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Chapter 1: The Sky

 


“What do you mean we aren’t there yet?”
whined Kantú. “This looks pretty misty to me!”

Scardo slithered up next to the pouting
Squirrelean and swatted briskly at the air, which was, indeed,
quite misty. “That may be,” he said, voice silky and low, “but we
have yet to enter Nor. So we aren’t in the Mistlands.”
Checking his map, he added, “We won’t be for another day or so
either.”

“But then why’s there so much mist here?
Grottsy, I don’t get it at all!”

We were on the edge of western Farrowel,
making our way toward the realm of the angels. Two nights had
passed since leaving Ms. Selrak’s cottage, but it felt like we’d
been going on like this forever. The day was gray, as it usually
was; the sky tired, shaded by the drifting and intruding vapor.

“ARRGH!” Rend let out a great, angry grunt.
“Were you not listening to Elder Pietri?! The mist has now
encroached upon the other regions as well! Why is it such a complex
concept for you?! ”

“Oh.” Kantú thought about it a moment with
drooped ears and then, “That’s right!” She nodded and happily
hopped over to Ardette.

Rend reached after her with a clutching hand
that was dangerously white-knuckled.

“Alright, Ardetto,” said Kantú, oblivious to
the nearby Rend’s hazardous rage, “I’m ready.”

“Ready?” Ardette raised a brow at her
terribly failed shrug of nonchalance.

“You know.”

“Know?”

“Ugh! Come on, already!” she persisted with
a stomp. “Just let me blow into it one time!” With that, she lunged
at the handsome Daem’s chest where the black whistle was hiding
beneath his shirt.

But the lunge wouldn’t earn her any sort of
triumph –

“Paws off!”

– because Ardette easily held her forehead
at bay with one hand while lazily twisting his hair with the
other.

Kantú whined and let out a huff and then
returned to Grotts’ burly side, where she’d spent most of the day.
It’d been another failed attempt at trying to play with the
mysterious whistle Ms. Selrak had given Ardette just before
departing her cottage. The curious girl had been lusting after it
all morning.

In reference to ‘all morning’, Darch, on the
other hand, had been happily humming the same loop of the Yes’lech
Anthem over and over and over again, much to the perturbation of
the rest of the guard. For the thousandth time – or maybe even more
– the happy Magir reached the loop’s crescendo.

“Hmmm. Hmmm, HMMM, HM!”

But this time, he was interrupted by a
growl.

“Dammit, Darch! Don’t ya know anything
else?”

The words and tone of the annoyed grumble
were very much alike something that would’ve left Ardette’s curled
mouth in his most irritated of times, but surprisingly, on this
occasion, the complaint, which was low and sort of rumbling, had
actually come from Grotts. The massive man had been unusually
agitated as of late. Maybe it was because of the way he’d once
again been thrown around by one of the ‘revered’ officers of
Yes’lech.

I’d have been upset too, had I not been
preoccupied with other things . . . .

Other things, eh?

Yes, right now, that ‘other thing’ was
taking up much of my focus, but the small portion of me that wasn’t
concerned with it, was having second thoughts about this whole
‘heaven-infiltration’ plan we were presently undertaking. Though,
to be more accurate, they might really have been ‘first thoughts’
since I hadn’t been given ample time to process everything until
now. Either way:

A suicidal journey through the mist to
trespass into another dimension?

It was something we were all
struggling with. Even Scardo, who was by far the most dutiful of
us, was having doubts.

“The realm of the angels?” he muttered to
himself yet again while sidestepping around a mist-shrouded and
unrecognizable piece of debris. “Is Pietri quite sure about this?
Maybe we should ask the bird its opinion?”

The bird in question – the Spirit of
In-between – was a short distance ahead, firmly planted on Darch’s
shoulder. The pair of them had ‘made up’ now that everything was
out in the open. Now that all of the feather man’s secrets had been
divulged.

All of them? That’s what I’d pretended to
accept, anyway, but there was a good chance there were still some
secrets being kept. Rend and I had little in common, but at least
we were in agreement when it came to things like that.

“Why, pray tell, would we ask that bird
anything? It only seeks to create havoc!” spat the fuming Elf.

“My, my, dear Rend,” said Ardette
mockingly, “I thought you were all about patronage to your brethren
and whatnot.”

“That bird is not my brethren! It was a fool
that sacrificed the well-being of the world because of an imbecilic
Sape! In doing something so dishonorable, it lost the right to be
part of our esteemed lineage! All for a Sape!
Disgusting.”

“You’re so racist!” Kantú gave her a
glare.

In return, Rend smiled wickedly. “When
dealing with you, hybrid, would not the correct term be
speciest?”

“Arrrgh!” Grotts looked ready to burst at
the insult of his treasured squirrel. “Shut yer mouth, ya
foul-tempered-”

“Grotts!” I interrupted him with a shout,
finally putting a stop to things before they could become even
uglier.

“Er- right,” said Grotts. “Sorry.”

It had been like this all day. And all of
yesterday. Ever since leaving Ms. Selrak’s cabin, things had been
this way. Everyone was in a bad mood, and it was starting to wear
on me.

Everyone? No, that wasn’t quite right.
Everyone was in a bad mood . . . everyone except for Nyte, that
is.

He wasn’t in a bad mood, per se, but
he was in a mood, and it was unlike any mood I’d ever seen
him in before.

No longer under the restraints of the
emulator pendant, we were free to touch each other at heart’s
content, and he hadn’t dropped my hand since leaving Ms. Selrak’s
house – even now, my fingers were wound in his
normal-level-of-warm, slightly-looser-than-I-would-have-liked grasp
– but where he should have been content at the new freedom, or
worried over the fact that he was expected to die in my place, or
maybe anxious about entering the mist, he was just . . .
different.

It would’ve been too much to say that he was
like an emotionless Feirgh or brainless crypt-walker. It
wasn’t quite that bad. He was only half-listening to the rest of
us, sure, but he was kind of fidgety too. Or maybe jumpy would have
been a better way to put it. Preoccupied.

“Nyte?”

No response, so I tried again, this time
with a nudge.

“Nyte?”

“Huh?! Oh, Miss Hav-”

“Mhm. How annoying. Can’t you think of a
normal pet name for her? Maybe something not so depressing?”

“Shut up, Ardette.” I felt the need to be
defensive. “I like it.” Besides, I really did.

“Yes,” was Nyte’s only response.

Ardette raised his brows again and shrugged
at me before turning away to pester Rend some more.

I gave Nyte’s hand a grand shake.

“Ah!” He jumped.

“Nyte!” I laughed. “What’s with you?” Then
in a whisper, “You’re acting more like Scardo. I mean, Scardo’s
fine and all, but . . .”

“I am sorry, Aura. I am not myself.”

“Yeah, I can tell that much.”

But he didn’t appear amused or anything.
Where there normally would have been a wink or mischievous smirk,
there was only distant jumpiness.

“Nyte?”

This time, I stopped walking altogether.

“What is it, Aura?” asked Kantú.

“You guys go ahead; we’ll catch up.”

“Nice!” She gave me an approving wink.

Not because of anything like that, you
perv.

“Well,” said Ardette, “that’s a relief, I
suppose.” He gave me the smirk I’d wanted from Nyte, and with a
wave, turned to leave. Even with my Elf there, holding me back with
concern, I had to fight to keep my eyes from smiling.

You aren’t staying in here forever, Ardette.
You know that, right?

So far, any attempts at trying to force the
Daem to remove his lingering shadow from my head had only resulted
in perverse remarks and casual brush-offs.

As soon as we stop for camp, you’re getting
out.

“We shall see, won’t we?” he called behind
him. Then he continued to walk off in a lazy saunter.

Nyte’s eyes were on the ground, kind of
squinted, but with the others leaving behind the foot-thuds of
those quickening pace to leave us to ourselves, his worried irises
wasted no time in bolting up in a semi-panic. “Miss Havoc?! The
others are leaving! We will be left-”

“I know!” I gave his hand a good yank to
keep him from trotting away. “I know they are, so . . .”
Bringing my hands to the jumpy Elf’s face, I allowed a moment of
misty silence before mustering whatever seductiveness I could and
finishing, “What are you going to do now that we’re alone?”

This finally managed to get his attention.
He dropped his gaze from the fleeting backs of our fellow party
members and brought his forest-like eyes to mine.

“I am sorry. Again, I am sorry. I am not all
here.”

“Again, I know that,” I said. “Care
to tell me why?”

With his eyes in mine like that, it was like
he was free from whatever stupor he’d been in. When he answered,
there was no hesitation, only direct intention.

“Very well,” he said. “But first, now that I
have you alone . . .”

Finally, there was that smirk. That spirited
glint. That cunning and impish charm. It finally arose and entered
his bronze face. I was weak. I was taken. I was captivated. I was
so many things, and that one expression made my heart pound in a
belting fury in my chest.

“F-first?” I whispered.

“First, now that we are alone . . . may I
kiss you? It has been days, has it not?”

But he didn’t wait for an answer, and it was
unnecessary for me to give one. Of course that was one of
the things I wanted the most. It was unspoken, but I’m sure he
could feel that desire through my palm that was still against
his.

Bending low to reach my height, he brought
his lips to mine. Like usual, I melted upon soft contact.

I fought not to think of anything that might
make Ardette uncomfortable. It was hard – it was really hard
– but I managed to get by with letting only a few little things
slip. Still, I’m sure those few things were torment for the
eavesdropper, who still regarded me as his most important person no
matter how many times I shoved him away.

I’d make him get out of my head. I had to.
It was for his sake too.

After a fulfilling kiss, Nyte released me
slightly, but didn’t take his face very far from mine. I waited,
basking in his cherry tree scent and knowing that the answer was
coming. The answer to his strange, half-hearted, on-edge behavior.
It was coming, and I braced myself.

I gave him a nod to show that I was ready,
and the confession at last crossed his teeth:

“I can hear them,” he said. Quietly.
Somberly.

Them? What did that mean?

“Hear . . . them?” I asked. “Who’re
‘them’?”

“Those crossing the Mistlands. I can . . . I
can hear their cries.”

“What?” I pulled my face away to get a
better read on him. I didn’t know what he was talking about, but
whatever it was, it sounded disturbing. “Their cries? As in the
cries of the dead!? But we haven’t even entered the mist yet!”

“They are a constant buzz in the air. I
believe that Darch can also hear them, which is why he has been
singing that song without end.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I muttered,
“Without end is right,” while trying to gather my thoughts, and
then, “But what do they sound like? And why can you hear them? I
get why Darch would be able to, but why can you?”

“I do not know, but they are mourning
themselves. And some of them are searching for a way back. Some of
them are malevolent with a jealous hatred of the living. And those
that are strongest with such emotions – emotions of anger and odium
– theirs are the cries that . . .”

I waited, but he just squinted as if to
analyze the ongoing phenomenon, so I prodded,

“That what?”

He fanned the air over his left shoulder.
“Sound closest.”

“Eh?! Seriously?!”

He nodded. “The strongest, most rancorous
sound as though they are right over my shoulder.” Seeing my blatant
alarm, he smiled and added, “It is not that large of an issue,
Aura. It is just that it is difficult for me to maintain focus with
that constant overhead buzz. Their cries continue to drown out the
talk of the guard. Your voices are minute by comparison. Even now
it is hard to think with all of that going on.”

“Not a ‘large issue’?! Of course it’s a
large issue! Why the heck can you hear them? Is it because of your
ears?” I eyed them. Pointy and long, they’d always been able to
pick up more than the rest of ours.

“Rend does not hear them. I have not asked
her, but I can tell. She is very superstitious, and if she were to
hear them as I have . . .”

“She’d freak out.” I could see it.
Vividly.

“Right.” The grin he gave conveyed that he
too could see it.

But I wasn’t ready to be so lighthearted,
and he could tell.

“Are you worried?” he asked, patting my
head. “Do not be.” He looked at the sky with played whimsy. “I will
survive . . . probably.”

I shook him away.

“In all seriousness, though, that’s really,
really disconcerting,” I said. “Aren’t you even a little creeped
out?”

“Me? Frightened?” He gave me an amused
half-grin. “Not at all. It is just a little bothersome. I do not
like being distracted.”

‘A little bothersome’? But it was
more than that. It had to be.

“Well, – I pulled him in for a tighter and
possibly obnoxious squeeze – “good thing your girlfriend’s a
songstress, then.”

“Good thing.” He rested his face in my neck
and sighed. My heart palpitated in response.

There was just one thing to be done.

I put my mouth close to his ear and
proceeded to hum him a song. It was a song that wasn’t meant to be
an ariando. It was supposed to be nonsense. Just
distracting, covering nonsense, but in the midst of that ‘nonsense’
something happened that I didn’t expect.

Not more than a half-minute in, the entirety
of the gray sky shook. Or rather, it vibrated. At first I
thought it was my imagination, so I continued in gibberish melodium
until it vibrated again, this time in a much more unmistakable
manner.

“What was that?” I whispered, dropping the
hum. “Did you see it?”

Nyte pulled me into him defensively and
glared up at the sky as though it were openly challenging us. “I do
not know! Some sort of fluctuation?”

“Yeah . . . the sky trembled?”

But with my song capped, the ‘fluctuating’
had ceased. In the absence of distraction, too, Nyte stiffened and
stared at the space ahead of him.

“Should I try again?” I asked.

But Nyte put his hand to his temple and
gritted his teeth.

“Nyte?”

“Ah! I am sorry. There is a loud one
nearby.”

Eyes locked on the sky, I started to hum
some more, and in instant response, the vibrating began again. With
new clarity, Nyte removed his hand from his head and peered at the
clouds.

“Yes,” he mumbled, “it is responding
to you.”

But why? This isn’t an ariando. There
was no magical wind, no tingling power.

“Hmmm, hm, hmmmm. Hm, hm, hmmm-”

“Aura! Stop singing!” came a sudden stern
order. From the mist before us, Darch bolted into view, followed
swiftly by the others.

“What?” I said. “Why?”

But he threw a finger at my lips, shushing
away any cries for elaboration.

“Please, please, please, don’t sing or hum
or even sigh!”

“Darch!” Grotts panted a roar. “Ya mind
tellin’ us what this is abou-”

But it was Ardette who answered.

“Shh! Shut it, would you? And watch the
sky.”

But though I’d stopped singing, the sky’s
trembling had only lessened somewhat.

“Damn,” said Ardette after a moment. “Darch,
it’s him.”

Him?

Darch wrinkled his nose in disfavor.
“Lusafael.”

At the name, everyone’s faces read
disbelief. Even so, they all responded in their own ways, stepping
back into a tighter group and readying various weapons.

“Lusafael?!” Scardo shuffled this way and
that and then threw his head back and readied his bow at the sky.
“Lusafael, Lusafael?”

“What other would there be?!” spat Rend.

“You mean that trembling?” asked Nyte. “But
if he was to come for us, why did he not come sooner?”

Ardette raised his shoulders. “I’m guessing
it wasn’t for lack of trying. The dupe’s probably only now just
found us. He’s only an angel, you know. It’s not like he’s
omnipresent or something. Of course that characteristic is saved
only for the Creator.”

“No matter,” said Darch, tugging on
Ardette’s arm, “we can’t let him hear Aura.”

Without a clear goal in mind, we all started
to run, following Darch’s tugged lead.

“Yer worried ‘bout him hearin’ ‘er?!” said
Grotts. “But he’s an angel, so shouldn’t he be able ta, ya know,
see ‘er too?! Aarrgh! Damn elder, why didn’t he prepare us for
this?! He made it seem like Lusafael wouldn’t be personally
comin’!”

“Why, pray tell, would you assume that we
would have that luxury?!” flared Rend.

“Because the swine’s blind, didn’t you
know?”

“What?!” We all turned to Ardette with loose
jaws of confusion.

“That’s right!” Darch gave a nod. “His eyes
are still filled with mire from the Mud Sea, so he can’t see what’s
going on down here!”

“Is that Magir lore?” asked Nyte.

“Nope! It’s Magir fact, according to
Elder Pietri!”

“Sure was nice o’ ya ta share that with the
rest of us!”

Okay, great, so he can’t see us- I
started a ramble in my head, but Ardette held up his hand before I
could get going.

“A word from our princess, everyone.” Then,
to my surprise, he began to voice my thoughts in an obnoxious,
unflattering, high-pitched impersonation, “Okay, great, so he
can’t see us,” – I rolled my eyes at the role-playing Daem’s
puffed out lower lip and fluttering lashes but continued, and he
copied – “then how did he suddenly find- Oh.” It was so
obvious. “I suppose his ears aren’t filled with mire too, are
they? And that means that this whole time he’s been listening
for me? Like he was locked onto me or
something?”

“Good job, Aura. You know, you’re really
intuitive. But it’s only your song he can hear because it resonates
so strongly. Your unsung words are fine, so you really don’t need
to speak through Ardetto.”

“Seriously?!”

Ardette grinned. “But it was fun, wasn’t
it?”

Nyte looked murderous for but a moment
before squinting and shrugging at the air around his neck. The
cries of the mist were beginning to get to him again.

“Bastard.” I was more foul-mouthed than I
needed to be, taking out some of my disdain for Nyte’s situation on
Ardette.

Rend scowled at me. “Cease your talking!
This is not time for idle speech! He has found us because of you! I
say we cap her and be done with it!”

“CAP!?” cried Scardo. “Preposterous! You
can’t! You cannot possibly cap her because only an elder has the
power to-”

“ARGH! Enough!” Rend rebutted with a burst
of Elven speed, which brought her to Nyte’s side at the head of the
group. “What will we do, Cousin?!”

But he ignored her, turned back around, and
scooped me into his arms.

“He will not have you,” he said to me
quietly. Then he set off in a determined gallop. “Faster,
everyone!”

“Got that right!” shouted Grotts. “Keep
runnin’! Darch, ya think the mist might be able ta cover us a
bit?”

“Sure! Sure it will, but there’s a little
something Ardette and I’ve been wondering about for a while
now.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s kind of a big problem actually.”

“Darch!” pressed Grotts through
gritted teeth. “Just spit it out, will ya?!”

“Right! Well, how will we get into the mist
if Aura can’t sing?”

“Wait,” said Scardo, appalled, “you two
knew this would happen, and you didn’t warn us?!”

“It was only a theory!” But after thinking
about it in earnest a moment, Darch raised a matter-of-fact finger.
“Well, more of an assumption, really.”

“Unnnnahhh.” Scardo whimpered loud enough
for me to hear even though I was now a few paces ahead of him in
Nyte’s arms.

“Assumption? Theory? Is it really necessary
to be making clarifications such as those at this moment?!”

Nyte was right.

“Okay, Ardette, so what will we do?”
I asked.

“Expect me to know, do you?”

“Well, you two obviously had to have some
sort of plan if you ‘assumed’ this would happen, right?”

“Hmm, I don’t think ‘assumed’ is quite the
right word. We more so suspected it, didn’t we, Dar-”

“THAT’S BESIDES THE POINT!” growled Grotts.
He let out a heavy breath through his nostrils before directing the
rest of his statement away from Ardette, “Somethin’ else
we’ve got to consider is, there’re Feirgh on the prowl, and
how’re we gonna fight ‘em without Aura’s power? Last time, ‘ers was
the only thing that hurt the monster!”

To this, everyone was silent, probably all,
like me, trying to come up with some sort of solution to what
seemed an unsolvable dilemma. Meanwhile, the sky was still
trembling . . . but that wasn’t the only unnatural occurrence
overhead. The heavens had also started to shift a bit,
resulting in an uneven horizon. Yes, while we’d bickered, the
entirety of cloud-cover had tilted slightly – like it were a door
drifting ajar. That couldn’t be a good thing.

Nyte noticed and agreed.

“Let us just get as covered as possible for
now!” he said, gripping me tighter. “Aura, throw your voice as far
away from us as you can. Maybe we can distract him long enough to
hide!”

“Right!”

“Carry one of them, Rend! Whichever is
slowest!”

Rend must’ve recognized the direness of the
situation because not even the faintest ‘ugh’ passed her sulking
lips. She pivoted to retrieve the ‘slowest’ of our number.

That title unquestionably would have fallen
to Kantú, seeing as she usually waddled behind the rest of us with
dawdling steps or distracted pounces, but that’s when I realized .
. .

“WHERE’S KANTÚ?!”

At my outburst, Nyte halted, sending me
nearly jolting out of his arms.

“Ah! We have left her beh-”

“My, my, spastic much?” cooed Ardette
despite the seriousness of a very absent Squirrelean.

“Where is she?!” I wiggled from Nyte’s grasp
and fell onto the ground with a thunk. Nyte helped me to my
feet, but I immediately grabbed his arm and started tugging at him
to return. “We’ve got to go back!”

“Come on, ya two!” Grotts had now passed
us.

“No, we can’t-” Wait, why isn’t he
worried? Of all people, he should be the most-

“She is fine, Miss Heart!” Scardo snatched
my wrist and began to pull me along, but Nyte stayed rooted,
pulling me out of the hunched man’s clutch.

“Fine? How is she fine?! She’s not even
here!”

Ardette responded, “Your squirrel was
borrowed while you two love-birds quarreled.”

“What do you mean borrowed?!” I
demanded.

“Miss Heart, we can explain while we flee!
Now come!”

But borrowed? Wasn’t that like
‘captured’?!

“Don’t just stand there, Elf. Hoist her up,
will you? Unless you’d like me to come and carry her away myself?
No? Didn’t think so.”

But Nyte wasn’t quick to follow Ardette’s
order. Instead he asked,

“Rend, is there nothing that can be done
now?”

“No! Now come, you foolish-”

“Uh!” I let out a protest because Nyte had
done as she’d commanded. “W-wait, Nyte! Put me down!”

But his cousin’s word was all he’d needed.
He quickly bolted back into a sprint. “I am sorry, but they say she
is fine, and I will not let you into danger’s way even if you will
be angry with me!”

But I continued to squirm. “Ardette,
EXPLAIN, damn it!”

“I told you. She was borrowed.”

“Borrowed?”

“By that annoying bird.”

Again Nyte turned on heel. “The Spirit of In
between?”

“You actually let him ‘borrow’ her?!” I
cried. “Grotts?! How are you okay with this?! How could you let him
take her?!”

“Because we didn’t have a choice! We had
ta!”

“What do you mean?” I pressed. “It kidnapped
her?!”

“Trust me, will ya?! I know she’s yer best
friend, but I care ‘bout her more than anythin’, and if I say ta
move, then we’ve gotta move! Nosrac promised ta keep ‘er safe! And
quite frankly, she’s probably more safe than any ‘o us at the
moment! Now, ya’ve gotta sing if we hope ta make it out of this ta
see ‘er again!”

Just then, a dark shadow passed over the top
of the clouds. Something big was lurking just beyond. We were on
the verge of being found out.

“Aura!” yelled Darch. “He’s here!”

“Okay, FINE!” I wasn’t happy about it, but I
knew he was right, so I started a decoy.

 


“Twisted winds from havoc’s cry,

Heaven’s cradle wrought to die!

Clouding nimbus drained its due,

Heavenly cradle’s wrath ensue!”

 


I finished it up, and the sky trembled more
violently than ever before, but I pushed the song spell with all of
my might – not only the effect of it, but the words too – away. Far
away from us.

Come on, Lusafael! Take the bait!

“What does it do?” asked Nyte.

“A twister,” I panted.

“Aura! You are struggling!”

“No! I’m fine!”

I pushed the song hard, and it obeyed, but
there was something I wouldn’t admit to Nyte. I couldn’t
admit it to him. The spell was strong, but it would’ve been much
stronger and easier to wield with an Elf’s aid. But I’d been cut
off from his emulator power, and that was for the best. I’d just
have to do it on my own.

Around me there were voices, but I couldn’t
tune into them. I was concentrating too hard.

And then something happened. Something
wonderfully sinful. Something unexpected and delicious. There was
warmth. For the fist time in days, I could feel Nyte’s spirit.
Nyte’s addictive, powerful spirit, and it felt good and right, and
without waiting for an explanation, I drew it in and helped the
song further.

I pushed the ariando far, far into
the southern sky. I couldn’t tell if it reached the coast for sure,
but that was my goal, and for a moment, when I was just on the
brink of consciousness, I heard the salty waves crashing against
the darkest rocks of Farrowel even though we were several days from
the great ocean.

 


~

 


“Did you put the pendant on?! Don’t lie to
me, Nyte Attirb! You did, didn’t you?!”

“Ahh . . .”

We were in a tent. My hair was a mess, and
I’d just shot up from my blankets, angry and suspicious. I didn’t
know how much time had passed. All I knew was that I had to figure
out what had happened, and if it was as I thought – that
Nyte had been stupid enough to use the pendant – then I had to make
certain it didn’t happen again. I wouldn’t allow him to take the
role of emulator ever again.

“Heh, yer on yer own.”

Nyte had looked to Grotts, who was fiddling
with a small spinning top, for assistance, but the massive man
wouldn’t give him any. That was good at least. It was fine if the
others didn’t pick sides, so long as they didn’t pick his
side.

“Nyte?”

He threw up his hands in defeat. “What would
you have me do? Hand you over to Lusafael? I would do anything to
keep that from happening! As I said, I will not let you into
danger’s hand, even if it means you will be angry with me for
it!”

He bore his eyes into mine, and I couldn’t
help it; I reached for his hand.

But then something was wrong. He was warm.
Too warm. And that meant –

“You’re still wearing it?! Take it off right
nah ah haa . . .”

It felt way, way too good for me to
continue.

His eyes were fixed on me. “See, you are too
hungry. I cannot stand to see you that way. And so,” – before I
could realize what was happening, he flipped his hand over and
grabbed my wrist tightly, pulling it beneath his cloak and against
his warm chest – “I will not let you starve, even if it means
draining me again.”

Immediately upon fleshy contact, the room
dimmed and my skin prickled. I was experiencing it again. What I
thought we’d overcome, or maybe run away from, it was here and it
was gripping. Temptation seeped into me.

Ahhh . . . A . . . Ardette. I need you.
Help.

But Ardette’s aid didn’t come.

Help.

“Want me to rescue you, do you?” he
answered, almost meanly. “No. I won’t. No matter how disgusting it
is to watch, I’ll let you two carry on with your little ecstasy.”
His voice moved closer to me, at my ear, in a bitter whisper. “And
here’s why, my pit. If he’s your emulator, you won’t die. Simple as
that. You see, well, I couldn’t give a damn about him, but what I
won’t allow is for you to die during the Song of Salvation’s
release. Understood? And that means that I’ll come to your sinful
little rescue no long-”

“And how do you think she’d feel if he
died?!” came another voice, vindictive and clear. It was Darch, and
it seemed he’d just shoved Ardette away from Nyte’s and my pathetic
forms. “Do you want her leftover shell?! You aren’t that heartless,
Ardette! No . . . actually, you’re much too selfish to be satisfied
with that!”

Another . . . way. I’ll find another . .
.

“There is no other way!” yelled Ardette.
“It’s either you or him, and if you think I’ll stand by and watch
you die in his place, then the mist has really gotten to
you!”

“Fine!” huffed Darch. “If you won’t do it,
then-” – there was a shuffle – “REND, come quickly!”

. . . Help . . .

Thudding footsteps preluded a bitter
call:

“COUSIN?!”

And at the brink of darkness, a strong hand
pushed me to the ground, and the warmth was gone in an instant.

“Cousin!? Again you have chosen this path?!
ARGH! What insanity has become you?! Hear me now, Nyte Attirb: As
your kin, elder, and teacher, I will not permit you to outrun your
duty as chosen emulator! However, neither will I let you squander
your power without reason! That is why . . . I will hold onto this
artifact in your place until the appointed time . . . until it is
time for you to perish!”

The last of the warmth slithered into me,
and dizzy and shaking, I curled into someone’s lap.

“You’re all right now, Aura. I’ve got you.”
The person’s hand patted my head, and then its pinky was circling .
. . circling . . . circling . . .

Magir power turned my lids heavy, but I was
fighting to remain awake. My cheeks were wet. I hadn’t realized I’d
been crying.

Why, Ardette? How could you?

I lost the fight before I could hear his
answer.

 



Chapter 2: The Whistle

 


I awoke. It was dark, and I was still in
Darch’s lap.

“Where’s Nyte?” I asked.

Darch answered by kissing my forehead. That
was weird.

“Darch? What are you-”

“Shh. I am here, Miss Havoc.”

Oh. That explained the oddity of it. I was
no longer in Darch’s lap, and it hadn’t been Darch’s kiss.

Good. Nyte’s conscious. And he’s here.
But what about . . . “Kantú?”

But there was no response to that one.

“Nyte, has Kantú returned?”

“She is fine.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

But he said nothing more.

Head foggy, I pushed myself to my elbows and
let my eyes adjust to the darkness. The tent was small and fraying,
patched by light-colored, flower-patterned fabric. It was one of
the ones we’d borrowed from Ms. Selrak, and to be honest, it looked
like it was about to fall apart or blow away under even the most
delicate of breezes, but its shoddy seams and trailing, runaway
threads had been enchanted by Elder Pietri before he’d left us, so
it was probably even safer than the two we’d formerly been
given.

I scanned the blanketed ground for the
covered masses of sleeping guardians. But as far as I could tell,
Nyte and I were alone.

“Where are the others?” I asked.

“They are slumbering in the tent next
door.”

“Next door? Ehhh?! So we’re . . .”

Nyte nodded. “They have allowed us our own
tent, in consideration that our remaining time is-”

“If you say ‘limited’, I’ll kill you.”

He chuckled softly, but I didn’t find my
statement funny at all.

“Is it all right?” asked Nyte. “If it is too
indecent, I will leave.”

“Indecent . . . ?” It took me a moment to
connect everything. “Wait! They’re letting us sleep in here? Alone?
Together?!”

There was no moonlight within the tent, but
Nyte’s eyes seemed to gleam from some nonexistent light source.

“But how are you okay with this?! And Rend
and Ardette and . . .”

“I know.” He chuckled again. “It is
improper. I might as well give up Elfdom.”

“Entirely,” I breathed.

He grinned delightedly, but then his face
fell into a wince. “But . . .” The wince deepened. “When this is
all over . . . it will matter not.”

“Don’t talk like that.” And then the
beguilingness of the dark loosened a little, and I remembered what
had transpired. “And anyway, how could you use the pendant again,
after everything?”

I was instantly angry, but my heart was
racing, and my skin felt cold and jittery. One side of me was
consumed with our duty, our fate to be separated by sacrificial
death. The other was nervous and wholeheartedly allowing in
that goodness of feeling nervous – together and alone in the dark
and silence.

“I do not fear death,” he continued. “I have
faced its threat before, and I have accepted what must be done. The
only pain caused to me is when I think of how much I will miss
yo-”

“No! Stop. I told you-”

But I was interrupted when he pushed me down
by my shoulders into a pile of blankets.

“N-Nyte?”

He leaned over me, face serious and chest
expanding with shorter-than-usual breaths.

“I told you,” I persisted in a trembling
whisper. “I won’t let you-”

Nyte kissed away the words. He kissed them
all, each and every one, and when there were none remaining, he
pulled his face and body away from me slightly.

“I love you, Aura Telmacha Rosh.”

My chest exploded, and in the aftermath, a
gulp escaped me.

“I . . . I love you too, Nyte Attirb.”

“Is this all right?”

I nodded, but I wasn’t sure what I was
agreeing to. Were we going to . . . ? Or did he simply mean these
circumstances of sharing the tent alone? Or what?! But I couldn’t
voice cries for elaboration. My heartbeat was now annoying loud in
my ears, and my stomach was tumbling, and quite frankly, I wasn’t
sure if it was ‘all right’.

I want you. Capture me.

But what did that mean?

He slipped his hand below my shirt and
around my back and found my spine. I shivered.

Yes, I want you. Nyte, I want you.

But all at once, my heart dropped and I let
out a cry.

“Ah!” Nyte pulled his hand away. “What is
it?! I have hurt you?!”

“No!” I was frantic. “No, it’s not that!
It’s Ardette!”

The words had escaped me untactfully, and in
a flash, Nyte’s fretful face turned stern and disbelieving. “You .
. . you are thinking of him? In this moment, it is that . .
. that lecher you are thinking of?”

“No! I . . . I don’t know. I mean-”

Nyte shook his head, still in disbelief.
“You have admitted that there is something there between the two of
you, and I have tried to be patient and ignore whatever it is, but
if my time with you is limited, I will no longer share your heart
with him! How can you think of him when we are together?”

The disbelief turned to hurt.

“Nyte, no . . . I . . . I’m sorry. Ardette’s
still in my head, and I don’t want him to hear what I’m thinking
right now. I don’t want to hurt him any more than I already
have!”

Nyte groaned, frustrated.

“Believe me! This isn’t an excuse, Nyte!
Obviously he knows what we’re up to, but for him to actually hear
the things I’m thinking about you-!”

I’d blurted it, but was immediately
embarrassed.

“Things?” Nyte looked confused a moment, but
when realization hit him, he tilted his head and slowly grinned.
“What sort of ‘things’, Miss Havoc?”

“Ugh. Stop.”

I looked at the ground. Really smooth,
Aura. Really, really smooth.

I was going to try to recover, but when I
looked back up, Nyte’s grin was gone. It had been taken over by
concern.

“Listen to me, Aura.” He put a knuckle under
my chin and raised my face to his. “There is something that I have
to voice.” He took a long breath and continued, “After I am gone, I
know that you will go to him, but-”

“What? ‘Go to him’? What are you-”

“It is not necessary for you to deny it. I
know that you will, and that is something that is painful, but it
would be cruel for me to wish you to be alone. I want you to be
happy even when I am not with you, and I comprehend that you will
be happy with him, but for now, I only want you for myself. I have
long told you that I am a selfish Elf, and it is something that
still holds true. For now, I cannot share you with him. I
will not.”

There were a few seconds of unnatural
silence before the storm.

“What the hell are you talking about?” I
swatted his hand from my face. “First of all, I’ve chosen
you. Not him. Trust me, he’s given me plenty of
opportunities to . . . ugh. And secondly, you aren’t going
to die. I will go with you through the Wood of Erow, and I will
marry you, so stop saying pointless things! I’ll find another way.
If I’m the ‘chosen songstress’, then I’ve got to have at least a
little pull somewhere, and I’m going to find it, and I’m going to
exert it, okay? So stop implying that you’re taking the fall for
me! It’s not going to happen!”

“No, think about what you are speaking. It
is not just about you and me. This is something that affects the
entire world. If I do not die for you, not only will you die, but
the Divisia will not stay permanent!”

“Well, maybe it isn’t supposed to! I can’t
get my head around how the Creator could will something like this!
It doesn’t make sense! People dying for the sake of keeping the
world separated? It just . . . it doesn’t portray His love! At
all!”

Nyte rubbed his face, worn from the
argument. “I know. Aura, I know. But the Creator is not the one who
created steamed mekanix. It was man who did that, was it not? And
with the Divisia, mankind is paying for the things it has done. It
just so happens that we are the two who will suffer most for
it-”

This time it was I who kissed away the
words.

No matter how much I tried to convince him,
he wouldn’t understand. So I’d just have to do it on my own. This
was all happening exactly as I’d worried it would. That in both
trying to play the martyr, we’d uproot our relationship and waste
the time we had left. Whether I’d fail, causing our remaining time
to grow short, or I’d succeed, granting us many more years
together, ALL of our time was equally valuable. We couldn’t do this
anymore. And that’s why I continued to kiss away the words, both
his and mine. The argument, the debate, whatever it was, I kissed
it away. And when I was done, he took over until there was only
silence.

We continued to kiss in the darkness until
we both fell asleep in each other’s arms.

. . .

Yet, for some reason, when I awoke, we were
on opposite sides of the tent.

 


~

 


“Come here a moment, my pit.”

During breakfast, Ardette called me to his
side. Feeling guilty about being unable to contain my thoughts the
night before, I came without putting up a fuss.

“Yes?” I asked, wary.

He patted the ground beside him, and I
obeyed, settling into the cold, grassless dirt.

“What?” I prodded. I was annoyed by those
feelings of culpability that forced me into obedience.

He lowered his voice. “What I’m most
interested to know, is why you called my name several times in your
sleep last night. Dreaming about me, were you? Though, I suppose I
shouldn’t be too happy. It sounded a bit like a nightmare . . .”
Letting his voice trail off, he turned his face away slightly, but
I could tell he was more than a little concerned because his eyes
didn’t follow his face’s drift.

“A nightmare?” I couldn’t remember anything
about a nightmare. “Huh. I was probably just mad at you about
yesterday. Leftover rage, maybe?”

He raised a brow. “Yesterday?”

I sighed. “Ardette, I know it’s not your
responsibility or anything, but to just watch Nyte and me suffer
like that when you were one of the only people that could help?
Ugh!”

“Hm. Yes, about that.”

I didn’t like the smugness of his frown, and
sure enough, without warning, he plunged a shadowed fist into my
stomach.

“Ungh!” It knocked the wind from me.

“Be easy with her!” hissed Scardo from
across camp. He started to his feet.

“Yes, yes, don’t get your tuxedo ruffled.
Just taking care of something that doesn’t concern you. Have
a seat, why don’t you?”

But Scardo’s keen eyes remained locked on
us.

Ardette, what’s this about?

The handsome Daem suddenly appeared sad.

What?

“Yes, I’ll miss this.” He tapped my temple
with his free hand. “Hearing you this way. And I’ll also miss
this.”

His shadowed hand traveled to my chest and
enclosed around my heart. Then he leaned closer, cherry eyes wide
and soft.

“I love you, my angel,” he said, only loud
enough for me to hear.

What are you-?

“See, this right here. Your quickening
heartbeat is proof. And even if it’s only a little, it’s enough to
mean something.”

He closed his eyes without removing his
smoky fingers from my chest and stayed that way for too long –
until I finally relaxed and my pulse lessened. At that point, he
sighed deeply and finally pulled his hand out.

“There. I’ve removed the last pieces of
myself from you so that should you happen to fall into
ecstasy again, I won’t be able to hear your cries for help.”

“That’s just evil, Ardetto,” said a passing,
eavesdropping Darch. “Selfish, selfish, selfish.”

“Selfish? Yes. But I won’t let that
boy run away from his duty. And if he tries, then he’s far
more selfish than I’ll ever be. And besides, I’m not interested in
going through another night of the Pure Heart’s disgusting love
thoughts.”

“Just because you could hear, doesn’t mean
you had to listen,” I said. For good measure and because I was
feeling embarrassed, I added, “Pervert.”

“Oh, I’m the pervert? Think about your
little tent buddy, why don’t you? I can just imagine how awkward
that was. Come hither, dearest Havoc. Let me please you with my
inexperienced, lanky bod-”

“Enough!” I elbowed him.

“Heh. Still, I’m glad you protested when
things went too far. I suppose I can commend you for that, at
least.”

“Protested?” I didn’t remember that
either.

“That’s right. Something about ‘not yet’.
Well, quite bluntly, I don’t want to be listening in when ‘yet’
comes. I don’t think I could stomach it.”

Dramatic.

“Am I?” cooed Ardette.

That’s righ- “Wait, I thought you
couldn’t hear my thoughts anymore!”

“I can’t. I just know you that well, you
see.” He smiled provocatively. “Though I’d like to get to know you
better before that uncouth son of a bitch gets to you.”

A ball of red zoomed past dangerously close
to Ardette’s right horn.

“Oh, feeling powerful, are you, Elf?”

“Actually, I am. And I am looking for
targets to practice upon . . . if you are interested.”

“Cousin!” scolded Rend. “What are you
doing!? That was not one of the marks!”

“Good morning, Aura.” Nyte walked over and
kissed my cheek.

“Morning.”

I blushed and Ardette faked a dry-heave.
Nyte said nothing, but with a smirk, helped himself to one of my
morningberries. Lucky for him, we’d restocked our fruit supply at
Ms. Selrak’s house.

