent anger in their eyes, beneath their skin,
boiling to get out. Even Scardo looked more fearsome than I’d ever
seen him. How could free I them? How could I stop their
suffering?

But while I was thinking through all of
that, something else was happening.

Illuma’s lips had made contact, and Nyte,
though scowling, hadn’t resisted. But only a few seconds into the
kiss, something changed. Something magnificent.

Nyte, who’d been sitting limply in the
guards arms, suddenly straightened up.

“Good,” coached Pietri, “give him a little
more.”

It was at this time that the elder looked at
me with a twinkle in his eye . . . and winked. A glorious wink of
mischief and camaraderie. A wink of light. It was an action that
made me stiffen out of surprise . . . and hope.

Ardette, did you see that?!

I looked up at the Daem, and he nodded, but
he didn’t seem as hopeful as I was. Rather, he seemed cautious and
curious. Grotts too was staring at Pietri, his forehead wrinkled in
analysis. The three of us had caught it, but Rend and Scardo were
looking as depressed as ever while acting witness to the kiss.

“Well, Nyte, I think that should be enough.
I can feel it. You’re connected to me now. Like a leash-”
Illuma started to pull away from him, but in a movement of
incredible strength, Nyte forced his arm away from the guards and
grabbed her wrist. The area where their skin touched began to glow
red.

“WHAT?!” shrieked The Mystress. She wildly
tried to free her arm from his clutch. Nyte held strong.

At once, the second wave of Druelcans sprang
forward, but Pietri gave a rapid spin with an outstretched arm, and
the space before them flickered mystic blue. Nevertheless, the
thugs charged, but the space before them was blocked by an
invisible wall . . . an Elven barrier keeping out anyone
unaccompanied by Elf. Though they ran, the barrier wouldn’t allow
them to pass, instead making them fall back from the momentum of
their own pummels.

The guards that were holding me back looked
to each other for guidance while the ones holding Nyte fought to
force him back. Illuma raised her free hand to snap, but Nyte threw
out his other arm and pushed it to the ground.

Their touching skin glowed brighter.

“Excellent, Nyte! Take all of your power
back from her!” Elder Pietri let out a great whoop. “But hurry! He
will be here soon!”

“E-Elder Pietri!” Scardo now looked happier
than he ever had. “I knew . . . I-I-I knew!”

Elder Pietri circled his hands and blasted a
blue ball of light at the guards restraining me. They fell back,
bound upon contact. The elder next focused his attention on the
guards surrounding Nyte. Most of them were using all of their
energy to hold him down, but two of them had started to unsheathe
their weapons. Another blast of blue sent them flying.

The elder hurried to me. “Aura! It is
wonderful to see you again! I am overjoyed that you decided to take
my advice!”

“Elder, what’s going o-”

“I apologize for the suffering this endeavor
has caused, but you see, I had to wait until I could convince her
to try transference. It played out wonderfully, do you not
think?”

“Ehh-” I didn’t know what to say.

“Why, having a lovely conversation down
there, are you, my cherry pit? Would you mind helping us down?”

“Oh, right! But what song? If I unbind them,
they’ll fall!”

“Wait!” said the elder in a wheeze. “Just
watch!”

Nyte was now over Illuma, both hands around
her wrists, and each of his hands were glowing red. Brilliant,
powerful red that resembled that of Rend’s.

“PAPA PIETRI?! WHAT HAVE YOU DONE!? LUSAFAEL
WILL NEVER FORGIVE THIS ACT OF SABOTAGE! EEEEHYAAAAH!”

“Quickly, Nyte!” hurried the elder. He
walked to the side of the fortress, put his fingers to his lips and
let out a loud, long whistle.”

A moment later, something responded.

“Aar-ta-ta-ta-ta,” came the creaking cry of
a ferothew.

I stood in dumbstruck amazement while the
heads of the four giant insects poked over the side of the tower’s
edge. The beasts had climbed the tower, sticking as easily to the
wall as spiders. Two of them bore riders.

“Hiya, guys!” came a high-pitched call.

“Kantoo!” was Grotts’ gruff reply.

The Squirrelean slid down the side of the
fero with a plop.

“Kantú?!” I ran to her with outstretched
arms and wrapped her in a massive hug. “What are you doing here?!
You were steering that thing? But how?! You hate bugs!”

“I know! Isn’t it so great? I braved it just
for you guys! But I’ll tell you later. Right now, we have to
hurry!”

“Hurry?”

“He is almost finished!” Elder Pietri
scanned the night sky beyond the fortress as though he were
anticipating something.

“Hello everyone!” Darch slid off of his fero
and gave a great clap.

“Darch?!” Still suspended in the web,
Ardette was fuming once again. “Why the hell didn’t you warn
me?!”

“Er- sorry, Ardetto.”

“Actually, a more prevalent question would
be how in Creator’s name did you manage to keep this from me?! I
thought you were still back at the watchtower!”

Darch smiled brightly and held up an
enthusiastic finger. “Well, you know how we had that false alarm
earlier?”

“You mean when you yelled, ‘Help, help! I
can’t find Kantú. It’s an emergency- Oh, never mind!’ Yes, I
remember. What a wonderful thing to yell when someone’s in the
middle of a siege, by the way!”

Darch’s excitement only grew. “Well, as it
turns out, Pietri had her! And when I found her, he put up a block
in my head, so you’d only hear my irrelevant back-mind thoughts. We
didn’t want you to give anything away, so we needed your responses
to everything to be genuine!”

Ardette stared at him with the driest
expression.

“That’s why you kept thinking about pie
recipes and hemming techniques? Not to mention that incessant
humming! Do you have any idea how many different variations of the
Yes’lech Anthem you’ve got stored in there? You’ve been driving me
crazy!”

“You can discuss this more later!” yelled
Pietri, his voice no longer wheezing. “It is nearly time!”

“Time?!” I asked, still hugging Kantú. “For
what?”

During our reunion, The Mystress had been
calling out continuous insults and threats while the trapped
Druelcans yelled over the tower’s side for reinforcement. I
imagined that Pietri had cast some sort of a barrier around the
door as well because reinforcement had yet to arrive. I was certain
that eventually, though, they’d find some way up. Druelca’s numbers
were high, and their beloved Mystress was screaming for assistance.
Even if they had to climb the outer wall, they’d come.

We had to be gone before that happened. Not
to mention, Pietri was scanning the sky like he was awaiting
another storm. Something big was coming.

Nyte’s fists had continued to glow, but all
at once, they stopped. He let out a groggy cry and rolled off of
The Mystress.

The red web flickered.

“Nyte!” Pietri ran to him. “Harness your
power!”

“Papa Pietri, I’m disappointed in you!”
Still furious, The Mystress raised up a hand and snapped her
fingers . . . but nothing happened. “WHAT?! What kind of stupid
trick is this!?”

“I am sorry, my dear, but you no longer
contain stolen Elven magic. It has been returned to its owner.”

“WHAT?!” she screeched again. “Then I’ll
just do it the old-fashioned way!”

She opened her mouth to start a song, but a
blast of blue knocked her down before she could sing a word.

The Mystress was bound before us.

“Argh!” Nyte let out a cry. “What do I do,
Elder?”

“The magic is already cast, Nyte! Do not
release it all at once, or they will fall. It is a lot of power to
take at once. Your power surpasses that of Rend. It surpasses that
of me. You, Nyte, are the most powerful Elf alive today. That is
why I chose you. But we will speak more on the matter later!” He
glanced over his shoulder at the black, starless sky. “For now,
simply mimic the gesture she performed when she pulled you from the
trap.”

Most powerful Elf alive? Chose? I had to push it all away. I had to put it
all on hold. I put in the small compartment where I’d resolved to
stick Illuma. Illuma. My sister. The Mystress. One in the
same. I struggled to cap it. The air was thick with tension. We
could all feel that a very, very big thing was approaching. I had
to cap it until I could find a safe time. A safe time to realize
and cope.