“Incredibly mature, ain’t ya, Ardette?”
Grotts walked out of his tent and threw a piece of bread at the
Daem. “Eat up, pervy Irvin’.”

“No thanks.” Ardette threw it back. “I’ve
lost my appetite. By the by, talking like the squirrel now, are
we?” He let out a too-large sigh. “And I was just getting used to
this nice quiet atmosphere.”

“Which reminds me,” I said, taking advantage
of the perfect opening.

“Fantastic,” said Ardette dryly. “Here we go
with your questions, I take it? How delightful this early in the
morning.”

I ignored him, directing my ‘delightful
questions’ to anyone but the rude Daem. “So, the feather man
‘borrowed’ Kantú – that much you’ve made clear, but it’s about the
only thing you’ve made clear. Now, no more dodging around,
all right? I have to know the details, or I won’t be able to
continue. So, who wants to explain?”

There was silence and then,

“I will oblige, Miss Heart.”

“Pfff.” Ardette rolled his eyes. “Of
course you will, salamander man.”

Salamander?!

“What?” said Ardette. “I’ve heard your
thoughts about him, and let me just say, you are spot on.”

I stared at the Daem blankly, trying to get
a read on him. Had he really gotten out of my head? He’d said so,
and he’d seemed sincere, but . . .

Scardo ignored both of us. “Kantú’s gone
ahead to scout the mist,” he said.

“Unnngh.” A long, low groan escaped me.

I’d worried it was something like that, but
I supposed it would’ve been stupid of me to hold the hope that he’d
say something like, ‘she’s run home to safety’.

“But why?” I asked Scardo. “Why alone?”

“The Spirit of In-between said it needed a
vessel that could speak because it was going to go and find someone
to aid us, although it wasn’t any more specific than that.”

“Aid us?”

“Most likely something to do with this
no-singing, mist-entry problem,” suggested Darch.

“Hm, maybe.” I looked out through the
curtain of mist surrounding our camp. “So where exactly did they
go?”

Scardo shook his head apologetically. “I
fear we don’t know, Miss Heart. But the Spirit told Kantú to mark
this point on the map. It is at the very border of Nor and Farrowel
and most likely where it wishes us to enter the Mistlands. We are
traveling in that direction to meet up with them again.”

“But how is that efficient at all? Kantú
isn’t exactly . . . er . . . fast.”

“She was this time,” said Grotts, eyes wide.
“Ya shoulda seen ‘er. Soon as the feather man got into ‘er body,
she took off on all fours, quick as an osterflit.”

“Really?”

I couldn’t picture it, and I wouldn’t feel
even the tiniest bit relieved until Kantú was back at Grotts’
side.

“Okay then,” I said. “We should probably get
going, shouldn’t we? We don’t want to make them wait if they get
there before us, and I’m really not keen on Kantú out there alone,
even if she is with the feather man . . . No, especially if
she’s with the feather man.”

Darch was now leaning on Scardo in a most
awkward way, but took no notice of the hunched man’s discomfort.
Grinning like a snuggling kitten, he yawned and said,

“Yeah, guess it’s about time to pack it up,
isn’t it, guys?”

Scardo nodded stiffly, eager to get away
from the too-close Magir.

“Sure. Alrigh’,” agreed Grotts. “I’ll grab
this if you wanna get that pole over there, Nyte?”

“Not you, Cousin! While the others pack, we
must continue to run drills. Again!”

“Ah-” Nyte looked from us to Rend and back
to us.

“It’s okay, Nyte.” I looked up at him.
“Darch and I will get the pole. Right, Darch?”

“Right-o!”

“Sorry, everyone.” Nyte tipped his head to
us before returning to Rend.

Grotts proceeded to throw the breakfast
canteens into his pack, allowing them to clank against whatever
other metal containers his bag held, but he stopped two canteens in
to waft the fog away from his face. “Ya know, this mist is
depressin’, but it’s nothin’ like that time in Yh’tak. Guess we
should be thankful for that, eh?”

“That’s because that mist was filled
with the Feirgh’s emotions,” said Darch, raising a
contemplative finger. “Just like the mist outside of Crystair was.
Trust me, it’ll be a lot worse when we get to the Mistlands and
actually start getting into close proximity with the creatures.
I’ll be able to tell you when we’re near because their souls are
the loudest-”

“Yes, yes,” interrupted Ardette. “You’ve
explained it all before. Haven’t you anything useful to do?”

“Sure do! Ready to tackle that pole,
Aura?”

“I think so. Wait, let me check. Yup,
mentally prepared.”

I gave him a thumbs-up, and in return he
gave me a great, beaming smile.

After all of the tent poles were gathered
and bundled, I moved on to the top of my patch-work tent.

“Ardette, can you grab this for me?” I
pointed to the other side.

“Coming, my pit. I suppose I’ll help you
fold your little love shack, but only if you agree to invite me in
sometime.”

“Just help, would you?” But when he was
close enough, I asked, “Keeping more secrets from me?”

“Sorry, I haven’t the slightest idea what
you’re talking about.”

“You haven’t really left my head, have
you?”

“Who knows? I’m sure you’ll think of a way
to find out for sure, though, won’t you?”

“If you’re hoping I’ll offer myself to you
again, it’s not going to happen. That was a desperate, one-time
thin-”

“Offer yourself to him?!” blurted Nyte in a
surprised sputter, even though he was on the other side of camp
still practicing with Rend and shouldn’t have been able to hear
us.

“Ah! N-Nyte!”

Stupid far-reaching ears! Not only
that, but his inquiry had piqued the rest of the party’s interest
too. The all halted what they were doing to intrude our privacy
with probing stares. I tried to shrink, but Ardette happily soaked
them in.

“That’s right,” he flaunted. “Was that
occasion the second or the third time we kissed? I can’t remember
now . . . .”

Another blast of red sizzled the dirt at
Ardette’s feet.

“I hope you realize that I am missing on
purpose,” called Nyte. “Not that I wish to spare you, vile Daem. I
simply do not wish the air to reek of your rancid shadow.”

“Charming. Here, my pit, allow me to finish
packing this for you.”

“Huh? Really?”

I’d been staring at the blistering ground,
anticipating war, but I now looked up, expecting Ardette to be
sneering in Nyte’s direction, yet when I followed his stare, I
realized he’d somehow abruptly lost interest in the Elf, for he was
now watching Darch struggle to stuff a bundle of blankets into a
far-too-small pack, seemingly oblivious to Nyte’s murderous eyes
upon his pale forehead.

“Yes,” he said coolly. “I’m worried what
mischief Darch will get himself into if left unattended.”

“Uh. Okay.” I was glad for the chance to
escape the warzone. “Hey, Darch! Here, put a couple of those in
here, all right?”

But as I started away, I heard Ardette
mumble,

“Vile, am I? So be it.”

I shot a quick glance back and found his
eyes once again on Nyte . . . and there was a sinister grin riding
his mouth.

What are you plotting, Ardette?

But he did nothing to show he could
hear.

“You coming, Aura?” Darch called me back
from my suspicions. “Think these two will be enough?”

“Right. Sorry. Yeah, that should be fine.
I’ll take those.”

Oh well. Guess I’ll find out sooner or
later.

 


~

 


“Well?!” sneered Rend.

Scardo looked up from the map, annoyed.
“Would you please be quiet? I am trying to-”

“Ugh! Are we there or are we not there?! Can
you not work faster?!”

“Pardon me? If you haven’t noticed, it’s a
little difficult to see in this fog, and I hardly have the luxury
of landmarks to help plot our position. I assure you I’m doing the
best that I can, so if you would simply allow me a few moments
to-”

“Sapes! Completely incapable!”

“And would the Elven sorceress like to give
it a try!?” hissed Scardo, breaking his polite manner.

“Enough, Rend. Can’t ya try an’ be civil?
Fer once?”

“No!” For the thrill of it, she shot three
angry blasts into the sky. Nyte, who was having fun with his new
power, sent a fourth blast, which was way bigger than Rend’s, into
the air after hers. It headed straight for the others in a
pummeling blow, but whereas I’d expected them to combine, his
knocked hers back to the ground.

“Ha!” he said triumphantly. “Take that,
Cousin!”

But the rest of us quickly scattered to
avoid the three falling balls of red energy.

“ARGH! Do not use your magic so
irresponsibly! Pray tell, what goodness did that accomplish?!”

“It was fun,” was Nyte’s simple reply. “And
are you not one to talk?”

“As your teacher, I forbid you to use your
power unless I instruct you to do so! Do not make me-”

“Shh!” Nyte dashed behind her and cupped her
mouth.

Of course she retaliated – her choice of
weapon a deadly elbow to the gut – but Nyte held strong.

“Shhh!” he said again. “Do you not hear it,
Rend?” Then he looked at me frantically. “Ardette, cover her!”

And just like that, Ardette’s arms were
around me. Before I could react, he pulled me back into a strange,
locking hold.

I let him have my dirtiest of looks. I’m
sure Nyte meant, you know, stand in front of me with your saber out
or something . . . not embrace me!

“H-hear what?” stuttered Scardo. His bow was
already drawn, but he aimed it at nothing in particular, instead
pointing it this way and that and spinning around like a caged
zebron.

The others were distracted, so Ardette took
the opportunity to start being Ardette-ish. “Shall we slip into the
fog, my cherry?” He rested his chin on my shoulder, and in return,
I gave my shoulder a hard shrug and pelted him in the mouth.

“Feeling violent, are we? Splendid.”

In one ruffling motion, he pulled the loose
ends of his cloak around me so that I was embraced in a cocoon of
Druelcan garb.

“What are you doing, you idiot?” I growled,
wiggling to get away. “Is this really the time? Can’t you tell that
something’s wrong?”

“What? He said to ‘cover’ you, didn’t he?
That’s what he gets for barking orders.”

“Seriously?” I rolled my eyes. “Why are you
doing this?”

Chances were slim that he’d actually explain
or answer seriously, but even so, there was an inkling of
possibility that he might suddenly start behaving usefully and cue
me in. However, before I could find out if that was the case, we
were cut off by another loud,

“Shhh!” This one had come from Darch.

Darch followed his shushing with a
bewildered spectacle adjustment at the peculiarity of our embrace.
I shook my head and rolled my eyes, trying to portray that it was
purely Ardette’s doing.

Meanwhile, Rend was still listening for the
phantom sound that only Nyte could hear, and a thought occurred to
me. It was a bad thought. A very bad thought.

What if the sound that we were all listening
for wasn’t actually an audible noise at all? What if it was the
‘spirits’ again? Now that I thought about it, it was a little weird
that Nyte hadn’t complained about hearing them or acted distant or
jumpy or anything for a while now. Actually, it seemed like he’d
been fine ever since escaping Lusafael.

But the way he was looking around in
paranoia now . . . Could they be back? And if so, would Nyte revert
back into that mood?

But at the peak of my fears, Rend stiffened
and nodded. Then she pushed Nyte’s hand from her mouth and pointed
to the mist directly in front of us.

“Mm-hm,” Nyte gave his concerned
agreement.

Thank Creator.

But then again, there was a good chance that
whatever IT was was worse than the mistwalkers that had previously
plagued my Elf.

“What unseen lurker is this? I do not
recognize . . .” Rend squinted. “A bird, perchance?”

Nyte shook his head with uncertainty.

It didn’t take long for the strange noise to
finally reach the rest of us. Rend was right – it was
similar to the flapping of wings – kind of like a whooshing . . .
only, if it was wings, they were much, much larger than any
wings I’d ever encountered before. That left only one image in my
mind:

“Dragon?!” I whispered, grabbing Ardette’s
cloak tighter.

Ardette let out a deep laugh. “Good one,
my-”

“Shut yer mouth, would ya?! An’ prepare fer
battle!”

But Ardette didn’t release me, and it was a
good thing he didn’t because just then, an opportunity arose – an
unpredictable opportunity that would turn out to be surprisingly
important.

While the rest of them got into position,
Ardette drew his saber and pulled me even closer into him.

I let out a disgruntled, “Tch.” Sure, I was
afraid of the dragon or whatever it was, but it was unnecessary for
me to be literally sheltered to that extent. It was annoying, and I
was going to pull away, but that’s when I felt something there –
between my back and his chest. A hard, uncomfortable something that
dug into my spine.

What-?

The whistle. It was that black whistle.

With the discovery, my body started to react
on its own. Keeping myself close to Ardette, I spun around and
impulsively placed my hand on his shirt – at the collar.

Ardette’s saber instantly fell from its
readied position. “Oh?” He raised a brow. “What’s this?”

I didn’t know why, but I was experiencing a
sudden urge to get a closer look at the sneaky whistle hiding
beneath there. After all, the last piece of jewelry one of my
guardians had sported had caused major problems for me. And
truthfully, I didn’t have a good feeling about this one either.

Whether the others noticed us, I don’t know,
because the fog had intensified along with the wings’ whooshing,
and it was getting harder and harder to see anything that was more
than a few paces out.

This is your chance.

His top button was already undone, but my
hands undid his second on their own.

“A-Aura?” This time his saber hit the ground
with a thump. He placed his hands on my shoulders. Was he
shaking?

My hands moved to the third one while his
large-pupiled eyes studied my face.

Ardette was probably wondering the same
thing I was. What was I doing? Why was it so important for me to
examine the whistle all of a sudden? Until that moment, I’d only
been a little curious, but now it was urgent – imperative –
that I see it.

And then the string that held the whistle
was uncovered, but I couldn’t see the whistle itself. I twisted my
finger around the rope and started to tug upward, letting my
knuckle slide against his cool skin.

Almost.

The whooshing was louder, but I ignored
it.

There it is.

It was almost mine, but then, during the
last moments, the prize was stinted from delivery. Ardette grabbed
my feather-tattooed wrist just as the top of the whistle slid into
view.

“I see,” he said. “So that’s your
goal, is it?”

I didn’t answer him.

“Aura?”

“Let go of my wrist.”

“AURA.”

“Huh?” I shook my head. “Huh?!”

My hands were on a nearly-shirtless
Ardette’s chest.

What the-?!

“What was I-?”

“I would give it to you, you know,”
whispered Ardette. “I would.”

“What is it?”

“If you don’t know, then neither do I. But
that’s part of the fun, isn’t it, my angel?”

“AURA!?” called a voice through the fog.

“Nyte?! I’m here!”

“He’s been calling your name awhile now,”
said Ardette.

“He . . . has?”

By this time, the fog was completely
blanketing us, and I couldn’t see anything but Ardette. And it was
quiet; the whooshing had stopped. Had the winged thing turned
away?

“Au-ra! Ardett-o! What are you doing to her,
you pervy Irving?”

“Kantú?!” I shouted. “Ardette, Kantú’s
back!”

“Follow my voice, Miss Havoc! This way!”

I immediately started away, but Ardette’s
hold on my wrist was tight.

“Hm,” he said. “It would seem they want us
to rejoin them. But . . . wouldn’t you like to finish what you’ve
started, first?”

I looked back at him. “What I started?”

With a sexy smile, he gestured to his
chest.

“N-no! I don’t even know what I was . .
.”

“Tease,” he said.

“No! Whatever that was, it wasn’t . . . you
know . . . I didn’t-”

Sniggering, he started to redo the
buttons.

“Wait!” My mouth acted on its own, just as
my hands had.

He looked up.

“I want to see it,” I said. “Can I see
it?”

His face fell. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so. Let’s call it leverage,
shall we?”

“Leverage? For what?”

“You’ll see.”

With that, he replaced his clutch on my
wrist and began pulling me through the fog toward the rest of the
party.


Chapter 3: The Niece

 


“It’s a wind buggy!” chimed Kantú. “Isn’t it
great?!”

“Wind . . . buggy?”

The scene awaiting Ardette and me when we
got back to the others was an odd one. Kantú had returned,
birdless, and she and the rest were gathered around a thing – a
strange, boat-like thing with four wings sticking from its
sides.

I couldn’t decide which I was more confused
about – the strange contraption, or the fact that Kantú was before
me, chipper as can be and acting like this was all normal. I
couldn’t decide, so I just sort of stared, all the while clinging
to Kantú like she might go speeding away again on all fours at any
moment.

“This thing was causin’ the mist ta act up?”
asked Grotts, cautiously eyeing the ‘wind buggy’. Indeed, the mist
was gradually thinning back to a manageable amount now that it had
ceased its flapping.

Grotts was answered by an enthused nod. He
too had yet to remove his calloused paw from Kantú’s shoulder.

“And ya flew here in it?”

“Thaaaat’s right!”

Though I was more concerned with questions
like: ‘how did you fly it?’, ‘where did it come from?’, and
‘what’s going on in general?’, I was still soaking all of it in too
much to voice any of them, so I let Grotts continue the inquisition
uninterrupted.

“Flew? As in flew flew?” he pressed.
“Well, how the heck’s it stay in the air, anyway?”

“I dunno,” shrugged Kantú. “Why don’t you
ask-”

But before Kantú could finish the
suggestion, a hoarse, squeaky voice answered, “The same way most
things fly! The wings, of course!”

I looked up, to the center of the buggy, in
search of the voice’s owner.

“Is there someone with you, Kantú?!” I was
now even more confused . . . if that was possible.

“So it would seem,” droned Ardette. “In my
experience, where there’s a voice, there’s usually a body to go
along with it. Then again, maybe you’re accustomed to phantom
voices, my pit? If that’s the case, we might need to get that
muddled little head of yours checked out.”

“Shut up.”

Nyte leaned over and whispered, “Honestly,
Miss Havoc, do not tell me that you have come to believe that Kantú
could have commanded the beast on her own. It would be unlikely,
would it not? And if it would be unlikely, would that not leave you
to believe that the beast came to be in this place on its own?
Well, would it not, Miss Havoc? Would it not?”

He poked me in the nose.

“You shut up too!”

But he was right. They both were. Seconds
later, a goggled pilot slid down the side of the buggy.

Too curious for formality, I gawkingly
watched her catch herself and then begin dusting her hands together
and studying the rest of us. She was short and had the solid build
of an adolescent boy.

“Who is . . . ?” I started to mutter.

But the pilot cut me off.

“Yo-ho, everybody!” she yelled way louder
than was necessary.

“Yo-ho?” said Nyte. Again, he leaned in,
“Miss Havoc, what does ‘yo-ho’ mean?”

“Uh . . . I’m not entirely-”

Marching forward, the newcomer continued to
belt,

“Good looking people everywhere! What a
happy day!”

For real?

I wanted to stop staring – I really did – to
introduce myself, or ask her name, or any number of normal
acquainting behaviors. But no matter how much I needed to rip my
eyes away or behave even the least bit discreetly, I couldn’t. This
person was too dynamic and charismatic . . . and loud. No
wonder she was losing her voice.

However, where I was caught off guard,
Ardette seemed to be drawn to the flamboyant behavior.

“Oh?” he said quietly, slinking forward.
“And who’ve we here?”

“Behave yourself, Ardetto,” warned Kantú in
a hush. “She’s important.”

“Hmph.”

“Important?” I whispered to Nyte. He shook
his head.

Meanwhile, Grotts was eyeing the pilot
thoughtfully and mumbling to himself. “Good lookin’? . . . Happy
day? . . . Now where’ve I heard . . . Wait a minute . . . !”

“Yes sir!” The pilot completely ignored both
Kantú and Ardette and took in a huge gulp of foggy air. “A happy
day to storm the mist!”

“I knew it!” concluded Grotts. “Trib? Is
that you?”

“Trib?” said Scardo, turning to the massive
man. “You mean she’s . . . ?”

“Yup! This here’s Bergra’s niece.”

“Bergra?” Darch cocked his head.

Still slinking, Ardette rolled his eyes.
“Some pup from Crystair.”

Trib responded only by way of a few short
whistled puffs. Then she removed her goggles and helmet, and my
gawking only intensified because there, hiding beneath, was a head
of fluffy, bright pink hair.

How the heck had she’d managed something
like that?

I’d only ever had access to muted dyes, but
this was something much different and far from muted. The dancing
stars of Elenque had harbored a pink that was similar, and I’d also
seen flowers that shade before. But hair? Nope. I didn’t know how .
. . but I was kind of glad for the peculiarity.

Finally, someone whose hair color was even
more abnormal than mine.

“All right!” she sang. “I’m ready for
introductions! I’ll allow you the honors, Grottsard!”

“Grottsard?” I blurted along with two
other people. One of them was definitely Ardette. The other might
have been Scardo.

Grotts cleared his throat. “Eh-he-he. I told
ya, Trib. ‘Grotts’ is fine. Nobody calls me . . . Grot . . .
Grotts-ugh . . . ya know, my birthin’ name anymore.” He added under
his breath, “Nobody really called me that ever, ta be honest.”

“And I told you, Grottsard, that I
don’t believe in nicknames. What’s the point of naming something if
they’re just going to go changing it on you? It’s disrespectful to
your parents!”

“Uh, okay, Trib, but I’m not real sure how
that-”

“Trust me. You’re parents are very,
very disappointed in you.”

At first, ‘Grottsard’ looked shocked by the
outlandish statement, but any surprise quickly turned to anger.
“Now wait just a gosh darn minute, Trib!” he growled. “Ya can’t go
makin’ claims like that!”

Trib let out a hoarse laugh. “Ahoy,
Grottsard. Ahoy.”

“Ahoy? What’s that even gotta do with
anythi-”

“Okay, Kantú, since Grottsard is being
difficult, maybe you’d like to introduce the others?”

“Aaaaalright!” Kantú did a twirl. “Aura,
Scardo, Nyte, Darch, Ardetto, and-” The immature Squirrelean held
her nose and let out a ‘blegh’ before finishing, “Rend.”

“Do not dare defile my name, hybrid! You
have not even the right to use it!”

But Ardette pushed Rend aside.

“Trib, are you?” he said, eyeing the girl up
and down. “My, my, what a little thing you are.”

‘Little thing’?

It’d been a long time since we’d met another
female that wasn’t trying to kill us, and Ardette’s charm was
already in full swing, and it was kind of . . . hmmm. There was
something about it I didn’t like.

“Ardette will do just nicely,” he
said. “Thank you, lovely.”

With that, he held out his hand – most
likely for one of his introductory kisses – but Trib instead gave
him a hearty fist bump and said,

“Not interested, Mr. Ardetto.”

“Very well, then.” He shrugged.

And that was that.

But still . . .

What was this lingering feeling?

“It’s nice to meet you, Trib,” I said,
trying to be cordial. Despite my efforts, I turned away from her
quickly. “So, Kantú, the feather man sent you to go get her?”

“Nope! The feather man went and got her
himself! He used me, though. Isn’t that neat? I just took a little
nap, and it was all over!”

A little nap? Since when was possession an
enjoyable experience? It was disturbing.

Nyte snorted.

“But Grotts,” I said, “didn’t you go talk to
her the last time we were in Crystair? So then, Kantú went all the
way there to get her?”

Grotts answered, “Well, yeah I did . . . but
how’d ya know that?”

Oops.

That’s right. I’d been pretending to be
asleep when that conversation had taken place. Luckily, I didn’t
have to come up with an excuse. Kantú skipped right over Grotts’
question and returned to my second one.

“Nope, Aura. Trib was already on her way.
The feather man just had to go meet her and bring her here.”

“Already on your way?” questioned
Scardo.

Trib shrugged. “Rekrap.”

“P-Parnold?!” Scardo frantically threw a
shifty glance of appeal at Darch. “But she isn’t a part of
you-know-what!”

“Listen, kids,” said Trib. “Let’s keep the
drama down to, say, a level two. Is that ground with
everybody?”

Again I looked at Nyte. Ground? What
was that? And had anybody ever determined just how dramatic a
‘level two’ was?

“It’s ground with me, Trib.” Ardette smiled
coolly.

Stupid Ardette.

But Trib wasn’t wooed. “Nope. Still not
interested, old man.”

Old? This time I was the one to
snort. And I did so quite obnoxiously.

I was thinking that a statement like that
was sure to hurt Ardette’s larger-than-average pride – at the very
least enough to make him sport a sour expression or over-compensate
with cockiness – but he actually didn’t seem offended or put off or
anything. Actually, his eyes were amused.

“Why, Trib,” – the Daem folded his arms –
“see me as old, do you? Well now, that’s interesting.”

Now that he mentioned it, ‘old’ was a
weird thing to say. He couldn’t have been that much older than me,
and Trib didn’t look that much younger, so . . .

But there were other things to discuss at
the moment.

“All right,” I said, “so you met
her,” – I gestured to Trib – “and then flew here in
that?”

“Yup!” Kantú was proud of herself.

“Flew?” Grotts was still marveling over that
detail. “But why’d a person wanna go up into the air?”

“That’s an easy one,” said Trib. “Because
travel time is so much faster.”

At this, Ardette’s cool smile turned smug.
He stared at the buggy a moment and then shifted his attention back
to Trib, brows raised. “Uhhh-hu,” he said. “Let me get this
straight – you expect us to believe that those four little wings
just lift that massive contraption into the air?”

“Yup!”

“Reeeeaaaalllly? All on their
own?”

“Well . . . I had a little help, I
guess.”

“You guess?”

“Oh fine.” Sighing, Trib rammed an elbow
into the side of the boat and its wings glowed blue in response.
Pietri’s blue.

Ardette smirked. “Thought such might be the
case.”

“Ya gotta be kiddin’ me!” cried Grotts.
“That git! So he did this fer ya, but he’s had us traveling all
over the world on our own two feet?!”

“Well, naturally, you had to stay
hidden.”

“But what about now? All of a sudden we
don’t gotta be hidden? Damned ninnyheaded . . . mmbufom . .
.”

“The mist’ll cover you right up! OR should I
say ‘cover us’.”

“Us?” said Ardette. “So I take it you’ll be
tagging along, then? All right, Darch. Have you heard? The spot of
‘new, intruding party member’ has been filled, so you can run along
home now.”

“No thanks.” Darch smiled pleasantly. He
turned to Trib. “Well, this is great! That means you’ll be helping
us through the Mistlands? To the point of crossing, right?”

Trib nodded.

“Great!” said Darch again. “It’ll be nice to
have an expert along! . . . You ARE an expert, aren’t you?”

Trib saluted him.

“Great, great, great!” Darch exploded in a
fit of ‘greats’, but when he was through, he began to analyze the
winged thing, and his excitement fell. “But, hmmm,” he said. “Is
Pietri’s enchantment on the buggy going to be enough to make it
though? Our residence songstress can’t sing right now, so our only
protection from the sadness would be Elven.”

“Mr. Pietri promised Rekrap that there’d be
two sorcerers to help hold the spell. One of those Elf bubbles, you
know?”

“A barrier,” corrected Rend through clenched
teeth.

“Right! Ahoy, lady Elf!”

“Do not address me so informally, wor-”

“Do not mind my cousin,” said Nyte. “She and
I will be glad to cast the barrier. I do not think we will be able
to surround the entirety of-” – he studied the buggy –
“this. However, we should be able to force a large enough
area to encompass all of us. We will not be able to let up until we
are through, but I assure you we will hold it with all of our
strength until relieved of duty.”

“That doesn’t really matter, though, does
it?” said Ardette. “It’s not like you animals really require sleep,
do you?”

Trib looked at Darch. “Doesn’t that seem a
little contradictory to you?” she asked him.

Darch’s eyes twinkled.

I didn’t get it. Why would that be
considered ‘contradictory’?

Ardette chewed at his lip. “So then, dear
uncle Bergra’s actually made it through the mist before, has
he?”

Grotts turned to Ardette. “What? How do ya
figure that?”

“Never mind.”

Now I was really confused.

“That’s right,” said Trib. “But it’s
probably best that you don’t tell anyone.”

“And have you made it through yet?”
asked Ardette.

“Only to the crossing . . . just once with
uncle.”

“Hmph. I assumed as much. Most of what you
know is really only passed down, second-hand intel.”

There was something coded there, and I
wanted to know what it was, but it was usually best to start with
simple questions in these sorts of situations, where it was all way
over my head and I felt the repercussions of being born into a
closed city, so, holding back everything else, I asked,

“What’s the ‘crossing’?”

Trib answered, “It’s a line marking the end
of the physical world. On the other side lies the afterlife . . .
or so the story goes.”

“So, what’s really through there?” I
asked.

“Uncle won’t tell me, but he forbade me from
entering.”

Darch and Ardette exchanged a look.
Always. Always. Always with the secrets!

“Seriously?!” I muttered to myself.

“And will ya listen to Bergra?” Grotts asked
Trib.

“Of course! It would be highly disrespectful
not to! That’s why I’ll only take you as far as the crossing. After
that, you’re on your own! Ground?”

Scardo was white. “B-but-”

“Relax, salamander man, would you?” said
Ardette. “That’s all the farther we’ll need her for anyway.” He let
out a yawn and started back to me in his lazy saunter. “Well, then,
shall we, my pit?”

“No way! There’re still a lot of things I
want to ask!”

“Of course there are, but we’ll have
plenty of time for that on this charming ‘buggy’, won’t we? With
your boy tied up, you’ll need company, I’d wager, and I’ll be happy
to help.” He ran a finger along my bottom lip.

“Arrrrgh,” I growled. “Ardette-”

But just as I was about to slap his
intruding finger away, Nyte beat me to it.

“Ahoy, then!” shouted Trib. She made footing
on an indentation at the buggy’s side and started to hoist her self
up. But we were all still a little dumbfounded, so we didn’t move.
She glanced over her left shoulder. “I said, AHOY!”

“Ugh.” Ardette turned from me. “Why
must you insist on talking like a pirate?”

“Why must you insist on acting like one?”
said Trib.

“Touché.” One of Ardette’s brows resumed its
perched position. Then he flashed her a faux glowing smile and
called, “And how is it that you’ve agreed to help us anyway, dear
Trib? Venturing into danger for the sake of strang-”

“At Mr. Pietri’s request.”

Ardette raised the other brow, so she added.
“He’s paid me a hefty sum, mind you.”

“Ha! In gold, I suppose?”

“You got it!”

“Typical.” But he was grinning. I caught him
grinning a grin that was genuine.

Ardette wasn’t mine. I didn’t lay claim to
him. I’d rejected him. Chosen another. Given him up. But for some
reason – for some selfish, inexplicable reason – the small
something inside of my chest hated the grin he now bore. The grin
that another had caused him.

That was it. That was the feeling:
Jealousy.

It was pathetic.

I’m pathetic. So pathetic.

“Why’s that, my pit?”

“Eh?!” I jumped.

Damn. I’d been lost in my head yet again.
And that proved it. Ardette really was still in there too.
He hadn’t really ‘removed’ himself at all! Bitterly I answered,
“Nothing that concerns you.”

Liar. It concerns no one but him.

Again, Ardette raised that damned
self-satisfied right brow.

“GET OUT! NOW!”

“Geesh. Touchy today, aren’t we?”

He poked the small of my back, and I elbowed
him in the chest.

“FOR THE LAST TIME, GET OUT!”

But the rest of them weren’t clued in to
what had been going on, and whereas the other guard members
might’ve grown used to our peculiar, bantering, one-sided
conversations and questionable relationship, the new-comer wasn’t
so inclined.

“She’s a little, ya know, dee-doo, isn’t
she?” Trib jumped back down from the side of the buggy and squinted
at me, studying me for traces of insanity.

Uncomfortable, I stepped in closer to Nyte,
who was defensively glaring in the girl’s direction.

‘Dee-doo’?! What the hell did that
mean!?

At the comment, Rend shifted her gaze ever
so slightly to Trib’s forehead, but Trib quickly stepped away from
it – leaving Rend’s eyes hanging awkwardly in the space left behind
– and moved on to Scardo.

“Oh, right,” said Trib. “I almost forgot!
I’ve got a message for you too, good-looking sir.”

“P-pardon, but are you speaking to
me?” asked Scardo, also taking a step away from an awkward
stare.

“Yup! A girl named Poendra sent this along
for-”

But something caught her eye before she
could finish, making her choke on her words and replace them with a
girlish titter.

Scardo’s face had turned red. Bulgy red. And
it looked like he’d stopped breathing.

Grotts sensed the danger in such a reaction,
and he swatted Scardo square on the back with one of his enormous
prodding pats. Scardo gave out a cough, gulped, and slowly started
to regain his color.

Meanwhile, I was cornering Ardette.

“You lied,” I said.

Smiling evilly, Ardette looked not at me,
but at Nyte, and responded. “Why, whatever about?”

“Don’t give me that! You know what I’m
talking about: You are too still in-” – I tapped my forehead
– “here.”

“What?!” Nyte stepped in vindictively. “Is
that true, lecherous Daem? Will you not allow her to be?!”

“Excuse you,” drawled Ardette. “The
Pure Heart and I have matters to discuss.” He put a hand my collar
and started to tug me away.

“Where are you taking her?” demanded Nyte,
grabbing my sleeve.

“What? Your prisoner now, is she?”

“Of course she is not! But I will not allow
you to drag her into danger again! Separating yourselves from the
group at this time is unwise!”

“It’s okay, Nyte. We’ll be right back.”

He shot me a look of disbelief – cheerless ,
affected disbelief. “Are you serious, Aura? Why do you . . . ?”
Then it fell. “Never mind.”

That hurt expression made me wince. It tore
at me and made me ashamed, and I wanted to wrap my arms around my
captor in an effort to wipe it away . . . but I really
needed to get Ardette out of my mind once and for all.

“Sorry, Nyte. Just give us a sec, all
right?”

“As you wish.” He released my sleeve.

I felt like I’d just dealt a heavy blow of
betrayal . . . and in some ways, I had.

Victorious, Ardette pulled me a few paces
away – to where the mist was just misty enough to erase the
features of the others, turning them into formless dark masses
amidst the white air.

“Wipe that stupid smirk off, NOW,” I said.
“I can’t stand how much pleasure you take in tormenting him! You
know, he’s willing to die for you and everyone, and all you can do
is annoy him to no end! Why are you so cruel?!”

“I will never be as cruel as you, my
cherry,” said Ardette calmly.

I choked. That was probably true.

No, it was definitely true, so what could I
say?

“Will you please just get out of my head?” I
whispered. “I really believed you had this time, but I guess I was
wrong.”

Ardette laughed, looking legitimately
amused. “No. Like I said, I’m not in there.”

“Bull.”

“I’m not.”

“How can you not be?! You’ve been hearing
and responding! I mean, if you wanted to keep it a secret, you
shouldn’t have been so obvious about it!”

He chewed his nail a moment and then, “I’ll
prove it. Think of a number, my pit.”

“But that would prove nothing! You could
easily lie about that too!”

He laughed again. “I won’t. I swear on . . .
hm . . . you?”

“You can’t swear on me!”

“Why not? It’s supposed to be the thing most
important to me, right? Like a dead mother or something? Well, as
you’ve seen, my mother’s still very much alive, isn’t she?”

Most important? I rolled my eyes.

He nodded. “Now, think of a number.”

Seven.

“Seven,” he said.

“See! You are in here, you jerk!”

“What? I got it right? Really?” He laughed a
third time. “Hmmm. What can I say? You’re just that predictable, I
suppose.”

“Yeah righ-”

“One for each member of your guard, am I
right?”

“Ehh.” Shoot. “Yeah.”

I hung my head, frustrated. Maybe he really
wasn’t in there. But would that be better? Him having that
good of an intuition when it came to me . . . was that a good
thing? No, it was a complicated thing.

Ardette put a finger on my temple. “I swear,
Aura. I swear on you, to you – I’ll swear on whatever you want me
to – that I am NOT in there. Silly cherry, just because I’m able to
read you, does not mean that I can read your mind.”

“Ardette . . . really?” I tried to read
him, but it was never as easy as he made it out to be. Did I
believe him? Would I ever know for sure?

“Do you promise?” I asked.

He placed his hands on my shoulders and
stared down at me too intensely. Why was he always so intense when
we were alone together? Couldn’t he just be my friend? Couldn’t we
just be normal? Couldn’t we . . .

Nope –

“Shall we seal it with a kiss?” he asked,
giving my shoulders a little squeeze.

I had to get away before the small something
started to act up again.

“No. Handshake?”

“I’ll take it.”

But even that wasn’t safe anymore. Before I
could offer it, he grabbed my hand and took it for himself. He
should have given it a firm shake, but instead he entwined his
fingers in mine and proceeded to massage the heel of my hand with
his thumb.

I started to tug away – and I should have
continued until I was safely away from his tempting hold – but his
expression stopped me. It wasn’t seductive, or cocky, or taunting.
No, any of those would have been easy to escape from. The thing
that got me – held me in place – was that he looked sad.

“What?” I said. “What’s with you?”

“I’ll miss this,” he whispered.

“You’ll miss . . . ?” But then I got it.
“Oh. Don’t worry.”

“Hmm?”

“True, I won’t let Nyte die for me no matter
what, but I know that if I die, it won’t help anything in
the long run anyway, so I’m going to find another way. I’m prepared
to die to save the world, but if it turns out that it really won’t
do any good . . . then I won’t die on you without a fight. Okay? If
I die, I want my death to be meaningful because I don’t believe in
senseless death.”

But he still looked just as depressed.

“What’re ya doin’ with ‘er?” asked Grotts
out of nowhere.

I hadn’t even noticed his formless shape
approaching. Breaking through the mist, he brought himself to
Ardette’s side and looked down at the pair of us suspiciously. “Ya
know, Aura, Nyte’s waitin’.”

“R-right!” I yanked my hand from Ardette.
“We weren’t . . . we were just talking.”

Wait a minute, why am I explaining myself?
Since when is that necessary? Everyone knows that a relationship
between Ardette and me is a big joke, right? Right? RIGHT?

“Miss Havoc?”

“Huh?”

I turned to see that Nyte had silently
joined us. He wasn’t wearing the same suspicious expression Grotts
had, but he did look concerned.

“The others have boarded the wind
contraption. They are awaiting your return.”

“Oh, of course. Sorry.”

I loved Nyte. I had to love him. He
was my emulator. And from the first time we’d touched, we’d loved
each other. And we’d love each other until the end. I couldn’t
imagine myself not loving Nyte, but was there ever room for
someone else? Was there even the slightest possibility that I could
be with someone else?

Or maybe the better question was: What was I
supposed to do when an extremely handsome person that I enjoyed
being around, that understood me, sacrificed himself for me,
continually risked his life for me, threw himself at me,
passionately persisted after me no matter how much I rejected him .
. . what was I supposed to do when I was constantly around someone
like that? How could I not feel this way?

Feel? What do you mean ‘feel’? Do you mean
love?

Yeah, a part of me loved Ardette. I already
knew that. And a growing part of me was even attracted to him . . .
in that way. But I wanted it gone. It was an unwelcome
feeling, wasn’t it? Then again, did that detail even matter if the
feeling was already there?

There was a chuckle and then, “Miss Havoc?
Are you still there?”

When I returned to reality, Grotts was
reprimanding Ardette under his breath.

“And ya know, ya’ve really gotta knock it
off, ya blockhead! You know they aint got much time left, and yer
being real selfish, even by yer standards!”

“An expert on all things, are we, Grotts?
Quit acting like you know what your talking about, would you? You
know absolutely nothing!”

With that, Ardette stomped away.

I watched him go, and I felt guilty. Guilty
to him. Guilty to Nyte. Just guilty for letting myself love them
both . . . guilty for letting myself love anyone, for that
matter. With everything else going on, I shouldn’t have been
obsessing over something so selfish . . . but still it was
there.

“It’s not right fer him ta be toyin’ with ya
like that, Aura. Just don’ lose yer head, alright?”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

Grotts gave Nyte a sympathetic look before
turning after Ardette back to the buggy.

“Miss Havoc, I do not know what to do about
him. You do not understand how difficult it is to see-”

But I’d wrapped my arms around his
middle.

“Aura?”

“I love you. I’m sorry. I love you.”

I did. Every time we touched, this feeling
was reaffirmed. Every time I made physical contact, those shackles
of capture were tightened.

But was it all just part of the emulator
curse? Was this emotion real? Once again, did it matter?

 


~

 


“PULL!”

The buggy had lifted into the air without a
hitch. At Trib’s touch, the wings had glowed their pulsing, mystic
blue, and after a few large flaps, taken flight. But ‘flight’
wasn’t exactly what I’d expected.

Instead of traveling far into the sky like a
bird, the wind buggy only hovered just above the ground. Trib was
able to make the wings soar a bit higher, to avoid random
obstacles, by using a prodding nudge, but these bursts of energy
were quickly exerted, and the buggy always fell back to a low
hover. Even so, it was fast. Even a little faster than Elf’s
pace. But it was also challenging. That thick cloudiness made for
zero visibility. And though there weren’t many, we weren’t able to
detect rocky impediments until we were nearly upon them. Still,
Nyte’s ultra hearing came in handy. Somehow he was able to hear the
oncoming obstructions by reading them as blocking points stifling
out the distant cries that he was again starting to hear.

Yes, my fears of those drifting voices
returning to him were becoming true. I’d asked him about it on our
way back to the buggy, and it was as I’d perceived. The cries of
the mistwalkers hadn’t bothered him since our brush with Lusafael.
This led both of us to believe that the malevolent deceased had
somehow been scouts of the angel, but we hadn’t had much time to
discuss the matter since then. I’d bring it up to Darch the first
chance I got.

“Pull!” That was Nyte’s last minute alert to
let Trib know to juice the wings.

“Cutting it awfully close there, aren’t we,
Nyte?” Ardette was gripping the mast and glaring.

The buggy had nicked the top of the mound
and sent a few pieces of solid debris spraying behind us.

“Would you prefer to take over?” said Nyte.
“Because if I am not mistaken, you do not possess the qualities
to-”

“YES, yes, we all no how clever you
are, Nyte. There’s no need to gloat.”

“Gloat on a boat, gloat on a boat!” sang
Kantú. She jumped up and started to wiggle her behind, but a rock
in the buggy made her lose grounding and fall backward onto
Scardo.

“D-do be careful!” he stuttered, already
white but turning whiter the longer we were aflight. “I don’t trust
this . . . this thing!”

“For once you have uttered something wise,”
said Rend. “I daresay it is surprising.”

“Hmph.”

I looked at the pair of them. Foul
expressions aside, they were both just sitting there with legs
kicked out and arms lazy.

“This whole thing’s so weird, isn’t it?” I
said, thinking aloud.

Ardette eyed the wings. “Why, how
astute you are.”

I ignored the sarcasm.

“No, I mean sitting.”

“Yes, that too is an entirely out of the
ordinary behave-”

Nyte flicked a bit of red energy at
Ardette’s head. Ardette ducked in time, but nonetheless, the air
was singed with quiet fury.

“Nyte!” scolded Grotts. But the massive man
looked amused. Ardette noticed and started moving toward his
saber.

In an effort to diffuse the situation, I
pushed Nyte’s hand down and began an awkward ramble. “More
specifically, or rather, maybe what I should have said is, it’s
weird that we aren’t walking or running or trudging or riding.
We’re just sitting. When was the last time we all sat around
like this? For this long? My legs feel sort of funny this way.”

“It’s nice!” chimed Kantú. “My legs needed a
break!”

“Weren’t you the one that was just dancing
about?” asked Ardette. His hand was now relaxed across his
head.

Good.

Kantú batted him in the face with her tail.
He grabbed its bushy end and blew into it, and she let out a crazed
chitter.

“Knock it off, Ardetto! That’s a private
part of me!”

“Hm. You wouldn’t know it, would you? The
way you go swinging it around for all the world to see.”

“I’ll swing my full, beautiful tail wherever
I want to!”

But while they were flirting, Nyte was
thinking.

“She is right,” he said absentmindedly.
“Kantú is right. This is nice.”

I tore my eyes from the others and gave them
to Nyte. “Yeah,” I said, “I’d just gotten so used to constantly
moving. Constantly rushing and running and hiding . . .” A memory
of the meadow’s lazy spell washed over me. “Wouldn’t it be nice to
just, you know, relax when this is all ov-”

My mouth wouldn’t move. It wouldn’t let me
finish it because deep down I knew it wasn’t true.

Nyte’s arm was around my shoulder. He and
Rend were to conserve their strength until the mist’s sadness
became unbearable – until we came to the place where the
Feirgh roamed – so I had him to myself for this short
window. Such a short window of time, and yet gloom was already
setting in. I tried to keep it out. The worst would be to let that
gloom waste our time.

That arm around my shoulder pulled me
closer.

“Do you not feel that this is a little
beautiful?” he murmured. The others might have heard, but it was
meant for only me.

“What do you mean?”

“The whiteness. Do you find it eerie or
beautiful? Stare into it and tell me which it reads.”

“Stare into . . . ?” Well, it was eerie, of
course, but I’d humor him.

At first, staring into that milky white made
my skin prick, but then something happened. Nyte’s warm arm was
touching my neck, and those pricks were replaced by welcome
goose-bumps. And then those too melted, and I was just
comfortable.

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s like the fog
rolling over the ocean shore.”

“Is that what it is to you? For me it is the
forest at morning.”

“The forest? That reminds me. What kind of
things did you-”

But he unexpectedly stiffened and cried,
“PULL!”

An abrupt jerk and a cry from Trib alerted
us that that one had been even closer.

“Concentrate, Cousin! Do not become
distracted by that-”

“By my fiancée?”

“Do not make me vomit!”

Ardette cringed. “Yes, do keep any vile
statements to yourself. It’s hard enough with the buggy’s
rocking.”

“Sorry, Aura,” whispered Nyte, grinning. “I
could not help myself. What is it that you were saying?”

“Right.” My cheeks were red at his careless
usage of the word ‘fiancée’. “Well, it’s not really important or
anything. I was just wondering what kinds of things you did
before all of this. Like, what was your life like?”

We’d talked about things like that during
our study time in Yh’tak, but at that time, we’d still been
strangers, and now that we were . . . and with our time precious, I
wanted nothing more than to talk about him.

Nyte pretended to contemplate the question
seriously. “Hm. Mostly chased after the young maidens of the
village.”

“Ha! I know that’s a lie.”

“Why do you say that?” He winked. “I am
charming, am I not?”

“Yes. And so humble.”

He laughed. “Edaw was a very peaceful place
in which to grow up. In actuality, most of the Kingdom was. Life in
your village was simple, was it not?”

I nodded, and he continued,

“So, too, was life in mine. I was not a
magic wielder – as far as I knew – so I had much more free time on
my hands than someone like Rend. Still, I was protective class, so
I did have some duties the laymen did not.”

“Protective class?”

“Yes. Mainly, we were there to ensure the
safety of the magic users. I was akin to a guardian or monitor. For
Rend and a few others. That is why I was sent along with her to
retrieve you.”

“To protect Rend?”

“Yes. Although she hardly needs protecting.
We have since come to understand that that was just an excuse on
Elder Pietri’s part anyway, have we not? There were any number of
protectors they could have sent. Of course, he had to send me . . .
for you.”

“For me?” I smiled. “I’m glad he did.” Then
I thought about it more, and that feeling of addiction returned.
“Gosh, even that first time we touched in the Cave of Discovery,
something was different. My veins felt like they were crawling, and
my skin felt alive, and it was just such a powerful feeling.”

“Yes, it was hard not to steal you for
myself at that time. I wanted to carry you away and lock you up.”
His eyes were vibrant. “Ah! That did not sound right. Do you think
me a bounder?”

“A ‘bounder’? What does that even mean?”

“You do not know? There,” – he
pointed to Ardette – “is a good example of a bounder.”

“Hey, now, be nice.”

“What? I am simply attempting to educate
you. How can you survive in this world if you do not know how to
accurately identify a bounder?”

We both broke into laughter, but it was
quickly stifled.

“Nyte, would you come here a moment?” said
Scardo. “There is a strange marking here, and I would like your
opinion on the matter.”

“A strange mark?” called Ardette. “My, my,
that sounds like a personal problem, doesn’t it, Scardo?”

“Pardon me?! I meant on the map!”

Nyte frowned and looked to me.

“It’s all right.” I fanned him away. “Go.
Plan things.”

“Very well.”

He gave me a parting kiss on the cheek that
left a warm rippling sensation.

I rubbed the ripple and watched him go and
realized then that somehow things had flip-flopped after the
removal of the emulator pendant. Being around Nyte had always made
me nervous and jittery and unable to control myself. It was Ardette
who’d repeatedly calmed my swimming veins with cool, calm shadow.
But now, I was finding it comfortable to be around Nyte, at least
when we weren’t alone. It was being around Ardette that was
becoming awkward. He wasn’t just someone I could rely on to save me
from sinking. He was . . . dangerous.

Dangerous? Why was I thinking of him
as dangerous? I wouldn’t ever actually go there, would I? So
he couldn’t be ‘dangerous’. It couldn’t be thought of as dangerous
if it wasn’t a real threat, right?

I stood and walked to Darch, who was sitting
alone at the side of the buggy. He was tired and far less chipper
than usual.

“And how are you doing, Aura?” he said when
I approached.

I plopped down next to him.

“How much do you know about this emulator
stuff?” I blurted. “Is there anything you haven’t told me?”

“Ah-ha-ha. Hm. Nothing in particular comes
to mind.”

That was a suspicious response. It called
for some prying. “Really?” I said.

“Maybe you should try asking something
specific.” He held up a finger. “That might help me remember
something.”

“Okay, fine. Do you think there’s another
way?”

“To . . . ?”

“You know, to end this. Is there another way
that you know about?”

“Me knowing about another way, and there
being another way are two very different things. I’m really sorry,
Aura, but I’m afraid I don’t know.”

“Do you think it’s possible?”

“I think . . .” He winced and I knew I
wasn’t going to like his answer. “That this’ll only end in
heartache.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and added, “I’m sorry.
I wish I could tell you something more.”

Gulping, I nodded and tried to move beyond
it. My eyes grew moist, but I managed to hold back the flood.

“Any news on the unseen moon’s movement?” I
said.

“It’s still holding fast. Lusafael’s got a
pretty tight hold on it from what I can gather.”

“Speaking of him.” This was a good
time to bring it up. “Darch, can you . . . er . . . hear the
cries of the mist? The tormented calls of those crossing the
Mistlands?”

Darch adjusted his glasses, scanned the
others, and then leaned in and asked in a hush, “How did you know
about that?!”

So it was true.

“Nyte suspected,” I explained. “You see, he
can hear them too. But it went away after Lusafael nearly found us
. . . so does that mean those spirits were his spies or
something?”

Darch furrowed his brows, confused. “Nyte
can hear them? Well, that’s no good. But no, they aren’t spies. But
they were drawn to Lusafael’s presence. And it’s a good
thing too. At least we’ll be able to tell when he’s close.” Darch
closed his eyes. “Right now they sound pretty distant still.”

“What lies on the other side?” I
whispered.

Darch’s eyes were still closed.

“Darch? What’s over there?”

“Knowledge,” he said quietly.

“Knowledge?”

Darch opened his eyes and clapped. “Afraid I
don’t know much else than that! Now, please, please, please,
don’t let all of this trouble you. Just go and enjoy the ride,
okay?”

That was weird and vague and probably a
half-truth, but before I could let it alone there was one more
thing I had to ask.

“Darch, about Nyte-”

“Do you love him?” he asked, and he looked
the saddest I’d ever seen him look. “Do you really? More than . .
.”

Taken aback, I nodded shakily. “More than
anything. Darch, you know I love him so much. Everything about him
I see as adorable, and every time I’m with him I feel good, and I
want him by my side always, but . . . is any of it real? Or is it
all a trick of the emulator role?”

Darch shook his head and then proceeded to
deliver the sweetest news I’d heard in a long time. “Can’t you feel
it, Aura? That all ended when the pendant was removed – that
forced affection. All that’s left now is you and him and
realness. I’m not certain about very many things, but I am positive
about that much. If you feel love for him now that the pendant’s
been removed, then it’s all you.”

“Really?” I whispered, but it wasn’t
necessary.

He was right. I could feel that.
Love. Real love was different than addiction. I knew that, but I’d
been kind of grasping at the chance that . . . Hm. Maybe knowing
the truth made it even harder. Maybe it made this business with
Ardette even worse.

“Ahoy, everybody!” Trib suddenly shouted
from the back of the boat. Her deafening voice pulled me back to
reality and made me realize that I’d been crying. Darch’s hand had
been on my knee, but he now rose with the others and lifted it with
him. I was sitting alone.

“What is it, Trib?” called Grotts.

“We’ve got a slight problem!”

“Whaddaya mean a problem?!”

“THAT!”

Before I could stand, the buggy dropped to
the ground in a loud bang, and the rest of them toppled to
their knees.

 



Chapter 4: The Baby

 


“I KNEW there was a strange marking on the
map!” Scardo was furious. “You suggested it was just a stain!” He
poked Nyte accusingly in the chest.

“How was I to know? Do you think that I have
ever been to the Mistlands before?! There is nothing marked
throughout all of Nor, yet you expect me to know that that one
arbitrary dot is actually something deliberate?!”

“We’re in Nor?” I asked, brushing over their
petty argument.

Scardo, caught in the act, guiltily
stiffened up and pushed his hair from his face. “Miss Heart! Ah
yes. I do believe so.” With the tip of his head, he added quietly,
“Pardon my behavior.”

“It’s fine.” I helped Kantú to her feet.
“But what exactly’s just happened?”

“THAT!” shouted Trib. “That right there!
I’ve never seen it before, and I’ve never heard of it before, and
what in carnation is it?!”

“Carnation?” I looked to Nyte. “Isn’t it
supposed to be tarnation?”

“I have never come across either of these
expressions.”

“Pff-” I started to grin, but when I finally
saw what the pink-haired girl was pointing at, I dropped all
playfulness. “What is-What is THAT?!” I gasped, backing away from
the buggy’s edge.

“That’s exactly what I want to know!” said
Trib, frustrated.

“Cool it, would you?” Ardette pulled out his
saber. “Whatever happened to ‘level two’, hmmm?”

The mist was thick around us, but somehow
we’d entered a small clearing – a circle of mistless space big
enough for our buggy –

And something else.

At the clearing’s center was something
strange. Something black and unnatural.

Grotts rubbed his eyes. “Is that a . . . a
baby?” He, along with the rest of us, stumbled forward to
get a better look. “Holy smokes!” he cried. “It’s a gosh dern
baby!”

Yes, it was a baby. A baby suspended
in a vertical ray of black smoke.

“What?!” shrieked Rend, pushing him aside.
“What is an infant doing in a place like this?! Such a thing can
only be read as an ill omen! It is a sign of evil, is it not,
Cousin?! You must feel it! Tell me that you feel it!”

Rend was feverish, and she began clawing at
Nyte’s chest and shoulders in wild, superstitious panic.

“Evil? Why, excuse you,” said
Ardette, visibly offended. “That ‘infant’ happens to be the soul of
a Daem.”

“Wha-?” Rend ceased her clawing, but she
didn’t turn away from Nyte. He held her still with calm palms and
squinted at the baby. After a moment he flinched, and I knew it
wasn’t good.

Uh-oh.

“A Daem?” Grotts didn’t look convinced.
“What’re ya thinkin’?”

“Exactly as I’ve said. It’s a
soul.”

Trib shook her head. “There’s no way, Mr.
Ardetto. If that thing is a soul, then why haven’t I ever
seen one before? Come on, are they all like babies? Because I’d for
sure remember seeing floating babies out here!”

“No, no, no, Trib, sugar,” said Darch. “They
aren’t all like babies. But he’s right. Ardetto’s right.
That’s a Daem, guys. I’d bet my hair on it!”

“But you don’t have any hair,” mumbled
Kantú. She scratched her ear.

Darch winked.

“Fer real?” said Grotts. He still didn’t
look convinced. “Well, if anyone would know, it’d be Darch, I
suppose, but . . .”

“But why’s it a baby?” asked Trib.
“How creepy is that?”

“Because Daem’s are models of innocence, of
course.”

“That’s a riot.”

And there was that grin again. Why did I
find it so annoying?

Ignoring my impulses, I cleared my throat
and asked, “Why is it a baby, Ardette?”

“How should I know? Consider me an expert,
do you?”

I sighed. “Darch?”

“Right-o! Nyte, can you hear that? I think –
now, I could be wrong about this – but I think the soul is
currently transforming into a Feirgh.”

“W-w-what?!” Scardo fell back to his
knees.

“Uh-huh, and what I believe is that it’s
reverting back into whatever trauma triggered its reluctance to
cross the mist. Either that, or it’s purely symbolizing the number
one worldly thing it doesn’t want to leave behind.”

“It doesn’t want to leave behind babies?”
asked Kantú.

Rend let out a snarl. “More likely a
specific baby, you cretin!”

“Oooh! Right!”

“All right, well, what are we going to do?!”
I urged. If it really was turning into a Feirgh, then we had
to act quickly.

“Kill it before it completes its
transformation!” Rend readied her hands in a most determined
manner.

“Are you crazy?!” I cried, pouncing at her.
“We can’t kill a baby!”

“It is not a real baby, moron!”

“But is it not a real soul, Rend?” argued
Nyte. “What do you think would happen if you were to kill a
person’s eternal soul?”

“It is simply that of a Daem!”

“It matters not, Cousin! Think about
this!”

“Okay, OKAY!” said Trib. “Level two,
everybody, please! If it’s a Feirgh, then we’ve got to get
out of here now. Ground?”

Everyone else understood that we wouldn’t be
able to actually defeat the creature without my song. Thus,
everyone nodded in agreement and began moving about the buggy . . .
everyone except Ardette, that is.

“No, Trib, it isn’t ground,” he said, mouth
cross.

“What?”

Ardette’s knuckles were white. “I said it’s
not ground,” he repeated, teeth bared. He turned to Darch. “Can it
be saved?”

“Ardetto, I don’t think-”

“CAN IT BE SAVED?” he asked again, this time
grabbing onto Darch’s collar and pulling him forward. Aggressively.
Brutally. Looking like a true Daem of Druelca.

“I don’t know.”

“Argh!” Ardette dropped Darch and turned to
me. “Come along then, sweet cherry.”

With that, he grabbed me around the waist
and leaped over the side of the buggy.

“Ardette!? What are you doing?!”

But the cries of the others were much more
enraged. Nyte leaped softly out of the buggy after us. “Try to stop
me, and I’ll stab you all the way through,” warned Ardette. “I will
not hesitate to kill you, should you get in my-”

“I have not followed you to stop you,” said
Nyte. “I have followed you to help you.”

Ardette threw him a suspicious glower.
“Oh?”

“Yes. We do not stand a chance against a
Feirgh if Aura cannot sing. If there is a way to save the
soul, I would like to offer assistance. I do not wish to see it
perish any more than you do.”

Ardette contemplated a few seconds and then,
“Fine! Damned noble Elf. Why must you do things that make it more
difficult to loathe you?”

“Wow. I think that just might be the
sweetest thing you’ve ever said, Ardette. Now, HOW ABOUT YOU PUT ME
DOWN?”

“Shhhh.”

I squirmed and kicked, but it was no
use.

“Uh. Fine.” I gave up. “At least tell me
what we’re doing here, okay?”

“We’re rescuing that baby. Hadn’t you
heard?”

“No, what I mean is, how?”

“Ah, ‘how’? Why, don’t you think you should
have asked that in the first place? You’re going to sing, of
course.”

“WHAT?!” Nyte tore me from Ardette in a
matter of seconds.

“Oh, knock it off, would you? I’m not
stupid, you know. Trust me.”

“Aura?” Nyte looked to me for approval.

Ardette’s eyes were determined, the red
brighter than normal. Like dancing fire.

“All right, Ardette. We’ll trust you.”

“Splendid. Now come on!”

But before we could obey, Nyte stumbled
forward, and I nearly fell from his arms. “Ahh!” he cried.

I pushed myself away and jumped down.
“Nyte?! What is it? What’s wrong?!”

“L-louder!” he huffed.

“Uh.” Ardette rolled his eyes. “As I
thought. In the end, you were useless! Come along, my angel. We’ll
have to do this alone, I suppose.”

“Wait!” I growled. There was no way I was
leaving him there like that!

“Tsk. Tsk. If you’d like to save his ears,
wouldn’t it be best to concentrate on the task at hand?”

Ardette was right, of course. I knew it and
I hated to admit it, but there was so much urgency in the air that
I had no choice.

“Sorry, Nyte.”

But when I turned to him, the Elf was
already back on his feet.

“Nyte?! Don’t you think you should-”

“NO. I will assist you until I can no longer
offer aid.”

Ardette was annoyed, but there was also a
speckle of surprise there. “Ugh! Fine! But come!”

Thus, we ran after Ardette to the baby,
cloaks fluttering in the mistless realm. Behind us, the others were
calling shouts of reprimand, and Rend and Grotts had even begun
climbing down the side of the buggy after us, but Darch offered a
voice of reason to aid in our plight.

“Wait, guys! Just wait and watch! Please,
please, please! Come on now! Grotts, keep Rend here!”

Scardo didn’t like that idea, and he heavily
voiced his misgivings, but even so, Darch managed to keep them back
somehow. I say somehow, but I suspect that circling pinky might
have come into play.

After several more strides, Nyte, Ardette
and I came to the place where the baby hovered bobbing up and down
in its stream of smoke. Right away, I noticed that the shadow
possessed the same smell as the shadow in the dragon’s tomb. The
same taste and feeling as Ardette. Something had changed, though,
since we’d first seen it. White mist from beyond the clearing had
started to collect around the baby’s smoky womb, slowly solidifying
into long limbs.

The transformation was underway.

“Come now, cherry. We have little time!”
Ardette was frantic.

Again, Nyte was starting to double over.
This only served to throw me into an unsightly panic.

“What should I do? I can’t really sing, can
I? Won’t Lusafael hear?!”

What was more, it was all I could do not to
abandon Ardette and run to Nyte’s side.

Ardette yanked me to him and proceeded to
drill those determined eyes into mine. “Sing in your head, would
you? I’ll convey it to the soul. But whatever you do, don’t
let any words escape you, got it?”

“But what kind of song am I supposed to
sing? Will healing help this?”

Ardette shook his head. “That, my
pit, is up to you.”

“UGH! I was afraid you’d say something like
that! Are you kidding me? How am I supposed to-”

But that shadow was already inside of my
head – cool and foggy and smothering – and Ardette’s other hand was
mixing with the baby’s shadow.

“Do you see it?” he asked, jaw stern.

“See what?”

“Close your eyes!”

I did as he said, and there, images started
flooding my fogging head:

A stone village. The coast. A merchant. A
baby. A mother. Not just a mother. A beautiful mother with red eyes
and flowing black hair and two long horns, and she was dressed in
yellow.

And then the mother was lost? And she was
walking toward a fortress. A giant fortress with spinning gears and
lifts.

Druelca.

The mother was there. And it was raining.
She wasn’t lost. She was asking for something. No, someone. A
guard? The father. Her baby’s father. She was frantic. The baby was
sick. The baby needed his father’s shadow! The father was packing.
They were going to leave together.

But then there was a blast of white. Pure,
pristine, blinding white.

Lusafael.

And that was all; there was nothing
left.

I didn’t know the details, but I knew the
song. I knew what I had to do, so I started.

 


Falling years mean babe’s grown old.
Something fighting wings unload.

Turning yonder, next to road.

Af-ter fall.

Happenstance or happenchance, means naught
for happen’s last.

In the time of field’s new flower.

Af-ter fall

And though there be, naught next to thee . .
.

 


Within the smoke, the baby twisted. It
turned this way and that and stretched back. Inside of my head, I
could hear it crying. A woman’s cry. A mother’s cry. Still, I
continued to sing the song I’d just learned.

Behind me, Nyte was on the ground holding
his ears and rolling from side to side, but Ardette was straight
and calm and breathing evenly.

The mother’s crying got louder and louder,
until there was nothing I could do but bend forward and rest my
hands on my knees. Ardette continued to stand there, breathing,
until at long last, the crying ceased in one final long wail. When
it faded, I looked up, and the baby had stopped wriggling. Instead,
it was . . . dissipating. The baby was see-through? No, it was
gone. Just like that, it was gone, and all that was left was a ray
of shadow.

The condensed misty limbs broke away and
drifted back out into the surrounding air. Soon, the blackness of
the soul faded back to white and joined its fellow mist.

It was all over too quickly – much too
quickly for me to process. Ardette pulled himself from me and fell
to his knees. Almost immediately, Nyte was back up.

“Are you all right, Aura? Are you hurt?”

I shook my head, still staring at the place
where the baby had been. It now seemed like an illusion or
something. A trick of the mist.

“You have done it?”

The endeavor had left a painful feeling in
the pit of my stomach, somewhere behind my belly button. “Let’s
just get back to the buggy, okay?” I said.

The clearing was quickly turning back into
misty blanket.

“Ah! You are right! Let us go now!”

“We don’t have time for me to feed him.” I
gestured to Ardette’s exhausted form. “Can you carry him?”

“Must I?” But Nyte was already hoisting the
Daem into his arms. “Ugh! He is like a boulder!”

How weird it was to see Nyte struggling with
something. But I didn’t laugh or give it a second thought. We had
to get out of there before the mist encompassed us completely.

I hurried ahead of them in the direction of
the boat. The others, of course, were calling to us, but I
refrained from answering any of their questions. I’d concentrate
all energy on helping Nyte get Ardette into the buggy. That was the
plan anyway, but it was immediately apparent that my efforts would
be of no use. The rest of Ardette was just as heavy as his head,
and I was way too puny to be of any real help.

“Assist me with him, Cousin!” barked Nyte.
“He is heavy. What has he been consuming?!”

“No kidding,” I said, pushing up on the
Daem’s shoulders but getting nowhere.

Rend grabbed the upper half of Ardette not
at all gently, and together the pair of cousins threw him into the
boat. Nyte turned to me next and easily scooped me up and handed me
to Grotts. The great man lifted me up at the armpits like a child
picking up a tomcat. It was unflattering, I’m sure, and I hurried
to let myself down.

Nyte took a small running start and sprang
in behind us.

“Yo-ho! You did it!” Trib came over and
punched the limber Elf in the arm.

“Should we not get moving?” He scanned the
wafting mist. “It is unsafe to stay in this position for too
long.”

“You’re right about that! Ahoy, Nyte,
ahoy!”

With that, Trib returned to her post, gave
the wings a good elbowing and launched the buggy once more. It
obediently lifted into the air and started a slow acceleration.

“Alrigh’,” said Grotts. “How ‘bout
explainin’ what the heck happened.”

“Yes, Miss Heart. Please. That was
quite an act of . . . well, I don’t know. But just please don’t do
it again!”

Kantú joined in, “Aura, is that baby okay?
Is it a Feirgh now, or what?”

They all crowded in expectantly, but in the
end, I didn’t have to give a recap. I was saved, so to speak, and I
was glad for it too.

“Help Ardetto, could you, Aura?” said Darch,
pushing me away. Then he proceeded to explain to the others what
had just happened. “Calm down, guys. The soul was saved . . .”

Thanks, Darch.

Nyte and Rend dragged Ardette to one of the
buggy’s side benches and propped him against it.

“Thanks.” I automatically reached for
Ardette’s horn.

“Wait!” Nyte clasped my wrist. “Is there not
someone else who can do this?”

But I want to.

But Nyte was right. Why add unnecessary
intimacy into our already twisted relationship?

But I want to
be the one to help him.

Luckily, I wasn’t made to explain myself.
Just then, a nearly unconscious Ardette grabbed my hovering hand
and pulled it to his right horn. My hand turned cold, and I was
glad because it meant that Ardette was drawing from my spirit –
replenishing himself. It meant that he was going to be okay, and
that it was my doing that had made it happen.

More selfishness. That’s all it was.

After a while, I could tell that Ardette was
fine because my hand was no longer cold. Yet he kept his eyes
closed and left my hand there and pretended to be ailing. I let it
slide. After all, he’d just risked everything to save that one
soul. That was something commendable. Nyte and Rend were conversing
softly nearby, so I didn’t feel as guilty as I would have – had
their eyes still been upon us.

Can you hear me?

Ardette didn’t say anything.

You didn’t leave anything behind this
time?

Still, Ardette said nothing, and for some
stupid reason, I was a little disappointed.

My hand was on his horn, and his hand was
over mine, and I pretended not to notice that he was okay. In fact,
had it not been for Darch’s pained sapphire eyes watching us, I
might not have let go for the remainder of the day. But thankfully,
Darch’s eyes were there, and they delivered the guilt that I
needed to get beyond this. To get past this moment.

Still locked on his, I pulled my hand away.
Ardette put up a small, silent fight.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “But I’ve made my
choice. I can’t. You know I can’t, so this just makes it
worse.”

It didn’t matter to him. He held tight.
Stubborn. I could imagine him saying something like, ‘My, my, my
cherry, you’ll come around someday.’ But he didn’t say a word.

I tugged again. At last he opened his eyes,
sat up, and let out a creaking groan.

Finally free, I stared at my hand, feeling
dirty, and one thought crossed my mind:

What in Farellah am I going to do?

“I wish I knew,” he said. “I wish I
knew.”

You and me both.

 


~

 


“I don’t get it.”

“Well, that is hardly a surprise,” said
Rend. “Do you ever?”

I ignored her.

“Here’s what I’m struggling with.”

“Oh boy.” Ardette pulled at his shirt
uncomfortably. Or maybe he was trying to look ‘desirable’.

“I was going for ‘tortured’, actually.”

He, too, I ignored.

“Obviously,” I said, “the Daem’s soul wasn’t
the thing marked on the map. But that leaves a question. What
is that thing on the map, and how is it that we happened to
find a transforming spirit at that exact location?”

“I would not be so sure about ‘exactness’
when it comes to the mist,” said Nyte. “Although we have tirelessly
studied the surrounding territory, neither Scardo nor I can be
certain of our exact whereabouts.”

“Yeah, but she seems to know what’s
going on.” I tipped my head at Trib, who was at the back of the
buggy manning the strings that kept the contraption afloat. I
wasn’t sure how each pull made the wings continue to flap, but I
was beginning to think that the boat was quite a bit more magical
than Trib had initially let on.

“Does she have a map?”

“That is-” Scardo started to say something,
but after thinking about it, swallowed whatever it was and said
instead, “You know, I’m really not sure.”

The look in Rend’s eyes alerted me to a
coming danger even before she opened her mouth. When her lips did
open, she held nothing back.

“WHY, PRAY TELL, WOULD YOU REFRAIN FROM
ASKING SOMETHING LIKE THAT?! ARE YOU NOT OUR NAVIGATOR!? AND YOU,
COUSIN, HAD YOU NOT THOUGHT TO INQUIRE?!”

“I am sorry. I assumed that Scardo had
already-”

“I SWEAR! THE MORE TIME YOU SPEND AROUND
THESE SAPES AND . . . AND OTHER BREEDS, THE MORE YOU BECOME ALIKE
THEM! HOW DISGRACE-”

“Good.”

“What?!”

“I said, it is good that I have become alike
them. It is a fact that I am proud of. You need not be such a
carper. Your words are like fire-spit and they are tiring.”

“What is this you have said to me? A
CARPER!?”

“I think he means ‘bitch’, dear Rend.” A
mocking smile rode Ardette’s mouth.

Grotts and Kantú replicated the gesture,
smiles creeping while their eyes grew wide with shock. Trib, on the
other hand, was too busy with the strings to become engaged, Scardo
appeared very uncomfortable with it all, and Nyte was staring into
the mist, his expression unreadable. Only Darch shared in my
reaction.

He too was gazing at Rend with a sad
sympathy. It was a look she had to have hated, but she deserved
ever bit of it.

“ENOUGH,” I said adamantly. Firmly.
Strictly. An exercise of authority? Maybe. But Rend deserved at
least that one word – even if she detested me for it.

I offered it because I knew. I knew what she
was going through. Wasn’t it her firm belief that Nyte had carry
out his ‘duty’? That he must? That he was meant to die for
the sake of the Westerlands and thus, their people? She understood
that he had to save them no matter what. That it would be
dishonorable, treasonable, and ‘foolish’ for him to back out of
something so sacred. But knowing that – holding steadfast to that
stubborn notion– meant that she also had to have been ailing. How
could she not be? She firmly believed that at the end of this she’d
lose her would-be fiancé, her kin, her protector, her . . .
whatever he still was to her. Did she still love him? Probably. At
least in some ways. Any amount of love, even the smallest inkling .
. . how tormented that must’ve made her.

“Enough,” I said again.

Rend looked like I’d just called her a
‘carper’ myself. “Dare you defend me, Evil-”

“You too. Enough.”

Rend’s breath through her nose was like a
bull, but she said nothing more – only stomped away to the opposite
end of the buggy.

Darch put a hand on my shoulder. I looked to
him, and he too said nothing, only gave me a nod. One bobbed nod of
approval . . . I think. Then he said,

“I’ll see about a map. Also, there’s another
thing we’ve got to discuss, guys.”

“What’s that?” asked Grotts.

“Trib’s going to need a break at some point,
right? It’d be best that at least two of us learn how to maneuver
the buggy. Rend and Nyte are out for obvious reasons. It’s only a
manner of time before they’ve got to cast the barrier. You guys can
feel it too, right? That feeling of sadness?”

“Yes.” Scardo nodded. “I can feel it, and I
agree wholeheartedly with your proposition, Darch. Nyte’s also to
stay on detection duty, as well, correct?”

“Mm-hm. Aura’s out too. We’ll need her
strength in case of an emergency. I’d like to learn – I really
would – buuuuut there are certain complications keeping me
back.”

“Complications?” asked Kantú.

The cries. Those cries of the mist.

“It’s a secret.” Darch winked. Then he
clapped his hands together. “That leaves Scardo, Grotts, Ardetto,
and Kantú. So, who’s it gonna be?”

“I think I won’t,” Ardette said plainly. He
slumped against the boat’s side in a lazy heap to solidify the
statement.

“Alrigh’, ya lazy lech. Guess that leaves
you an’ me.” He patted Scardo on the back.

“Hold on a sec!” Kantú wiggled her nose, and
it’s possible her bottom lip also started to quiver, but I couldn’t
be sure. “What about me!? I want to learn! It looks fun to play
with those strings!”

“P-play?” said Scardo.

“I know ya’d do a great job, Kantoo, but I
think yer a little too short ta reach some of ‘em.”

“Yes!” agreed Scardo, grateful for some
excuse – any excuse – to keep Kantú from commanding the transport.
“Too short. Far, far too short, I’m afraid. Apologies, Kantú.”

“Awwwww.” She gave both of them a
disappointed whine.

I hoped she wouldn’t notice just how short
our current pilot was.

That settled, Darch, Grotts, and Scardo
hurried to speak to Trib about a map.

Left to ourselves, I grabbed Nyte’s hand and
pulled him down with me into a lazy slump similar to that of
Ardette’s, who was a short distance away most likely fiddling with
something.

“Aura?” said Nyte after a moment of peaceful
silence.

“Yes, Nyte in shining armor?”

“Are you referring to me, Miss Havoc?” he
asked, grinning. “Because I sport not armor.”

I, too, grinned and threw him a
fakely-exasperated, “Never mind.”

He tapped my chin, but then his finger
stayed and was joined by the rest of his hand. It slid up my jaw
until arriving at its destination: my cheek. There, he cupped my
face tenderly and said,

“I am sorry.”

“Sorry? For what?”

“I am sorry to have caused a level three. I
did not mean to-”

“Wait. ‘Level three’?”

“Is that not what just transpired?”

I understood then and I giggled. “Honestly,
I have no idea.” The giggling continued.

“Oh,” said Nyte, chewing over my reaction. I
was still giggling, and it caught him. “It is not a common phrase
amongst Sapes, is it?”

“Not at all.”

“So, she is just-”

“A little dee-doo if you ask me.”

“And that means . . . ?”

“Again, no idea.”

“Ah. I understand.” He chuckled. “I am
grateful that you are uncomplicated to understand. Most of
you are, but I will admit,” –he lowered his voice – “it was
difficult to decipher Grotts at the beginning.”

“Trust me, that’s not just you.”

I leaned against him and felt tired, and he
held my hand and let me rest my head on his shoulder. But though I
tried to sleep, I couldn’t. The mist was calming and the ride was
smooth – there hadn’t been need for a ‘PULL’ in a while – but my
mind was active. Too active to let me rest. Nyte noticed.

“Is there something in your thoughts?” he
asked.

“Yes, actually. Lots of things.”

“May I hear them?”

“Of course.” At least he asks. “I was just thinking that, well, I’m
worried about what’ll happen when we encounter a Feirgh.
It’s got to happen sometime, right? In the buggy we’d be able to
outrun it, but what if we stop again? Or what if this thing runs
out of juice? Or what if a swarm of them overtakes us? We’d need to
be able to combat them somehow. We need a plan. If singing
in my head worked back there, then what about whispering an
ariando? Will that work too? I’ve done it before at Druelca.
If I just barely sing, then maybe Lusafael won’t be able to hear.
What do you think?”

“I am afraid that I do not know. It would be
wise to tell Darch of your thou-”

“Terribly sorry to disappoint, but it won’t
work.” Ardette had been eavesdropping. It was annoying. However, in
this situation – where I needed his information – I’d let it
slide. “You see, my pit, it isn’t the volume – it’s the
waves of your songs that makes you a liability.”

Liability. He knew how much I hated that
word. Again, I resisted the urge to tell him off and instead asked,
“The waves?”

“Mmmm. That’s why talking is acceptable. Or
something to that effect.”

“Oh.”

There went that idea.

“Well then, what are we going to do?”
I asked.

“When the two crazies hear them coming,
we’ll simply run the other way,” said Ardette.

“But what if we-”

“Yes, yes, get swarmed and all that
nonsense? I heard you. I suppose we’ll just pray that we don’t.”
Ardette lifted his eyes to the sky.

“Pray?”

“Naturally.”

And he was serious. Entirely. Since when was
he so stoic?

I shifted my gaze to Nyte to get his
unspoken opinion, but Nyte didn’t have an opinion to give. The Elf
was preoccupied, holding his temple and leaning forward in confused
discomfort.

“Nyte! What is-”

“P-PULL?” But he didn’t sound very certain.
“Or-?”

“WHAT?!” yelled Trib, pulsing the wings.

“NO . . . Do not.”

“Well, which is it?!”

The boat went up and then back down, but it
had been pointless. There’d been no obstacle for us to dodge.

“I do not-” Nyte rubbed his forehead.
“Something is different!”

Uh-oh. Different couldn’t be
good.

“Gone insane, have you?” said Ardette. Then,
feeling haughty, he turned to Kantú. “Why does it seem like he’s
always going insane? Do you women honestly find that kind of
thing alluring?”

Kantú gave him a sweet, absent-minded smile
and shrugged.

“STOP!” Nyte leaped up. “SIMPLY CEASE THE
BUGGY!”

“WHAT?!” yelled Trib. “Why?!”

“Because I can no longer read the air! There
is something different!”

Trib released the two strings in either
hand, and just like that, the buggy halted and fell. Kantú was
flung from her seat. Ardette jumped up and grabbed her before she
could topple over the side and into the foggy surroundings. I’d
have met a similar fate, had it not been for Nyte’s firm grip on my
shoulders.

“Pray tell, what was that!?” spat Rend,
charging at Trib.

“Hey, hey.” Trib held up her hand in
defense. “Don’t go pointing that judgmental finger at me! I had
absolutely nothing to do with this. It was your kid cousin that
went all spazoid.”

Rend instantly stopped her rant. “Kid?”

Ardette laughed. “I prefer ‘boy’, but at
least dear Trib understands where I’m coming from.”