“Like so?” Nyte reached forward and pulled
at an invisible string.

Nothing happened.

“That is the right way, Nyte, but you must
feel the connecting power that bonds you with the spell. Feel it.
Close your eyes and visualize the power of the spell before you.
You are the master of it, the one who holds it in check. Your will
drives it. Now, try again!”

This time when he pulled, the web behind
Rend flung her forward – a little more vivaciously than she
probably would have liked – and threw her to the space just before
Nyte.

Copying Illuma’s earlier actions, he touched
the string around Rend to release her, but it only seared
brighter.

“No, cousin!” commanded Rend. “Do not pour
spirit into it. Simply cut yourself off! That is the way to break
the power bond!”

“Alright. Thank you.” Nyte reached forward
and touched it again. The spell released her as he’d intended. Nyte
caught her in his arms and set her down gently.

He did the same for the others.

When they were all safely down, Nyte turned
from them, ran to me, scooped me in his arms, and spun me around.
“My Aura! How I feared that injury would come to you!”

“Nyte!” There was too much to say. Too many
thoughts and questions and cries of affection, so I only said his
name again. “Nyte.”

“Now, Elder!” yelled Darch, scanning the
horizon. “We must hurry!”

Elder Pietri nodded and called to the sky
with outstretched arms, “Elder Nosrac!”

The bird swooped down and landed on Pietri’s
shoulder. It glittered nearly as brightly as the nearby fire.

“Guess we know where your pet’s been all
this time,” Ardette said to Kantú. Rolling his eyes at its smug
expression, he added, “Damn bird.”

Elder Pietri gestured madly at the ferothew.
“The angel approaches! Come quickly!”

“Angel?!” wailed Scardo with wide, unsettled
eyes. “Elder, I implore you-”

“Ain’t time now, Scardo! Come quick!” Grotts
grabbed the hunched man’s arm and gave him a great tug, but then,
remembering something important, he became the one to stall. “My
hammer! Where’s my hammer!?”

His voice was entirely too frantic. He
sounded more like a worried father searching for a lost child, than
a grown warrior searching for a weapon.

“It is there!” came the elder’s comforting
response. He pointed to a large gold crate near the central fire.
“They are all there!”

Grotts nodded and took off to retrieve them,
still dragging Scardo alongside.

Urgency was as abundant in the space as air
itself. The big thing was getting close, and even the fire seemed
to swell in anticipation.

In a swarm, we all followed the zealous
elder to the feros and one by one mounted them. This time, free
from the pendant’s pull, I was able to share a ride with Nyte. He
helped Darch onto his and then sprang behind me.

“Alright!” He nodded at Elder Pietri. “Let
us go!”

But Rend, who was the last to board, stopped
just before she reached the fero.

“Wait!” she yelled, taking a few steps
towards Illuma. “Why should we not kill the wretch now and be done
with it? Would that not be wise?” She readied her hands.

NO!

At the thought of it, I felt my insides
screaming. I hated The Mystress. I hated her and I wanted her to
pay . . . but I loved Illuma. I loved Illuma so much that I wanted
to run to her now and save her from Rend’s wrath. I knew that she
was our enemy. That she’d been corrupted. And that she was no
longer fully my sister. She was a shell of mist without a sense of
humanity. But she held my sister’s memories! My sister’s body!

I didn’t know what to do – torn between
purest love and a hatred most intense – but luckily, I wasn’t
forced to make up my mind just then. The elder’s next statement
served to push off that hard decision.

“Do not waste your time!” wheezed the Elf.
“She cannot be killed by ordinary means!” But when Rend did nothing
to lower her hands, his formerly tame voice turned fierce. “Come
back NOW, Rend Attirb. I command you!”

“UUUGH!” With a loud, frustrated snarl, Rend
reluctantly sprinted back to us and hopped onto the back of Darch
and Scardo’s fero.

“What do you mean she cannot be killed by
ordinary means?” shouted Nyte, grabbing the fero’s antennae.

Pietri scanned the sky once more, and this
time he looked more than apprehensive. He looked afraid.
“She has made a pact with an angel,” he said. “She cannot be killed
but by his hand.”

The Spirit of In-between had been sitting on
his shoulder like a complacent pet, but it abruptly started to flap
its glittering wings in a manner most wild. In response, Elder
Pietri jerked his head to the heavens and let out a soft cry.

“He is here!”

He had scarcely spoken the words when an
ominous weight settled over the group. I say ‘weight’, but it was
hard to explain. A heaviness of anxiety or a blanket of dread.
Something intangible but very much apparent. Or maybe it would be
most best deemed a cloud of intimidation. This feeling was enough
to warn us to run, but instead of acting, we were all silent,
breathless, while we brought our eyes to the sky.

“Aar-ta-ta-ta-ta!” The feros clicked.
Whatever it was, they too could sense it.

The clouds above the tower began to twist.
The night sky was dark and starless, but something was shining
within the pocket of twisting cloud. Something bright.

Is that brightness . . . the angel? An
angel. An angel. An angel. An angel. An angel.

I was lost within my own head, captivated by
the light. For just a moment, it felt like it would be a good idea
to dismount and move towards the brightness, to go and watch the
angel’s arrival. Surely the others felt it too, for Kantú inched
back a bit on her fero beside me. We all wanted to stay, and it
almost played out that way, but then salvation came. For when we’d
nearly wasted too much time, there was a voice of reason within the
bewitched moment.

“Go!” yelled Darch, entirely panicked. “GO
NOW!”

His words succeeded in pulling us out from
under the blanket and back into action.

“At once, Miss Heart. Flee!”

“Yah!” Nyte gave the fero’s antennae a tug
and it started to follow Darch’s bug down the side wall, but not
before I saw a man descend from the clouds.

No, it was more like the clouds set him
down upon the tower’s top.

L . . . Lusa . . . fael?

Even though we were in rapid escape, when I
locked eyes on him, time seemed to cease its forward motion. More
specifically, we all started moving slowly; like the air was
as thick as water or gel – something we had to swim through to
cross. It was a phenomenon that wasn’t only ours. The Druelcans
were also moving slowly; and the wind and the fire too.

Only his speed was normal. The sight
of him left me speechless.

He was clad entirely in white – a clean,
white tuxedo that looked similar to Scardo’s, but without the
tails. He was certainly a man, but a man of undeniable beauty with
long, silver hair that was even shinier than mine. Far, far shinier
than mine. It fell around his shoulders and neck and all the way to
the middle of his back: fluid, like water and light, like air –
each strand a flawless thread of sleekness.

But his hair wasn’t the only thing about him
that shined. His skin, too, seemed to be made of luminosity. Every
inch of him was a light metallic color – an alluring color, flecked
with tiny dots of light. Light that sparkled. Light that was
uncontained.

An angel. There was no denying it. No one in
the Westerlands had ever compared – ever come close to the man that
had arrived on the clouds. His entire essence was pure and radiant;
his only dark point, his eyes. Those were black – blacker than the
darkest shadow.

He was carrying what looked to be a young
girl in a gold dress. Without sound, he set her down.

“See! I told you she was in trouble!” whined
Carn.

“Thank you, Carn.” The man spoke quietly,
but it somehow sounded like he was whispering in my ear. His words
were strong even for a whisper. “And is it true that you’ve lost
the scale?”

“Boo me! That witch blasted it away! Good
thing I was able to squeeze one more use out of-”

“Then, I have no further use for you.”

“Wha-”

Without warning, Lusafael placed his hand on
her forehead, and she exploded into a blast of white light.

It was incredibly horrifying.

Then, as if nothing had happened, Lusafael
dusted himself off, walked over to Illuma, and scooped her in his
arms.

The last thing I saw before the fero
disappeared over the edge of the tower, was the clouds swirling
down and surrounding the pair of them.

“He’s not coming after us?!” I shouted,
completely relieved, but thoroughly confused.

“Don’t get yer hopes up too high, kiddo!”
roared Grotts.

It didn’t take long for me to understand
what he’d meant.

No sooner had we reached the eastern wall
than the entire Druelcan fortress soundlessly exploded into
light.

Just like that, Druelca and the majority of
its followers were gone.

 



Chapter 22: The Twins

 


In the aftermath of our encounter with
Lusafael, I was drained. Moving from that plane of warped time back
into ordinariness was a feat exhausting, to say the least.

We traveled in silence for several hours,
and I drifted in and out of sleep atop the fero and against Nyte.
Being near to him, without fearing the warmth, was something I was
starting to get used to, and something that I loved. It was like
being able touch him in comfort made me feel closer to him than I
ever had before. We’d shared our spirits, but feeling comfort was
somehow more intimate. It was a thing that I treasured. A
thing I looked forward to exerting now that we were free of the
addiction.

 


~

 


“Would you like to stay asleep? Or would you
like to awaken?” It was Nyte’s voice and it was gentle and
close.

I let out a tired gurgle. I’m sure it was
extremely attractive.

Nyte laughed. “Asleep, I take it.”

“No. I’ll wake up.”

I let my eyes open. I was no longer on the
fero. I was in Nyte’s arms, and he was carrying me toward a
cottage. The sky wasn’t completely dark, but it was either very
late or very early because the overcast sky looked tired.
Almost as tired as we were.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“Still in Farrowel.”

“I can walk, you know.”

He grinned. “I know.” But he didn’t put me
down.

It appeared that carrying was the trend of
the night. Grotts was carrying Kantú. Rend was carrying Darch. And
Ardette and Scardo might as well have been carrying each other, for
they were walking against each other with dragging feet and equally
hunched backs. Elder Pietri shuffled ahead, the bird on his
shoulder, and with more energy than any of us.

We weren’t in a city, for the cottage was
the only one in sight. It small and red and made of brick, and it
was surrounded by a cluster of young trees that looked to have been
planted no more than a decade earlier.

“Whose house is that?” I asked. But the
question was to no one. I’m not even sure if I spoke it aloud.
Finding no answer, I closed my eyes and buried my face in Nyte’s
neck. It was perfectly warm. Perfectly comfortable. I wanted to
stay there always.

I curled myself in even closer and heard
Nyte swallow. Then his breathing pattern changed slightly, becoming
a little shallower.

I opened my eyes and peeked up at him. He
swallowed again and looked down at me with a playful grin.

“Refrain from using your havoc-ey wiles,” he
whispered. “There are others around.”

Ooooh. I’d made him nervous.

I returned the grin with one of much more
mischievous intent. “Wiles? What do you mean? Like this?” I reached
up and drew my finger along his jaw and back to his ear. From
there, I wrapped my hand around the back of his head and ran my
fingers through his hair.

He shivered. “You are cruel.”

“Naturally.”

The cottage’s windows were dark.

“Ardette,” prodded Elder Pietri quietly at
the door. “It would not be proper if you did not do the
honors.”

The honors? Proper? Just where are
we? It looked like a perfectly normal cottage. Nothing
fancy.

Ardette groaned, rubbed his eyes and
straightened up. He looked like a zombie. Or maybe some other
creature of the night. Either way, it was funny.

I released a worn-out giggle.

He shot me a crabby look. “My, my, my cherry
pit, and I suppose you think you look a barrel of roses? Well,
actually, you do look quite intoxicating . . .”

Nyte held me a bit closer. Rend let out a
stream of air through her teeth, which was most likely accompanied
by a scowl – though she wasn’t in view, so I’d never know.

“. . . toxicating . . . ,” repeated Darch
between snores, “. . . poxicating . . .”

Grotts and Nyte snorted. I held my mouth to
contain what was certain to be obnoxious, past-tired giggles.
Ardette flicked Darch in the nose, but Darch only snored again.

“Come, now, Ardette,” said the elder.

“Very well.” Ardette let out another groan
before turning and giving the door a loud knock.

It took a while, but eventually, one of the
cottage’s back windows lit up. A moment later, there was the sound
of someone undoing several clicking locks on the door. The door
opened a bit.

“Y-yes,” piped a woman’s nervous voice
through the crack.

“Hey, Mom,” said Ardette. “It’s me.”

Since I was tired, my reaction was delayed.
But it was there, nonetheless.

Mom? Ardette’s . . . . . . . mom? Wait –
What’s going on?!

“Ardette?!” Another two locks clicked and
the door swung all the way open.

Standing in the doorway was an incredibly
petite woman – a woman even shorter than Kantú. Though aged, she
was lovely; with dark, gray-streaked hair, bright red eyes, two
small horns and white skin. Ardette’s mother.

Sensing my eagerness, Nyte set me down.

“Ardette?!” she said again. “It really is!”
She wrapped her arms around his neck in a mother’s embrace but then
immediately pushed him back. “You’re much too thin!”

“Mom . . .” Ardette let his voice fall in
mortification. Nyte smirked at the humbling scene.

But it was cute. Really, really cute.

“Well, aren’t you going to invite us in? You
wouldn’t leave your son out in the wilds, now would y-”

“Oh, no you don’t. Not when you ask like
that! You know how I feel about you talking in circles.”

Ardette hung his head in what was either
exhaustion or embarrassment. “Ugh. Fine,” he said. “May we come
in?”

“Of course.” She smiled kindly, and the
wrinkles at the corners of her eyes deepened. “Please, won’t you
all come in?”

“We would be honored,” said Pietri, tipping
his head. He shoved Ardette into the cottage, and the rest of us
followed.

The inside was warm and smelled like
afterlilies. I was in Ardette’s home. It was the place he’d grown
up, and I was inside of it. That was really surreal.

I can’t believe I’m in his house. With his
mother. It’s-

“Yes, I know. It’s not exactly ideal for me
either.”

No, that’s not what I meant. It’s . . .
nice.

“Hm. Nice, you say?” Ardette scanned the
room as if looking for something ‘nice’.

His mother interrupted the search. “Well,
Ardette. I see Darch is there sleeping, but I’m afraid I’m not
acquainted with the rest of your friends. Are these friends from
you-know-where or from don’t-ask?”

“You know I have no friends from
don’t-ask.”

“Well, you have Sowpa, of course.”

Her mention of that name made me realize
something. Something bad. And when that realization
occurred, my stomach grew nauseous. Ardette’s brother! He was in
the blast! I hadn’t even really thought about it at all. All of
those Druelcans had . . .

“Sowpa just narrowly escaped complete
destruction, Mom. I should think you’d be happy about that.”

He . . . did?

“Still tagging him, dear? Well that’s nice.
It’s good for you to practice those kinds of things. Keeps your
mind sharp!”

“Yes, well, the only reason he escaped was
because he was high out of his mind and went wandering out of camp
again. Completely disgraceful if you ask me.” He plopped into a
wooden rocking chair, which gave him a squeak in response.

“Oh, he’ll come back to us someday,” said
his mother, shooing away the ‘addiction’ issue with her hand. “I’m
sure of it. He’s got your grandfather’s spunk!”

“Riiiiight.” Ardette rolled his eyes, and
another of those looks settled upon Nyte’s face. This time, though,
it crossed over to Grotts and Scardo. It was clear they were all
enjoying meeting Ardette’s mother as much as I was.

“So,” said his mother, scanning the group of
us. “Which one’s your steady lady? Is it the tall one there? She’s
a real fox, isn’t she? But a little too tall for you, I
think.”

Ardette buried his face in his hands.