Rend pulled back her lips and let out a
guttural snarl. Trib ignored both of them.

“Aaaaanyhow,” she said. “Mind explaining
what that was about, Mr. Nyte? Oh, and for future reference,
telling the pilot to ‘STOP’ without warning isn’t ground.”

“I am sorry. I did not know what else to
yell in such a situation. It is just . . . there is something
unusual about the mist before us, and I am afraid that I can no
longer detect obstructions. When I realized, I feared that we might
collide with something. I could not allow that to happen.”

“What do you mean you can’t detect things,
Nytie?” asked Kantú. “How come?”

“Because there is something large . . . I
think. Something large is ahead of us, and it is blocking the . . .
the din. All of it.”

“Ya don’t say.” Grotts smoothed back his
hair and turned to Scardo. “Could be what we were just
discussin’.”

“Do you believe so?” asked Scardo. “I
suppose that might interrupt his detection.”

“Guys?” I said. “Care to share?”

“Right. Eh-he. Welp, turns out that stain on
the map is actually somethin’. Bergra’s marked a few of ‘em on
Trib’s map too.”

“And?”

“They’re geysers!” sang Darch, swinging his
feet. He’d been sitting on the buggy’s highpoint near the strings,
observing the rest of us. The sudden fall hadn’t disturbed him,
apparently.

“Geysers?” said Nyte. “Might I take a look?”
He reached for the wrinkled paper in Trib’s hand.

“Yup, geysers!” Darch leaned forward with
mouth hidden behind hand before adding, “Water spouts out of them,
you know.”

Ardette groaned.

“But here’s the good thing about them,”
continued Darch at normal volume, “they’ll keep the mist back!
They’ll clear an area for us! A mistless refuge of sorts!”

“Keep it back?” asked Nyte. “How can you be
certain?”

“Uncle’s told me about them, of course! But
we didn’t visit any when he took me to the crossing that one
time.”

This comment appeared to have triggered
something within Ardette because he pulled himself straight from a
listless, slouched position and resumed his earlier slinking –
walking toward Trib like she were a tasty morsel for his
taking.

Gross. Cut it out.

Jealous?

No! It’s just . . . ish

Right.

“Oh yes,” purred the Daem, “another scrap of
intel you’ve been keeping from us, dear Trib. How is it that
uncle’s managed to make it through all of this without an insane
Elfly detector? Surely, there were ‘obstacles’ in the way of your
little boat then too?”

“We didn’t ride the wind buggy when we came
through last time!” She let out a hoarse laugh. “We walked! It was
actually preeeeetty easy! Come on, kids. Think about it. The
main reason people stay out of the Mistlands is because they’re
scared of the dead and all that hullabaloo! But wouldn’t you know,
we didn’t even see a single Feirgh when he took me through?!
I mean, it’s not like we had an evil angel out to get us, after
all!”

Seriously? Trib thought it was ‘easy’
to cross the Mistlands? ‘Easy’ to reach the afterlife? ‘Easy’ to do
something so taboo and ridiculous sounding?! And what, they’d just
hoped they wouldn’t run into a Feirgh? That was crazy –
probably the craziest thing I’d ever heard. How was it even
possible?

Ardette wasn’t convinced either.

“Uh-huh. Is that so?” he said. “And why has
dear uncle been traveling to the mist, anyway?”

“Yeah, Trib,” added Grotts. “And last I
heard, he’d only made it in a bit. If he’s actually been through,
why didn’t he tell the rest of the gang? Kugar didn’t know a thing
about it! And when I talked to ya in Crystair . . .”

“He’s been trying to keep it a secret,
Grottsard!” But then, for once, her voice fell. “He goes to visit
Deca.”

“Deca?” said Kantú.

“His son,” mumbled Grotts, a solemn shadow
crossing his face.

“Oh . . .”

“That’s why he’s been traveling into the
mist?” I said. “To contact his son? That’s . . .” It was sad. It
was more than sad.

Trib nodded, ushering in a few moments of
weighted silence.

I’d have done the same thing back then. Back
when I’d been searching for the truth about Illuma. Had I known
there was a way to contact her, or at least a way to know for sure,
I’d have definitely done it. How different things were now. How
different now that she was the enemy. No, not her. Her
shell. Her tattoo-branded, mist-infused, Lusafael-corrupted shell
was the enemy.

Lusafael . . . . . . I will kill you!

The others were undergoing that same
reflective, almost respectful silence, thought mine had turned to a
quiet riddled with rage. These emotions swirled about us, mixing
with the moist fog. Rumination and rage: whichever the air held
more of, Kantú was the one to break it.

“Wait! Does that mean-?” Her nervous,
squirrel-ish twitch started up as if on cue. “Is his son a
Feirgh?!”

“No, no, no,” said Darch, hopping down from
his watching place. “Feirgh are those that become distorted
by the mist – unable to or unwilling to cross. However, at the
point of crossing it is possible to contact those that have already
crossed.”

“Like ghosts?” The twitch intensified.

“No.” Nyte shook his head. “Souls. Is that
correct, Darch?”

“Exactly!” Darch beamed, and then, like
always, there was that finger – that pointed finger of
matter-of-factness that Ardette hated. “They can reach the borders
from their celestial resting place.”

“That is all fine, but do you not agree that
this is no time for idle speech? It would be wise to take the rest
of the way to the geyser slowly, would it not? Until my cousin’s
detection is no longer hindered.”

Wow. Rend was actually posing something
helpful? Had she ever actually ‘suggested’ anything before?

“Geyser? Water?” said Ardette, pouting a
little. “So I take it we’ll be getting wet, then? Charming.”

Darch clapped him on the back. “Not with
Pietri’s enchantment on our tents! You’ve got nothing to worry
about, Ardetto!”

Trib and Kantú joined in, infected by
Darch’s jolly excitement.

“Yo-ho!”

“Aaaalright!”

But Ardette’s face had taken on some sort of
peculiar expression.

“Tent . . . s?” he repeated. “Oh.
Right.”

‘Tent . . . s’? That was weird. And I
couldn’t figure out the expression. Not only weird, but
worrisome.

Ardette knew that I knew that something was
off, but he brushed it aside. “So that also makes it an all right
place to make camp, I assume? And when will be arriving at said
destination?”

“At a reduced speed, I estimate that we will
reach it in slightly less than an hour,” said Nyte.

“Because you calculated the last one so
splendidly.”

“The marking on our map was off. If this one
is accurate,” – Nyte pointed to the map still in his hand – “we
should reach the geyser in-”

“Splendid. Try to stay chipper until then,
shall we?”

 



Chapter 5: The Geyser

 


“ARDETTE!”

Slightly less than an hour had delivered us
to the geyser’s side. Water bubbled and shot from the center of a
large hole in the barren land. The water itself was misting, but
somehow, the mist of the geyser was purer than the unnatural mist
of the Mistlands, and it pushed aside that foggy whiteness and made
room for its own clear, sparkling spray. Thus, a large dome, free
from sad mist, rained with a light sprinkling of water. Still, I
couldn’t see the sky through the overhead white.

“ARDETTE!” I shouted again. “YOU
BASTARD!”

It made sense now. Now I understood: ‘Tent .
. . s’. There were no ‘tents’. There was only one.

“What? Tent’s gone missing, has it?”

Yes, the flower-patterned tent I’d shared
with Nyte had mysteriously disappeared. Nyte was furious. I was
furious. Nearly all of us were furious with Ardette.

“That puts us down to one!” seethed Scardo.
“How are all to fit inside one tent?! It was cramped as it
was!”

“We’ll snuggle,” said Ardette dryly.

“Ardette!” said Grotts. “Ya had no
business-”

“You’re right. I had no business. Feel
better? Doesn’t change the fact that I did.”

“ARGH! HOW NAÏVE CAN YOU BE?!” Rend started
a great, furious lunge for Ardette’s throat, but Trib hopped out in
front with hands waving, halting the venomous Elf only
slightly.

“Whoa-ho! Let’s just keep it easy, kids!
There’s something you should kn-”

“Disgusting! Defending such a foolish
action!” Rend glared at the intruding girl. “Move aside!”

“Now, now, let’s not get rude-”

“Move aside, Sape! I despise people
like you!”

The Elf’s attention had been temporarily
averted. It was the perfect opening for Ardette to shrink back,
apologize, or just be quiet. He was already in danger of being
beaten to a pulp. But where Ardette should’ve kept his mouth shut,
of course, Ardette couldn’t keep his mouth shut. He couldn’t
resist the opening to torment someone.

“Correction, Rend,” he mocked. “Don’t you
mean you ‘like’ people like her? After all, lest we forget-”

But Rend had sidestepped around Trib in an
Elf’s speed sprint and succeeded in grabbing him by the throat.

“REND!” I shouted. “What do you think
you’re-”

“Go ahead.” Ardette was baiting her, an
evilly brilliant gleam to his smile.

“You are on thin ground! Do not think for
one moment that I will not kill you! Your life is worthless!” Rend
squeezed to prove her point.

NO! STOP IT! STOP IT RIGHT NOW!

I couldn’t move, and I didn’t look around to
see how the others were reacting. My eyes were transfixed, my
breaths shallow, my pulse loud in my head. I couldn’t do anything.
I was too angry, too upset, too worried for Ardette’s safety.

But where I couldn’t, Grotts could.

“Hey!” he bellowed. “Cut it out, would ya?!
Ya damn blockheads!” He started forward in a determined march, but
stopped when Ardette opened his mouth again.

“Go ahead,” the baiting Daem repeated, this
time in a gasp, choking for air and quickly turning red in the
face, but not at all fighting back. “Kill . . . me. Ungh . . .
Spare . . . uhn . . . me a life . . . a lifetime . . . uh . . . hu
. . . of . . . this.” Lids falling, he tipped his head at Nyte and
me.

That familiar pang of guilty pain flicked
the inside of my gut.

Stop! It’s my fault! Stop!

Rend’s knuckles were white, her nails
digging into Ardette’s flesh. “You are nothing but a pathetic,
vile-”

“NO, REND!”

Finally, I was able to cry out, but just as
I started my plea, there was a flash of red, and Rend was on her
back. I looked for the source, but it was kind of pointless. Who
else could it have been but –

“Nytie?!” cried Kantú.

When Rend saw him, she started a new angry
rant. “You dare-”

“Enough, Cousin.” Nyte was standing over
her, tall and uncompromising. “Leave him be.”

“What are you-”

“ENOUGH. I will no longer tolerate your
behavior. It is an embarrassment.”

It was at that moment that I again became
aware of something other than my own pulse. Scardo and Grotts were
already at the coughing and sputtering Daem’s side, trying to help
him breath. Kantú was frozen, eyes wide. Trib, too, looked
disturbed. I rushed forward to help, on the verge of breaking the
rules and releasing my song of healing, but Darch unexpectedly
stepped between Ardette and me, his stature bold. Though his back
was turned, I could tell that, for once, he was without pleasant
smile – wholly serious and severe.

“Get up,” he said, voice still as soft as
ever even though it was heavy with admonishment.

Ardette said nothing.

“Get up and knock it off, Ardette! This goes
beyond . . . Of all of the ways . . . No.” Darch shook his head
like a very disappointed father. “Have you really given up that
easily?! What a joke!” With that, he threw Ardette a look of stern
dissatisfaction before turning his back on his friend. To me he
said this,

“Don’t baby him, Aura. He was lying. The
tent’s in his pack . . . probably.”

Then the very unjolly Magir stomped away.
Ardette coolly watched him retreat.

“Finally managed to break him, have I?
Damned meddlesome Magir.”

“Move aside, please,” I told Grotts and
Scardo. I’d let Nyte deal with Rend, but Ardette was mine.

“Miss Heart?”

“Move.”

Repeating the command wasn’t necessary,
though. Grotts was already pulling Scardo away by the sleeve of his
tuxedo.

“Come on, Kantoo, Trib. Let’s finish
unloadin’.”

I waited for them to disappear into the
buggy. Ardette was sitting up on his elbows, smirking and wet with
geyser water. Nyte and Rend hadn’t moved. The pair of them just
stared – rudely and obviously. I say ‘rudely’, but really, I’d have
done the same in their position. Even I knew that the look
on my face was dangerous. They were both waiting for me to
snap.

I walked to Ardette’s side, shaking, and
crouched low.

Breathe. Breathe.

I told myself to calm down. It didn’t
work.

“What is it?” asked Ardette, playing
unaffected. “Come to reprimand me, have you?”

He was absolutely right, but he had no idea
of the fury within me.

“You had the tent the whole time?!” I
shrieked. “What the HELL is wrong with you?! What the hell are you
thinking, trying to get yourself killed like that?!” Falling to my
knees, I grabbed his collar. Tightly. Brashly. “Over something so .
. . UGH! Was it for pity? Because if it was, that’s pathetic! Or is
it because you were bored? You had nothing to do, so you thought
you’d wreak a little havoc?! Play a little game?! . . . Or do you
really want to die?! Is seeing me with Nyte really so bad
that you’d want to end your life?! That you’d leave us?! . . .
Leave me?! If that’s the case, then screw you! Because
that’s just selfish!” I was crying. “WELL?! What is it!?” I gave
him a shake. “WHAT IS IT?!”

“I don’t have a reason. I just did. I like
when you play rough with me, though. Do keep it up.”

And now I was sobbing. The things I’d just
said were harsh, and I immediately regretted them. He was
selfish. He was SO selfish. But I was selfish too. I was the most
selfish of all of us. I was too selfish to let Nyte go. Too selfish
to let him be my emulator. Too selfish to not love Ardette. What
was wrong with me?

Sobs continued to escape my body. Large,
unflattering sobs that shook my core. This was all my fault.
Ardette was miserable because of me. How had this happened? How was
I in this situation?! Someone I cared for wanted to die because of
me? Ardette wanted to die because of . . .

“No,” he said quietly.

No? My lips were shaking too much to
allow speech.

“I don’t want to die because of you.” He
sighed and wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I was just being impulsive . . .
and dramatic. And besides, Darch is wrong. I haven’t got your tent.
I was being impulsive then too. Your boy pissed me off and I left
it behind. It doesn’t matter, though. Trib’s got two extras from
Pietri. I checked shortly after we met her. I wanted to be sure we
had adequate supplies before setting out. . . . Call it
remorse.”

When he met my eyes at last, he was sorry.
He was so clearly sorry, but I was ragged and couldn’t respond.
There was nothing left in me at the moment. No fight. No bite.

“That is enough,” said Nyte. He left Rend’s
side and came to mine. She said not a word – only clutched her
knees and stared at nothing, letting the spray from the geyser
cover her.

“You have worn her, Daem. I know it was not
your intent to cause her pain, but it has come to pass, so I will
take her from you now.”

I said nothing and let myself be picked up
by my understanding Elf. I was guilty of so many things . . . but
he made me feel like I had nothing to apologize for. He was on my
side. No matter what, he was fighting for me. I felt like a limp
doll that had lost its stuffing. I was weak and small and I needed
him.

Ardette didn’t move. Neither did Rend. The
pair of them remained that way, in the misting water, long after
the rest of us had set up camp and settled in.

 


~

 


“S-so? Hm. This is . . . er . . . nice.
Right?”

“Eh-he. Sure is, Kantoo.”

It wasn’t ‘nice’. It was awkward.

We were all damp and uncomfortable. The
enchanted tents completely shielded the spray, but it had been
impossible to dry ourselves off before entering, and we couldn’t
very well start a fire within them. Thankfully, Scardo, Nyte and
Trib had rigged a small covering, made from a scrap of ripped-off
tent fabric and random pieces of metal Trib had had aboard the
buggy, to place above a fire on the very outskirts of the dome. It
did a so-so job of protecting the fire from the water – only enough
to allow a small flame to live. We didn’t have much wood along, but
the little we did, provided at least enough warmth to aid in the
never-ending quest of feeling dry.

Thus, we were lined up around a tiny fire,
trying to warm up before giving ‘entering the tents’ a second
go.

Ardette and Rend were silent. Painfully
silent. Everyone else, too, was on edge. Even Darch was still
cross. He kept shooting dirty looks at the fire – like the
unintelligent organism had personally offended him.

I was trying to eat – I really was – but it
was difficult. I felt nauseous every time I opened my mouth. I
mean, I knew that I had to keep up my strength, but with everything
else going on, it’d been hard to remember to eat lately, and I
didn’t really feel like it now. Only at Nyte’s prodding did I have
a piece of Ms. Selrak’s bread.

“Ardette,” said Nyte. “Will you not eat
something as well?”

He was the other one that hadn’t touched his
food.

“Don’t bother,” huffed Darch.

Trib looked from Darch to Ardette to the
unseen sky. “But . . . what about?” She pointed up.

Darch said nothing.

“What?” asked Scardo.

“There’s no moon. So he should
eat.”

“Huh?” Now Grotts was also intrigued.
“What’re ya gettin’ at?”

I was too tired to care.

“Shut up, why don’t you? Worry about
yourselves. I’m going to bed.” Without another word, and in an
uncharacteristic act of hastiness, Ardette rose to his feet and
shuffled away.

“Darch, ya mind explainin’ what the heck you
two are goin’ on about?”

“Not now,” said Darch. “I’m mad at that
idiot, but it’s really not my place to tell you anything. Besides,
all I have are theories.”

“Oh, I’d say it’s more than just a theory,”
offered Trib, kicking back her legs in a boyish stretch.

Scardo’s hunch perked up in an effort to
take in whatever secrets the educated pilot was about to divulge,
but in the end, both Scardo and his hunch were disappointed because
Trib continued,

“But, no. Afraid I can’t tell you anything
either!”

“Awwwww,” groaned Kantú.

It was all very cryptic and mysterious, and
I was confused, but I was also tired. Too tired to really soak in
what they were discussing. I wasn’t angry anymore. I wasn’t really
sad, either. I wasn’t even feeling guilty at the moment. I was just
sort of empty . . . and limp . . . and damaged.

“Nyte, take ‘er ta bed,” said Grotts,
noticing my frail, pathetic state of being.

“Yes. That would be wise. Aura?”

I shrugged, so Nyte obediently scooped me
into a loving hold. I put my arms around his neck and didn’t fight
back.

“I will return,” he said over his shoulder
to the others.

I still wasn’t dry, but the wetness we’d
tracked in before was somehow gone from the tent, soaked up by
Pietri’s enchantment. Nyte waited at the door flap while I changed
into a dry set of clothing. Blocked from the dripping outside, I
felt almost normal. No, in truth, I felt far from normal, but at
least my skin was nearly waterless.

“Okay,” I said, letting Nyte know it was
safe to look.

He poked his head in and whispered,
“Goodnight, my Aura. I long to stay by your side, but I fear that I
must first examine the space beyond the geyser to ascertain whether
or not it was the object blocking the cries of the mist. I swear
that I will return to you before long. Until I do, do not think of
anything. Simply exist in darkness and you will begin to feel
better. You will begin to heal.”

“Thank you, Nyte. Thanks for . . . for
keeping me from breaking right now.”

“I love you, Miss Havoc.”

“I love you too.”

He kissed my forehead before disappearing
behind the heavy flap of fabric.

 


~

 


“Shhh,” said a voice.

“Huh?” I opened my eyes.

I’d been sleeping? I must’ve been. For how
long, I wondered. I felt better, though. Now I really did feel
normal. Not empty or angry or depressed . . . I felt like me. Maybe
the darkness of dreamless sleep actually had healed me.

“Nyte? Is that you? Are you back?”

“Guess again,” said the voice.

“Who-?” And then I saw him. Handsome,
smiling, crouched a short distance away. “Ardette?” I sat up and
the blankets fell from around my shoulders. “Why are you here?
What’s wrong? I thought you were-”

“My, my, my cherry pit, you were thinking
about me again, so I thought I’d come see what you were up to.”

“Thinking about you?”

He nodded. That couldn’t be right. I’d been
drifting in darkness. Cleansing, therapeutic darkness. Muzzy, I
looked around and tried to make sense of what was happening.
Ardette and I were alone in the still, quiet air. The door flap of
the tent was closed, but from some nonexistent source, a pale beam
of moonlight flooded the space. That was strange. There hadn’t been
a visible moon all through the mist.

“Where’s Nyte?” I asked.

“Why, he went off to scout, remember?”

“To scout?! But it’s dangerous in the
mist!”

“Relax,” he cooed. “We aren’t in the mist.
We’re in the woods.”

“We are?”

“Clear your head, silly.”

Oh, right. Ardette was right. We’d been in
the woods for days now, looking for a black whistle.

“That reminds me,” I said. “Why’s that
whistle so important to you anyway? What’s it for?”

Ardette laughed his deep laugh. “Don’t you
remember, my angel? What you did to me? Back when I was whole?”

“Remember?”

“My heart? . . . No? Well, that’s all right.
It’ll be easier if you forget the past. After all, I’m only a
portion of who I used to be . . . thanks to you.”

“But I thought you said you weren’t there on
the night Illuma was taken!”

“Not that past, silly. Our
aler’gim.”

“Aler’gim?”

Shaking his head, Ardette let out an amused
sigh. “Such a simple girl you’ve become this time. Not at all as
cunning as you used to be.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Anyway, it’s a good thing I’ve come to see
you.”

“Why?”

“Because I need some of you.”

“You do? For what?”

“For my horns.” He pointed to them. “What
else? I haven’t been able to eat lately, and quite frankly, I’m
famished. So I’ll be borrowing a bit of you, if that’s all
right.”

But he wasn’t really asking. He’d take it no
matter what.

“Not like you’ve ever had a problem sharing
yourself with me,” he muttered.

I was hugging myself now, and Ardette was on
all fours and he was coming towards me. The pale beam lit him up,
causing his white skin to glow a dangerous blue.

Wait! His . . . skin?

“Hold on!” I cried, realizing. “What
happened to your shirt?” What was he thinking!? He couldn’t be in
there like that!

“My shirt? A bit fuzzy today, aren’t we, my
pit? You see, I haven’t been wearing one this entire time. Didn’t
you notice?” He was nearly upon me, but he paused to gloat. “Why?
Have I finally won? Are you becoming nervous?” The halt was
temporary, for he immediately started back up. “Don’t lie,
now.”

“Not a chance!” I fell back onto my elbows,
attempting to put a little more distance between us. “It’s just . .
. it’s not very decent, is it? The others will think we’re-”

“Hmph. Let’s play a little more then, shall
we?” He reached out and pushed a lock of hair behind my ear too
gently – too intimately. My stomach dropped.

“P-play?” I spurted.

“Ha! Now there’s a reaction I can
appreciate. Yes, how I love making beautiful women nervous.”

“I’m not nervous! And I told you-”

“Now then, let’s begin.”

“Begin?”

“Why, what you’ve kindly invited me here
for, of course.”

Invited him here for?

But that couldn’t be right. Hadn’t he just
said that he’d come because he’d heard me thinking about him? . . .
But then the small memory came back.

Again, he was right. We had agreed to
meet, hadn’t we? I was confused at my own confusion.

“Yes,” I said, swallowing. “Sure. Let’s
begin. But first . . . you know the rules: I need your heart. Just
for one night, all right? I’ll take care of it, I promise.”

“I already told you. The whistle’s lost in
the woods. How can I give you my heart if I don’t have it?”

“I’m not falling for that. I can hear your
heart . . . there.” I pointed to his bare chest.

I’d caught him, and he knew it. “Oh? Think
you’re clever, do you?” He rolled his eyes. “Ugh. Fine. But
I won’t have you tricking me like last time. To make sure you won’t
go running to give it to your boy, you’ll have to give me
yourself tonight. You can take my heart with you after that.”

“Fine.” I agreed only because I still had a
trick up my sleeve. Unfortunately, he knew what I was plotting.

“And this time,” he said, “I expect you to
honor our agreement. I’ll know if you’re lying, mind you. This time
around, your hair is silver.”

Uh-oh. He was right. Why hadn’t I
thought of that?! That was okay, though. I’d figure something
out.

“Do we have an agreement?” he asked, drawing
a seductive finger across his collarbone. “It’ll be worth it.”

It did the trick. “Yes,” I said. I wanted
this.

“First, though, I’ll be needing a little of
you. It takes a powerful spell to rip out a heart.”

“Okay.”

He reached for my hand, but I pushed his arm
down, bent forward, and kissed his right horn instead.

He let out a surprised gasp, so I pulled
away.

“What?” I asked. “The spirit is more direct
that way, isn’t it?”

His Adam’s apple danced in a large gulp and
then, “Yes. I suppose it is. Maybe you do remember, after all.”

“Not really.” But my body did.

Letting memory’s instincts take over, I
closed my eyes and kissed him a second time. My lips were icy for a
moment, and then I pulled away again.

“Was that enough?”

“Yes, thank you, my angel.” He brought his
hand to my face and drew the same seductive finger across my top
lip. “Like ice. Allow me to warm them for you.”

He didn’t wait for me to answer. With full
pupils, he leaned forward, brought himself over me, and warmed my
lips with his. The kiss didn’t stop with warm. It was searing. He
was deliberate and in control, and I let him lead, all the while
shivering and sort of afraid of him. But he was right, it
was worth it.

He brushed the loose shirt from my shoulder
and kissed the place it had been. My shivering intensified because
I was cold and nervous, but he was warmer than normal, and he
protected me from the chill air with himself.

That’s when it came back to me.

You were my-!

Remembering our forgotten past, I grabbed
the back of his bicep, rolled on top of him, and kissed his neck in
an outburst of passion. He placed his hands around my back, beneath
my shirt, and pulled me closer.

“You remember, Angel?” he asked, panting,
eyes black.

I nodded, hungry for more of him.

With that, he threw me down, and then he was
over me once more, kissing me – this time my ear. I let out a small
cry, so he stopped and stared down in earnest, eyes fading back
into red.

“Don’t betray me again, Angel,” he
whispered, voice cracking. “It was too hard last time.”

It was a mistake last time.

“I won’t,” I vowed. “This time, I’ll keep
your heart for myself . . . my dragon.”

At the promise, his eyes reverted to
black.

 


“NOOOO!” I woke up, sweating. “Get off,
Ardette!”

But there was no one on me. Nor was there
anyone around at all. I was alone in the middle of the thickest
mist I’d ever seen.

 



Chapter 6: The Lost

 


“What?! Where am I?!”

I frantically looked around, but there was
no one there. Only whiteness.

“Nyte?! Ardette?! Grotts?! Kantú?! Darch?!
Scardo?! Rend?! Trib?!”

There was no answer. Why would there be? I
was clearly alone. That could only mean one thing:

This was a dream. It had to be.

But I’d just woken up from that . . . that
nightmare, right? So that meant that this was real? No way .
. . . No way!

Yes, way.

It felt too real. So . . . I’d been
sleepwalking? Or what?

The mist surrounding me was so white that I
couldn’t see anything. It was stronger than the Feirgh’s
mist at Yh’tak. It was thicker than any of the mist we’d
encountered so far in Nor. It was a mantle of dizzy disorientation.
With nothing for me to lock sight on, I quickly grew nauseous.

I spun around. It didn’t help the nausea.
I’d been hoping to push the mist far enough from me to hear or see
or capture something. But again, there was nothing for me to catch.
How deep out into oblivion was I? If I had been
sleepwalking, I couldn’t be too far from camp . . . right?
Hopefully.

Oh, Creator!

This wasn’t good. Panic was already starting
to set in. I was completely defenseless. If I sang, Lusafael would
hear me. But singing was my only defense against the Feirgh,
so what would I do if one of them found me!? And with mist this
thick, there had to be one near . . . right? RIGHT?!

Oh, Creator! Creator, please!

I was lost in the whiteness. If I moved, I’d
only encounter more of it. In addition to a feeling of utter dread
and despair, the fog carried that same sickly sweet smell I’d
experienced in Yh’tak. It was gross, so I pushed it from my face,
but it was aggressive and filled my nostrils on its own.

What’s going on?! Please just reunite me
with the others!

I was scared and frustrated and growing
worse with each passing moment.

Please, Creator! Lead me from here! Rescue
me! I’m afraid!

I continued to call out cries of dread and
desperation, but the whiteness didn’t shift. In my mind, it closed
in on me, filling my ears and nose and eyes – filling me up
entirely so that I was part of it – so that the ‘me’ part of me was
disappearing altogether.

HELP ME!

And then, mid plea, I realized. It’d been a
long time since I’d prayed sincerely.

“I’m . . . what am I doing?” I’d been
carrying on like a frantic lunatic. “I’m an idiot.”

Shaking, I crouched. I didn’t know what else
to do.

The mist erased the hole left behind by my
body. It swallowed the air. It would swallow me too, if given the
chance. I closed my eyes . . . and I kneeled.

I was the Creator’s vessel. I’d been chosen
to save the world.

Save? Can it really be saved? Creator, is
this world even meant to be separate?

To divide the world required a sacrifice.
Magic that powerful required life’s exchange – all of the
corras in a person’s body.

Is there another way? Or is Nyte
supposed to be sacrificed? Because I don’t
want to give him up! I don’t want to lose him! Life’s precious,
right? So why? And why him? Why does it
have to be him!? Why must the songstress and emulator love each
other? What but pain can come from that? Is it really to produce
the strongest power? Is the strongest power worth something like
that?!

It was my responsibility. Somehow, I’d been
charged with this responsibility.

I’ll do Your will, Creator. Of course, I
will, but . . . sacrifice in the name of dividing the world doesn’t
seem loving. It doesn’t seem like You.
How can I be sure? How can I be certain that this is right?

The truth was, I couldn’t be certain,
but even though I was filled with uncertainty, I couldn’t just run
from it either. I had to continue along this path. The path I’d
been whisked into – it was mine now. I had no choice but to own it,
and when it came down to it, I’d just have to trust in the Creator.
Trust that I’d know what was right.

I continued to kneel in white silence for a
long time. I was sad, but I wasn’t despairing any longer. I
don’t know if I was near a Feirgh at that time, but if I
was, it seemed to be moving away from me.

Unfortunately, though my desolation lifted,
the fog didn’t. I was still lost. Still alone. Still afraid. Well,
not entirely alone. The Creator had surely heard my cries. He was
there, but without tangibility to grasp on to, I couldn’t help
feeling alone.

An hour passed. Maybe two. I still hadn’t
moved from that spot. My knees were rooted to the hard ground. They
ached from holding my weight, but still I was frozen. Should I get
up and start walking? Or would that only take me farther from camp?
I could set off in the directly opposite direction of what I’d been
facing when I’d awoken, but had I even sleepwalked in a straight
line? Probably not. And who was to say I could even pin-point
exactly which direction I’d started out in? After all, I’d
initially spun around and gotten all disoriented.

Boy, had that been a dumb move.

Thus, I stayed. Hearing nothing. Seeing
nothing. I was just lost. Completely and utterly. I missed Nyte. I
was mad at Ardette, but I missed him too. I was still upset over
what had happened at the geyser, and I was even mad at the things
the dream version of him had done. Not fair, I know, but with
nothing else to do, I let myself be angry with him for seducing me.
Still, I wanted to be near him. I wanted to push away his
pesterings.

Nyte and Ardette. Grotts, Kantú, Scardo,
Rend, Darch . . . and now Trib. There were so many good people
around me. What a cast the Creator had given. I was thankful and
grateful and I loved them all. But I was still lost, and thinking
about them only made me sadder.

From my knees, I finally fell back. They
hurt. I curled up and hugged them to my chest. My hair was long,
and it draped my body like a protective cloak. I was without one of
my own at the moment, so it was a welcome substitute. Silver. Soft.
I felt protected.

I almost started to hum to myself – an
instinctive comforting mechanism – but had to swallow, for fear of
letting the waves escape me. Now was not a good time to be found by
a vengeful angel.

Poor Illuma.

Yes, I still pitied her. I still loved her
too. I could even picture myself forgiving her . . . but then
again, she wasn’t really my sister anymore, was she? What good
could come from forgiving an angel-controlled, mist-filled shell? A
true puppet.

I closed my eyes. More like, I let my
closing lids have their way. The darkness was a welcome change from
the whiteness. There, in that absence of sight, was where I first
heard the calling.

“Aura?”

But it wasn’t a real voice. I hadn’t
heard it with my ears. Maybe it existed only in my mind.

“Aura. There you are.”

I opened my eyes, and the calling
stopped.

“Hello?”

But I got no response. Shutting my eyes once
more, I returned to darkness.

“Aura. Hold still. If you keep
disappearing like that, I won’t be able to find you.”

Whoever it was, they could only see me when
I had my eyes closed? What sort of creature was that? It was freaky
– so freaky, in fact, that I bolted back to the whiteness. In the
whiteness, there was only silence.

“Okaaaaay?”

So, I was going crazy now? Hearing a voice
that was somehow real and not real all at the same time? A voice
that only came to me when my eyes were closed?

But despite how insane it sounded, it was
the first thing that had happened since my awakening. I had
nothing else, really. Wincing, I returned to darkness.

“Aurie pie, you really need to stop doing
that. I’m trying to help you.”

“Mother?!”

No one else had ever called me ‘Aurie Pie’.
Except for Illuma, that is. My stomach dropped. What would I do if
this was some trick of Lusafael? But that voice . . . it wasn’t my
sister’s. It was definitely –

“Mother?” I asked again. “Mother, is that
you?”

“Yes, Aura. I’m here.” Her voice was
wispy and melodic.

And then something even stranger happened.
Coming into view before me, behind the darkness of my lids, there
was a willowy woman with raven beauty and loose, flowing, hair.
Somehow, I was able to see her approaching, though my eyes could
only decipher darkness. And she looked solid! Not a vague, fuzzy
image. Not a ghostly imprint. Really solid!

“Mother! What are you doing here?! Wait. You
can’t be here. Unless you’re . . . !”

“No, no,” she laughed. “I’m not
dead, Aura.”

“Then that means . . . you aren’t real, are
you, Mother?”

I opened my eyes just to be sure, but there
was nothing but mist. I hurried to close them again.

“No, I’m not entirely real. But I’ve come
to help you. Walk with me.”

She reached for my hand, which I could now
also somehow see in the darkness, and pulled me to my feet. It was
like we were back on the beach on the night of the Rite. Her by my
side, protecting me. Guiding me. She pulled me along with her for
several paces, determined but gentle. I stared at her with closed
eyes. How beautiful she was. How strong. How apparent. I was
amazed.

“What are you?” I whispered.

“There isn’t a word for me. A
manifestation, perhaps. But you have no reason to fear me, Aura.
I’m only here to help.”

“A manifestation? Fueled by what? Mist?”

She shook her head.

“Emotion? Power? What? There’s got to be
something composing you.”

Again, she shook her head, smiling so
beautifully and mysteriously. “I’m sorry, darling, but I don’t
have an answer for you. There are many things that you don’t
have the ability to wrap your head around. I am one of
them.”

“But-”

“Think of me like you’d think of
eternity.”

“Eternity?”

“Eternity exists, correct? But can you
fully understand the concept?”

No, that was one of the many things I
couldn’t comprehend. “No, I guess I can’t.”

“I am like that.”

“But who sent you? How did you find me?”

“It’s pointless to ask those kinds of
questions, Aurie. You won’t feel any better. It won’t bring about
any type of understanding. The sooner you realize that, the better
off you’ll be.”

“You aren’t just talking about now, are you,
Mother?”

“Correct. I’m talking about the things
that will be.”

I stared at her face, feeling home, but I
wasn’t content. I never did so well with cryptic things.

“What am I to do?” I persisted. “Can you at
least tell me that much? Am I supposed to sacrifice Nyte? Because I
really can’t, Mother. I know it’s selfish, but I can’t-”

“Aura, Aura, that isn’t something for me
to tell you. But I think you already know that, don’t you?”

I did. But I couldn’t’ stop. “You don’t
understand! It’s Nyte. To me, he’s just-”

“You love him. I know. And he loves you
too, doesn’t he?”

“He’s my most important person.”

My mother stopped. She stopped abruptly and
turned to me. Placing both hands on my shoulders, she gave them a
squeeze. Her eyes were happy, but her lips, full and lovely, were
sad.

“Trust the Creator, Aura. Trust Him.
That’s the only way you’ll make it through this. If left in your
own hands, you’ll only ruin yourself . . . and everyone
else.”

“Ruin myself?”

She brought a hand to my cheek. “You were
right. Life is precious. But it’s not
yours. It belongs to the One who gave it to you.”

I knew that. Of course I did, but it didn’t
make things any easier. I still didn’t want to sacrifice it that
easily. We stood that way a moment, in silent reflection, until,
hearing something I couldn’t, my mother looked up, off to her left,
and said,

“We’re almost there.”

“Almost-”

But she looped her arm in mine and gave me a
great tug. And now we were running through the blackness.

“Where are we going?!”

She ignored the question. Her face was
determined, her raven hair flying behind her like a cape of shadow.
Faster and faster we ran. I struggled to keep up.

“Mother?!”

Faster still. She pulled at my arm, leading
me on. I wanted to open my lids, for fear of running into something
on the other side of them, but they were stuck. I was stuck in the
darkness. But though I was stuck, I wasn’t afraid. Just
confused.

I’d come to realize by now that questions
were pointless, yet I continued to foolishly ask.

“Mother? Where are you leading me?”

Of course she ignored that one too and
pulled me onward. For several more minutes we sprinted, and I was
panting, but I kept up with her for the most part. Then, all at
once, she halted, and I nearly flew from her grasp.

“There,” she said. “We’re
here.”

“Here?” I looked around and saw only
darkness. “Where’s here?”

“The place you need to be.”

I had so many more questions to ask, but she
didn’t wait for me to voice any of them. Shooting me another sad
smile, she dropped my elbow and brought her arms around me in a
mother’s embrace.

“I love you, my daughter,” she said
in a willowy whisper.

I was so confused and out of breath and kind
of a mess, but the hug felt too much like home. A hug of comfort. I
succumbed to it and hugged her back. “I love you too, Mother.”

But just like that, she was gone. She didn’t
dissipate or fragment away or fade. She was just gone, and I was
hugging no one in the darkness behind my lids. But that wasn’t
true. I had to be hugging someone. I could feel them, even
if I couldn’t see them. Maybe on the other side? Maybe this person
existed in the whiteness?

I opened my eyes, which were no longer
stuck, and I was hugging Kantú.

“Mother?” she chittered. “You silly!
The mist must’ve muddled you up!”

“Huh?” I let my eyes clear. There were still
a few small fragments of darkness in them even though they were now
fully open. I was back on the edge of the geyser’s dome, getting
hit with cold off-spray.

“Kan . . . tú?”

The squirrel girl let out another chitter,
this one longer and more obnoxious than the last.

“Aura, I’m so glad to see you!” She was
squeezing my neck too hard. “You have NO idea what you just put us
through! Ardette was ready to slit his wrists! And don’t even get
me started on Nyte-”

“Kantú? You’re . . . choking . . . me!”

“Oopsie! Sorry!” She loosened her hold but
didn’t let go.

“Aura?” said a voice softly. I hadn’t
noticed, but there was someone else with a hand on me – a gripping
hand with a firm hold on a bunching of my shirt. I cranked my neck
around.

“Darch?”

The Magir was staring at me with blatant,
too-intense concern and chewing his bottom lip.

“Darch?” I said again, growing concerned for
his concerned state. “Are you all ri-”

But he fell forward and wrapped his arms
around Kantú and me in a large bear hug.

“How?” he whispered. “How did you find your
way back?”

“Ehh . . .” What to say? Well, if anyone was
going to understand, it’d be Darch, wouldn’t it? “My mother.”

“Your mother?” Kantú pushed her way out of
the hug. “Aura, what are you talking about? Your mother can’t be
out here. Darch, I think she needs to lie down.” She felt my
forehead with the back of her hand.

Darch, however, hadn’t yet released me.

“Your . . . mother,” he said, resting his
chin on my shoulder. “That is interesting.”

Yeah and it probably means I’m crazy.