Rend’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Do not
make me laugh! I would never think to breed with that sniveling,
lech-”

“Cousin!” Nyte, despite how much he would
have enjoyed Ardette’s discomfort, reprimanded her before she could
spill anything too gruesome.

Ardette’s mom looked at the pair of them
like they were mad. Luckily, Elder Pietri offered something to move
along the gaucheness.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Selrak,”
he said. “I am Nit’suj Pietri, elder to the Elven council of Sredna
and officer to you-know-what.” He gave her a bow.

“Oh!” She smiled at his properness. “How
nice.”

Scardo, never one for passing up
opportunities to bow, gave her one much lower and of the deepest
respect. It seemed mothers were as high-ranking as officers in the
hunched man’s opinion.

“I am Scardo Romenda, member of . . .” but
he couldn’t bring himself to say it to an outsider, so he just let
his voice trail off awkwardly in mumbles.

“I’m Grotts. That there’s Kantú, sleepin’.
This is Rend, Nyte, and Aura. It’s a real plea-”

“Aura?!” Ms. Selrak cut him off. “Aura
Rosh?” She pushed Nyte aside and gripped my hands excitedly.

“Y-yes?”

“From Sowpa’s stories?” She looked from me
to Ardette and back to me again. “Then, you’re the one that can
bring him back!”

Ardette’s chair gave a disapproving
squeak.

With wide eyes, Grotts shot Ardette an
unmistakable, ‘I’m sorry, man’ kind of look.

“Eh? Ah?” I stumbled to find some response.
Sowpa’s stories? Does this have to do with that ‘girl you once
loved’ talk? Or maybe something to do with ‘Darch’s story’?
“Er- I’m not-”

“Mom!” Ardette hopped out of the rocker and
grabbed her shoulders. “We have things we need to discuss. Very
important things. So may we stay here for the night? We’ll talk
more in the morning.”

“Oh! Ah, yes, dear. Please, make yourselves
at home.”

With that, he pushed her into what must have
been her bedroom and shut the door.

“The first one to say something pert is
sleeping outside,” warned Ardette.

Scardo let out a long, hissing laugh.

Ardette? What was that about? Is there
something-

“The former statement does not exclude you!”
He threw me another crabby glance and plopped into the chair.

Geesh. You don’t need to be such a
grouch.

He folded his arms in sulk.

Now that we were safely indoors and alone,
Elder Pietri lost no time in jumping right into the issues at
hand.

“I know you are all tired and filled with
questions,” he said, settling onto Ardette’s mom’s sofa, “but there
are things we must discuss tonight. Please, wake those two up. It
is imperative that you all hear what I am about to say. Your lives
from here on out are going to change drastically.”

I was tired, but confusion and
curiosity kept me alert. I needed to find out what the elder knew.
I needed to find out everything if I hoped to be able to
cope with the events that had transpired. Illuma. Lusafael.
Druelca. Pietri. Nyte. Ardette. The true prophecy. Nosrac. The
pendant. There were still so many questions rolling around
inside of me. There was still so much we needed to discuss if I
ever hoped to release the Song of Salvation. If I ever hoped to
move forward.

Pietri was right. Our lives were about to
change drastically.

 


~

 


“We’re at Ardette’s house?” Kantú flitted
around the room, snooping and examining his mom’s various
knickknacks. “Thaaaat’s great! But, uh, why’d you invite us over,
Ardette?”

“Invite you, did I?” Ardette watched in
annoyance while she poked at a miniature wooden bird high up on a
shelf. The bird was on a spring and it swung forward in
retaliation, nearly knocking itself over the edge in the
process.

“Oopsie!” With the expression of a guilty
bandit, Kantú crouched back down from her tip-toed stance. But she
didn’t stop at standing level. Rather, she continued all the way to
the floor, and in the end, plopped herself against the wall and
began to run her fingers through the end of her tail, all the while
carefully avoiding Ardette’s gaze.

“Ahem.” The elder cleared his throat. “The
answer to your question will come in due time. First, I will start
with a story.”

We all quieted down in anticipation of the
‘story’.

“Long ago, as you all know by now, I
am sure,” – he winked at Kantú, and she sheepishly peeked at Grotts
– “the world was whole, a giant landmass in the center of the great
ocean. It was a world far bigger and more diverse than our own
Westerlands, filled with integrated races and unity between all
regions. During that time, people shared a common reliance on two
incredible powers: the power of magic and the power of steamed
mekanix.

“However, while these two powers coexisted,
they were not equals. Mekanix was a power of man’s own creation,
magic a gift of the Creator. Therefore, the two powers were on
opposite sides of a vast scale – a scale that was easily tipped.
With the increase of one of the powers, the other would falter.

“For a time, this was not an issue. In fact,
for many years following the invention of mekanix, the powers were
kept in balance and people continued to exist and use them each in
moderation. But then there arose a time – a dark time – when the
hearts of men were filled with greed. Whether this greed was
incited by the mist, which was a new phenomenon at the time, or by
an inherent darkness lying within the souls of the races, there was
a sudden and incredible hunger to move modernization forward.

“Mekanix grew at an alarming rate. Great
structures were built in eastern part of the land. Cities of steam
and metal. Railroads with moving vehicles you and I could not
imagine. These and many other mekanix-made wonders began to scatter
the land.

“It was too much, too quickly, and the power
of magic deteriorated at an equally alarming rate. Those who once
relied on its power started to dwindle away as magic was torn from
their veins. They retreated to the western part of the land, where
the influences of mekanix were still few.

“The ancients concluded that a separation
was necessary if there was any hope of preserving the Creator’s
sacred gift.”

At this point, Pietri let out a great yawn
and leaned back in his seat. He’d been so full of energy until now,
that I’d forgotten what an ancient being he was. Now, with the deep
wrinkling folds of his face beginning to sag, he truly looked the
part of ‘elder’.

After only a short moment of reprieve, he
continued.

“When the western people – those siding with
magic – were starting to lose hope, a savior songstress with the
blessings of the moons arose and composed a song to split the land
apart. The western moon had sided with the western people, and the
eastern moon had sided with the eastern people. Yet, although they
were feuding, they offered her power to aid in the task.

“But even with the backings of the moon, the
songstress’ power was not enough. She needed the power of an Elf –
a powerful emulator that would sacrifice himself for the song and
give up his body in the ultimate transfer of power. For this
reason, the emulator pendant was formed. Elven power is released
with emotion, but the restrictions of flesh do not allow for
complete transference. The emulator pendant releases the tap on an
Elf’s emotion, allowing for pure transfer that transcends-”

“WAIT!” I shouted, jumping from the
floor.

I hadn’t been listening since the word
‘sacrifice’. That one word had been enough to set me off. Enough to
make my throat close.

When it opened again I said, shaking and
deliberate, “Did you just say the emulator would sacrifice himself
to the song?”

“Please,” – Pietri held up his hand – “allow
me to finish.”

“No! Is that true?! That the emulator is a
sacrifice?! The emulator will die?!”

I looked around the room, but there was no
one that would meet my gaze.

“I have long worried that it was something
like that,” said Scardo. He didn’t look up from the floor. The
corners of his mouth were turned down in a wide, disappointed
frown.

“You . . . you knew?” I asked. “Scardo, you
knew?”

Scardo didn’t respond. Instead, it was Rend
who answered.

“It is not that we knew. We simply held our
suspicions.”

They all knew? I looked around the
room in shock, disappointed that none of them had told me. Scardo
and Rend I could understand. But Grotts, Kantú, Darch, Ardette . .
. Nyte?

But before I could accuse him, Nyte
asked,

“Then why did you not tell us?” His voice
was calm, and he didn’t sound worried. I felt better knowing that
he hadn’t known either.

But still, why didn’t you tell me, Ardette?