He was silent for several more seconds with
his chin firmly in place, and I just stood there and exchanged
wondering looks with Kantú and waited. Then, without warning, Darch
pushed me away and gave a great clap.

“Well, I’m just glad you’re okay! Now just
hold still a moment and let me-”

He reached out his pinky.

“No!” I slapped it away. I couldn’t afford
to lose consciousness right now. “I have to see Nyte! Where is
he?!”

“Eek!” Kantú started a cower on account of
my vivacity.

“What?” I said, eyes widening. “What’s
‘eek’? Eeks are never good! Darch, where is he?!”

“Oh, nothing to worry about really, just . .
.” Darch let his voice trail and lowered his eyes to the ground. It
seemed, all of a sudden, that his shoes were interesting. More
interesting than finishing his statement, at least.

“Just . . .” I coaxed him along with tight
teeth.

He let out a reluctant sigh. “Just,
he and Ardetto and Grotts and Rend went to find you. That’s all. No
big deal, reall-”

“WHAT?!” I threw a frantic gasp behind me.
“Out there?!”

‘No big deal’? This was a huge deal!

“Are you serious?!” I continued, beside
myself. “Well . . . well, when did they leave?! They can’t go out
there alone!”

“You shouldn’t have gone out there
alone,” corrected Kantú.

Surprisingly, it served to put me in my
place a little. It also served to usher in more guilt.

“Yeah, but I didn’t mean to!” I said. “I was
sleepwalking or something! That was really stupid of them to just
go out there with no plan!”

“Now, now,” said Darch, tapping his nose.
“We didn’t say they didn’t have a plan. Hold on a sec.”

While I stood there, frustrated and
panicking and feeling like screaming, he calmly closed his eyes and
began to rub his temple.

“Kantú?” I mouthed. “What sort of plan do
they have?!”

But before she could answer me, Darch,
beaming, clapped again. “There!”

“There?! What’s that supposed to mean?!”

“Calm down, Miss Nervous Pants.”
Kantú gave my arm a shake. “Ardetto tagged Darch.”

“Ardette tagged . . . . . . . Oh! So he’s in
there right now?” For some strange reason, I leaned forward in
examination like I might be able to see the red of Ardette’s eyes
through Darch’s.

“Yup! That’s right! And I just told him that
we found you! So I’m sure they’ll be heading back any minute now!
Isn’t that great?!”

Nope. It didn’t make me feel any better. Not
even a little.

“But even if he can hear you, how are they
supposed to find their way back?!” I was annoyed by the obvious
loophole.

“Don’t worry, Aura.” Darch smiled. “First of
all, Ardetto can follow my thoughts. If I keep calling to
him, he’ll realize whether he’s getting closer to us or farther
away, and he’ll be sure to find his way back.”

“So it’s just process of elimination!? The
could be wandering around for days out there!”

“AND,” – Darch put up a hand – “second of
all, they’ve got Nyte, remember? He found the geyser once using his
super Elf hearing, so I’m sure he’ll be able to find it again! He
and Rend are casting a barrier that’ll at least help push the mist
back some. So please, please, please don’t worry, okay?”

“Darch . . . that’s an impossible request
and you know it.”

However, this time, I did feel better. Just
a little.

Kantú put an arm around my hip and lowered
her voice. “So, what happened out there, Aura? Did you see a . . .
you know.”

“A Feirgh? No. But I kind of think I
was close to one.”

“Yup!” Darch nodded. “You sure were! I could
hear one resonating from really far away. There souls are so
loud, you see-”

“What?” shrieked Kantú. “Y-you did?! And you
didn’t tell us!?”

“Naw. I didn’t want to worry you guys any
more than you already were.”

“Darch . . .” I groaned a groan that was so
alike the groans Ardette had often given him. Was he serious?

Darch, quick to move on, ignored the groan
and, after inspecting me further, rapidly took on a new state of
concern. “Hey, now, Aura,” he said, scolding. “You’ve to go to your
tent.”

“What? Why?”

“Because you’re bleeding.”

“Huh?”

He pointed to my right knee.

He was right. I was bleeding. It
wasn’t only the right knee, either. Both left and right were
equally stained with trails of wet crimson. How had that-? Oh.
Right. I’d been kneeling all that time on a rocky ground in my
nightwear. What had I expected?

Kantú wrinkled her nose. She never
had been one for blood. Nonetheless, she inched forward and
peered at the wounds. “Awww, what happened?” she asked.

“We can’t let the Pure Heart’s blood be
shed,” said Darch. “No, no, no, we certainly can’t!” And he was
dancing around for no reason.

“Ugh. You’re sounding more like Scardo now,
you know?”

“Oooh!” said Kantú. “That’s a good idea.
Should I go get Scardo and Trib?”

“No!” My response was too harsh, but I
couldn’t help it. I wanted Nyte. Only Nyte. “Not right now. Not
yet.”

Darch gave me a wink. “Then there’s only one
thing to be done!”

The pinky. That damned pinky was there
again, and I was powerless against it.

 


~

 


The problem with Darch’s pinky was that
whenever he used it on me, it always seemed like no time had passed
at all. It was confusing to be somewhere one moment, grow drowsy,
and wake up somewhere entirely different the next. Sure, I usually
felt refreshed, but I was never sure just how much time I’d lost,
and I never knew what I’d wake up to. This time I woke up to chaos.
Utter chaos.

“I feared that the mist had certainly
swallowed you, Miss Heart!” sputtered Scardo, squeezing my cheeks.
He shot a glower in the direction of a very sheepish Darch. “Why
did you wait until the others returned to tell me she was back?!
Uhhh . . .” His short rant ended in a gurgled choking noise.

One of these days our mishaps were certain
to kill the uptight man.

“Scardo, I’m fine. Really. I’m sorry I
worried you.”

“Geez, Aura! I know yer back safe an all,
but HOLY SMOKES! What were ya thinkin’?!”

“Grotts . . .”

Yes, the small tent was swarming. I’d wanted
Nyte, but what I’d gotten was a very frantic group of fawning
guardians. In fact, it was only after Scardo and Grotts completed a
much-too-long inspection – to determine if I was fully alive and
intact – that I was even allowed into my Elf’s arms at all.
However, as much I hated it, I patiently cooperated with the
overreacting Yes’lechians because I knew that once released into
Nyte’s care, I’d be free from drama. Or so I thought. Regrettably,
though, he didn’t turn out to be much better than the rest
of them.

“From this day forth I shall hold you in
sleep so that you might not run off again!” vowed my captor. And
his tone was serious. And he was holding me tightly. So tightly
that my cheeks grew hot.

“Nyte! Don’t be saying things like that in
front of other people.” How embarrassing!

“It is the truth! I will not allow you into
dreamscape danger again!”

“Dreamscape danger?” I asked, looking past
him to Kantú. “Does that even make sense?”

She shrugged.

“No. No it does not.” Ardette stepped from
the shadows as slinkily as shadow itself.” Good to see that you’ve
decided to return, pit. My, my, how kind of you. Especially
after, you know, leaving without saying a word and then wandering
back while we were out looking for you. That was quite a
stunt you pulled.”

“Hey! It’s not like I meant-”

“A real bother, you are. Did you know?”

“I told you, I’m sorry. I don’t know
why-”

But he’d pushed Nyte away and wrapped his
arms around me, muffling out the excuses.

“Mmarnette?”

“Shhhh.”

“Unhand her.” Nyte started for what would’ve
been a very awkward removal process, but Ardette held up a
finger.

“Easy there, Greeny. I just want a moment.
Can you spare her for just a moment?” He curled his lip with
deliberate mockery. “Oh wait. I forgot. She doesn’t belong to you,
does she?”

I prepared myself for another stupid
quarrel, but it was an action that was unnecessary because
surprisingly, rather than scowl, Nyte almost looked
understanding. That couldn’t be right, could it?

“Aura?” he asked, halting the removal, voice
calm.

“Uh, it’s fine, I guess.”

He nodded and took a step back, but didn’t
remove his eyes from us.

Ardette placed his hand on the rear of my
head and pulled my face back into his chest. I felt bad, so I
didn’t fight him, and there was something else. The embrace
reminded me of that nightmare. Only now, in his arms, it didn’t
seem that much like a nightmare. Was my heartbeat actually
quickening? That couldn’t happen. I had to hurry and escape before
it got any worse.

But before I could, and to make matters
worse, he said so that only I could hear,

“Don’t do that again. I know that you aren’t
‘mine’, but for Creator’s sake – and for the sake of your
boy, too, I suppose – you’ve got to be more careful or
you’re going to bring about my end. And that’s all there is to
it.”

You and Scardo both.

He added snidely, “It’s a matter of
self-preservation, you see.”

“Mmfbfm.” I gave him an eye roll that no one
could see.

“Ardetto . . . don’t you think that’s
enough.”

“Ah, yes. The ever-meddling Magir interjects
himself again.”

Nonetheless, Ardette released me. At last,
my mouth was free from muffle.

“Ardette,” I said immediately, “what’s an
aler’gim?”

That term had been in the dream, and I
wanted to know what it meant . . . if it meant anything at all.

“Haven’t a clue.”

Luckily, there was someone else that did.
Darch sprang forward excitedly.

“Why, Aura!” he sang. “Have you been reading
up on me? Well, that’s just great!”

“Huh?”

“Aler’gim!” He was dancing again.

“Huh?!” I gasped. “It’s a real th-” But I
stopped myself for fear of sounding suspicious. “I mean, you know
what it is?”

“Of course I do! Why wouldn’t I? It’s a
Magir’s first life!”

I nearly choked. “F-first life?”

“Right-o!”

Then . . . . . . . it was just like it had
been in the dream? I’d never heard that word before, though. I was
sure of it. How had my subconscious known something like that? I
didn’t have an explanation, and for some reason, the thought of
that made me kind of queasy.

“Aura? What’s wrong?” Darch squinted at me,
so I quickly fought to lift my sickened frown.

“Oh. Nothing. Really.”

I probably fooled no one, but nobody pressed
the issue. There was awkward silence. That’s when I noticed how
cold I was. Chilled, to be more exact. I looked down.

Oh. Great.

“Er- can you guys leave for a little bit?
I’d like to . . . you know.” I gestured to my nightwear.

“Oh! Of course!” said Kantú. “Hey, pervy
Irving boys! All of you get out of here right now!”

“What? Are you serious?” Ardette folded his
arms, appearing to have no intention of moving. “And leave the
little mist walker alone? My, my, being a little reckless, don’t
you think?”

“Whatever, Ardette.”

I’d meant it to be serious, but at the
comment, Scardo and Grotts burst out laughing. Everyone else just
stared at me with varying degrees of confusion upon their
faces.

“What?” I asked. “What’s the big deal?”

“Eh-he.” Grotts fought the laughter. “Just
an interstin’ nickname ya’ve come up with, that’s all.”

“Nickname? What nickname?”

Nyte’s expression turned from confusion to
one of concern.

“Aura,” he said, placing a hand on my
shoulder, “you just called him ‘Dragon’.”

“Dragon?” Now I was the one laughing.
“What? Why would I?” I continued to chortle, but Darch and Grotts
had since joined the others in silence. “What are you-?” They were
all staring at me now.

What the heck?

It was unnerving, and it made my laughter
stop. “No . . . I said, ‘Whatever, Ardette’.”

“No,” – Kantú shook her head – “Aura, you
did just call him ‘Dragon’.”

I had? I’d called him ‘Dragon’? No . . . I
was so certain I’d just said his name . . . Grotts was shaking his
head, though. So were Scardo, Kantú, and Nyte. They were really all
convinced I’d just said that? How was that possible?

I replayed the scene over in my head.

“My, my, being a little reckless, don’t
you think?”

“Whatever, Dragon.”

No way! What was wrong with me?

“All right.” Kantú grabbed Grotts’ cloak in
one hand and Darch’s in the other. “Everybody outside with Rend and
Trib! Aura’s clearly not feeling well, so scoot along!”

“No. I’m feeling fine. I just . . . hm.”

“Eh . . .” Grotts waved a hand at me. “Don’
worry ‘bout it. The mist just foggied ya up, that’s all.”

“The mist?” Is that what’d sparked the
comment? Any excuse was better than none. “Er, right. Yeah, you’re
probably right. Thanks, Grotts.”

Ardette still didn’t look like he was ready
to go anywhere, but Darch wrenched himself free of Kantú in a
dancing squirm and tugged Ardette’s sleeve. “Come with me.
Now.”

“What? A little on-edge, are we?”

“Now . . . please.”

“I suppose since you offered such politeness
. . .”

Darch was behaving forcefully? So
suspicious! Always, those two were so incredibly suspicious. Come
to think of it, I hadn’t noticed their reactions to
mist-influenced comment. That was just great. Theirs were probably
the only two that could’ve helped me understand the situation . . .
No, that wasn’t true at all, was it? Theirs were probably the two
that would’ve only confused me more.

Lost in helpless bewilderment, I waited for
everyone else to clear the tent. Nyte was last to leave, and
reluctantly he did go. I lied to persuade him that I was fine, all
the while clinging to Grotts’ idea that the mist was responsible
for the weird nickname I’d coined on Ardette. I even managed to
half-convince myself that that whiteness was also responsible for
the strange dream and my sudden unexplainable Magir vocabulary
knowledge.

I’d hold tight to that. Until I could find a
better explanation, I’d let the idea ground me.

After I had time to clear my head and get
dressed, I joined the others at the fire. Darch and Ardette weren’t
there, though. That was fine. I was frustrated with the pair of
them. Scardo informed us that we’d be departing after one more
meal. Thanks to me, we’d already spent more time than intended at
that geyser’s side. As if I needed more things to feel guilty
about.

At dinner, everyone was awkward. They all
acted liked I’d suffered a head wound or something. I hated that.
It made me uncomfortable, so I finished quickly and returned to my
tent to pack my belongings.

I wasn’t trying to be sneaky or anything on
the way back, but my footsteps were light – probably attributed to
how woozy I felt. Whatever the cause, my unintentionally sneakiness
allowed for a rare opportunity. Between two of the tents, I caught
the end of a conversation. A peculiar conversation that did nothing
to eliminate my confusion.

“ . . . like you’d try,” came the stifled
voice that caught my interest. It caught my interest because it was
Ardette’s voice, and it was lacking all haughtiness.

“Do you remember what it was like, Ardetto?
Watching her back then?” And that was Darch.

‘Watching her’? Of course something
like would make me even more intrigued. My lagging steps increased
their lagging.

“No, of course not,” responded Ardette,
yawning. “Those memories aren’t mine.”

Apparently, the two of them were in the tent
off to my left. The door flap was pulled back enough to allow for
my eavesdropping, which was now very much intentional.

“You two share emotions, but not memories?”
said Darch. “Well, that’s a raw deal.”

“Hmph. Like it was my choice.”

“That’s exactly it, Ardetto! None of it’s
your choice! That’s the part that’s the hardest to bear.”

“Oh? Feeling sentimental, are you? Well,
don’t. It’s not like I’ve made the situation better, after all. Do
I feel guilty for it, though? Not at all. Simply put, I couldn’t
help myself.”

“Yeah, and look where it’s gotten you.
She’ll never be yours as long as he’s around – you do
realize that, don’t you?” Darch sounded sad.

“Of course I realize it!” spat Ardette.
“Thanks for the vote of confidence, by the way. Just a bundle of
encouragement today, aren’t we, Darchy?”

“And once he’s gone?”

Ardette sighed. “She’ll be damaged. Beyond
repair, I assume. What fun that’ll be.”

“So you intend to help her, then?” asked
Darch. “With that impossible theory of ‘finding another way’?”

“What do you think?”

There was a pause and then a
thud.

“Wow, Ardetto! You’re such a great
friend!”

“Ugh! Get off of me, would you? I need some
air.”

Some air?! I was frozen – in danger
of being found out, but I didn’t know how to react. Ardette shared
emotions with someone? With someone who’d been watching me,
presumably? . . . . Wait, watching me? So could he mean . .
. Sowpa? But how was something like that possible?! Ardette shared
emotions with Sowpa – that was what my mind had concluded, but
surely I’d misheard or misinterpreted or something!

Either way, I was beyond confused.

I took a step back, away from the tent, like
it might undo what I’d just heard, and smacked into someone.

“WH-”

I started a cry, but luckily, the ‘someone’
was there to muffle it with their palm. I’d been in this situation
before. Several times.

Nyte?

He turned me around and held a finger to his
lips before releasing his hold on my mouth. Then he looked at the
open flap, lifted his brows, and tilted his head at the farthest
tent. I nodded, and he took his hand in mine. The mist rain
continued to fall around us as we stole away together to the tent’s
refuge. We were two bandits on the prowl, in danger of being caught
by a Daem and Magir partnering that had no intention of sharing
their secrets.

Wet and confused, we exchanged only unspoken
questions. Neither of us had answers, so unspoken exchange was good
enough. For the thousandth time, a new mystery had been thrown in
my face, but this time, I had someone to share in my oblivion.

 



Chapter 7: The Crossing

 


Nyte and I decided that the best tactic for
getting the information out of Ardette would be for me to approach
him when he was behaving in a manner least smug. Like that would
happen anytime soon. At least I could be glad that Ardette was
secretly on board with finding another way out of this whole mess,
even if he wasn’t showing it.

 


“Yes, let’s just continue into suicide,
shall we? A foolhardy plan if I’ve ever seen one. You continue to
amaze me, my cherry, with your persistent and blatant defiance of
the prophecy.”

 


“The least honorable thing, if you ask me,
would be for Elfy there to outrun his duty. Completely
irresponsible that one is.”

 


“Don’t worry, my cherry, I’ll care for you
after your boy’s gone. Oh, but wait. I’ve an even tastier idea. Why
not start now? Save ourselves the trouble of those awkward
beginnings of courtship. Hm? No? How disappointing.”

 


It was hard, but I ignored him, continually
reminding myself that it was all a façade to cover the fact that he
actually cared for his rival’s wellbeing.

Still, Ardette. You make it hard, don’t you?
You play an excellent villain.

From the geyser, we’d hopped into the buggy
and headed deeper into Nor. The best case scenario usually never
happened, but this time, luck was on our side. As it turned out,
the geyser had been the thing blocking Nyte’s perception,
and once we were around it, he was back to detection duty at full
force. There was, however, a not-so-delightful side effect of
making it beyond the dome. On the other side, the mist intensified,
and along with it, on overpowering feeling of Feirgh’s
sadness. Almost immediately, Rend and Nyte were forced to cast
their red barrier around the party.

The barrier was much stronger than the one
Rend had previously cast on her own, attributed to the fact that
Nyte was now the ‘most powerful Elf alive’. It took him a few tries
to keep it solid, but after practice, it was as shielding as
intended. Even so, its reach stretched only far enough to cover
half of the buggy. Thus, we were all confined to a relatively small
space. It was a circumstance that drove Kantú crazy, though Ardette
was enjoying it to an annoying extent.

“Splendid. Now we’ll have to cuddle, won’t
we?”

Nope, that smugness wasn’t going anywhere
anytime soon.

Another inconvenience caused by this, was
that Nyte and Rend had to sit virtually back-to-back in order to
share the spell’s power. If they drifted too far apart, the spell
would be split into two and weaken. Therefore, any hopes of showing
Nyte affection or conversing privately with him were cast into the
mist. It was something that only brought Ardette more glee.

Stupid Ardette.

I’d lost track of how many times he’d
offered his lap to me.

“Yo-ho, guys! Someone want to take over for
me? Getting a little munchie back here!” Trib still hadn’t been
relieved of her pilot’s duty.

Grotts and Scardo shrugged to each other. It
was made clear by their exchange that Scardo wasn’t at all
interested in the proposition – he’d been clingy toward me ever
since my wandering stunt – but Grotts seemed secretly excited at
the thought of commanding the vessel.

“Sure, Trib!” called the massive man. Then
to Scardo, “I’ll take this one, alrigh’?”

“Oh? Are you quite sure?” asked Scardo, but
he didn’t put up much of a fight.

The two Crystairians exchanged places, and
it was Trib’s turn to be bombarded with sleazy invitations from
Ardette.

“Hello there, lovely.”

“No thank you, Mr. Ardetto, sir!”

Sir? At least I’d finally get a
break.

From there on, the ride was mostly
uneventful. A day passed. And then another. By the third, we were
all as stir crazy as Kantú.

“Heavens!” cried Rend during what I assumed
was the afternoon of day three. The usually-rigid Elf was slumped
against her cousin’s back – as she’d been for quite some time now.
This abnormal ‘slump’ was attributed to the fact that the two of
them had been constantly holding the dual spell with no rest for
days. They were finally growing ragged. “How long did this journey
take you to complete the last time, Sape?!”

Trib cracked her knuckles and
contemplated.

“We were on foot,” she said. “So . . . oh, I
don’t know. A week or two? The mist was A LOT thinner then, though.
And it wasn’t really depressing or anything either. Probably
because there weren’t any Feirgh around!”

She was still just as loud as she’d been at
our first encounter. Rend’s response, however, was even louder,
despite how tired she must’ve been.

“A WEEK OR TWO?! Certainly you cannot be
serious!”

Why we’d never discussed an estimated time
of arrival before was beyond me, but the thought of spending any
longer in the buggy was an unwelcome thought indeed.

“I do not understand!” continued Rend,
fighting to keep her head up. “Why have we yet to encounter a
Feirgh? Their sorrow floods the mist beyond this barrier,
yet we have not sighted one! It does not make sense!”

From over his shoulder, Nyte issued a tired
command. “Calm yourself, Cousin. Do not waste your energy so
carelessly. You know that it is vital for you to conserve your
strength.” But his head, too, was bobbing.

“Are there no more geysers in which for us
to make camp?” said Rend, and she was only slightly calmer. “I
would assume the pilot to know that much at least!”

Trib answered, “You know, I’m not real sure!
I thought we should have hit one yesterday, but it seems like we
were a little off course!”

“Creator! You must be joking! How are
we to know, therefore, that we are not simply going in
circles?!”

“Because,” answered Nyte quietly, pulling
his bobbing head up, “the cries are getting louder. Are they not,
Darch?”

That was news to me.

“Really? You can hear them even through the
barrier? So we’re definitely still going the right way?” I looked
to Darch for verification and he nodded. “Then why haven’t we
encountered a Feirgh yet, Darch?” I asked. “Do you know? I’m
not complaining or anything, I just can’t believe our luck’s been
that good.”

“Hm.” Darch made a face that read,
‘I-know-something-but-I-really-don’t-want-to-share-because-you’re-probably-not-going-to-like-it’.
So I’d been right. Our luck wasn’t that good. As it would turn out,
our luck was actually pretty bad.

Twiddling his thumbs, the Magir stared into
his lap and said nothing.

That was troubling.

“DARCH?!” roared Grotts. “If ya know
something, fer Pete’s sake, spit it on out, would ya?!”

Darch refused to look up. “Well . . .”

“Darch?” I prodded, growing anxious.

“Nyte,” he said at last, “correct me if I’m
wrong, but not only have the distant cries grown louder, they’ve
also grown more . . . hm.”

“More what?!” urged Scardo, eyes bulging
slightly.

Darch bit his lip. “Tormented.”

“T-t-tormented?!” cried Kantú. Shivering,
she snuggled into Grotts’ side. It had become her last place of
refuge since being confined to the buggy.

“Nyte?” I pressed. “Is that true?”

He looked to Darch and then gave one
concerned nod.

Ardette shook his head in disbelief. Then,
faking a smile, he clapped a few sarcastic claps that were echoless
within the eerie bubble. “Wow,” he said, continuing to applaud
“What a pair you two are. Why, how kind of you to share your
findings with the rest of us. Isn’t that right, my pit? Wasn’t that
generous of them?”

I, too, was annoyed with the both of them,
but I was too preoccupied to offer any sort of reprimand because in
my head, I was forming a conclusion. And what a terrible conclusion
it was.

“No.” I groaned. Loudly. “Don’t tell me.
Please, Darch, don’t tell me it’s . . .”

Darch wrinkled his face. “Afraid so.”

“But why didn’t you tell us!? We need a PLAN
for something like that!”

“W-what is it, Aura?!” Kantú’s voice was
muffled by Grotts’ burly arm. By this time, Scardo had also
connected the dots, and along with his understanding came a
dreadful melting of his face. It elongated before our eyes in a
terrible, messy frown.

“The Feirgh are conglomerating!” he
sobbed, hunching forward into a tired pile that was almost as
pathetic as the sleepless Rend’s.

“WHAT?!” cried Kantú. “OH NO! That’s
terrib-! Wait . . .” She unburied her face enough to sniff the air.
“What does that mean?”

“It means they’re formin’ a great big group
an’ most likely waitin’ fer us.”

“EEK!” Kantú was gone again in a flash.

“Oh, cripes,” said Trib calmly. “Here we go
again.”

Rend glared at her. “Are you not concerned?
Unless you have some hidden power – which, lest I remind you, is
impossible – we do not stand a chance against them!”

“Okay, you really need to settle. You’re
nearly worn out as it is, and getting all up in arms isn’t going to
help the situation at all. Ground?”

“ENOUGH WITH THE CREATOR DAMNED ‘GROUND’!”
Releasing the last bit of her strength, Rend slouched forward into
a scowling heap. I worried the spell would fall with her, but she
held strong to it, even though she’d lost all other energy.

“Hey, now,” said Trib. “Rudeness really
isn’t necessary. And for your information, I might not have a
‘hidden power’, but I do believe that these two here,” – she
pointed her thumbs at Darch and Nyte – “have a ‘secret plan’ or
something? They wouldn’t let their two most important people just
be thrown into a mass of killer mistwalkers without having anything
in mind, right?”

“Two most important people?” said Kantú,
again peeking out only enough to get her question answered.

Darch looped his arm around Ardette’s bicep
and nestled his face against it lovingly like some sort of pet.

“Ugh.” Ardette rolled his eyes. “Get
off.”

“Uhhh . . .” Really? I grinned.
Huh. “Anyways,” I said, immediately replacing the grin with
a furrow, “is that true? Do you guys have a plan?”

“We sure do!” Darch smiled. “You’re gonna
sing!”

“What?! That’s your plan?” Ardette
threw his admirer aside forcefully. “Damn it, Darch! I always knew
you were an idiot, but-”

“Ardetto!” Darch frowned and resumed his
hold. “Let me finish!”

“This had better be good, or you’re going
overboard.”

“Oh, it’s more than good! Trust me. It’s
great!”

Ardette sighed. “On with it.”

“Okey dokey! Well, we’re assuming that the
Feirgh are gathered at the point of crossing. We were
thinking that Aura could pull from Nyte’s power-”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” This time, I was the one
to react. I jumped from my seat. “Waaaaait a second. If you think
I’m using the pendant, you’re completely delusional!”

“We do not have a choice, Aura,” said Nyte,
straightening up. “We need a song that will provide a path through
the Feirgh and quickly divert Lusafael from our trail.”

“But how can we be sure he’ll fall for it
again? He had to have realized that last time was a trick! And
besides, you hardly have enough strength left to stand, let alone
enough to let me suck your spirit!”

There was no way I was going to drain him
again. Not a chance.

Nyte reached for my hand. “I know that it is
not ideal, but you must consider what is at stake, Aura. There
is no other way. It is either this or retreat. Do not fear.
If you use my power to isolate the song in another direction, I am
certain that it will work again. Lusafael wants you more than
anything. Therefore, he will not be able to resist the lead. It is
true that he will think it trick, but that does not change the fact
that he will be unable to tell where you are. Together we can split
the song apart and push it far. We will be hidden in the midst of
confusion.”

“Okay, fine. There’s a small chance it’ll
work. But I’m still not doing it! I’m still not going to use the
emulator pendant! You’ve no power to spare anyway, Nyte!”

“This time, it will not just be me.”

“What do you mean it ‘won’t just be
you’?”

“We are not positive that it will work, but
we do have a plan. However, we will need the Daem’s cooperation if
we hope to survive.”

“What?” Ardette cocked a brow. “ME? Hmph.
This should be interesting.”

 


~

 


“URGH!” Clutching his ears, Nyte doubled
over yet again.

“NYTE!” I was next to him, kneeling – my
hands firmly planted over his. It was torment to see him like this.
The cries of the mist had become unbearable for him. And Darch too.
The buggy’s pace was slow, just barely a glide. We’d been forced to
decelerate on account of our detector’s condition. Even so, Nyte
held the barrier around us.

“Trib!” I yelled. “I don’t know how much
longer he can take this!”

“We’re almost there! I’m sure of it!”

“I do hope you’re right!” cried Scardo. He
was behind Rend, supporting her tired frame.

“I’m so sure, kids! Just hold tight a little
longer!”

We held tight a little longer. And then a
lot longer. Darch was whimpering with his face buried in Ardette’s
shirt.

“Hear that, Darch? She says just a tad
longer. Not that she’s been right about much . . . but I digress.
Let’s just hope for the best, shall we?”

I was proud of the Daem. He was being
surprisingly supportive of his suffering friend and had even
refrained from cocky remarks since hearing ‘the plan’ a day
earlier.

The plan.

The last time we’d had one, it’d gone
off-kilter because of him . . . because of his secret plottings,
but in the end it had all worked out. Would we be so fortunate this
time?

More time passed, and I concentrated on
trying to soothe Nyte’s ears. There was really nothing I could do,
but I stayed at his side, cradling his head and humming
internally.

Be with him, Creator.

The mist continued to float by until, at
long last, when it seemed like we’d all be driven insane, Trib
cried out a triumphant,

“Ahoy!”

“Please tell me that means we’re
there,” I said. But I was already becoming apprehensive at the
thought of what was waiting ahead for us.

“Yup!” Trib pulled down on one of the
strings. “According to the map, any moment now, we’ll-”

But she didn’t need to finish the statement.
At that very moment, the buggy bumped into something. Something
solid. Something massive.

“What’s that?!” I yelled, jolting. “Where
are we?!”

“The point of crossing,” said Trib. She
hopped down from her post. “And that means we’ve all got to get
ready! Mr. Ardetto?”

“Uh. I think I won’t, after all.”

“Ardette!” scolded Kantú.

“Fine, fine. How disgusting. Never thought
I’d see the day where I’d have to enter him again.” Ardette
glared scathingly down at Nyte.

“You – and – I – as – well,” huffed
Nyte.

Scardo shook his head. “It would be wise to
keep your strength, Nyte.” He sniffed at Ardette. “Please, try to
refrain from provoking him.”

“Chop, chop, everybody! Focus, please! If
you hadn’t noticed, we’re HERE!” Trib ran about the buggy, ordering
commands and tugging at people’s cloaks.

“Wait a minute,” said Grotts. “But if we’re
here, then where’re the Feirgh?”

“Up there, I’d assume!” Trib pointed up to
the top of the massive thing we’d just bumped into.

“And, er, just what is that?” Grotts
was already starting to carry out his role like a professional even
though he was most likely just as confused and unsure as the rest
of us. “Mind sharin’? Before things get, ya know,
intense?”

Intense? That was an
understatement.

“It’s the rising,” explained Trib, urgency
in her voice. “At the top is a plateau that stretches the entirety
of Nor. It’s like a bridge to the other side . . . . But that
doesn’t matter right now! You guys ready?” She snapped in Scardo’s
face. “Hey! Lollygaggers!”

“Yup!” said Grotts, pulling Darch from
Ardette’s lap.

Scardo, who was now helping an exhausted
Rend to her feet, frowned at the snap before nodding. Free from
Darch, Ardette moved to begin helping Nyte to his feet. Trib
grabbed Nyte’s arm and assisted in the lift. Even Kantú was moving
into position, but I was still just rooted in place – the only
person failing at performing their part of the plan. That
apprehension had gotten the best of me.

What if it didn’t work? What if I drained
Nyte for nothing? What if-

“Cherry pit! Concentrate, would you?! Your
role in all of this is slightly important!” When he saw my
paralyzed state, Ardette stopped to put a hand on my cheek. “You’ll
be fine. We’ll all be fine.”

They were just words, but they were
reassuring enough to put me in motion.

“R-right,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry.” He tapped my cheek in a
gentle slap. “Just be quick!”

I nodded, grasping at determination. Here
went nothing . . . I guessed.

“Rend,” I said. I held out my hand.

Saying nothing, she dropped the pendant into
my palm.

I reluctantly accepted the cursed object and
handed it to Kantú. “All right,” I said. “Put it on him. I’m
ready.”

I stood to my feet and closed my eyes.

We were basically blind. Before us was the
rising; behind us stretches of unknown; and all around, whiteness
that blocked out everything. The Feirgh were close. Within
our bubble, we couldn’t feel them, but they had to be close.
Nyte and Darch were writhing so.

“Alright, Aura! It’s on him!”

“Good,” said Grotts, steadying Darch.
“Kantú, help Ardette with Nyte so that Trib can grab the
reins.”

She hurried to follow his command. Once
relieved, Trib surveyed the scene, approved, and fell into
position. She nodded to Scardo, and he took a deep breath.

“Everyone! On my command!” The hunched man
took another breath. “One . . . Two . . . THREE!”

At the signal, Rend and Nyte dropped the
barrier and that whiteness that had so long been pushing against
its sides rushed in, sweeping over us and blinding us even more.
Trib had been right. The Feirgh WERE close.

From above came the saddest wave of despair
– so potent it was almost visible – and along with it came that
stench. That sickly sweetness that followed the Feirgh. It
crept and slid down the wall of the rising. It was going to begin
affecting us at any moment. I had to sing, and fast. But I
couldn’t. Not until Ardette played his role.

Grotts’ hand was now on Ardette’s left horn.
Scardo’s on his right. They were to be his life fuel for this most
powerful spell that we were about to attempt. All of us had formed
into a tight group at the buggy’s center. A circle of warriors
prepared to fight the mist. Kantú’s job was to hold back my
drifting hand that was reaching on its own toward Nyte, whose
warmth was becoming more apparent than it had ever been before.
Absence had made that want grow stronger. My hope was that that
would, as a side effect, make the ariando even stronger too.
Maybe something good would come of my addiction after all. Maybe
we’d be able to use it to our advantage.

Hurry, Ardette! I need that warmth! I
needed it more than I ever had. It was calling to me, tantalizing
me, nearly blocking out the moans and hisses that I was now
starting to hear.

“They’re coming! Hurry up, kids!” yelled
Trib from the buggy’s back.

“Ardette!” yelled Grotts. “We need ya!”

“Shhh! Shut up, would you! I’m trying to
take in as much as I can so that this little exercise doesn’t kill
me!”

“If ya don’t hurry up, the Feirgh’ll
get ya anyway!”

That warmth. I want it. I need it.

“I can’t hold her back much longer! Come on,
Ardetto!”

But Ardette only responded with a big,
“YAH!”

And then it began.

Grotts and Scardo were giving Ardette’s
horns spirit, and Ardette, in turn, was turning both of his arms to
shadow. He lost no time in sending one arm straight through Darch,
into Rend. Now they were all connected by a line of shadow. All
that was left was me.

Ardette had been able to channel my song
into that Daem’s soul. Our theory was that he’d also be able to
channel Rend’s energy – her corras – along with Darch’s, into me.
That way, I’d be able to not only use Nyte’s power, but also all of
the magical energy within Rend, Ardette, and Darch. It was crazy
and untested, but I prayed against all that it would work . . . or
at least, I had before that addicted monster had taken over my
body. Since the pendant had been placed back on my Elf’s neck, I’d
been able to concentrate on nothing but the struggle of holding
myself back.

“Ready, Miss Heart?” said Scardo. The sounds
of Lusafael’s henchmen were getting louder. Closer. We were lost in
the whiteness, but the sadness was overwhelming. Still, I was more
consumed with the warm Elf just out of reach. “MISS HEART?”
persisted Scardo.

Warmth! Now!

But I managed a shaky nod.

“Alrigh’, Ardette! Go!”

At that moment, three things happened all at
once. Ardette plunged his free hand into my chest; Kantú released
me, and I fell forward against Nyte; and with everything in me, I
opened my lungs, ready to sing at last, and pulled in a large
helping of power through my arms, which were around Nyte’s
neck.

In no time at all, the warmth was again
inside of me, coursing though my veins, but I wasn’t using it in
the way I was supposed to. Instead, I was laughing like a crazy
person. It was mine. It was all mine. At long last, it was
mine to take!

“SING, AURA!” screamed Kantú. But she was
hunching now. That despair was sucking the life from her. It was
happening to all of them.

I couldn’t concentrate, though. Nyte felt
too good. This was it. This was what I’d always waited for – total
control of his spirit. Total and utter command of his body. I was
going to ingest him. We were about to become one.

But then, when I was ready to throw it all
away, something happened that made me reclaim my sanity. The warmth
– that pulsing, sneaking, corrupting warmth – became entangled with
wisps of cool shadow, and I remembered what I had to do. I opened
my mouth and began to belt.

 


“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!”

 


From within me came the largest blast of
yellow light I’d ever seen. It was as blinding as the sun and
immediately pushed the mist far, far away. I was using the life
corras of all of the magical beings on the buggy, and I’d never
felt more powerful. I’d never felt more alive. My veins pulsed,
mixed with smoke and spirit. The mist fled. And it was great.
Triumphant. For the fun of it, I sang again.

 


“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!”

 


The running mist uncovered the rising so
that it was finally visible to us. I could see then that it was a
steeply growing incline – almost like a cliff. I couldn’t make out
the top from where we were, but there was hissing. There was
definitely hissing, so I knew that our assumptions had been right.
The place was crawling with Feirgh.

On cue, Trib started up the buggy with a
giant tug of the longest string.

“HEE-HO!” she yelled.

Okay, this was it. The most important
part.

Letting the shadow within me dilute that
sweet warmth, I split the song into four parts. I made one of them
stronger than the rest and sent it far into the north, along with
one of the weaker ones. The third I heaved to the south, keeping
the weakest in the space surrounding us. My goal was to make
Lusafael assume that the strongest of the four was our real
position, leaving the rest as decoys. If everything worked as
planned, he’d never suspect we’d actually saved the least of them
for ourselves.

We were all linked together, and I was
throwing my voice in four directions at once – a power I hadn’t
known I possessed. In the presence of my protecting yellow light,
the others straightened up. Darch and Nyte ceased their
writhing.

“Good . . . good work,” said Darch, voice
trembling. But though he was free from the mist, he was still weak.
His spirit was being sucked into me through Ardette. They were all
yet feeling the fatigue of the spell – the sheer exhaustion of
corra transfer.

“A little longer, everyone!” I yelled,
holding tightly to Nyte while struggling not to lose myself to
him.

Trib hurried to bring us up to the top of
the rising. We ascended quickly, but I wasn’t paying attention to
that. I was staring at Nyte, who was now blankly staring back with
eyes of murky brownness.

I pushed the song, and the rising rose, and
at the top, I would’ve gasped if given the luxury of having a free
voice, but as it was, I had no open words with which to express
myself, for I’d just started a third round of the
ariando.

 


“Light of virtue, light of hope . . .”

 


The reason for my intended gasp was that,
again, Trib had been spot-on. The rising did indeed plateau into a
flat, dirt surface of hard, white ground that had been stained by
the mist.

And it was filled with Feirgh –
writhing, hissing, popping Feirgh that were dying under the
light of the glow. Dozens of them. Hundreds of them swarmed to us,
but were caught in the deathly web of saving light.

Then, before us, I saw something strange.
Something I hadn’t been expecting.

Scardo saw it too. “What lies there?!” he
cried, pointing the near distance where the mist stopped all at
once like a wall.

At the edge of the plateau bridge, there was
. . . openness? Yes, openness, if it could be called such. Mistless
openness that we were heading straight for at max speed.

“That’s the point of crossing!” yelled Trib.
“FULL BLAST AHEAD!”

“Wait!” shouted Kantú. “You’re going in? But
I thought-”

“Forgive me, Uncle Bergra! There’s nothing
else I can do with things this way!”