“The reason is simple.” He finally met my
gaze. “That damn bird claimed that you’d die if Nyte removed the
pendant. If you knew what we suspected, you would have ripped the
pendant off in an instant. I apologize, Nyte, but I far more
value her life than yours.”

Nyte nodded, and showing no sign of offense,
said, “Yet, you were the one to remove the pendant.”

“Only because we all would have died, had
you kept up your little ecstasy!”

Ardette appeared repulsed by the memory.
Nyte said nothing,

It was true. It was so true. I wouldn’t have
allowed Nyte to die in my place. Nor would I now. That pendant –
even if it had turned out to be a bluff – would never return to his
neck.

But as to me thinking that the pendant had
turned out to be a bluff . . . well, that was quickly disproven in
a way most troubling.

Elder Pietri continued, “When the bird
informed Kantú that Aura would die if Nyte removed the pendant, it
was not a lie. Rather, it was wholly true.” He turned to me. “If
you do not use an emulator, you will die when the Song of
Salvation is released. The cycle will continue, and you will pass
the curse on to another generation. But should you use him as an
emulator, as the savior songstress failed to do, he will die, and
you will continue to live. In his sacrifice, the land will stay
split permanently.”

“A moment, Elder?” interjected Darch. He’d
been almost completely quiet since being woken up, and I now
understood why. His voice was raspy with sleepiness. “The savior
songstress had the pendant, so what do you mean by she ‘failed’ to
use one?”

“Ah, yes.” Pietri tapped his fingers
together. “I come from a long lineage of Elven elders. Elder Nosrac
– the Spirit of In-between as you’ve come to know him – was my
cousin and my successor. As the most powerful Elf of his
generation, he was meant to be the savior songstress’
emulator.

“Unfortunately, the two of them fell in
love, and she sacrificed herself in his stead by removing his
pendant just before the appointed time. However, when she found out
that using her power alone would not be enough to make the split
permanent, she pleaded with the moons to bestow that power unto two
others, all so that she might let her beloved live. This is why the
ritual failed last time.

“The savior songstress died, and Elder
Nosrac went on living in her place. But his life was one of torment
and regret. The emulator necklace granted him an exceptionally long
life, and for many centuries he dwelled on their mistake. Then, at
the end of his long and miserable life, he learned that ad’ai was
only two centuries away and knew that cycles of the moons were
inevitable to bring about the prophecy, so he entered a truce with
Druelca to offer a bit of peace to his people that had been
suffering under the organization’s evil. That was when he passed on
his emulator necklace unto me. He placed it in my care just before
he died, and along with it, the care of the true prophecy as it was
recorded on the Inscription of Ulan. But although his body had
passed, he remained to make sure that their mistake was not
forgotten.”

Pietri turned to Kantú.

“Elder Nosrac, aided by your resonating mist
splice song, helped Kantú through barrier of Farellah because only
a pure-hearted person can become a channel between a spirit and the
living – a vessel. Through her, he has been watching you,
scattering you with feathers of protection, forging a path for you
to move forward. And it is for one reason and one reason alone.
Simply this:

“We cannot allow the same mistake to be made
again. We cannot allow the sins of Nosrac to be repeated. The land
cannot be brought back together, and we cannot make future
generations suffer over the sins of the past!”

In a sudden burst of booming energy, Elder
Pietri rose from his seat and pointed at Nyte with intense
conviction.

“It is for this reason that I have molded
you, Nyte, into the perfect emulator. For this purpose, I allowed
the barrier to be weakened all that time ago. For this, I betrayed
Yes’lech and coerced Ged’ra into releasing the seal. It is because
you are the most powerful Elf alive today. The Elf destined
to be the Heart’s emulator.

“I sent you to Druelca so that you could
become stronger – a warrior. I allowed your power to be taken so
that it could be cultivated and strengthened. I allowed you to meet
Aura all those years ago, so that you’d touch and begin your
journey as emulator and songstress. As you know, power is released
with emotion, and love is the strongest emotion. That is why you
are the perfect emulator – an Elf whose love for the Heart of
Salvation is strong enough to release sufficient emotional power to
make the split permanent this time. Without you, the Song will kill
Aura, and the ritual will fail again!”

Nyte was silent. Actually, the entire room
was silent. Everyone aside from me that is. I was breathing through
flared nostrils, sounding in no way ladylike. This brutish exhale
was followed by an exclamation of all of the anger welling up
inside of me. How dare our lives be distorted so
thoughtlessly!?

“Is this the Creator’s will!?!” I yelled,
grabbing Nyte’s arm and pulling him into me.

“Who knows? People have long been performing
hideous acts under the guise of the Creator’s will. All I am
certain of is that it is the only way. I have been following you,
watching over you, guiding your journey. For this, I revealed the
secrets of Yes’lech to The Mystress. For this, I gained her trust.
For this, I ushered along the prophecy. For this, I allowed you to
enter Druelca and seize back Nyte’s power!”

I was holding Nyte and shaking my head in
irate disbelief, but Nyte was calm. He asked,

“Were you the man I met with at Cana,
Elder?”

“I was.”

“And you caused Rend to convulse so that
Aura would be forced to cast a powerful song?”

“I did.”

“WHAT?!” Now it was Rend’s turn to be angry.
“How foolish to unleash unbridled power! What were you-”

“Stand down, Rend Attirb!”

“UGGGHHH!” Out of frustration, she threw
herself back into the wall.

“And Edaw?” asked Grotts. “Did Nyte really
burn it?

“He burned it, but not before it was cleared
of Edawians. Elder Nosrac was with Kantú, keeping tabs on their
exact location. When they were getting close, he flew ahead and
alerted the prophet that strangers were coming. He was the one that
urged them to vacate.”

Nyte nodded. His mouth was stern, his
forehead concentrated.

“And the true prophecy?” grumbled Grotts,
shooting a wary glance at Scardo.

“The true prophecy, the one that was
destroyed at Ulan and the one the savior songstress uttered
directly to Elder Nosrac just before her death is as follows:

 


“‘Two songstresses shall arise carrying
the Songs of Destruction and Salvation. They shall be sisters, both
with the qualities of midnight and starlight, but opposites. Their
roles shall be determined during a great test at the Inscription of
Ulan. The Evil Heart shall strike down her sister to awaken the
song to end the world. Her wrath shall be great that none would
withstand her rage. Salvation may only be found in the Pure Heart’s
Song.’

 


“Now,” continued the elder, “more than ever,
it is imperative that you succeed. Things should have followed the
prophecy naturally, but as you witnessed, Illuma has caught the
interest of the angel Lusafael, and the natural balance of things
has become uprooted since he has gotten involved.”

At the mention of Lusafael, Darch lifted an
anxious gaze to Ardette, but Ardette merely stared at the wall
without acknowledging the gesture.

What is it? Something to do with Ardette and
Lusafael? Or Ardette and angels? Or-?

Ardette shifted uncomfortably.

Hm.

Pietri continued, “Lusafael is the commander
of the Feirgh and the founder of Druelca. He knows that with
the usage of mekanix, people will cease to rely on the Creator. He
is still envious of Creator’s love for people, and his wish above
all is that they would use mekanix to bring about their own
demise.

“You, Aura, are the daughter of the western
moon. Illuma is the daughter of the east. Lusafael has taken your
moon hostage because he knows that with things as they are now,
Illuma does not stand a chance. You have a powerful emulator, the
Song of Salvation already within you, and your moon ready to ad’ai.
But with your moon held captive, ad’ai cannot come.”

It was just as Darch had predicted.

“You must free Lusafael’s hold on the moon,
use Nyte, and release the Song of Salvation. Once that is finished,
this will finally rest. Lusafael will be gone and Nosrac can
finally walk the Mistlands.”

“Wait, your highness,” sneered
Ardette. “How exactly are we to free Lusafael’s hold on the moon? I
fear you’re forgetting the fact that, oh I don’t know, WE AREN’T
ANGELS!”

“If you wish to find access to the realm of
the angels, you will need to enter the mist. From here, go to Nor.
Be mindful that the Mystress cannot retrieve her Song until she
kills Aura. So it stands to say that the Feirgh will be
hunting for you in full-force.

“Nyte, use the journey to master the new
power that has been returned to you. Rend shall serve as your
teacher. You must become strong enough to fuel a Song of Salvation
that will be permanent.”

Nyte nodded. I didn’t like the way he was
being so complacent with all of this. He wasn’t actually
considering becoming my sacrifice, was he? He’d better not be. I
definitely wasn’t ready to let that happen.

“And what will you do from here, Elder
Pietri?” asked Nyte, still respectful even after everything.

“I must return to the Kingdom. Things there
are bad, but with Druelca’s main castle gone, we should be able to
recover. If you need me, send the Spirit of In-between. It will
know where to find me.”

The elder nodded to the bird on his
shoulder. It nodded in agreement.

“Now then, as to your earlier question, Miss
Kantú. We came here, to Ardette’s kin, because there are
very few uncorrupted places still within western Farrowel. For many
years, the Mistlands stayed in Nor without trespassing into the
other regions, but with that angel involved, the mist has begun to
leak at an alarming rate, corrupting the nearby civilians. Would
you believe that Druelca started as a simple research facility? But
with the mist’s influence, they quickly grew into something reeking
of evil. Lusafael’s evil.”

“Heh, you don’t say,” said Kantú. She looked
frazzled – like her mind had just been blown because of all of the
information that had recently been thrown at her. I understood the
feeling.

Aside from finding out that my entire life
had been rigged, how was I supposed to cope – on top of dealing
with the anguish of Illuma – with the fact that everyone expected
Nyte to die at the Song of Salvation’s release? And in place of
me, at that? There was no way. There was no way in hell I’d
allow it! I didn’t know how I’d stop it, but I wouldn’t stand for
something like that. I was going to save everyone in the
Westerlands, and that included him!

I was shaking mad at the assumption that
we’d just play along with this plan. To go marching straight into
the Mistlands, where the Feirgh resided and prowled, on the
advice of someone who’d been our enemy just hours earlier? It was
crazy. The whole thing was earth-shattering and unbelievable and
unswallowable and crazy. More than crazy.

My entire existence. My relationship with my
sister. My relationship with Nyte. All had been swayed by one man.
By one man’s wrinkled hand. That same hand was in front of me,
fisted in determination in the lap of a wizened Elf, who was
wearing an expression of duty. He’d caused me so much pain.

But . . . did I hate Elder
Pietri?

Well, it was true that he’d played a large
part in the muddy situation I now found myself in, but he hadn’t
done that with the intent of causing me harm. It had all been to
combat a greater evil. No, I was angry the elder, but that
rage, the blinding hatred I’d felt for The Mystress, I’d
found a different target to direct it at. Something that was less
confusing and conflicted than pouring it towards my own sister.

Lusafael. That was the real culprit.
Lusafael and his jealousy . . . and his scheming and meddling.

I knew that the hatred was wrong, but I
wasn’t strong enough to move beyond it yet. For now, until I could
grow, I had to hate someone. If I didn’t, I’d melt. I wouldn’t be
able to go on, and I’d break, just as that part of my heart
clinging to Illuma had. I had to hate someone, so that someone
would be him.

LUSAFAEL, I HATE YOU!

Ardette winced and brought his hand to his
temple. The internal utterance had been that loud, that ugly.

“In any case, I doubt that even the thickest
skinned of you would be able to sleep after hearing all of that, so
Darch, if you would?”

Elder Pietri gestured at me.

“No problem!” Darch sprang from his
chair.

“Wait! There’s too much still that we have
to-”

But Darch’s pinky was already on my
forehead, and he was circling . . . circling . . . circling. I was
exhausted, so I’m sure it didn’t take much.

I won’t let him die. I’d rather die than let
him die. I love him, and so I won’t . . . he won’t . . . mist . . .
angels . . .

As I drifted away, I let myself fall into
Nyte’s arms.

Mist . . . Nor . . . corrupt angel . . .
Ardette? Are . . . you . . .

 



Chapter 23: The Story

 


“Would you like to hear a story, Aura?”

“Hm?”

I’d been sitting on the front porch, resting
my cheek on my fist. Alone. Deep in thought about everything that
had happened. When I’d awoken, Pietri had been gone, and everyone
else had been . . . normal. Too normal. It was clear they’d all
shared a little ‘discussion’ after I’d fallen asleep.

Though I hadn’t been present, I could
vividly visualize what sort of things they’d discussed.

I’m normal. I’m normal. I’m normal.

But it was no use. I wasn’t normal. Nothing
in my life was normal. My relationship with Nyte. My relationship
with Illuma. My relationship with Ardette. They were all very
complicated. If anything, I was the least normal thing I’d ever
encountered.

“You look like you need a diversion. So,
would you like to hear it?”

I glanced over my shoulder at Darch, who’d
just exited Ms. Selrak’s cottage. I wasn’t particularly happy about
this intrusion into my aloneness, but maybe a little diversion
was just what I needed.

“Alright, Darch. Why not?”

“Splendid!” He clapped and settled onto the
porch next to me.

“So this is it? This is your story?” It held
so much weight. I stared into my lap. “Am I ready to hear it?” I
hoped it wasn’t a particularly sad story. Or a violent one. Or a
shocking one. I couldn’t really handle things like that right now.
I brought my eyes to meet his. Those glistening blues that matched
the day sky. “Tell me, Darch. Am I ready?”

“You are. Trust me. Looking after the soul
is my specialty, after all.”

Looking after the soul, huh? Maybe my
soul now, more than ever, needed a little ‘looking after’.

Darch kicked out his feet, folded his hands
properly at his chest, and began to recite, “There was once a boy.
He was a rude boy. He was an arrogant boy. He was-”

“Really?” I cut him off with a groan. “Your
storytelling skills are amazing, Darch.”

He let out a laugh. “Alright. Let me begin
again.” He cleared his throat and this time when he started, he was
serious and there was a content, almost loving, softness about
him.

“There was once a Daem named Sowpa.”

But wait-

“Sowpa? But I thought this story was
about-”

“Now, now, Aura, no interruptions.” He shook
a reprimanding finger at me.

“Sorry.”

With a pleasant smile, he lowered his finger
and started again.

“Sowpa was incredibly gifted as a boy. Even
as a toddler, he was far advanced in the art of shadow trickery. He
was so great, in fact, that he was recruited by a secret
organization before his tenth year. There, he excelled at the tasks
handed to him, surpassing even the organization’s expectations. He
excelled so much, in fact, that his younger brother was recruited
based solely on Sowpa’s potential. Thus, as a very small child,
Sowpa’s younger brother joined the secret organization without much
choice.

“Sowpa was a prodigy and his brother was his
apprentice. But his brother didn’t take to the training the way
Sowpa did. He found the ancient arts ‘boring’.”

“Hmmm. Reminds me of someone.”

“Then one day,” continued Darch, moving
right over my interjection, “Sowpa was given a special task: to
join a small detail that would accompany one of the organization’s
members, a blacksmith named Parnold, back from the secret
organization’s headquarters to a small village called ‘Farellah’.
Sowpa eagerly accepted. His only regret was that his younger
brother would have to stay behind.

“The trip there was uneventful, but to
Sowpa, it was his greatest adventure yet.”

At this point, Darch stopped, reached down,
and drew his finger along the ground at his feet. He started to
carve a swirled pattern into the dirt that slowly took on the
appearance of a willow. A sad willow that was reaching for
something. Something distant.