With that, Trib gave the wings a forceful
kick, and they pulsed a brighter blue than any of their previous
pulses. The buggy sped, ramming into the dying Feirgh that
moaned and reached to us. We plowed through them all, leaving
nothing but a trail of hissing.

We broke through the wall of open space
itself.

On the other side, Trib let out a whoop. “We
made it! We really, truly made it, kids! Great work, everybody! You
can drop your spell now!”

“But what about the Fei-” Kantú
started a protest, but it wasn’t necessary.

The horde of mistwalkers hadn’t followed us.
Apparently they were unable to cross into the absence of mist.
Unable or unwilling. And there was no sign of Lusafael,
either.

We’d done it. Somehow, we’d done the
impossible and crossed the Mistlands of Nor unscathed. We were at
the other side.

I couldn’t take it in, though. None of us
could. Together, we’d collapsed into a muddled pile of
exhaustion.

I was still sucking, and there was no one
strong enough to wrench my hands away.

 



Chapter 8: The Beyond

 


Everything was black for a time.

“Let go!” There was a distant cry. Was it
for me? “Aura, LET GO!”

Yes, it was for me. And no, I’d never let go
again. There was no way. He was mine. All of him was mine. We were
meant to be this way. We were meant to be one.

“TRIB!” screamed the voice. “I can’t get her
off! Grottsy, can you stand!? I need help! I don’t know what to
do!”

“Yeah, but my hands are frozen stiff! Damn
it all! At the end, I had ta use both! Scardo didn’t, though!
Scardo, git up and git over there!”

“I-I’m afraid I cannot! Ardette won’t
release me!”

“AURA!” The voice’s owner was tugging at me,
pulling at my collar, pushing on my shoulders. “COME ON! LET GO OF
HIM!”

No. I wouldn’t. No matter what. I’d never
let go.

Everything faded to black again.

 


~

 


I was drifting through a tunnel filled with
liquid. I was completely submerged, but I could still breathe. That
was weird. I’d never breathed under water before. The tunnel was
warm and good, and I could sense Nyte throughout the entirety of
it. Was the liquid his spirit?

“No, it’s his soul,” said a man’s garbled
voice. It was a voice that I recognized. A voice that brought
comfort.

His . . . soul? I’m immersed in Nyte’s soul?
How?

“Afraid you’ve gone too far this time, my
cherry pit.”

I let the soul water fill my lungs. It was
so warm. It was comfortable too. I wanted to mix myself with it. To
get rid of the ‘me’. If there was no ‘me’, there’d be no ‘him’.
There’d be only ‘us’. That sounded perfect.

“Really? Do you really think so? Hm. That’s
disappointing. You do realize that if there’s no ‘him’ that means
he’ll be dead, right? But if that’s what you want, I suppose you
can have your way . . . .”

Wait, he’d be dead? I didn’t want that.

“Oh? You’ll be leaving, then?”

No. I couldn’t. It felt too soothing
and perfect to be lost in warm suspension.

“Fine. Stay here. It’s not like I really
care or anything . . . but what will you do with your life from
here on?”

My life?

“Why, yes, my angel. You know, after you’ve
eliminated him, there’ll be nowhere left for you to soak. You’ll
return to the real world eventually. It’s just a matter of whether
or not you’d like him to return with you – whether you prefer to
free him or to swallow him here and now. So, what’ll it be?”

He’s mine.

“Yes, that you’ve made obnoxiously
apparent. But he’s not only yours, is he? Can you honestly
say there are no others who care for him?”

Rend.

“That’s right. Dearest Rend. Anyone
else?”

Pietri.

“Yes, a whole gaggle of Elfly tribesmen
would miss him. Not that I understand why – he has no redeeming
qualities as far as I can tell. Still, they’d probably mourn his
absence for some inexplicable reason. But you don’t really care
about that, do you? You only want him for yourself?”

Yes. All for myself.

“Awfully selfish of you, if you ask me. Not
that I don’t understand the impulse. Think of it this way: What
would happen if I gave into my dark desires and took you for
myself?”

If you took me? . . . . . I
understood what he was getting at, but the scenario reminded me of
something else – an issue beyond this soul’s respite.

“What’s this? I sense a shift of energy in
you. Could it be that you’ve decided to let him go a bit?”

Let go? If that was happening, it wasn’t
anything that I was consciously doing.

“Well then, out with it. What’re you
dwelling on now, my pit?”

It’s about you, Ardette. It’s just . . . how
is it possible that you share emotions with your brother?

The tunnel was silent, and all I could hear
was the sound of my lungs pulling in liquid and releasing it back
out. At last, the garbled voice said,

“OH? Been speaking to Darch, have you? But
alas, this isn’t really the time to be asking that question.
You’re still drinking him in, even now.”

I ignored the attempt at diverting my
attention back to the issue at hand.

Did I know you before, Ardette? Somehow, I
knew you before, right?

“What? Before?”

Before that first time we met at the stable.
I had a dream. About us.

“A dream? Why, how quaint. I hope it was a
scandalous dream, Angel.”

. . .

“So it was?” He chuckled. “How I wish to pry
the details from you now, but unfortunately, I’ve been sent in to
save him, so it’ll have to wait. You’ve got to get out of
this space, and it would be best for everyone if you’d hurry.”

I like it here. It feels good. My whole body
feels good.

“Yes, well, how about a proposition, then? I
promise you that if you return, I’ll make your body feel even
better.”

Better? What do you mean?

He chuckled again. “Ah. There’s that
innocence again. How that innocence makes me crave you.”

I’d grown distracted from the warmth of
Nyte’s soul, and the liquid was starting to thin.

What’s happening, Ardette?

“I’m pulling you out.”

What?! No! Please don’t!

“I have to.”

But why? I want to stay here. I want to
become one with him!

“‘Why’, you ask?” He sighed. “Simple.
Because I love you. I must do this for him because I love
you. How ironic it all is.”

The water was draining quicker now, and I
was growing light-headed. It felt like I was on the edge of sleep’s
drift. Drifting and draining, and the warmth was leaving. My head
was fuzzy. Soul was being drawn from my nostrils. I was almost
asleep now, but I was resisting the urge to lose consciousness.
There was one more thing that needed to leave my silent throat.

I . . . I . . .

“Hm?”

I love you . . . Dragon.

 


~

 


“Well, that was fun.” Ardette’s voice
was clearer now, no longer garbled by the warm liquid.

I was waking up, but I couldn’t move or open
my eyes.

“What happened in there,” asked Kantú. “Why
are you so smiley, you perv?”

“Nothing that concerns you, my feisty
squirrel. It should be safe to remove that necklace from him
now.”

“Should? You had best be more certain
than that, Daem!”

“Rend, darling, I just risked my life to
save him . . . but you’re right – I’d probably allow him to die now
and let all of that hard work go to waste.”

Someone had been carrying me, but they now
set me down gently into something soft. A blanket or something.

“And after you remove the pendant, make sure
you remove your binding on Aura, too!” ordered Kantú.

“It would be far less trouble to just leave
her this way until the end, would it not?” said Rend.

“You big stupid meanie!”

“Now, now, Kantoo. Ya’d best be nicer ta the
lady. We don’ want ‘er havin’ one of her fits o’ rage.”

“Grottsy! You’re awake!”

There was a gruff groan. “Sure am. But I
woulda been fine if it weren’t fer Darch. Why’d ya have ta go an’
use that Magir hokey-pokey on me anyway?”

“Easy!” came Darch’s enthused response.
“Because you lost a lot of spirit. You needed time to let your body
make more!”

Grotts continued to grumble. There was some
shuffling, and then I sensed a presence too close to my face.

“Darch?” said the presence. It was Kantú.
She sounded concerned. “Are they both going to be okay?”

“Hm. Well, let’s see.”

There was a hand on my chest.

“Aura’s already awake!” sang Darch. “Good
work, Ardetto! Rend, please hurry to unbind her!”

“And what of my cousin?”

Darch removed his hand and scooted away with
several hurried steps.

“Hm,” he said after a moment. “He’s weak . .
. but he’ll live. If we were still in the mist, it would be a
different story, but out here, with the moon’s light, he’ll be able
to rejuvenate pretty easily.”

“The moon’s light?” asked Kantú. “What’s
that got to do with it?”

“Well, Kantú, an interesting, little known
fact is that magical beings – purely magical beings – don’t
actually need to eat. All they need to sustain themselves
are corras, moon energy.”

“Purely magical beings?” asked Grotts.
“Whaddaya mean by that?”

“Well, the three original races of old, of
course! Elves, angels and drag-”

“Ugh! Enough already!” cut in Ardette. “I
think we’ve all heard enough of your know-it-all ramblings.”

“Preposterous!” Rend was angry. “That is the
most idiotic theory you have yet delivered! Of course we Elves need
to eat! We are a divine people who have, for centuries, gladly
taken pride in the Creator-commanded diet of fruit-”

“Nope, nope, nope!” argued Darch. “You
don’t! I’m not surprised that you didn’t know, though. Elves have
so long been practicing fruitarianism that your people have all but
forgotten the beginning of things.”

“Foolishness!”

But where Rend wasn’t intrigued, Grotts
was.

“The beginnin’ of things?” he asked. “Is
that one of yer peoples’ legends, Darch?”

“As a matter of fact, it is! But I’ll tell
you more later. For now, let’s concentrate on getting this spell
off of Aura. It’s such a strong one for her not to even be able to
open her eyes!”

“Er, right. O’ course yer right! Rend, would
ya mind?”

“Ugh.” Rend was clearly far from thrilled
with the idea of freeing me. Nevertheless, there was movement above
me. I couldn’t see it, but I could sense it. “Fine,” said the
sorceress, cross. Then she muttered something under her breath, and
slowly I began to regain control.

The first things to move were my lids.
Fluttering, they opened.

Kantú was there, leaning over me.
“Aura?”

“Umph? H-hey, Kan . . .” I felt weak.

“Aura!” She threw herself onto me, crushing
me with an enthusiastic embrace.

“Careful, Kantú!” Darch waddled forward.
“How are you feeling, Aura?” He peered at me with wide eyes.

“Very . . . very pretty, Darch. Your blue
eyes.” I swallowed and tried to focus on the world.

Beaming, Darch wiggled with excitement. “Did
you guys hear that?!” He looked about to burst. “The Pure Heart
thinks my eyes are pretty!”

Why had I said something so silly? Sure, it
was true, but still. I felt weird and jumbly.

“Fantastic.” A wave of Ardette’s sarcasm hit
me from behind. “I see you’re still feeling the ecstasy of your
beloved ‘warmth’, my pit.”

I started to push myself up. Grotts rushed
forward to help. There was no sign of Scardo and Trib, but the rest
were there. Rend’s back was turned, her arms crossed, and she was
staring down at something. A body.

“Nyte?”

Shakily, I bent forward onto all fours and
started to crawl to him. I faltered nearly immediately, though, and
fell onto my trembling arms that were too weak to hold myself up.
The ground was slick and cold and black.

In fact, everything was black. And
mysterious too – lit by something glowing from above.

Where was I? I was too murky to make sense
of anything.

“Here, Aura. Let me help ya!” Grotts, Kantú
and Darch all hurried to help me from the ground. Ardette remained
out of view. Behind me somewhere. What was he doing?

“To Nyte,” I whispered. “Please.”

“Stay back!” Rend cast a cold look over her
shoulder. “You nearly killed him, leech!”

“S-sorry-” I started.

“Now, now, it ain’t Aura’s fault! We’re the
ones that forced ‘er ta use him like that! She knew she wouldn’t be
able ta stop herself, an’ that’s why she fought us so much! So give
‘er a break, will ya?!”

Rend fell silent.

“Aura, you need to sleep to rejuvenate.
Please, don’t exert-”

“Darch!” scolded Kantú, slapping his pinky
away in my stead. “At least let her see him!”

“But! Unuhun . . . Oh, fine. But
afterwards-”

“Sure. Ya can do yer hokey-pokey after
that.”

Grotts pulled me to my feet with one hand
beneath my arm. My legs were too shaky to offer any real support,
but Grotts and Darch helped me stumble along toward my fallen Elf.
Glaring, Rend reluctantly stepped aside and let us pass. Nyte was
just beyond her, sleeping. I dropped to my knees and leaned over
him.

He was stretched out with his head to the
side, a pose that elongated his neck. One of his wrists was
upturned beside him, his other curled and resting on his stomach.
Lying there like that, defenseless, Nyte was cute – adorable
actually – tranquil and lit by the overhead glow. But he looked
paler than usual, and it wasn’t only his skin, either. His hair,
too, seemed a lighter shade of green.

My Nyte. What have I done?

I rested my head on his chest. His heartbeat
was there. It was faint, though. His chest rose, pushing against my
cheek before falling back into himself.

“I’m so sorry, Nyte. This time I almost
killed you.” I reached for his hand and few drops of repentant
water slid down my chin and onto his shirt. His hand was limp in
mine, but I held it tightly.

“Okay, Aura. Your soul’s completely
exhausted. It’s time to-”

“Wait, Darch. Please wait.” I shook my
head.

“Aura . . .” He was torn. “You really
should-”

“Hold on. It’s just . . .” I wanted to
understand things before I was forced back into dreamless sleep.
“Where are we?” I peeled my hazed eyes from Nyte’s sleeping form
and stared into the blackness around us.

There wasn’t a trace of the whiteness we’d
escaped from. I looked up to the source of the glow and let out a
gasp. There, hanging suspended in the black, starless, sky was an
enormous, full, pink moon. And it was low. Incredibly low. And it
was the only light source within this world of blackness. The
ground below us was sleek – resembling that enchanted pond Nyte had
taken me to so long ago. It wasn’t wet, though. It was more like a
giant, flawlessly smooth piece of obsidian.

“Where is this?”

“The other side of the mist, naturally. And
there’s our captive moon.”

I turned to see Ardette sitting with his
back to us, leaning on his knee and staring up at the shining
sphere.

“It’s stuck over here?” I asked.

“Yes. Can’t you feel it? The reeking stench
of an angel’s power?”

My moon. At last, I was able to reunite with
my western moon. But it wasn’t as comforting as I’d expected it to
be. A secret affair? A hidden romance? Those were the things I’d
always felt towards it, but something was different now. Was is, as
Ardette had said, angels’ power? Was that to blame for the
uneasiness I now felt?

“Why do you hate angels?” I asked
Ardette.

“I don’t hate angels. I hate certain
angels.”

“Certain angels?”

“Never mind. Well, go on. Say hello, why
don’t you? You are, after all, the moon’s daughter, aren’t
you?”

The moon’s daughter. Illuma and I both . .
.

“Aura,” Darch was whining now. “You know,
it’s very important to take care of your soul. With your spirit all
weakened like that, you’re more susceptible to-”

“Darch, come on. I’m fine.”

Ardette twisted his neck and sent me a leer.
“If you resist, my pit, I’ll gladly restrain you. I’ve been known
to enjoy such things anyway.” He drew his finger in an indolent
circle around the glossy ground and nibbled his lip. Stupidly, the
image of him over me in that nightmare flashed into my mind – only
it was my ear that I imagined him nibbling on instead. I fought to
block it out, but the picture continued to flicker there like one
of those intruding desires of the small something. Small? There was
no use denying it anymore. The small something had grown.

“Ugh.” I said, denying the sensation with
everything in me. “Fine, Darch. I suppose there’s no use fighting
the two of you.”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve decided to take care
of yourself, Aura!”

Truthfully, though, I wasn’t giving in. It
was just an excuse to get away from the small something’s pull,
which was, quite frankly, disturbing. I sat there, basked in moon’s
light, confused and guilty for Ardette’s effect on me. One dream.
One dream had been enough to mess with me this much? I was feeling
pathetic – like I’d lost – but then I stole another glance at my
peaceful Elf, and those feelings of dangerous temptation instantly
melted and were replaced by a deep love for him. Yes, I loved him
most. I placed my hand back on his, and at skin’s contact, I
knew.

Not only ‘most’. I loved him only. Somehow,
that confused dream version of me loved that twisted dream version
of Ardette, but the real me, the me that was here and now, loved
only Nyte.

“Aura?” Darch was growing impatient
again.

“Yeah, I know, but . . . what about Nyte?” I
wanted to be there when he awoke.

“Let ‘im soak awhile,” said Grotts. “I think
we all deserve a rest. I’ll go get Trib and Scardo, so we can go on
ahead an’ make camp here. Suppose it’s as good a place as any.”

“Make camp? But what about Lusafael?! His
spell’s in the air, so aren’t you worried he’ll find us?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” said
Ardette, chewing his thumbnail. “He won’t find us because right
now, we don’t exist.”

“What?”

“We aren’t alive.”

I snorted. How stupid did he think I was?
“Of course we’re alive,” I said.

“Ugh. Darch, would you care to explain?”

“Sure thing, Ardetto! He’s right, Aura. You
see, ‘alive’ is a relative term. If you exist, body and soul, in
the material world, you’re alive. However, if your soul has crossed
to another plane, you aren’t a living thing any longer.”

I still didn’t get it. They were being
serious? I looked from Darch to Ardette to Rend to Grotts. No one
was laughing . . . But if we weren’t alive, what did that make us?
Dead?

“But does that mean the rumors are true?” I
whispered, goose-bumps rising on my arms. “That once you cross the
Mistlands you can never return?”

“No, no, no!” Darch shook away my worry with
a wave of his hand. “That’s a myth! Otherwise, how would Bergra
have been able to return?”

Oh. Right. Phew.

“So, if we’re on the ‘other side’ . . . does
that mean we’re going to run into dead people?”

“Yup!” Darch clapped and beamed as though
the thought of traveling amidst dead souls was the happiest thing
he could imagine.

“W-what?!” squealed Kantú, on the opposite
side of the spectrum. “W-where are they?!”

“There.” Ardette pointed up boredly.

I followed his point, and for the second
time since waking from the warm tunnel, I gasped. Loudly. Because I
saw feet. Dozens of translucent, bare feet walking just
above our heads. How had I not noticed them before?!

“More dead things?!” cried Kantú. She backed
into Grotts. “Always, always, always with the dead things!”

“It’s alrigh’, Kantoo. How things are, they
can’t reach us.”

“H-how things are?” she said.

“Yup.” He glanced up. “Now, if ya had, say,
a relic or somethin’ from one of ‘em, ya’d be able to call ‘em to
ya, but even then, they’d probably just stay up there and look down
through the barrier.”

Kantú wasn’t the least bit comforted.

“How do you know that, Grotts?” I asked.

He grinned. “How do ya think?” He tipped his
head at Darch, who, in response, gave me a sheepish wave.

Uh-oh.

Now that soul caretaker’s attention was back
on me, he started inching. “Au-ra . . .”

“Yeah, Darch. I know. There’s just one more
thing I want to ask.”

“Fine. But promise me that after that-”

“Yes, I promise. So, this is probably really
stupid, but . . . er . . . the moon’s right there, so why can’t we
unlock it or talk to it or whatever right now?”

“You’re right,” said Ardette. “That was
stupid.”

“Oh, whatever! Not like you didn’t just ask
the same thing right when we got here!” Kantú was assertive long
enough to get that out before reverting to feeble and afraid.

Rend was amused, and she showed it with a
sneering smirk.

“Don’t you have an evil spell to cast or
something?” muttered Ardette. Then to me, “Apparently, mommy
moon is on a different plane or something. We can get to it only
through the realm of the angels. Joy. I know I’m ecstatic, really,
to be in the presence of those morons.”

Morons? Could someone really think of
angels as moronic? Ardette’s face was again turned away. I couldn’t
read it.

“Aaaauuuurrrraaaaaa.” Darch was antsy.

I sighed and nodded at the concerned Magir.
“Yeah, yeah, I promised, didn’t I? Can I stay by Nyte, though?”

Rend opened her mouth – most likely to make
some comment about my leeching – but Grotts cut in.

“Course ya can,” he said.

Thank you, Grotts.

I laid my head back down on Nyte’s chest and
closed my eyes.

 


~

 


“So we’ve got to leave it behind? But is
that really wise?” asked Scardo.

Rend rolled her eyes. “Pray tell, what other
choice have we?”

“My, my, Scardo, do you really think it’s in
danger of being stolen?” Ardette drew a nail against the buggy’s
side. “Yes, I suppose it’s a valid fear. What, with all of the
shifty people about.”

“It’s no use!” said Trib. “The wind buggy
can’t run because the air here is stagnant!” She threw up her hands
in surrender.

Trib was right. The air was stagnant.
I hadn’t really noticed it the previous day, but there was no wind;
no chill; no warmth. The space was just that: space.

“On foot then?” said Ardette. “Ugh. What a
bother it will be to lug him around.”

He was referring, oh so disdainfully, to
Nyte. The Elf hadn’t been awake when I’d escaped from Darch’s
spell, and even now, he was still sleeping.

“How much longer do you think it’ll be?” I
asked Darch.

“Hard to say. He’s regained a lot of corras,
but all of our bodies are different now. Beyond the mist, there’s
no time. There’s no life. There’s no existence. So everything is
different.”

No life? No existence? It all still seemed
so theoretical. Of course we existed. We were there, weren’t we? I
wouldn’t argue it, though. What was the point?

“Alrigh’. Let’s git on with it, then.”
Grotts started to lift a pack.

“Oh, you can leave the food,” said
Ardette.

“What?” I asked. “Why?”

“A theory of mine. You don’t exist, correct?
So you shouldn’t need to eat.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Preposterous!” agreed Scardo, continuing to
throw dehydrated fish into his pack.

“Nope! He’s right! Uncle Bergra told me all
about it! Until we return to the real world, we won’t need to eat.
You guys will experience first hand what it’s like to be Mr.
Ard-”

“Trib, dear. Be a darling and help me
with this, won’t you?”

One of the buggy’s pulls suspiciously near
to Ardette had just become undone and was now hanging loosely.

“Huh. Okey-dokey, sir!”

With that, the two of them continued to
secure the buggy – though there wasn’t much point in it – while the
rest of us packed.

A short time later, we set out, beneath the
moon and through the stagnant, airless space. Grotts hoisted Nyte
while Rend carried his treasured hammer. Together, we all continued
on like that. We didn’t have a clear path. We just walked, using
the captive moon as our guide, always keeping it to the right of
us.

Our plan had been to use the feather man’s
guidance upon reaching the other side, but the bird hadn’t shown up
since Kantú’s journey to find Trib. Had it lost track of us?
Something told me that wasn’t the case. It was probably taunting us
from afar or something. Trib offered little assistance, either. She
knew certain things from her uncle, but he’d left her with no map
or description of what sat beyond the staleness. We had no way of
knowing where the entrance to the angels’ realm was or what it
looked like. Still, we had to move on. With nothing else to do, we
ventured forth through the blackness, hoping to get lucky or that
the Spirit of In-between would somehow show up.

The good thing about ‘not existing’ was that
in addition to not feeling hunger, we didn’t grow tired. Sure, my
mind was bored and sick of the blackness after only a few hours,
but my body didn’t tire even though days passed. We’d packed our
tents, but that, too, had been unnecessary. Was this how the Elves
felt? Able to travel for days on end without rest, their only
real fatigue felt when using up corras on magic? I wasn’t
complaining, but the whole thing was weird. I didn’t feel myself. I
didn’t really feel like anyone. I was a drifter.

Eventually Nyte awoke, but he wasn’t himself
for several days afterwards. At first, he was barely able to stand,
and after he could stand, he didn’t have the strength to utter more
than a word at a time. Once he was again speaking in full
sentences, he still needed Scardo’s assistance to walk. I watched
him struggle, feeling more guilt than I ever had before. I’d done
that to him. And even in this space without time where we were all
like perfect beings, and under the full power of the western moon,
Nyte was taking that long to regain his strength. How much
I’d sucked. How close he’d been to death this time. I felt a
wretch.

When at last he was able to walk on his own
and speak and even laugh, he held my hand and told me it was fine.
That it wasn’t my fault. That it had been necessary and that he’d
liked it. That was the problem, though. I’d liked it too. I’d liked
it so much, in fact, that I was ever aware of the pendant around
Rend’s neck. I thought about it, daydreamed about what would happen
if it were around Nyte’s neck instead, so much so that I feared
what would happen if we ever made camp. I was afraid of what I
might do, if given the chance.

I struggled with that constant temptation
for what seemed like weeks, but then that, too, faded away. How
long we walked, I don’t know, but the longer we spent in that land
of beyond, the less I felt like myself. The less I felt like a
person.

Then, one day, everything changed. It
changed abruptly and without warning.

We’d been walking in silence when Darch
cried, “Wait a sec!”

We all stopped and turned to him. It was the
first thing any of us had said in very, very long time.

“This is all wrong!”

“Wrong?” I asked, but even as I said it, I
knew it was true.

“Don’t you see?” Darch was growing more
excited by the moment. “We aren’t going anywhere!”

“What do ya- Oh!” Grotts could feel it too.
“Yer right!”

One by one, the others realized what I’d
just come to understand. We were moving, but we weren’t
traveling. The moon was still there, just off to the right.
The feet were above us, the glossy blackness below. Nothing had
changed since the beginning of the long trek. But that was the
problem. We hadn’t made any progress at all.

“Do you guys see?”

“Yes, I do.” Scardo nodded and looked
around, confused. “I see it now, but how is it that you were able
to tell? It’s nearly as though we were in a trance or under some
other type of sorcery.”

“Because of Ardetto!”

“What? ME? Why, whatever do you-?”

“If we were traveling toward the realm of
the angels, you’d start to . . . I mean.” Darch was struggling with
the thing he was trying to say. In the end, he choked down whatever
it was and said simply, “Start to . . . you know.”

I had no idea what that meant, but Ardette
did.

“Hmph. Very good work, Darchy,” he said,
smirking.

“Ardette?” I said, eyeing the Daem with
suspicion. When those suspicions were confirmed by the pleased
shine in his eyes, I began marching toward him, pointer finger of
accusation outstretched and shaking. “You knew? You knew that we
weren’t getting anywhere?!”

“Is that a titch of self-righteousness I
sense coming off of you? Hm. Well, yes. . . . Of course I
knew.”

Grotts grabbed him by the collar. “Then why
didn’t ya say anything?! Ya mean we wasted all that time walkin’
and gettin’ nowhere?!”

Ardette was calm. “Get off, would you?”
Grotts let go, but didn’t lift his glare. Ardette sighed and
straightened his wrinkled shirt; then he continued, “How much time
do you think passed? Hm? Anyone? Care to take a guess? Here, let me
help you. NONE.”

“None?” said Scardo. “Prepost-”

“Yes. None. There’s no time here, remember?
I knew that we were going nowhere, but I let it go on so that
he,” – he threw a hand at Nyte – “could heal. I was also
allowing our little Heart to get over her addiction and letting all
of you clear your heads. Apparently, they’re clear, or you’d still
be wandering aimlessly.”

“Are you serious?!” But now that I knew that
no time had actually passed, it didn’t seem like we’d been walking
for very long at all. It was all such a strange existence.

Ardette beamed because I’d just understood.
“See?” he asked.

“Tch.” I sighed. “Yeah, yeah. But still . .
.”

Scardo joined in the sigh and shook his head
at Grotts. “So, where are we to go from here?” The hunched man was
calmer than before because, like me, he could also feel that
timelessness. “We can’t very well wander for . . . fornever, so
what are we to do?”

Ardette shrugged. “Not a clue.”

“Argh! You are utterly worthless!” cried
Rend.

“Well, we could always go back that way. You
see, the buggy’s just a few steps back.”

“Pray tell, why would we desire to
return there!?”

Ardette opened his mouth to egg her on, but
Nyte put up a hand. His expression was one of curiosity. Cupping
his ear with one hand, he pointed with the other to the left and
said,

“Over there. The way forward is over there.
We simply need to break through.”

“Er- we do?” asked Grotts. But how can ya
tell?”

“Ah, yes.” Ardette was again smiling a smile
thick with cunningness. “Another observation I’ve for you, Elf. Has
your ‘detection’ of the spirit’s cries ceased? You can no longer
hear them?”

Nyte nodded. “It is the same for you, is it
not, Darch?”

“Sure is!”

“My, my, how puzzling . . . I wonder why
that could be? Oh well. A true mystery-”

“Just spit it out, would ya? Ya dang
git.”

“Hm. Why don’t you have noble Elf tell you?
I’m sure we’d all love to hear his explanation.”

Nyte shook his head. “I do not have one to
present to you. However, one thing is certain.” He again stretched
out his finger. “There. Right there. I can hear something.
It is so faint that I did not notice it under the spell of this
space before. But now I am without doubt. There are voices similar
to what I heard in the mist. Only, these voices are not malevolent.
They are at peace and they are . . . fluid. They are so fluid that,
in unison, they sound akin to water. Yes, the voices are like
flowing water.”

“Water? So that’s the way?” Scardo squinted
at the space. It looked like everywhere else in the beyond. “But
how are we to break through?”

“Ahoy! I’ve got it!” yelled Trib, and since
she hadn’t yelled in a very long time, it made us all jump.

“See you’ve reclaimed your energy.
Wonderful.”

“I know how to do it! This whole thing was
set up at the time of the Making, right? So we probably need the
power of the original races, right? So that means that we
need-”

“Nyte and Rend to use their power!” Darch
interrupted her in a frantic, obvious blurt.

“Uh . . .” Trib was thrown off a bit, but
she recovered quickly. “Sure thing!”

That had been way too obvious, even by
Darch’s standards. I stared at the suspicious Magir, who’d taken to
twiddling his thumbs in a manner way to intense for the action, and
drilled him with unspoken accusations.

Do you really think you’re fooling anyone?
There’s something going on, and I demand to know what it is! I
expect this sort of behavior from Ardette, but you, Darch? Why? You
told me your ‘story’. You told me about Lusafael’s involvement and
even about your secret talent of reading the unseen moon. So why
won’t you fess up? What’s so big that you have to continually hide
it?

Obviously it was about Ardette and his
weird, emotion sharing relationship to his brother.

But what?!

Darch could feel my eyes on his forehead,
burning, but he didn’t offer me anything but a fishy, fake
yawn.

Right. Like you expect me to believe that
you’re tired all of a sudden?

He forced another.

I continued to stare and wouldn’t have
lifted it until he caved, except for, something else caught my eye,
drawing me from him and back into the rest of the group. Nyte had
just sent a blast of red energy at the ‘spot’. However, rather than
bursting open a hidden passage, the light zoomed off into black
oblivion.

“Was it not strong enough? Rend, join
me.”

Together they cast a second blast, but
nothing came of that either.

Rend was quickly growing frustrated. “ARGH!
Surely you are mistaken that Elven power is needed to open the way!
Clearly, our powers are useless!”

“Right!” Trib pounded a fist into her open
palm. “All right, good-looking people, guess that just leaves-”

“That precious hammer of yours, Grotts.”

This time, Ardette had been the one to cut
in, though he’d done it in a much less suspicious manner. Maybe my
hope lay in Trib. Maybe I should make her my interrogation target.
Darch’s twiddling had since transformed to bouncing.

“My hammer?” Grotts pulled it into himself
defensively. “Why’s that?”

“I believe we need something physical to
break through this unphysical plane. With dear ‘Papa Pietri’s’
enchantment placed on it, it might be able to accomplish what their
failing power couldn’t.”

Rend scowled at his calling out of her
‘failing power’.

“Alrigh’ then, if ya say so.”

Grotts brought up his hammer to take a
swing. He held it mightily between his fists, stature tall and face
composed. Then he took a breath and sent it forward in a diagonal
swing. The rest of us watched and waited in anticipation, but it
was all for naught. The hammer made contact with nothing, and
Grotts went flying forward in the aftermath of too much momentum.
He hit the black ground with a bang and slid forward against
its glossy top. The whole thing looked ridiculous – a grown man
swinging with full force at nothing.

“Grottsy!” Kantú ran forward to tend to the
fallen man.

Ardette frowned. “Hm. Well, that failed
miserably. Yes, I’d say it failed even more than our first
attempt.”

Rend was snickering rudely at the scene, but
Nyte was poised. “May I try?” he asked.

“Er- ya sure ya wanna do that?” Grotts was
rubbing his hip.

“Yes. I vow that I will let no harm come to
your weapon.”

“Sure. I guess.”

Nyte helped Grotts to his feet, then took
the hammer from him.

“Be careful, Nyte,” I said. It was kind of
stupid, but I couldn’t help saying it. I couldn’t help falling into
the roll of ‘concerned girlfriend’.

Nyte sent me a playful grin. “Am I not
always careful? I believe you are getting me confused with a
certain songstress . . .”

“Ha. Ha.”

“Enough! Can we not get on with it?” Our
flirtatious bout had been enough to get under Rend’s skin. She was
no longer snickering.

“Yes, move along, would you?” Ardette’s
frown deepened.

Nodding, Nyte proceeded to ready his hammer.
“Step back,” he ordered.

Rather than holding it above his head, as
Grotts had done, he gripped the weapon like a sword, ready for a
sideways slash. The stance was probably done only out of habit, but
he looked fierce. A readied warrior. With flexed back muscles, the
concentrated Elf took in a breath. He was about to swing, but
something happened before he could follow through. The hammer,
which had only ever glowed blue before, suddenly pulsed with red
energy up and down its handle.

“What is this?” Nyte broke concentration. “I
am transferring directly into it?”

“That’s right, Nytie!” said Darch, beaming
eagerly. “It’s working! You’re in command of the hammer’s
enchantment!”

Nyte nodded. Then, without blinking, he
swung the hammer across himself at full speed. The hammer came
around and struck the air, stopping hard against something
invisible.

“Th-there is something there!” Scardo joined
Darch’s excited dance, though his looked more like a nervous
squirm.

A chunk of space fell out of the place where
the hammer had hit, revealing something beyond. Within the broken
piece of space, there was somewhere bright. Somewhere sunny.
Somewhere much different than the stagnant space we’d been trapped
in.

And there was the sound of water. Fluid,
streaming, singing water.

 



Chapter 9: The Wells

 


“The Living Brook,” said Trib,
reading from the old rock marking the new, sunny area.

The space wasn’t black with nothingness. It
wasn’t white with mist, either. It was clear. Sunlit, warm. It was
like we were outside in the best part of summer. A brook rushed by
our feet, which were now shoeless and buried in soft grass. All
around us, there were trees with emerald leaves and russet trunks.
And this outsideness stretched on for miles.

“You can read that?” asked Scardo, as amazed
at Trib’s deciphering as I was. He pointed to the stone post. Its
carving was of the same scroll we’d seen at the Orolian Tunnel.

“Sure I can!” Trib raised her shoulders like
it wasn’t a big deal. “It’s Angelic!”

So it was Angelic? Those etchings
marking the door to the tunnel and the small dwelling were really
something like that? I’d suspected as much, but I’d thought it
impossible.

“How, pray tell, can you read Angelic?”
asked Rend.

“Well, it’s actually really similar to
ancient Elftongue. Uncle Bergra-”

“Oh? Should have assumed that the
all-knowing Bergra had something to do with this.”

“Keep it down, old man. Let me finish!”

Ardette cracked his jaw in annoyance.

Trib continued, “It’s important for a girl
to know her Elftongue. Especially a pirate set on crossing the
great ocean! So, naturally, I’m fluent in tha-”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Grotts. “Back up a
sec here. Did you just say ya want ta cross the great ocean?” He
let out a grisly chuckle. “Why the heck would ya wanna do
that?”

“Adventure! What else?”

Ardette raised a brow at her.

“Oh fine! Gold too, I guess.”

“Ha!”

Moving right over how ridiculous the notion
of Trib crossing the great ocean was, I said, “So, you learned
ancient Elftongue, and your uncle was somehow able to teach you
Angelic?”

“Yo-ho! Spot on! You see, on one of his
travels to the other side, he brought with him an artifact for
contacting an ancient Elven scholar. You might just think of him as
a sad old miner, Grottsard, but the truth is, he’s been trying to
discover the truth of the mist for a very long time. Before Deca
died, he was trying to contact Aunt Viella. And before that, my
great aunt, Seral. He’s always had an obsession with this
stuff.”

“Akin to your obsession with piracy?” asked
Ardette.

“Guess it runs in the family. Anyway, in
hopes of discovering some of the mist’s secrets, he studied up on
an Elven scholar named Elder Roran. You two heard of him?”

Nyte and Rend shook their heads.

“I’m not surprised. What with your records
such a complete mess. Anyway, he found Elder Roran’s name on an old
stone tablet at the back of one of the mines. He thought that maybe
it could be used as a memento to call the Elf to him in the beyond.
Well, guess what? It worked! Uncle Bergra contacted Elder Roran,
and Elder Roran told him so many things! Things like-”

“Now I understand,” said Ardette, narrowing
his eyes. “So it’s actually all third-hand knowledge you possess?
Typical.”

“Hey! It’s better than nothing!”

“So,” I said, trying to keep things moving.
“One of the things Roran taught him was the trick to Angelic?”

“Yup! It’s actually pretty easy once you
learn the patterns. That is, if you already know ancient
Elftongue.”

“Uh-huh.” Rend didn’t appear convinced.
“Tell me, I cannot be the only one who thinks this all sounds
stupidly far-fetched! It is impossible, is it not, for the dead to
share their secrets? Is it not heinous to upset the departed? To
rip them from their eternal slumber? Surely something so evil would
not be tolerated?”

“Evil or not, that’s how it went!”

“Are you, Cousin, content with this?!”

“Rend, it is time that you come to terms
with the fact that things are not the way we have come to see them.
Is this not evidence enough for you?” He gestured to the Living
Brook.

“I agree, Rendsy!” chittered Kantú, tail
swishing nervously. “I think its super creepy!”

“Did you just call her-?” But I couldn’t
finish because an enormous snorting laugh was coming up my
throat.

“Speak not of me so lightly, hybrid! Or I
shall show you the true power-”

“Ya’ll do what now?” The hammer was back in
Grotts’ hands, and he started stroking it with malicious
intent.

“Do not make me laugh!”

“Who’s tryin’ ta get ya to do that? If I
wanted ta hear an evil cackle, I’d go find The Mystress.”

“WHAT?! How dare you compare me to that
wretch?!”

“Okay, guys.” Darch put out his pacifist
hands. “I think that’s enough.”

“Yes, please do stop,” said Scardo. “It is
highly immature of you to carry on in such a way.”

“What do you know, you worthless,
zebron-devouring Sape?”

“Pardon me?! How dare you!” And just like
that, the hunched man was thrown into the squabble.

That was fine. It gave Nyte, Ardette, and I
a chance to close in on Trib.

“Okay, Trib,” I said. “What else does it
say? There’s got to be more, right?”

“There is! Huh.” She studied me. “Maybe you
aren’t so out there after all!”

“Out there?! Where is ‘there’?”

Nyte and Ardette didn’t try to hide their
amusement.

Idiots.

Trib didn’t make any effort to elaborate on
my ‘out there’ status, either, leaving me to feel insecure and
wonder just how it was that I was coming across that way.

I mean, I know I’m a little ditsy, but ‘out
there’ and ‘dee-doo’? That’s like . . . that’s like ‘crazy’, right?
RIGHT?!

Trib changed her focus to the sign.

“It says: The rushing tree’s voice will
guide the traveler.”

“The rushing tree?” asked Nyte. “What does
that mean?”

“Oh! Wait! Sorry! It’s not ‘rushing tree’.
It’s ‘rushing spirit’. The characters for those two are so
close!”

“Fascinating.” Ardette’s expression was as
dry as his tone. “So then, we’re to follow a spirit onward to
somewhere?”

“To the realm of the angels? Maybe? I mean,
if it’s written in Angelic, then there’s a chance that’s where
it’ll take us, right?” I said.

“Exactomundo!” Trib raised a fist. “There’s
more! Let’s see here: The rushing spirit’s voice will guide the
traveler to the celestial kingdom.”

“Really?!” I cried. “That’s great! But
what’s the ‘rushing spirit’s voice’?”

“Ah, yes. I take it that’s where you come
in, Greeny? You can hear them again, can’t you?”

Nyte nodded. “Yes, but it has become
bearable now. They are respectful of my susceptibility to them and
speak only in murmurs.”

But it was still very disconcerting.

“Where are they?” I asked.

“There.” He pointed at the hurrying water.
“Either the spirits are in the water, or they are the water itself
because that is where their song’s origin is.”

“Song?” I asked.

“Yes. It is difficult to explain, but it is
like a song. Although, it is not singing.”

“And what are they saying? Are they trying
to guide you or something?”

“I do not know for certain, for it seems too
obvious to be the answer we seek, but from what I can gather, the
voices follow the water. They do not stray from that stream.”

“So we follow the stream to get to the realm
of the angels?” It seemed too easy.

“No, that’s where you’re wrong, my pit.”

“What?” I asked. “You don’t think we follow
it?”

“No, I do, indeed, believe we are to follow
it. Where you are wrong is that it seems too easy. Have you
forgotten that to get to this point we’ve had to cross the
Mistlands, enter the afterlife, find a hidden break in the space,
and cross over into yet another mysterious realm? Not to mention
our only instruction’s been conveniently written in a language
virtually no one understands. Does it still seem too easy?”

“Eh. I guess you’re right.”

I hated having to say those words in that
order to Ardette. But he was right, no matter how much I
hated to admit it, so what else could I do?

“Follow the spirits, huh?” Trib stared into
the clear water. “I still don’t get why you can hear them. Only
Magirs should be able to, right?”

“A mystery. Unnerving if you ask me.”

“Well, anywho, we probably shouldn’t fill up
our canteens from this. Unless we want to drink ghost juice!”

“Ghost juice? How eloquent you are, lovely
Trib. You can’t tell me you’ve grown thirsty, though, have
you?”

“Actually, yeah. I’m feeling a little
thirsty. Aren’t you, Ardette?”

“Huh? Oh. Right.”

“Uh-oh,” I said, drawing conclusions. “If
we’re feeling thirsty, that means that time has begun to move
again, and we exist? So does that mean Lusafael will be able to
find us?!”

“No, no,” said Darch, who had apparently
been eavesdropping. “An angel that’s made a pact with a person
cannot return to its realm until the pact is broken.”

“What a well-informed Magir you are,” said
Ardette.

The ‘well-informed’ Magir took the sarcasm
as a compliment. He started to do a small gleeful dance and
stumbled clumsily into Nyte.

“Oopsie! Sorry, Nyte.”

“It is fine.” Nyte helped to steady him but
stared at Darch suspiciously.

I barely paid it mind, though. I was coming
to another conclusion. An awful conclusion. Why were my conclusions
always so awful?

“But if we’re feeling thirsty, one thing is
certain,” I said. “Soon we’ll start to feel hungry and after that,
we’ll begin to get tired. We have limited supplies left back out
there at the buggy.” I gestured to the still-open hole that lead
back to the beyond. “We should hurry.”

“All right, everybody!” yelled Trib, finally
breaking the others from their quarrel. “Onward ho! I say we scout
out a bit, and then return here to set up camp. What do you
say?”

“It is as good a plan as any,” said Nyte.
“Miss Havoc? Have you an opposition?”

“Nope. Let’s get going.” Now that we could
feel the passage of time again, I was flicked with pangs of
urgency. We still had so much to accomplish.

Following Trib’s guide, we started walking.
From where were, we could see the brook continue on a ways, but in
the distance there was a grouping of trees blocking our perception.
We marked that our temporary destination. I strolled hand in hand
with Nyte, enjoying the sun that somehow existed in this strange
place. There were no sounds of animal life, just the brook’s
babbling and an occasional soft gust of otherworldy wind passing
through the trees and grass. The grass felt nice, and I left my
hide shoes in my opposite hand, letting the waxy softness of the
ground serve as padding.

Despite the urgency plaguing me, it had been
a long time since I’d experienced such tranquility, and with that
understanding, one word continually popped into my head:

Paradise.

We made light-hearted small talk and
followed the brook, and the distant tree blocking grew larger and
larger until we were nearly upon it. Something told me that there
was something special beyond there. I don’t know how I knew, but
that anticipation only continued to grow.

Something big. Something important.

At last we pressed through and discovered
that the blocking was only a thin layer of trees. Beyond, there was
open field. The stream accumulated and ended in a small, unrippling
pond, no bigger than a glorified puddle, really. And there was
something else. The horizon beyond the trees was littered with
wells. Lots and lots of stone wells that were flawlessly preserved.
I had been right. It was something special. But it was also
something eerie.

“Awww.” Kantú let out a whine. “That’s kind
of anticlimactic! Just a boring old pond? I was expecting something
better than that!”

“What, something better than those?”
I pointed to the field of wells. It reminded me of a graveyard, and
the association sent one lonely shiver along my backbone. “I’d say
they’re far from anticlimactic, Kantú.”

“Those?” asked Scardo. “What exactly are you
referring to, Miss Heart. I’m afraid I’m missing whatever it
is.”

“She means the wells, of course!” spat Rend.
“Are you blind?!”

“Yeah,” – I nodded – “the wells.”

“Wells?” said Trib. “Where?”

“Right there, you fool! Look!” Rend’s short
temper was nearing the end of its tolerance.

Grotts squinted and scratched his forehead.
“I don’ see ‘em.”

“What?” asked Nyte, confused. “You
cannot?”

Grotts shook his head and shot a sideways
glance at Scardo, which was very clearly questioning our
sanity.

“Oh,” I said, slowly understanding. This had
happened before. With the mirrors at the prophecy site. Only the
magic users of our party had been able to see them that time. Was
this the same thing? “Okay, raise your hand if you can see the
wells.”

Nyte, Rend, Darch, Ardette – however
unenthusiastically – and I all raised our hands.

“Oh,” sang Darch, “I get it now! Good job,
Aura!” He pushed his raised hand at me for a high-five.

“Er-” But he looked too excited for me not
to give in, so I obliged. High-five out of the way, I turned to
Grotts. “See if you can touch them.”

“Er. Sure, but, well,” – he looked around
again – “where are they?”

“Over here.” I grabbed his elbow and pulled
him directly in front of the nearest one. Then I rested my hand on
the edge of the well and said, “Okay, walk.”

Grotts obeyed. He took a few steps forward,
wincing in anticipation for contact. He was right there, and he
should have run right into it, but instead, when he approached one
side, he was immediately at the other side.

“What?” Rend at once became unnerved. “What
omen is this?!”

“It’s no omen,” explained Darch. “Only magic
wielders possess the ability to see them, and I assume, to enter
them.”

“Enter?” I asked.

“Yeah. They’re portals, aren’t they? To
other realms? Other places?”

“Portals?” said Nyte. “How do you know?”

“There.” Darch pointed. “Each of them is
marked with a different character. Do you see?”

I followed his point and saw that the well
was indeed marked with a small squiggly circle. I ran to the well a
few paces away. That one, too, had a small marking – a block with
several wispy lines through it.

“Fantastic,” mumbled Ardette. “More Angelic.
And the only person that can understand Angelic can’t see
them.”

“Can you duplicate it?” asked Trib. “Do
that, and I’ll for sure be able to read it to you!”

Scardo hurried through his pack and whipped
out a small vial of ink and piece of parchment. He handed them to
Nyte. “There you are!”

Nyte bent forward and lost no time carefully
duplicating the squiggly circle.

“Does it look familiar?” he asked, handing
the parchment to Trib.

“Uh-huh. It says: Orella
Mountain.”

“Orella Mountain?” I said. “That’s from one
of my songs! See:

 


‘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.’”

 


I don’t know what I was thinking, but the
whole thing just sort of came pouring out of me on its own. All of
that non-time spent wandering in the beyond without singing had
left me wanting to free my voice. I let it run wild.

There were some that didn’t appreciate that
wildness.

Upon completion, Rend grabbed my sleeve.
“Should you be singing so carelessly, Havoc?”

“Huh?” It’d been a long time since she’d
called me that.

“Release her.” Nyte grabbed Rend’s wrist
sternly. “We determined ourselves safe from Lusafael for the time
being.”

“Hmph! I hope your theory is right, Cousin!
You are a fool to chance it.”

She continued to ramble, but I ignored it. I
was staring at the well and thinking back through the lyrics of the
song.

“If they’re portals, that would make the
Orella Mountain a real place, right?” I said. “But it’s just a
nonsense Song of Old . . . isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Darch, and of
course he sounded matter-of-fact. “All myths are based in
truth, after all!”

“Hm.” Could that really be true? “Well,
let’s check the other one,” I said.

Nyte hurried to copy down the box with
wisps.

“And this one?” He held it up to Trib’s
face.

“Weird. It says Philly-del-phia or
something? I’m really not sure on that one. I’ve never heard of it
before!”

“It’s Philadelphia,” said Ardette quietly
after a moment.

“Philadelphia? I repeated. “What’s
that?”

“Hm. I suppose it’s worth mentioning,” he
said to himself. Then to the rest of us, “Remember when we were in
that bunker? I mentioned a Daem fire story about a boat? That story
takes place in the mythical realm of ‘Philadelphia’. Of course, the
whole thing’s obscenely impossible . . . but it’s a trifle
interesting, isn’t it?”

“Weird!” Kantú was shivering. “And . . . and
scary!”

“It’s all right, darlin’,” said Grotts,
pulling her close.

Darlin’? I grinned, nearly losing
sight of the task underway. Since when . . . ?

“Nyte, please do hurry to try another.”
Scardo got us back on track.

“Of course.” Nyte ran to the next. This
one’s etching looked like a leaf with two small prongs sticking out
of the top. He showed it to Trib.

“That says: Sredna.”

“Sredna?” said Scardo. “As in the place
where the Elven elders reside?!”

“Got me.” Trib shrugged. “That’s what it
says, though.”

We tried another. “Earthden.”

And another. “Hotolah Waterway.”

Some of them we’d been to. Others we’d heard
of only in legend. Still more we’d never encountered before.

Dozens of wells we checked until at long
last, we reached the final one. It was sitting there unobtrusively
at the far end of the field.

“This is the last, is it not?” said Nyte,
flattening out the parchment for the final time. “Let us hope it is
labeled in a manner we might understand.”

We were all hoping the same thing. As a
whole, we’d been growing weary at the large number of place names
we didn’t recognize. Any number of them could have led to the realm
of angels because chances were, the land would go by something
other than ‘Angel’s Realm’. Something ancient or cryptic or
foreign.

Breathlessly we watched Nyte copy the final
etching. It was simple. A rough, curved loop up, crossed at three
points.

“Well?” prodded Grotts, leaning over Trib’s
shoulder.

She scanned it. It seemed to take her longer
than the rest, but that might’ve just been because of how on edge
we all were. At long last, came her answer: “It says . . .
Célesteen? Again, I’m not a hundred percent sure because
it’s a word I’ve never come across before, but it’s like this:
Cél-es-te-en.”

Célesteen? There was silence as we
let the word sink in. Darch was first to react.

“Célesteen!?” He let a happy wiggle run
through his body. “Well, that’s just fantastic!”

“You’ve heard of it?!” Scardo’s long mouth
took on a joyous upturn, but –

“Nope!”

– it quickly fell.

“Do you think it is the realm of the
angels?” asked Nyte.

“Well, sure! ‘Celestial kingdom’ is what
that sign back there said, right? So this has just got to be
it!”

“Hmph. And what proof have you?” asked
Ardette, unconvinced.

“Proof? Huh. Well, none, I guess! But if
we’re going to be taking a chance on any of them, that’s the one
that sounds closest, so . . .”

“Aaaalright!” Kantú forgot about her nerves
long enough to pounce into the air. Darch’s influence of
gleefulness had been too much for her to resist. However, it wore
off quickly. In no time at all, she was back at Grotts’ side,
feebly shaking.

“Unless we are sure, we shouldn’t chance
it!” Scardo bowed. “That is my opinion, Miss Heart.”

“Actually,” said Trib. “I think this
is the best bet. See, right here,” – she pointed to the top
of the word – “that’s the same character as the one back at the
sign, the beginning of ‘celestial’. Sort of like an abbreviation.
And this bottom part,” – she shifted her point – “is almost exactly
like the character for ‘kingdom’, except it’s modified slightly,
giving it a larger connotation. There isn’t a specific world for
‘realm’ as far as I know, but this might be translated as
celest. broad-space. Or maybe, grown kingdom
celest?”

“Well, I’ll be!” Grotts pulled back his lips
into a delighted smile. “That’s great!”

“So if we go down the well, we’ll finally,
maybe get to the realm of the angels?” I said. “Then let’s
do it! It’s the best chance we’ve got, isn’t it?” I leaned over the
side of the well and peered in. In response, Scardo reached a
worried hand out to me. Seriously, how clumsy did he think I was? I
wasn’t going to fall in or anything.

“Ah, ah, ah.” Ardette shook his finger.
“Forgetting something, aren’t we? Only magic users can see the
‘portals’. And, as Grotts has so generously proven, the others
can’t interact with them either. Now, tell me, how are they
to enter? Oh, wait. They can’t. I suppose, it will have to just be
us, my pit.”

Just us?

“We can’t just leave them behind!”

“‘Fraid he’s right, Aura. Yer gonna have ta
go on without us.”

“No way.” It wasn’t even up for discussion.
“What are you guys supposed to do? Just hang out here? And another
thing, Trib’s the only one that can read Angelic. We’re going to
the realm of the angels, so we’re going to need her, right? Now
way. Just no way, okay?”

“You’re right, Aura.” Darch nodded. “We
can’t leave them here. There’s no telling if we’ll even be able to
make it back. They . . . they could be stuck in here forever.”

Kantú let out an ‘eek’ at the thought.
Likewise, Scardo released a sick-sounding gurgle.

“How about we head back, make camp, and talk
about it tomorrow!” suggested Trib loudly. “I’d say we’ve
accomplished enough for one day! What do you kids think?”

Rend folded her arms. “Make camp? At this
point? Is that really wise?”

“What else can we do, Rend?” said Nyte.

I nodded. At least it would buy us time to
figure something out. Stall us from going down the wells and
leaving the others behind.

“I feel tired,” I said. “Let’s go back.” It
was only a half-lie.

Thus, we made our way back, between the
wells, through the blocking trees, along the brook and to the place
of entry. Grotts, Ardette and Nyte went back through the hole to
the beyond to get some supplies from the buggy while the rest of us
waited.

Our predicament left a little bit of
tenseness in the air. Everyone was quiet.

Separating ourselves from the rest, Darch
and I sat together, cushioned by soft grass and lost in silent
thought.

We had to think of something. Some
way to get the others through the portal with us. There was always
the option of sending them back through the mist wall and into the
real world, but without the Elves or my song to protect them,
they’d quickly get swallowed by the sadness. So what could we do?
Definitely NOT leave them.

“Anything?” I whispered.

He shook his head, which was resting in his
palm, and chewed at his lip.

“Me neither.” A few seconds of silence
slipped by. “And there’s nothing in your aler’gim knowledge that’ll
help?”

“Not that I can remember.”

“And will you tell me about Ardette now?” I
tried to sneak it in there.

“Not for me to tell you, and you know it.”
He wasn’t at all surprised that I’d asked. Smiling, he added,
“Tricky Pure Heart.”

“Boo. Fine. So . . . what can we do?
Come on, we’ve got to figure out something.”

“You’re absolutely right, but what can we-?
Huh!” He straightened up. That was a good sign.

“What is it?!”

“Oh, oh! I know! I know! Let’s ask the
spirits! It’s so simple! They’ve been around here long enough! I’m
positive one of them will know, and they’ll probably be more than
happy to help!”

“Ask the . . . spirits?” Not the sort of
solution I’d been hoping for.

“Sure! All we need to do is find an artifact
or something to contact one of them and maybe they’ll have some
kind of information to share with us!”

That all seemed entirely too optimistic.

“But Darch, first of all, where are we going
to get an artifact like that?”

“Simple!” Darch grabbed my arm in an excited
hug. “Nyte’s got one already!”

“Wha . . . he does?”

Darch nodded enthusiastically. “Yup! I’m
pretty sure he does!”

“How? What do you mean?”

“Well, he’s got to have something,
doesn’t he? Because he’s been able to hear the spirits, and he
shouldn’t be able to. You see, you’d think that whistle or pendant
would work, but Rend and Ardetto haven’t been hearing anything, and
they’ve had those things on them pretty much the whole time, right?
But Nyte . . . now, he’s got something!”

“Isn’t that just because he’s the ‘most
powerful Elf’ or whatever?”

“Naw. That shouldn’t make a difference.
Hearing the cries of the spirits is a special skill left only for
us Magir’s! And for people being tagged, too, I guess.” He was a
little disappointed by that addition.

“So he might just be being tagged,
then?”

“Nope! I checked!”

“What do you mean ‘you checked’? How?”

“Well, I checked him a couple of times on
the way through the mist, too, because it just didn’t make sense to
me that he could hear them. Even as the emulator, he shouldn’t be
able to. And I just checked him again before we decided to follow
the brook-”

“Wait . . . you mean when you fell onto
him?! That was you ‘checking’ him?”

Darch winked.

So sneaky!

“I knew there was something weird about
that! You could have just asked, you know. He would’ve let you
touch him.”

“I know, I know. Anyway, he’s not being
tagged. So that means he must have something on him that’s allowing
him to hear the spirits. An important artifact that’s allowing him
not only to hear the one it belonged to, but a mass of other
spirits as well.”

“Really? Huh. Something that belonged to a
whole people, then?”

“Exactly! Way to go, Aura! You’re really
good at figuring things out.”

“Er- not really.” I was actually pretty bad
at connecting dots. “Well, what do you suppose this mysterious
thing is? It’s not the pendant because Rend’s got that.”

“Whatever it is, it’s something just as
powerful.”

“Huh.”

“Ooh! Ooh!” Darch gave my arm a tug. “Try to
get it out of him, would you, Aura?”

Get it out of him? “Ehh. Sure? Nyte’s
not really the kind of person that you have to try to ‘get things
out of’, though. I’m sure he’ll just tell me.”

But Darch wasn’t listening.

“The Pure Heart and I have a secret plan! A
secret plan! A secret plan!”

“Darch . . .” His name was a grumble leaving
my mouth. If he carried on that way, it’d no longer be much of a
secret.

Sure enough –

“Oh, and what sort of ‘secret plan’ do you
have?” Ardette, who’d just returned through the hole, was the one
to discover our cahoots.

Darch smiled happily at him and held a
finger to his lips. I shook my head and started to roll my eyes,
but then, becoming clever, I turned on whatever haughtiness I
contained within myself and said,

“Why, nothing that concerns you, my apple
core.” In addition to swaggering the remark, I limply let my hand
play with my bottom lip.

Spot on. It was a spot on impression of
Ardette.

“Why, pit, is that mockery? How witty of
you. You know what would really get to me, though? Really
sting? Why not play up the side of me that wants you? How
does that sound?”

“You want me to try to seduce you? You
perv.”

But rather than disgust me, the thought of
it made me grin. That was surprising . . . and
disturbing.

What the hell?

Darch noticed and reacted in a way most
unexpected. He released my arm at once.

“Stop,” he said, firm and
uncharacteristically harsh.

“W-what?” I asked, swiveling my head to
examine his frown. But he wasn’t talking to me.

“YOU, stop,” he said again, glaring at
Ardette. “You’ll just make it worse.”

“Oh, come off it. Like you know anything.”
Ardette returned the glare.

“Oooh! Why does affection equal torment to
you? You’re so messed up, Ardetto!”

“Thanks, Darch. How wonderfully kind of you
to share your opinion.”

“Darch?” I said, keeping my voice low. “It’s
all right. It doesn’t mean anything.”

Darch shook his head. “This guy just keeps
interfering with you. He can’t ever let it go. It isn’t fair.” He
brought his watering eyes back to Ardette’s. “Good job. Once again
you’ve managed to get under her skin. We all know how well that
worked the la-”

But Ardette had reached forward and grabbed
his friend around the neck.

“Ardette!” I yelled, taking hold of his
elbow. “Knock it off!”

But Ardette’s eyes had turned black, and he
didn’t appear to have any intention of letting go. Darch was still
glaring at him, though, and it did nothing to relieve Ardette’s
anger. This was dangerous. It was all too dangerous!

Luckily, before Ardette could do any real
damage, he was tackled from behind by a stealthy someone who’d
approached without detection.

“Nyte! Ah! Be careful!” I stepped back from
the scuffle.

“Release him!” yelled Nyte, readying his
fist.

“Sure.” Ardette dropped Darch, but
immediately turned his hand into a fist and pummeled it at Nyte’s
right eye. Nyte grabbed Ardette around the wrist before it made
contact, bent the Daem’s arm back so that it couldn’t do any
further damage, and, using his free fist, jabbed Ardette in the jaw
with a forceful uppercut.

“Guys! Come on!” I yelled, helping Darch
away from the fighting boys.

“It’s my fault,” said Darch. He shook his
head in regret. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

“Are you serious? Talk about
overreaction!”

“No, Aura, it’s not . . . he can’t help his
aggression. Just . . . it’s not him, okay? Believe me, it’s not
him.”

It wasn’t him? What did that mean? It
definitely looked like him.

“Ugh!” I threw the feuding guardians a
scolding frown. “Just stop, okay!?”

By this time, both of them had landed a few
punches, but they continued to roll around, looking very
unattractive and uncouth. The others were starting to gather
around.

“Ah, hell,” grumbled Grotts. He turned to
Rend. “Did you wanna take this one?”

“Absolutely not! I will not interfere in
such a petty, idiotic spar! If the elders ever caught wind of this
. . . Ugh! Disgraceful!”

“Alrigh’, then. Come help me with the tents,
will ya? Kantoo, you come too. I don’t need those buffoons missin’
and landin’ one on ya.”

Rend threw one furious scowl at the
wrestlers before nodding to Grotts and following him away. Kantú
scurried behind.

Scardo watched them leave begrudgingly.
“Well, don’t just leave them in my care!” Sighing, he approached
the pair, palms down and hands outreaching. “P-pardon, don’t you
think you ought to stop?” He tried polite, but it had no effect, so
– “Very well.” – he began to roll up his sleeves.

Scardo’s going to jump in?! Honestly?!

But before he’d finished properly rolling
them up, Darch leaned over and said under his breath, “Aura, I’m
going in.”

“No!” I grabbed his shoulders to hold him
back. “Darch, you aren’t exactly built for fighting!”

“I’m not going to fight, silly! I’m a
pacifist, remember?”

“Darch, you’re going to get clobbered!”

“Nope, nope, nope.” He smiled and handed me
his spectacles. “Hold these, please.”

Then, before my eyes, the happy-go-lucky man
pounced on top of both of them. He was thrown off, of course, and
pretty violently too, but not before he’d landed a pinky on each of
their foreheads. At his touch, they both fell onto each other in a
slump.

It was over just like that.

Darch dusted his hands off and clapped.
“There!”

“Wow,” said Trib, who’d been silently
observing until then. “Those two are dumb.”

“Yup!” agreed Darch. “They sure are! Now,
would you guys mind helping me get them off of each other?”

“We should just leave them like that!” said
Trib. “It would serve them right, don’t you think?”

I looked down at the two of them and burst
out laughing. They’d fallen into a position that was almost tender.
A position they’d both surely hate. Nyte’s head was on Ardette’s
chest with his arm thrown loosely aside Ardette’s head. Ardette’s
arm was resting on Nyte’s back, having been caught in the middle of
a collar-wrench. Again, I wished I could sketch.

Darch and Scardo pulled them apart, but left
them lying in the grass.

So dumb, Trib. So, so dumb.

We set up the tents to allow the ‘dumb’ boys
time to cool off. Only after we’d settled in and started a meal,
did Darch finally agree to wake them.

Ardette was still seething, but Nyte was
embarrassed.

“Ah! I am sorry for things getting out of
hand. I did not wish for harm to befall Darch, but even so, I acted
too severely.”

“Yes, Nyte, you did,” I said. “But it’s
over. Just forget it, all right?”

“No. I cannot. Not until I properly repent.
Ardette, I am sorry.”

“Psh. Not like I care how you feel.”

But there was something there. A flicker of
black in his eyes. I was too naïve to pay it any mind. How I wish I
would’ve paid it mind.

 


~

 


After dinner, Nyte and I sat on the edge of
the brook away from camp and traded stories. I was fully over what
had happened, and I just wanted to enjoy our time together in the
beautiful place. I told him everything. About my childhood. About
Miss Danice. About songstress training. About growing up in closed
city. I told him everything that I hadn’t yet told him; expanded on
the things I already had. He, in turn, shared with me stories of
his training. His time under Pietri’s care. About the other Elven
villages I’d yet to visit.

The sun didn’t go down, as it would’ve in
the real world, but stayed bright and high and warm. Nonetheless, I
could tell by my tiring body when it was getting ‘late’. Still, we
stayed there until Nyte said,

“We should probably get back to the others,
do you not think? That hammer is still very much a threat to my
stomach.”

I smiled, remembering that midnight
excursion to the enchanted pond so long ago. Even then, I'd enjoyed
Nyte's company; felt comfortable around him.

What would it be like if our days were like
this always? Time together. Time alone. Time spent not running or
fighting or hiding. It would be perfect. But perfection was
unattainable, so was our dream impossible too?

Nyte tugged me to my feet. I let him pull me
up but played reluctance.

“What? You do not care for the wellbeing of
my stomach?”

“Nope. I care only for the wellbeing of
these.”

I placed my hands on either side of his face
and pulled it down to my level. Then I leaned in and pretended to
carefully examine his lips.

“Hmmm. All seems to be well.”

“Are you certain, Miss Havoc? Is not another
test in order?” He sent me a charming grin.

“You’re absolutely right,” I said, blushing.
“Much more testing is in or-”

A brushing sound stopped me. Someone was
walking through the emerald-leafed trees just behind us. Though it
was unnecessary, Nyte cupped my mouth and pulled me back into
himself. I think he just liked the action. My stomach did too, and
it exploded in response. There was more shuffling, followed by the
sound of two voices.

“I know, Ardetto. But you can’t let him get
to you like that.”

“Ugh! Why does he always feel the need to
interfere? Damned kid Elf.”

It was Ardette and Darch. Would they see us?
Nyte dropped us to our knees behind a low rock at the edge of the
brook so that we were concealed from view. They wouldn’t be able to
detect us. But was this right? Were we really going to spy on them?
I was guilty, but I did nothing to stop it.

“I’m not talking about Nyte,” said Darch.
“I’m talking about him. You can’t let him get to you
like that. Because of him . . . you really hurt me this time.”

The shuffling stopped. “And for that I
apologize. I do. You know that, don’t you? I’m sorry, Darch. It
just . . . it just took over.”

“Just like with the tents, huh? Ardetto, the
closer we get to Célesteen, the more . . . you know . . .
you’re becoming. I’m worried.”

“It’s not like I can help it!”

“I know that. But they don’t. Think
how that makes you look. Think how it makes you seem to
her.”

“Damn it! I know! But it’s not like I can
deny my instincts. What would you have me do? Damn angels! Why’d
they ruin everything?!”

“This isn’t their fault. And should you
really be grouping all of them together like that? You of all
people should know that there are good ones and bad ones to any
race.”

“Always the mediator. Okay, oh wise
mediator, what should I do?”

“Apologize?”

“No.”

“Well, at least be civil no matter how hard
it becomes. And for Creator’s sake, lay off Aura. You agreed to be
a friend to her, right? And you agreed to let her choose. With
things as they are now, you’re only hurting her more.”

“Darch . . .” Ardette’s voice grew quiet.
“You have no idea.”

“What?” Darch was concerned. “What is it
now?”

“The dreams.”

“They’re back!? I can take care of that for
you, you know.”

“I don’t want them gone. They’re the only
memories I have of that time.”

“Ungh. Are you sure? Well, if you won’t let
me block them, then you have to work extra hard at containing
yourself, okay?”

Ardette sighed. “Agreed. Stop me if I start
to . . .”

“Sure thing!”

“Great. Now I’ve got to go get back into
good favor . . . again. What a fun game this is. Completely
tedious.”

The shuffling started away in the direction
from which it came. Nyte waited for them to get a good distance
away. Then he released only my mouth and said,

“You have not asked him about it yet, have
you? His ‘shared emotions’?”

“Ugh. Kind of, I guess. When I was . . .
when I nearly consumed you.”

“And?”

I shook my head, hating the memory that had
been aroused at the word ‘consumed’.

“Aura?” Nyte lowered his face to my cheek.
“Do not look sad. I already told you that it was not your
fault.”

I tried to believe him, but that awful
feeling remained.

“Ow!” he said suddenly, twirling me to face
him.

“What is it?” Concerned, I reached to brush
his hair from his face.

“I fear that I have obtained an injury. You
did not, after all, finish your examination.” He brought his hand
to the feather charm around my neck, gave it a small tug, and then
tilted my chin upwards. It sent me off into that same shivering,
heart-racing mess. Through long lashes, he watched me, a seductive
bite to his lip.

“Oh . . . right . . .” I was lost in the
forests of his irises. My Nyte.

He leaned closer so that his lips were
nearly touching mine, but not quite. I threw my arms around his
neck and took the bait.

After a few moments, Nyte broke away. “Ah! I
am sorry!”

“What? What is it?”

“It is . . . it is strange. They are
watching. And because they are watching, I fear I cannot
concentrate.”

“They?” I looked around and saw no
one. “Who-?”

“Down there.” Nyte tilted his head at the
brook.

“Oh . . . The spirits? They’re
watching?” Great. First he could hear them, and now he could
see them too?

“I know it is ludicrous. They can do
nothing, and yet I feel ashamed – as though we are disrupting them.
You see, they have grown louder since we . . . began to kiss.”

They’d grown louder? That reminded me –

“Nyte,” I asked, releasing his neck and
taking a step back. “Darch says you’ve got some sort artifact on
you that’s allowing you to hear them. Do you know . . . is that
true?”

Nyte thought about it. “An artifact? Not of
which I am aware.”

“He says you really shouldn’t be able to
hear them, though, so there’s got to be something. Think,
okay?”

“I am thinking, but I do not . . .” But then
his face read enlightenment. “Oh! Could it be?”

“What? There is something?”

Nyte reached into his shirt’s pocket and
pulled out something small, white, and jagged.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It is a fragment. A piece of that
scale.”

At first I didn’t know what he was talking
about, but then I remembered. “That scale . . . You mean the one
Carn had?”

“Yes. After it was destroyed, there were
small fragments in the air, were there not? This one was stuck to
me. It was larger than the rest, so I held on to it.”

“Is that it? Is that what’s doing this to
you? Darch said it would be something just as powerful as the . .
.”

I couldn’t bring myself to say the word
‘pendant’, for fear of igniting another bout of addictiveness.

“Take it from me,” said Nyte, holding out
his hand. “We shall see if anything changes.”

I nodded and opened my palm, and he dropped
the scale’s shard into it. Upon release, Nyte took in a breath and
closed his eyes.

“Ah,” he whispered. “At last there is
silence.”

But for me, it wasn’t so silent. My head was
instantly filled with the loud song-like sound of many voices
murmuring at once.

 



Chapter 10: The Summon

 


“Can I see it, Aura?”

“Yeah, of course. Actually, please,
take it.” I gladly gave the piece of scale to Darch and turned to
Nyte. “Gosh, how were you able to put up with that racket for so
long? The thing was in my possession for less than ten minutes, and
it was already starting to drive me crazy. And you can pick up on
so much more than I can with these,” – I cupped his ears –
“so it must’ve been obnoxious, right?”

He placed his hands over mine, brought them
down, and slid them behind his neck. “Do not let it worry you.
True, it was bothersome when the Feirgh were near,
but otherwise it was not so bad.”

“Not so bad? Is that so?” I narrowed
my eyes.

Grinning, he nodded, looking too innocent. I
knew from my recent experience with the scale that there was no way
that was true, but I let him play tough.

“Still, though,” I said. “I see what you
meant about finding it hard to concentrate. Anyways, do you feel
better now? Or does everything seem eerily quiet?”

“No, the quiet is not eerie.” He laughed.
“It is very welcome. My head feels clarity. Finally it feels
clarity.” He paused and gripped at the place on his chest where the
pendant had previously lain. He was thinking about something. After
a moment, he laughed again. “It is strange to put it this way, but
for once, I am not under the influence of something charmed.
It is relieving, so . . . would you celebrate with me, Miss
Havoc?”

“Celebra-”

But without warning, he scooped me up and
twirled me around for the fun of it. Laughing, I held on tightly to
his cloak at the back his shoulder blades.

“Nyte!” I giggled. “Whoa! H-hey!”

This was good. I liked this version of Nyte
– without scale and pendant and with stolen power regained. At long
last, he’d be completely free of the burdens of those
‘treasures’.

“Whoa!” said Darch, pulling at his ears. “It
even amplifies my perception! But it makes sense now, right?
Technically the scale belongs to all of the Elves since it’s one of
the treasures of Sredna. That’s why you could hear a mass of
them!”

“Is that so?” Nyte was still beaming from
ear to ear and holding me up. He squeezed me close again and didn’t
set me down.

“Nyte . . .” The others were watching, and I
was more than a little embarrassed.

“Do you wish to flee?” he teased. “I will
not release you. I will never release you. There is nothing you can
do. I am simply too strong.”

“Oh?” I rubbed the back of his arm. “You
don’t look that strong to me.” It was a complete lie.

“Your eyes deceive you, Miss Havoc. I am
very strong. And fast!” With me still in his arms, he
crouched to ready a sprint.

“And most of all,” I said, “mode-EHHH!”

“What was that, Miss Havoc?”

“Modest!” I was now holding on for
dear life, for Nyte was sprinting with me down the spring at full
speed. How was it possible that he had even more energy now? The
breezeless air rushed past us, sending long silver strands behind
us like a tail. I rested my cheek against his collar and felt
perfect. After several large, prancing strides, he turned on heel
and started back to the others. When we reached them, he halted –
nearly sending me hurling from his arms – and fell onto the
grass.

He wasn’t even panting. Rather, he was
grinning boyishly and staring at me with current in his eyes, and
that was the point at which I changed my mind. I didn’t ‘like’ this
version of Nyte, after all.

I adored it.

“Well, now that your little frolic’s out of
the way, how about we actually do something useful?”

I looked up from the energetic lock.

“Er . . . Ardette.” I could only say that
much. It was too awkward. I’d seen too much. Heard too much. And,
in spite of everything, I still felt too much.

My dragon. Those words flashed in my
head, and the awkwardness grew.

The impatient Daem stood there above Nyte
and me, frowning. Nyte and I’d eavesdropped when we shouldn’t have,
and that fact put a tenseness into the air. Ardette could’ve made
the situation worse. He could’ve said something arrogant, or
started another fight, or made fun of Nyte’s happiness, but he
didn’t. He didn’t do any of those things because he could sense my
discomfort, and he respectfully turned away, letting me hide my
dodgy eyes in a bush.

“You believe we should return to the
beyond?” asked Scardo.

The others had been discussing relevant
things in our absence.

“That’s right!” answered Darch.

“Yer plan’s sounds good an’ all, Darch, but
do ya even know how this sorta thing works? Is there a special
chant or somethin’?”

“I don’t know!” But that fact didn’t keep
Darch from smiling. “Guess we’ll see! So, who’s coming with
me?”

It was fun, but I guess it’s time to return
to relevance, Nyte.

I didn’t want to, but I knew we had to. I
wasn’t fond of the idea of returning to the blackness, either, but
I sucked it up, knowing that any information divulged by the
spirits would be useful and also realizing that any secrets
divulged would be kept from me if I wasn’t present.

In the end, it was Darch, Ardette, Nyte,
Scardo and I who decided to return with scale in hand.
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Returning to the void was as dreary as I
expected it to be. Lost in timelessness, I once again felt like I
wasn’t real. Like my life was suspended in a jar of water being
sloshed around with no purpose or path.

I hoped our time here would be short. Or
that our non-time would feel short.

“My, my, look at you,” said Ardette,
shooting a sly sideways glance at Nyte. “You’ve certainly calmed
down a bit.”

“As have you,” retorted Nyte. “You do not
seem as ornery as usual. You have my congratulations.”

“You have no idea how touching
something like that is, coming from you.”

Yes, the beyond was affecting all of us
again.

“Darch, let’s get this over with as quickly
as possible, okay?” I said, stealing a look at the haunting feet
above our heads. I couldn’t decide if it would be more unnerving to
see the bodies that went with them, or less.

“Y-yes,” stammered Scardo. “Miss Heart, I
think it would be best if you remain by my side through this
endeavor.”

“Scardo, I’m fine where I am.”

“Please.”

“Uhh.” He looked so desperate. “Sure. Why
not?”

I humored him, fully believing that his
heart might not be able to handle it this time.

“Okay, Darch, give it a go, would you? It’s
not like we’ve,” – Ardette paused to inspect his cuff – “got an
eternity in here or anything.”

Ha. Ha. I rolled my eyes at Nyte.

“Right-o!” said Darch. Then he started to
shuffle about, searching his person. First he checked his right
pocket. Then his left.

When both of them turned up empty, Nyte’s
eyes grew wide. “Do not tell me that you have misplaced it,” he
said, groaning.

“Darch!” Ardette’s eyes, on the other
hand, grew enraged. “You had better not-”

“Oh! Here it is! Phew!”

Phew, indeed.

Darch let out an uneasy chuckle and lifted
the small, white shard into the air. We waited for something mystic
and intense to occur, but nothing happened. The shard just sat
there, motionless, between his thumb and pointer.

Darch wrinkled his nose and looked around.
“Well, what now?”

“You mean you do not know?” Nyte shook his
head and groaned. “Darch, I thought you an all-knowing spirit
expert.”

“Well, . . . I am! Yup, I sure am an
expert, aren’t I!? Thanks for the boost of confidence, Nytie!” And
with that, Darch’s demeanor changed startlingly abruptly. He
straightened his slipping glasses, fixed his messy posture, and
pushed back the sleeve of the hand holding the shard. Then he
flicked the thing into the air and caught it in his fist
triumphantly.

“Oh?” said Scardo to himself in quiet
observation.

The Magir’s voice had always been soft and
young, but when he spoke next, it was deep and rusty, and it
carried a certain authority.

“Come to me, oh forgotten one! Come to the
one that bears your memory bound to this artifact! Come now! I call
you forth by the bindings placed on you by this scale! Come, that I
might speak with you again!”

Even in the darkness, the blue of Darch’s
eyes sparkled and pulsed, almost as brightly as Elder Pietri’s
power. He was a short person, but the way he stood now made him
look tall. Powerful, even.

“Darch?” mouthed Scardo, jaw falling.
Apparently he’d never seen him like that before either. Ardette
treated the situation completely normally, though. They’d probably
communicated with dead before. No big deal.

Tch.

I rolled my eyes at Scardo. I think he
appreciated it because he let out a blast of determined air through
his nostrils.

That’s right, Scardo. I’m just as confused
as you, here. Let’s just pretend it doesn’t bother us.

For a moment, there was nothing. No response
from the feet. Not even a distant moan or a shuffle or anything.
Nyte’s hand was tightly gripped around his sword’s hilt. I didn’t
understand why, though. Could a vengeful ghost really be hurt by a
physical object? Still, it must’ve brought Nyte some sort of
comfort, for he held it steadfastly.

“Well?” said Darch, commanding in his tone.
“What are you waiting for, oh forgotten being? COME!”

The last word had a thunder-like energy
behind it, and it did the trick.

There was movement from directly above
Darch. The feet began to shuffle aside, slowly at first, but
rapidly growing to something deemable a ‘scamper’. They didn’t
glide. They walked. Like real feet. Again, I didn’t know if the
alternative would’ve been more or less comforting.