He said, “After several weeks, Sowpa and the
others reached the village. It was night – dusk to be more exact –
and they were all tired and ready for rest, but Sowpa was not
allowed to follow the others in. The village was a closed city, you
see, and therefore, Daems weren’t well known there. Thus, Sowpa was
to remain unseen.

“Well, needless to say, Sowpa played his
role perfectly. He stood patiently in the cherry wood beyond the
city limits while waiting for the detail to complete a small
survey. Everything was as it should have been . . . but then
something happened.”

“Something?”

But I knew what it was. What else could it
be? It was that night.

Instead of answering, Darch drew from the
willow a long, extending branch that was reaching farther than the
others. Next he drew its goal: a single flower. A cherry tree’s
flower.

“Yes, something happened. A woman, named
Marbeck, came tearing through the woods at Sowpa, panicked and
hobbling. Sowpa tried to dart, but it was too late. She’d found
him. He’d waited so patiently – kept hidden – but she’d found him!
And as you’d expect, the prodigy was wary at first. After all, he
was supposed to have remained unseen, and he’d never strayed from
his task before. It was disheartening for the young society member
on his first true adventure.”

Darch stopped here to look up at me.

“But if you’re worried, Aura, don’t be. The
woman turned out to be an undercover member of the secret
organization, so it was all right.”

“Well, yeah, I figured.”

In reality, I hadn’t been ‘worried’ at all.
My only worry was where this story was going. I didn’t know what
Darch was trying to accomplish by telling it to me at this point in
time, but I was seriously starting to doubt it would help my
soul.

“Marbeck commanded Sowpa to run and fetch
one of the locals, a woman that could suppress memories. Like the
good soldier that he was, he obediently followed the order. He
fetched the local woman from her pink house and brought her to a
small meadow, exactly as he’d been instructed. There, he met a girl
– a wounded girl that was drifting in and out of consciousness.”
Darch brought both hands to the dirt this time. “This part of the
story is where the enchanting takes place.”

In two fluid swipes, the arms of his willow
brushed over the cherry flower. From there, they bent and twisted
in what really did turn out to be enchanting – or maybe bewitching
– scrolling wisps. Archaic in nature and elegant and enticing,
curling around the flower.

How he did it, I couldn’t say, but for just
a moment, it took my breath away. The stolen breath immediately
returned, however, at Darch’s next comment.

“Sowpa claims she was the most stunning girl
that he’d ever seen, and though he was just a boy, he fell in love
with just one glance . . . . Er?” Hands still in the soil, Darch
again stopped his tale to look over the top of his frames at me.
“What? What’s that look for?”

“He fell in love with just one glance?
Really? Don’t you think that’s a little cheesy? I mean, he couldn’t
have-”

“No interruptions!” The reprimanding finger
was back.

“But you’re the one that aske-”

A tapped pinky on my forehead made me forget
what I’d just been about to say. With a wrinkled nose and a dirty
smudge on my forehead, I closed my mouth. Darch beamed.

“This is when the second enchanting takes
place.”

He returned to the ground and drew in
another willow. This one was twice the size of the first one, and
it too was reaching. It was reaching for the cherry flower, but it
was also reaching for something else. Its longest, most desiring
arms were stretching over the flower to the other willow.

“Sowpa returned to the headquarters and told
his younger brother about the stunning, wounded girl he’d
encountered. A girl that was like snow. Delicate and sparking. The
way he talked, this girl was like an angel. Or maybe he really
thought of her as an angel. The fabled Heart of Salvation. The Pure
Heart. The Maiden of Song. Aura Rosh.”

I let out a small groan at the titles I
hated, but I was locked by his words. I couldn’t escape the story.
I had to finish now. We were too far and the trees were reaching
and the wisps were scrolled and delicate and . . .

“Well, the younger brother was rude and
snot-nosed and didn’t care for much, but he did care about
his brother, and he listened to Sowpa’s stories with such
intentness that he started to fall for the girl too. That was the
second enchanting. And the second one was even more powerful than
the first.”

I’ve loved you for longer than you’ll
ever know. I’ve loved you for longer than you’ll ever know. I’ve
loved you for longer than you’ll ever know. The second willow
was around the flower, and somehow, inexplicably, the flower was
closer to it now, wrapped in its arms. Embraced by its crying
boughs. Love. Longer. Love. Longer.

“Each year, Sowpa would travel to the city,
along with a spy masquerading as a merchant, and do a survey of the
girl. Disguised in shadow, he’d follow her from the surrounding
woods, taking notes and studying her mannerisms. And guess what –
she had no idea that he was even there. He was right behind her,
but she never picked up on his quiet movements, his-”

But at this, I was finally able to pull my
eyes from the dirt.

“HE DID WHAT?! HE SPIED ON ME?!”

Darch let out a chuckle. Then he gave one
billowing heave and blew away the picture from the dirt. The
willows disappeared under the covering of fellow earth, and I
became attached again. Attached to the present. Attached to the
world beyond the wisps.

“He spied?” I repeated with an unbelieving
jaw.

“I guess, sort of. Anyway,” – Darch clearly
didn’t understand my distress because he just kept on going – “each
year he’d return with more things about the girl that was like
snow. How great she was. How innocent. How curious. How
spastic. He even told his younger brother that someday he’d
marry the girl – that someday he’d marry the snow princess. Every
year, Sowpa would return, and every year Sowpa’s brother would send
him with a list of things to find out. What kind of food did the
snow princess like? How did she react to weird noises in the wood?
What did she hum when she was by herself?”

“Ardette the stalker.” I was quiet.

“No, Sowpa’s brother the
stalker.”

“Eh- right.”

“Well, that’s how things went for a long
time and the years passed, and the brothers fell more in love with
a girl they’d never be able to talk to.” Darch let out a romantic
sigh and stared at the sky. “Tragic, no?”

I, on the other hand, let out a masking
sigh. “Well, considering that we’re dealing with stalkers, here . .
.”

I made light of it, but really, I didn’t
know how to respond. How was it supposed to make me feel?
Special?

No, I just felt guilty. Even more guilty
that I’d caused Ardette to suffer. That I was still causing him to
suffer. And his brother too. He’d once been a part of Yes’lech, but
look what he’d become. And how? How did he . . . Or maybe I didn’t
want to know?

So much had happened while I’d been
oblivious; there was so much time that I had to make up for. I owed
it to myself and to everyone. Everyone that had come into contact
with this abnormal life of mine. So much time I had to spend in
clarity to make up for all of those moments . . . but would I
have time? Or would I run out? Would ad’ai come before I
relived the lost years? Would I-

“Aura?” Darch poked my shoulder “Are you
listening? I feel like I’ve lost you.”

“Uh. Sorry. I’m listening.” Wasn’t
before, though.

Darch took a deep breath, and kicking his
legs out again, leaned back against the step. The air was still,
but an overhead line of birds offered a little bit of commotion to
the silence. Darch waited for them to pass before continuing. I
think maybe he was trying to build up suspense, having ‘lost me’ at
the story’s last break, but it was unnecessary. I didn’t
want to know how the story ended, but I had to.

I was too far. We’d come so deep already
that there was no turning back.

Finally, Darch said, “So things carried on
that way until one year when everything changed. On that year, when
Sowpa went to visit the snow princess, he did the unthinkable. He
revealed himself to her. She’d never met a Daem before, so she was
really shocked at first. But after that, she was nice and curious
and excited. Sowpa’s dream of spending time with his snow princess
had finally come true.

“The two of them talked for a long time, and
Sowpa told her about his younger brother. He told her the worst
things, I’m sure, but still, her words were, ‘He reminds me of my
sister. Dramatic and irrational. I bet I’d love him!’ The way her
velvet-at-dusk eyes sparkled when she said it, Sowpa understood
then that his princess was far more suited for someone like his
brother.

“Still, he told her about shadow trickery
and consuming spirit, and she found it all awfully interesting. She
even offered him a drink of herself in exchange for a trick.
Unfortunately, with one taste, Sowpa became addicted, and-”

I couldn’t help but cry out this time.
“What?! Because of me-”

“No!” Darch put up his hand. “It would have
happened either way. His first taste had to come sooner or later.”
He brought his hand at the side of his mouth and leaned over like
he was about to share a slice of forbidden gossip. “His
grandfather, you see, suffered the same illness of
oversensitivity.”

It didn’t really make me feel better, but I
didn’t say anything more.

“Well, as the story goes, Sowpa was
discovered by the snow princess’ teacher, and she kicked him out
and erased the princess’ memories. After that, Sowpa was relieved
of duty. He was put on suspension and placed under surveillance,
but he went rogue in search of another innocent or andap or
whatever he could find. And those who seek, find. Sowpa was
searching, and eventually, he found Druelca. With Sowpa’s talent,
he was quickly made a commander.

“Sowpa’s mother was heartbroken by the news,
and his younger brother, equally distraught, agreed to infiltrate
Druelca in order to find Sowpa and convince him to return home. But
by that point, Sowpa had become so corrupted by the mist that he’d
turned into a completely different person.”

“Gershaw,” I whispered. Because of me,
Gershaw had been born. And even knowing that, Ardette still . . .
he still . . . to me he still-!

“To this day,” said Darch, “Sowpa continues
to work for Druelca. Well, until it was destroyed recently. Thus
goes the tale of Sowpa.” The tale’s end had come way too
abruptly.

I stared at Darch.

That’s it? It just ends like that!? Well,
I guess I know how it ends, but still . . . I’d been right to
judge the Magir’s story-telling skills.

I’ve loved you for longer than you’ll ever
know.

A moment of silence passed before I said in
a mutter, “It’s a sad story, Darch, and I never knew! How . . . how
could I not have known? It’s a really sad story, Darch. Really,
really sad.”

I dropped my head. The story had done
nothing to create a diversion. It had only made me feel worse. But
while I started to wallow, Darch reached out, placed his hand on
mine, and delivered a strong, yet gentle,

“No.”

I looked up again. “No?”

“No, it’s not sad.” He removed his hand and
pushed his sliding spectacles back up his nose. Then, staring out
over the field that surrounded the cottage, he said, “Ardette won’t
say so, but you’re one of the last things that reminds him of how
his brother used to be. With you around, there’s still a little bit
of hope that Sowpa really will come back. And being around you . .
. has changed Ardette.”

“Changed him? But even if that were true,
being around him and-” But I gave up on the thought. Instead, I
said, “How could I not have known? Ignorance isn’t bliss. It’s
transgression.”

“Hm. Transgression? No, I’ve lived a life
and a fourth, and I know that’s not true. And as far as not
knowing? Ardette doesn’t want you to. But who cares, right?”

Darch sat up and let out a content sigh.
“And besides, Ardette says you’re nothing like what Sowpa said you
were.”

“Oh?”

“He says you’re much better.”

I wouldn’t even have time to swallow the
statement.

“What are you two jibbering about out here?”
Ardette exited the cottage with a bang.

“Just giving her a few pie recipes, that’s
all,” lied Darch.

“Well, we’d best get moving don’t you think?
What, if we’re to infiltrate the heavens, and all.”

“Wait, Ardette!” The door banged again, and
Ms. Selrak came running onto the porch behind him. “You almost
forgot what you came for!”

“Came for?” I wondered aloud.

Ms. Selrak held out a black wooden whistle
on a string to him.

“Take good care of it, dear. It was your
father’s, and rightfully it belongs to Sowpa, so you mustn’t damage
it.”

“I am well aware, Mom. And for your
information, I wasn’t forgetting anything. I fully intended to
return to retrieve-”

“Ardette! Look at you! Your hair is a mess,
here let me smooth it out for you.”

“That’s not necessary-”

“Hold still! You’ve got a steady lady now,
and she seems a bit fussy, so you have to do your best!”

But while Ardette got his hair ‘smoothed’, I
eyed the whistle. It looked normal enough. Unenchanted. Plain. Had
Ardette really ‘come there’ for it? But Pietri had said that we’d
gone there because it was safe and on the way.

I suppose it should’ve come as no surprise
that I didn’t know the whole story.

“What’s that whistle for?” I asked.

But Ms. Selrak pushed Ardette away and
interrupted me with another hand grab. “Aura Rosh, please, return
him. Please. You’re the one who can bring him ba-”

“Mom! Enough of that. Go inside, why don’t
you? Would you really keep your son from his work-?”

“Don’t you start that again! Any more of
that circle talk, and I’ll take that relic right back to its
resting place!”

Relic? But the whistle was long gone.
Around Ardette’s neck and under his shirt. I wouldn’t be able to
inspect it further.

“Your hair, Ardette!” Ardette’s mom was
instantly at it again. “Here let me run inside and grab you a comb.
I have a lovely one made of zebron bone!”

“Yes, perfect. Run inside and fetch it,
would you?”

Ms. Selrak started to release my hands
reluctantly, but before she did, she pleaded again with an intense
red wince.

Return Sowpa?

I don’t know why, but I gave her a nod.
Maybe it was that her gaze was so hopeful and earnest that I
couldn’t help myself. It just sort of happened. She gave my hands
as squeeze then hurried into the house just as three others were
leaving it.

“Come on, Grottsy! I feel so rejuvenated
after all that delicious, glorious, salty meat! Your mom’s a great
cook, Ardetto!”

“Ardetto?” Ardette made a choking noise.
“Oh, decided to start that up too, have you? Wonderful. Let’s get
the whole gang in on it, shall we?”

“Eh-he, wait up, Kantoo. Would ya quit
bouncin’ around like that, yer gonna make yerself sick!”

“I still think we should return to Yes’lech.
It is entirely unwise of us to venture into the mist. Especially
without proper preparation and in accompaniment of the Pure Heart!
This is the MIST we’re talking about! This does not sit well with
me!”

With trailing nervous ranting, Scardo
slithered away through the young trees that surrounded the cottage
and out into the open field.

“Ardetto, would you like to hear a song?”
Darch stood and clapped his hands together.

“Do you not think you should leave the
singing to the songstress?” said Rend in a scoff. With one last
bang, she and Nyte had just entered the porch.

“Yes, dear Rend,” purred
Ardette. “A wonderful idea.”

“Do not speak my name with such familiarity,
worm!”

“Guys, guys, let’s all sing a song!”
piped Darch. “How about the Yes’lech anthem?!”

As the rest of them left the porch, I was
left alone with Nyte to watch their departing backs.

Six guards and a bird leading the way into
the unknown. They were all acting too normal – way too normal . . .
but maybe that’s what we needed right now.

I straggled behind the group, hand in hand
with Nyte.

My Nyte.

I wouldn’t let him die for me. I’d follow
the others to the angels’ realm, but I’d find another way. I’d
catch the interest of my own angel if that’s what it took. I’d do
whatever was necessary to keep him safe. To keep him from being
sacrificed, I’d do whatever . . .

“I won’t let you die,” I whispered.

“I will never allow you to die,” he
responded with conviction.

We wouldn’t allow each other to die. We were
both willing to play the martyr, but in competing for the role,
wouldn’t we inadvertently uproot our relationship?

“No, Nyte,” I said, rethinking things. “We
have to work together to find another way. We will not allow
each other to die.”

“We will not allow each other to die,” he
repeated.

Satisfied, I gave him a grin and together we
followed the others into the mist.

. . .

Little did I know, the familiar pendant had
taken up residence in his front pocket.
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If you enjoyed this book, please leave a
review and tell a friend!

 


Don’t forget to read the rest of the story.
Heart of Farellah: Book 3, available now!
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