Scardo scooted closer to me. Nyte shifted
his body between Darch and us. Ardette did nothing but lazily play
with his hair.

Stupid Ardette. It pissed me off that
he wasn’t affected in the least by any of this.

As the apparitions continued to move away, I
realized that they were forming a circle in the space around Darch.
They were making a space for something. The scale’s primary owner
maybe?

We all waited, and Darch didn’t lower his
outstretched hand. He kept it straight, unwavering. It was weird to
see him like that. There were very few occasions when he showed the
knowledge and power from his first life, and this was the most he’d
ever shown at once. It was impressive. But no matter how impressive
that uncommon stature of his might’ve been, Darch suddenly broke it
by turning around and in his normal, light, gleeful voice,
saying,

“Guys! I think it’s working! I can hear
her!”

“Way to go, Darch,” said Ardette
off-handedly. Then he tossed a glance over his shoulder at Scardo
and me. “See, it’s all an act, really.”

But what did that mean? Which one was
the act?

I didn’t have time to berate the issue,
though, because just then, one lonely pair of spirit feet broke
through the circle of others and entered its middle. It walked
right over Darch’s head and stopped.

Darch looked like he was listening for
something. After a moment, he nodded and said,

“Yup! You sure can! But only on the
condition that you obey the current holder of the scale . . . which
would be me! Do I have your word?”

He waited for the answer that none of us
could hear.

“Well, that’s just great! Thanks for your
cooperation! Please, please, please, won’t you come down?”

“Come down?!” cried Scardo. This time, both
he and Nyte stepped directly in front of me as a blockade. Nyte’s
sword had become unsheathed too.

“Come on, guys. It’s okay.” I stood on my
tiptoes to see over their shoulders, but I was too short. “Nyte . .
.” I whined a little. That didn’t work either.

I folded my arms reluctantly, squatted, and
peeked between their legs. I was just in time to see the pair of
feet press a toe against whatever barrier it was that was
separating it from us. The press turned into a dip, for the barrier
fluctuated under the spirit’s press, and soon thereafter, the
being’s entire translucent foot broke through, followed by a
see-through leg.

Scardo gasped and readied his bow – another
motion for which I had no reasoning. There was no physical matter
for him to shoot!

The spirit’s descent didn’t stop with its
leg. It continued down, through the border of its plane and into
our world. The leg was followed by a body. It was a young woman. An
Elf, actually . . . and she was completely naked.

“Ah!” Nyte quickly turned his back to her.
He stared at my feet, cheeks rosy.

Ardette, however, ogled, grinning like the
pervert he was. Scardo set his eyes on the moon, and Darch acted as
though nothing was wrong at all.

“Hello!” he chimed. “I’m Darch.”

“Ah,” said the woman, her voice delicate.
“You are a Magir. Is that not correct?”

“That’s right, ma’am.”

“And a very young Magir you are. I see that
your first life was troubled. I am sympathetic to you. Oftentimes
the Creator chooses a very wise soul to live again, but in your
case, you were torn from this world too quickly. Perhaps that is
why you were granted with this gift. Even so, you are strong, are
you not? You are noble.”

Finally, Ardette was intrigued. He dropped
his smirk and studied the side of Darch’s face. Had the deceased
Elf actually revealed something new to him?

“Thank you, ma’am,” said Darch cheerfully.
“Your words are very kind.”

“I am Elder Hennowel Amano. What is it you
wish to ask me?”

“Are you aware of the current circumstances
of the world?” asked Darch.

Elder Amano nodded. “I have observed it,
although I have not experienced it first hand. I existed in a time
before the split.”

“Before the split?” I broke through the
now-weakened blockade of guardians before me. “Excuse me, Elder. My
name is Aura Telmacha Rosh. I am a songstress-”

“Ah. You are the chosen, are you not? And
that boy is your emulator?”

“Yes.”

Amano continued to scan the group of us. “He
is a protector?” She pointed to Scardo.

I confirmed it with another nod.

Lastly, her eyes fell on Ardette. “And you,”
she said, voice steady but a little amused . . . maybe? “That is
surprising,” she continued. “I did not expect to see someone like
you so close to Célesteen. Pray tell, why do you do it,
ancient one?”

Ancient . . . one? I was certain I’d
just misheard that. I replayed it again, but the voice in my memory
was strong. ‘Ancient one’. She’d definitely said that. But . . .
why? First ‘old man’, and now this?

Not getting it at all, I sought out
Ardette’s reaction. Unfortunately, he was cool. He cleared his
throat and brought his eyes to hers.

“No,” she said, still amused. “You do not
need to speak it. I understand the reason. And I was mistaken.
Forgive me. You are not an ancient one, after all, are you? I was
confused, for I have not encountered something like you
before. However, I know what you are. I would take delight in
hearing how you have come to be in your current state.”

“Why don’t we save that tale for when I join
you?”

“Ah, but who is to say that you will not end
up in paradise? This might be the only chance that we meet.”

Ardette laughed a deep and off-guard laugh.
“Me? Oh, I won’t be making it into paradise. Trust me.”

“Very well. We will save it. Now then,
commander of the scale. What have you summoned me for?”

“There is something specific I’ve come to
ask, but first please speak with the chosen Pure Heart. If I know
her, she’s got a few things she’d like to ask you.” He winked at
me. “Aura?”

“Oh! Thanks, Darch.” I took a step closer to
the elder, finally getting a good look at her. She was in her third
decade. Or at least, that’s how she appeared. Her hair was long,
much longer than Rend’s, but I couldn’t tell if it held the same
emerald quality. That muted, semi-transparence didn’t allow for a
true display of the woman’s coloring. Her eyes were large and
playful. Her other features petite.

I didn’t study any farther down.

“Elder Amano,” I said, tipping my head,
“thank you for speaking with me.” She nodded, so I continued, “You
said that you were alive before the Great Divisia, right? Well, I
was wondering . . . Was the world . . . Was it bad then? Was
it depraved?”

“No, Songstress Rosh. The world was not bad
then. The world was one, and things were good.”

“Good? But wasn’t there death and
destruction? What about the war between mekanix and magic?”

“That was a misguided quarrel, yes. However,
war is a way for things to be decided. For society to mature. Out
of the vestiges of conflict come many good things.”

Pacifist Darch would definitely disagree
with that statement. He didn’t say anything against it, though. He
was being respectful of my question and answer time.

“What do you mean ‘misguided’?” I asked.

“The natural flow of things is to innovate,
is it not? Are people not meant to grow and expand? I believe that
magic was a starting point for the races. It was a holy gift, given
to get civilization onto its feet. However, after we began to
sustain ourselves, it is my belief that magic was meant to
die out. That is how the Creator intended things to be. In
separating the land, the Songstress was going against that plan.
She was going against His will. That is why, in order for history
to move on, the world should be brought back together.”

“Back together?!” I blurted, for I was
surprised.

That was something I’d least expected to
hear. Was this ancient Elven elder really siding with Illuma?
Siding with Druelca? Siding with Lusafael? She was . . . in
agreement with the bad guys? How could that be!? She was good. I
could tell. She was certainly good, so why . . .

“Wait,” I said. “That might’ve been how
things were meant to happen, but that’s not how they came to pass.
As things are now, rejoining the land will kill thousands. That’s
too much bloodshed! And the rejoining of the land is sure to bring
about war. You might think it beneficial, but even more lives will
be lost! With how frail the current state of the Westerlands is,
how can we allow something like that? War would end us!
Isn’t the way to move forward to start anew in a world without
Druelca? Keep things separate to save lives and begin on a new
path?”

“No.” Amano shook her head. “I can read you,
Songstress Rosh. That is not true to what you believe. You do not
wish to sacrifice your beloved. You do not wish to follow through.
And you have long been struggling with the concept that the land is
not meant to be separate. You feel it is your duty to maintain your
role, but it is not. There is a way. I know there is a way for the
land to be returned to normal without bloodshed. If you wish to
find a way beyond this, you must find the second treasure of
Sredna.”

At her words, the hair on my arms stood.
There was another way? For the land to be returned to normal
without destroying the coast? But . . . was the land supposed to be
that way? Or what?! I didn’t know, so I decided to ask something
simpler. Something that my mind could handle. I let my eyes drift
to the captive moon still low and full in the sky and said,

“The second treasure?”

The elder turned her head to follow my gaze.
“Ah. You are already seeking another way, are you not? You intend
to free your moon. I bid you this: Do not falter. Continue your
journey to plead with the moon, for it is a creature wise far
beyond me. I would not be so foolish as to believe otherwise.
However, if your moon is unable to help you, the second treasure is
where your hope lies.”

“What is the second treasure?” asked Nyte.
His back was still to her.

“You do not know? Have the secrets of our
people really been that far lost?” Amano was forlorn at the
thought. Nonetheless, she said, “The treasures of Sredna are:
Number one: the scale. Number three: the hammer. Number four: the
pendant. Number five: the whistle. And number two: the star.”

“The star?” said Darch.

“Yes, that is-” Amano started to say
something, but she was cut off by a laugh. And then another. And
then a third. All of these came from Ardette, who’d taken to
cupping his mouth, shaking his head, and letting out
exhausted-sounding guffaws.

“Ardette?” I carefully approached him. “What
are you doing?”

“Ha! You . . . you . . . uh. Of
course. Of COURSE it would be something like that! Un . . .
be . . . live . . . able.”

It was hard to understand him through those
obnoxious, heaving laughs that were more like sobs than cries of
amusement.

“Speak, Daem!” ordered Nyte. “Your behavior
is unacceptable in the presence of the dead!”

Ardette shook his head in unimpressed
disbelief. “Unbelievable. I know, Darch! I know where the star
is.”

“You do?” cried Scardo, dropping his bow and
hurrying to Ardette’s side. “Well, where? Where is it?!”

Still shaking his head, Ardette messed up
his hair. “It is currently in the possession of a wandering
Daem.”

“A wandering . . . ?” I started to ask, but
then I realized. “Sowpa?”

If my conclusion was true, Ardette’s
reaction made perfect sense.

Ardette nodded. “I’m sorry. The irony’s just
. . . My soul really is cursed, isn’t it, Hennowel?”

“It is not cursed. Although, I would agree
that you have been given quite a run. Now, is there more that you
wish to ask? It is hard for me to remain in this plane. Surely you
understand, Darch.”

Darch nodded. “Of course! In that case, I’ll
hurry up! Now, what was I going to ask? . . . Oh! Right! So, we’re
assuming that Célesteen is the realm of the angels. So . . . is
it?”

Amano responded, “It is.”

Darch gave me a thumbs-up before turning his
attention back to Amano. “And is there a way for a Sape to use the
portal?”

“I fear that such a thing is
impossible.”

Again, Darch turned to me, this time with
his face wrinkled in disappointment. It was the answer we’d been
dreading.

“Is there, then, a way to get them out of
here?” I asked, desperate. “There are Feirgh just beyond the
wall, and if they go on their own, there’s no way they’ll make it
through.”

“It is true – our secrets really have
been lost to you.” She was again speaking to Nyte with that
forlornness. Then to Darch she said, “There is a way. The scale has
been fractured. I can feel that much, but there is power remaining.
It was once used as a teleportation device, was it not? If a
powerful enough Elf enchants it, you may be able to restore some of
its lost power and use it for one final teleport.”

“Won’t the scale be destroyed?” I asked.
“For good?”

“Yes.” Amano smiled. “However, it will be a
delightful event, indeed. It will free me to paradise, for it is my
last binding to the earth.” She reached out a faded hand toward
Ardette. “You might need to make it to paradise, after all, ancient
one. Forgive me. I have called you such again out of habit. How
strange your state of being is.”

Her eyes remained on Ardette. He didn’t say
anything.

“Is that the difference between the souls in
there,” – I gestured to what had since been confirmed as ‘paradise’
– “and the ones in here? The souls in the beyond are still tied to
the earth?”

“Yes, theirs are the souls of paradise. Ours
are the souls in limbo. Connection to the physical realm keeps us
from moving on. Many of those contained here are tied to a living
person. However, sometimes it is an object that holds us. Such is
my case. I was that scale’s protector. It was my sole purpose for a
very long time, and I will not rest until it perishes along with
me.”

“Even as its protector, you would wish us to
destroy it?” asked Nyte.

Amano nodded. “There is no place for it in
this world any longer.” Then she looked to Darch. “May I return
now, holder of the scale? It is growing ever more difficult for me
to remain amongst you. I am sorry that I was unable to answer
everything. I can see you have much more to ask of me.”

“No,” said Darch. “You’ve been a great help!
Thank you!”

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you, Elder. I hope
your peace comes soon.”

“As do I. I look forward to meeting you
again, ancient one. And you as well, descendant. Do not falter. I
bid you luck, Songstress Rosh and protectors.”

With that, Elder Hennowel Amano began her
ascent. She drifted up the same way she’d come, breaking through
the invisible barrier and rejoining the other feet.

We stood there in the aftermath, and we were
silent. Mostly. Darch had broken the trend by humming happily.
“Wow! That really worked!” he said.

My head was spinning. At least we had a way
for the others now, but everything was even more uncertain than
before. We had to track down that treasure, and we were about to
enter the realm of the angels when I didn’t even know what was
right and what was wrong anymore. Anymore? That was a joke. The
truth was, I’d never known what was right and what was
wrong. And I wasn’t even going to begin to try to understand
Ardette.

The Daem, or whatever he was, was staring at
the moon, looking oddly grave.

I remembered a time when it’d only been one
secret plaguing him. How was it that there were so many more buried
so deep? Would he ever tell me? Would he ever let me fully
understand him? Would we ever work out the kinks that were ‘us’?
No. I was sure we wouldn’t.
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“Alrigh’, so when we get back, we’re gonna
try ta track down yer brother? How’re we supposed ta find him?”

“Ask around Farrowel. You’ll be free of Elf
and Heart, so you won’t exactly need to hide any longer. Also, with
most of Druelca disbanded, the threat won’t be so imminent. Use the
squirrel to call the bird. It’s all but abandoned us, but who
knows, maybe he’ll be some assistance to you. I’m sure you’ll
manage something.”

“And after we find him?” continued
Grotts.

“Wait for us at the place I marked on your
map. Again, send the bird if it’s willing, but we plan to find a
way back one way or another.”

Scardo, who was pacing, threw up his hands
in frustration. “There are too many holes in this plan! Too many
unknown variables! Grotts, are you really okay with leaving the
Pure Heart?!”

“What choice do we got? Yer such a
worrywart.”

Scardo was too preoccupied with worrying to
take offense. “I do not like this one bit.”

“Scardo.” I put my hands on the front of his
tuxedo and held onto its lapels to calm him down. “It’ll be fine.
I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah,” said Darch. “Do you really think
that either of these guys would let her die?”

Scardo awkwardly let his hands hover around
me before finally placing them on the sides of my arms and
squeezing. I guess it sort of counted as a parting hug.

“I will do as you wish, Miss Heart,” he
said. “But in exchange, you must refrain from doing anything risky
while we are apart.” But he knew that I couldn’t make that promise,
so he didn’t wait for me to answer. He let go of my arms, bowed his
head, and –

“Uhh-uh-uhuuu.”

– with heavy reluctance, loaded the wind
buggy, filing in next to Trib.

Grotts stepped forward next and wrapped me
up in a giant bear hug. “Alrigh’ Aura, now I know ya’ll be fine,
but just please be careful.”

“Now who’s the worrywart?” I teased.

“I know. Sad but true, eh?”

“Grotts, you be careful too. And take care
of Kantú.”

“Ya know I will.”

I grinned knowingly. “I do know. Take
care of yourself, too, though. Okay? And thanks. For everything.
I’m gonna miss you . . . Grottsard.”

“Hey, now! Ya ain’t allowed ta use my
birthin’ name. I don’t care if yer the Heart o’ baked fish!” He
squeezed me tighter. “I’m gonna miss ya too.”

He’d always been such a comforting force.
Loyal. Safe. I was going to miss him. And Scardo, too.
Worrying up a storm and always reeling us in. But he was good. And
honorable. I’d miss them both. And then there was –

“Waaaah! Aura! Don’t leave me! I can’t! I
won’t! You’re gonna disappear!” Kantú ran at me with tackling
intent, arms open and mouth wide.

She nearly succeeded in the tackle, but I’d
rooted myself in preparation. I held my ground and caught her.

“It’ll be all right. Shh. Shh.” I wrapped my
arms around her trembling back. “I promise, Kantú. We were
separated before, remember? And you found me again. You’re my best
friend, so there’s no way I’d disappear on you. I promise, okay? I
promise, so don’t cry.”

But that was pointless. We were both
crying.

“Awww. Geez, Kantoo. It’ll be alrigh’. Don’
be sad.”

But I swear I saw at least one tear slide
down the gruff man’s cheek.

The others were understanding, and they let
Kantú and I hold our embrace for as long as we needed. It was hard
to let go of her. For so long, she’d been by my side. For so long,
she’d been like a sister. A true sister. The way sisters were
supposed to be.

It was hard, but at long last, I whispered
in my batty squirrel’s ear, “Oh, Kantú, how I cherish you. You’ll
be all right. You’ve got Grotts, and you’ve got to stay with him no
matter what. He’s your most important person now, right?”

Sniffling, she nodded.

“Sorry, I think I got some tears on your
tail,” I said.

“It- it’s okay. If they’re your tears, I’ll
treasure them! Waaaaah!” That only set her off again.

I wiped my eyes with my sleeve. Then I wiped
hers too. I peeked over her shoulder at Grotts and gave him a
nod.

“Come on, Kantoo.” He pulled her shoulders
away and tenderly planted a sloppy kiss on her forehead.

Together, they climbed the wind buggy’s
ladder.

“Well, it was great meeting all of you
good-lookers! I hope you don’t die!” Trib saluted us.

“Thanks Trib,” I said. “You were a great
help. Really, we couldn’t have done it without you!”

“Yes, lovely Trib. Do hunt me down sometime,
won’t you?” Ardette licked at the corner of his mouth.

“Nope! Still not interested!”

“Heh.”

Scardo peered over the edge of the buggy.
“Nyte, are you quite ready to cast your enchantment?”

“Yes, I believe that I am.” He took in a
breath.

“WAIT!” Rend put up a hand to stop him.
Then, almost sheepishly, she lowered her voice and looked down.
“Cousin, are you certain? We have yet to perfect your
enchantments.”

“Rend,” I mumbled, pulling on her
arm. “Don’t say that in front of Scardo! He’s close enough to the
edge as it is!”

“Unhand me!” She tore her arm away.

Luckily, Scardo hadn’t heard her comment,
but he could still see that we were talking about him. “What?! What
are you-?”

“Nothing, much,” called Ardette. “Just that
should he happen to fail, you could end up in the middle of the
great ocean!”

“Oh!” Trib threw out a fist. “I sure hope
so!”

Letting out another sick whimper, Scardo
slumped so low that we could no longer see him from our ground
position.

“Okay, Nytie,” sang Darch. “Give it all
you’ve got!”

The scale was on the glassy ground before
Nyte. Just a small fleck of white in the middle of the blackness.
It was hard to imagine that something so small could offer
salvation to them. At least I hoped it could.

Nyte took in another preparatory breath and
stretched out his hands low at his sides. He formed them into
shaking open fists. There was some sort of unseen energy there,
coursing through him.

I want some too.

I snuffed out the thought as quickly as it
had come.

From there, his arms began to tremble like
they were under the strain of a great weight. The enchantment was
starting to take form. Nyte’s back flexed, and his breathing
pattern quickened out of concentration of his spirit. In and out,
short puffs of air traveled through his nose. It was almost
ready.

Head bowed, the most powerful Elf curled
forward in an anticipation of power.

Then, like a flame, two red glows came into
being atop his palms. The started small, but the more he curled
forward, the brighter and larger they grew. Several seconds passed
by, and his whole body started to shake. His hair fell over his
eyes, hiding whatever expression he bore. I waited. We all did.

At last, he thrust his body out of the curl
in a burst of ancient power and sent the two balls flying into one
red blast that was brighter than any I’d seen him cast. It belted
for the tiny scale, making contact in a loud shattering sound.

“Uh!” I let out a soft gasp because for a
moment, I thought that the scale had broken, but as the glow of red
died, I saw that that it was still intact. Only now, it was
branded. It wasn’t branded with crescents, though, like the
enchanted treasure number three. It was instead marked by one red,
pulsing feather.

It was just like my necklace. Just like my
tattoo.

The enchantment was finished. Nyte bent
forward, putting his hands on his knees, and panted. “It is
done.”

Rend picked the now-enchanted scale fragment
off of the ground and flinched upon contact. She was, for the first
time, experiencing the burden of the scale’s perceptiveness.
Wasting no time to be rid of the thing, she ran for the buggy,
lifting from the ground at the last moment and landing
light-footedly on the edge of the boat.

“Here! Take it!” she barked at Scardo.

The hunched man extended a hand and accepted
the responsibility.

“It is done,” called Nyte. His voice was
steady, for he was quickly recovering. I guess being the most
powerful Elf had an advantage or two. “Now you must simply think of
the place that you wish to go.”

Grotts patted his forehead with the sleeve
of his shirt. “An’ that would be . . . ?”

Ardette shrugged. “Start in Farrowel . . .
somewhere.”

“Can you not be more specific than that?!”
spat Rend, jumping down.

“Oh? An expert on locating people, are you?
How wonderful. Hear that, everyone? Rend’s got a better grasp on
the situation than any of us, apparently. Oh, I know! Why don’t
you try pinpointing his exact location then, dearest
Rend?”

She let out a scoffing huff and stormed
passed him, making certain to ram her shoulder into his as she
brushed by. Ardette flickered to shadow, though, and sent her
stumbling forward.

“AAARGH!” She turned for a vicious
counterattack, but Nyte sprang forward to put a stop to it.

Trib ignored them. “Yo-ho, then! Take
care!”

“Bye!” Darch was leaping up and down and
running along the side of the buggy like an eager pet.

“Take care!” I called. “I love you
guys!”

“Please work. Please work. P-p-please work!”
Scardo winced. “FARROWEL!”

And just like that, they were gone. Trib,
Scardo, Grotts, Kantú, and the entire buggy were gone.

I stared at the place where the buggy had
been, sort of amazed that it had actually done what we’d hoped it
would do.

“I wouldn’t be so relieved, my cherry pit.
For all we know, they’re stranded out in the middle of the
mist.”

No, they couldn’t be stranded. Nyte had put
everything into that enchantment. I was sure they were fine. . . .
At least, that’s what I told myself so that I wouldn’t be plagued
with worry.

“Thanks for that, Ardette.” I gave him a
glare that wasn’t meant to be playful.

“Well then,” said Darch, either too dense to
notice or ignoring it completely. “Onward? To the realm of the
angels?”

Ardette pursed his lips. “Joy. Angels. My
favorite.”

 



Chapter 11: The Realm

 


“Who’s first?” asked Darch eagerly. He was
leaning over the edge of the well marked ‘Célesteen’ like I’d done
before. Only this time, there was no Scardo to fret over our
safety.

“I will go,” offered Nyte.

“Eee.” I clenched my teeth.

I didn’t want him to go. I didn’t
want any of them to go. We didn’t know what would happen down
there. We didn’t know if it would even work.

“Miss Havoc, are you not our fearless
leader?” Nyte grinned. “You are not backing out now, are you?”

“Psh! NO. I just . . .” I let out a loud
exhale. “It’s going to be hard to watch you go. Can’t I go down
with you?”

“It would be unwise. I will go on ahead so
that if danger is waiting, it will not take you.”

Danger? That was the thing I least wanted to
hear right now.

Ardette threw out a lazy hand of
proposition. “Do not fear, my angel. Should you get lonely,
I’ll be here to keep you company. I’ll be going down last,
you see.”

“Great. See, Nyte? See what you’re leaving
me with?”

In response, Ardette toyed with, and
ultimately undid, his top button. Nyte didn’t get mad, though. He
only chuckled.

“It is fine, Aura. Do not worry. I will see
you on the other side.”

Sword readied, Nyte placed a foot on the
edge of the well and hoisted himself up. With one off-sending push,
he jumped into the well.

“Nyte!” I ran to the edge and peered in.

There was no sign of him. No sound of him.
No anything. He’d just disappeared.

“I will go next,” said Rend. “If there is
danger, my cousin and I will ward it off to prepare for your
coming.”

Again, not what I wanted to hear. She
readied herself on the side of the well, but before she jumped in,
she barked one more command over her tense shoulder, “Do not
dawdle!”

And then she was gone. This time, I was able
to witness the entirety of the disappearance first hand. It was
like it was with the scale. One moment she was there. The next, she
wasn’t. Simple as that. My eyes couldn’t keep up with the quick
change in being.

“Darchy, next, I suppose. Then my pit.”

But Darch appeared reluctant for some
reason. “Ardetto . . .”

Ardette put a hand on his friend’s shoulder.
“Quit worrying, would you? It’s fine.” He lowered his voice, but I
could still pick it up. “I need you to go on ahead of me in case I
have a bad reaction. You know what you have to do.”

A bad reaction?

Darch nodded, but it was filled with
begrudge. “Okay. But are you sure? What if . . .” But he didn’t
finish his protest because Ardette shook his head.

That was weird. But it was way less
frustrating if I pretended not to notice their blatant secrecy.

As was to be expected, Darch had a harder
time than the Elves at getting a foothold on the well’s side, but
in the end, he managed.

“See you there!”

For some reason, he plugged his nose before
dropping in. And then he too disappeared.

“Okay.” I took a breath of anticipation. “Me
next, right?”

I put my hands on the edge and started to
move my foot up the side, but Ardette grabbed my arm, stopping me
before I could get very far.

“What are you-”

“Not so fast,” he interrupted. “You and I
need to have a chat.”

“Right now? The others are waiting. You
aren’t going to try to seduce me or anything, are you? Because
now’s really no the time for games like that.”

But at my own mention of the word ‘seduce’,
something happened. Another unwanted image popped into my mind.
This time it was of Ardette crawling toward me in the moonlit tent,
shirtless and tempting.

Kyaaaah! What’s with this?!

Stomach dropping, I wrenched my arm from his
dangerous clutch.

“Don’t worry,” he said, collected. “They
won’t think I’ve stolen you away or anything. Darch already knows
we’re going to be a moment or two late.”

Darch knew? So that meant that this was a
plan or something!? Why was I getting so nervous? Just because of
one dumb memory. Why did I have to have such a vivid imagination?!
I tried not to let it get to me, but it was no use. The more I came
to terms with the fact that we were alone, the more strongly the
dream’s happenings invaded my head.

“W-what?” I stammered, throat closing.
“Late? Are you going to-?”

I was really scared too. It wasn’t just a
game. None of this was. That dream had me all confused. It had felt
too real, and I was afraid. I was really afraid of what he’d
try!

“Why, my pit, how delightfully surprising.
Is that what you’d like?” Joking, Ardette opened his arms
wide and took a step closer to me. He was only teasing, and I knew
that, but my reaction was anything but understanding.

“N-no!” I pushed against him. “Get
back!”

“My, my, what’s this?” He dropped his arms
and frowned. “You’re . . . you’re afraid of me? Don’t tell
me you think I would actually . . . ?!” But he didn’t finish. He
only deepened his frown, and a new pinch of confusion became
visible in the creases of his forehead. His eyes were downcast.

Just like that, he’d changed from
flirtatious and forward to staid and hurt. Incredibly hurt. Had I
ever really offended him before? The small something rammed itself
against my chest, angry at me and trying to exact revenge.

“I . . . no,” I muttered. “I don’t know,
Ardette. I’m sorry.”

“I would never force you. Aura, you know
that.”

“I know. In my head I know that. It’s just .
. .” I caught the last bit of it with my tongue and swallowed it
before it could leave my mouth. This was mortifying. Honestly, what
was I supposed to say? That I envisioned him half-naked? That I
envisioned him kissing me? That I was having those kinds of
thoughts about him all of a sudden? No way. That would be the worst
thing I could do. Baiting the wolf would be the worst possible
thing.

“What is it, my pit?” Ardette was now less
hurt, but he was still very much puzzled. “Tell me.”

No, I couldn’t say any of that, so I merely
said, “Things are different than they used to be.”

Yes, they were different, and I missed how
they’d been. I missed the comfort I’d felt in knowing that I wasn’t
affected by his charms. That I was safe with him. That we were
close friends.

“You don’t feel comfortable around me? How
peculiar. I suppose it was always my goal to make you nervous, but
this is more . . . You’re afraid. The majority of your body
wants to run from me. Like you think of me as some attacker. But
then again, I can sense . . . There’s something else, isn’t
there?”

He was right. I wanted to run. I was
shivering. But I was excited too. I was trapped alone with him, and
some deep, dark part of me wanted that dream to come true.

What is WITH me?!

“Calm down, my angel.”

Why was I turning into such a mess? This was
Ardette.

“Listen, Aura.” He reached out and put a
hand on my cheek. “It’s all right. I promise. This isn’t anything
more than that I just needed to talk to you without the Elves
around for a moment.”

But his hand’s touch on my cheek was way,
way too much. I needed Nyte. I needed somewhere to run. I didn’t
want to do anything I’d regret! Why couldn’t I control myself?!

My hand traveled to Ardette’s and fell into
place atop his.

“O-oh?” His cherry eyes widened in surprise.
“Making a move, are we? Ah.” He breathed in through his teeth,
attempting restraint. “Oh, I should take my hand away. Really, I
should.”

But I didn’t want him to. But I did. But I
didn’t. I was shaking and nervous and feeling utterly evil. The
dream was taking over.

“Stay with me . . . , Dragon,” I
whispered.

His surprise immediately transformed into
concern. “Oh? It’s affecting you too? That’s
something unforeseen. I see why you’re so scared now. You aren’t
scared of me. You’re scared of you.”

He was right. I hated it, but he was right.
In intentional acknowledgement, I brought my eyes to his, and upon
connection, all of his concern fell and was replaced by dangerous
comprehension. His pupils started to expand.

“Really, though,” he said, demeanor
changing, “you should be scared of me. You should be very,
very wary because for so long, I’ve been craving you . . . and it’s
currently affecting me too . . . , Angel.”

He brought his other hand around my waist
and pulled me in seductively.

“That’s why . . . you . . . should . . . be
. . . afraid . . .” His mouth was nearing mine. “. . . of . . .”
His teeth scraped against his lower lip at the word ‘of’. I didn’t
want to run anymore. I wanted to let him do whatever he wanted.

Go ahead, Dragon. Why are you slowing?

But instead of kissing me, he rested his
forehead against mine. “I can’t.” He was panting.

I said nothing, just waited there, shaking
and mouth inches from his.

“If this doesn’t prove my love for you,” he
whispered, “I don’t know what will . . . . Now GO!”

Gulping, Ardette released me and pushed me
away from himself. The spell was broken . . . sort of.

Free from him, I wobbled down to my knees,
breaths huffed. I’d almost just-!

“Ardette, I have to get out of here! Please
let me go! I love Nyte! That’s why this is so terrible! And so
confusing!”

“Just – just sit over there! By that well!
You stay there, and I’ll stay here!” Ardette was doubled over,
rubbing his face out of torment.

That was a good idea. We had to separate
ourselves. Frantic, I backed myself into the well’s solid side.

Ardette remained safely out of reach. He
looked like he’d just come out of battle. With his hands on his
knees, he glanced up at me.

“Why, my cherry pit, usually this sort of
behavior would fulfill my desires. However, since I’ve made a
promise to a certain self-righteous Magir, I’ll have to refrain
from indulgence at this time. None of this really counts in your
current state. Understand, though, that once you’re back to normal,
you’re fair game. Deal?”

“No! What sort of a deal is that? I’m NEVER
fair game for you!”

Already things were beginning to get back to
normal. That was good. That was more than good. It was relieving.
For a moment there, everything within me had wanted Ardette.
He was so handsome, and his eyes were so intense. Even now they
were staring at me . . . wanting me . . .

Crap! It’s happening again!

“Deal!” I cried out of desperation. “Deal!
What’s wrong with me?”

“Nothing.” He slouched to the ground and
rested his elbows on his knees. “Nothing’s wrong with you. It’s
because we’re nearing Célesteen.”

“Because we’re nearing the angels’ realm?
Ardette, I am so confused. And you know that I’ve heard
things, so please . . .” How could I phrase this? “What are
you? What’s with you and your brother? How are we connected?”

“The reason, my pit, that I wanted to speak
with you is because of what you’re probably wrongly assuming. And
also because I had to warn you.”

“Warn me?”

“Yes, the more time spent outside of the
physical world, the more our inner selves will eat away at us. I
was going to warn you to watch out for me once we enter Célesteen.
Simply put, I might not be able to resist you anymore. Little did I
know, you were undergoing the same problem.”

“But why? That doesn’t make any sense at
all!”

“Shhh.” He put up a hand. “There’s something
I need to know before we go any further. Tell me, what was your
dream about? And please do be sure to include any lewd
details.”

He smiled so dirtily that I had to look
away.

Lewd!? Why does he assume-? Well, I
suppose there was some lewdness . . . but
I can’t tell him that!

“My dream?” I feigned ignorance because
there was no way I could say it out loud. How embarrassing would it
be if he knew!? And it would only fuel all of this, wouldn’t
it?

“That’s right. Your DREAM. When I pulled you
out of his soul, you mentioned you’d had a dream.”

“. . .” Shoot.

“I’m waiting,” he said.

“Uh . . .”

“Come now, cherry. It’ll do us no good if
you won’t be honest with me. Actually, if you tell me, I might even
be able to find a solution for our little ‘predicament’.”

“Fine.” I’d suck it up in the hopes of
finding a solution to all of this. “It was about you and me. And I
called you ‘my dragon’ . . . kind of like how I did just now, and
like I did that other time without meaning to . . . and you called
me ‘Angel’. And I was looking for your heart like in that old story
of Grotts’. You know, from the fan in Crystair?”

Ardette shrugged. “I vaguely remember.”

“Ever since then, I keep seeing little
flashes of it, and it’s making me feel weird around you, and
sometimes I kind of lose myself like I used to with the pendant,
and I don’t know what to do.” The pendant? That made me
realize something. Another one of those dots I was so bad at
connecting. “Wait, you don’t have a pendant, do you?! I
mean, that whistle isn’t-”

“No, it’s something entirely different. I
assure you.” He was serious, but before delivering his next line,
he started to smirk toyingly. “Well, maybe you’ve simply fallen for
me.”

“No.”

“Ouch. You’ve truly broken my heart this
time.”

I rolled my eyes, and things were fine, but
just when it was all getting kind of normal –

“And next time,” I said, completely serious.
“I’ll take it.”

What?!

Where the heck had that come from?! I
immediately clasped my mouth, afraid of what more might escape on
its own. “Mfee?!” The question was muffled by my own hand. “I mean,
‘see’? What’s with that? Why did I just-”

“Listen, pit, I know you’re confused, but I
can’t tell you what I am. I’ll tell you this, though. We are who we
are now. No matter what we’ve been or what we will become. You and
I are how we’ve always known ourselves to be. You’re Aura, an
innocent, uptight, insecure songstress. And I’m Ardette, the
insolent bastard who’s in love with you. Okay? If you begin to feel
‘different’, just remember that. Let’s practice, shall we?”

“Practice?! Uh, no. And anyways, ‘uptight’?
What’s that supposed to- Whoa! Wait!”

Despite my declination, he’d started to
crawl toward me, just like he had in the dream, full-intent made
clear by the look on his face. The image of me returning his
embrace seeped into my mind, and my shaking started up once more. I
pushed myself back against the well.

“No! Ardette, stop! Come on!”

“Aura,” he said. “You’re Aura.”

He was getting closer.

“I’m Aura.” I didn’t believe it, but I said
it again, regardless. “I’m Aura. I’m Aura!”

I was Aura, and all of a sudden,
Ardette wasn’t some desirable moonlit visitor. He wasn’t the
‘dragon’ I couldn’t resist. He was him.

“Well, pit?” He stopped just out of reach
and fell backward onto his hands. “What say you? Shall we have a
go?”

The only thing to react was the small
something, which was easy to ignore.

“Not a chance,” I said smartly.

“Ah. There’s that cold rejection. Gained
control of yourself, have you?”

I had. Just like that, I’d reverted to
normalcy.

He raised a brow –“See?” – and beamed, but I
detected that he was secretly sad. Or maybe just disappointed.
Yeah, there was some level of disappointment there over the fact
that we’d regained ourselves even though it had only been by his
doing. If I thought about it, though, it might bring about guilt.
And guilt was sure to bring about those feelings, so instead I went
in another direction.

“Yes, I get it,” I said. “And now that I
have . . . ?”

“What?”

“Don’t you have something to add?”

“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re
ref-”

“How about, WHAT THE HELL’S GOING ON?!”

My outburst only served to amuse him. “Hm.”
He stood and extended a hand to help me up, but I ignored it and
stood on my own.

“For starters,” I said, “your brother-”

“Yes, yes, my brother and I have a long and
complicated past, but we’ve no time for it now. Your boy’s waiting,
after all.”

“ARDETTE!”

“Don’t you have other things to concern
yourself with?” He threw a cocky and ‘coy’ glance at me. “For
instance, try to resist me, would you, while we’re at Célesteen? It
would be a messy situation to deal with in front of your Elf,
wouldn’t it? If you become lost, just remember that you’re my
cherry pit and no one else.”

“Ardette.”

I rooted myself, but he started prodding me
toward the well. I had to take a stumbling step or I would’ve
fallen forward.

“Ugh! So, according to Amano,” I said,
trying to pry something – anything – out of him before it
was too late, “you’re an ‘ancient one’ . . . sort of? What’s an
‘ancient one’ and how are you sort of one? You aren’t really a
drag-”

“In you go.”

He was shoving me over the side of the well
now.

“Ardette! Wait! Is that aler’gim thing
real?! Does that dream mean anything? Are we under some kind of
spell or something?!”

“There you are. Now all you need’s a little
push.”

But I held fast to his cloak and wouldn’t
let go. “At least give me something.”

“Hm. Something? Let’s see . . . . How’s
this?” He leaned forward and kissed my hair.

I’m Aura. I’m Aura. I’m Aura.

“That’s not what I meant, you perv!”

“Fine.” He lowered his voice and brought his
mouth to my ear. It was touching delicately. One of the shivers
returned and went traveling down my neck.

I am Aura.

“That ‘small something’ of yours wasn’t
something grown,” he whispered softly. “It was something you were
born with. Something you were destined with. Your current destiny
might be with him, but in the vast scope of eternity, a
person can have many destinies.”

Then, without hesitation, he gave me a hard
push, and I toppled down into nothingness.

 


~

 


I landed on something soft and gray.

“AURA!” Nyte was over me in an instant.
“What did that lecher do to you?! Are you harmed?!”

“Nyte . . .”

But I was looking beyond him at a very
suspicious Darch, who was very interested in his sleeve.

“You,” I said, narrowing my eyes.
“You trait-”

“Look out!” Seeing that I was about to serve
as padding for Ardette’s fall, Darch ran forward, but he was too
late. Luckily, Nyte wasn’t. He yanked me to safety just in
time.

Ardette stood and dusted himself off.

“My, my, I see we’re all alive and we-” He
paused to taunt Nyte. “What? Upset, are we, Elf? I simply wanted
the Pure Heart to experience paradise while we were in paradise.
Fitting, don’t you think?”

For the second time, Nyte didn’t get angry.
He didn’t lash out, and he didn’t overreact. The corner of his
mouth just sort of twitched into a cool smirk. Then he calmly
readied his hands for a spell.

“It is not time for that, Cousin!” Rend
pushed them down. “Come. Let us see where we have landed.” She
glared at Ardette and added, “We have already lost more time than
we can spare.”

Ardette smiled handsomely.

I followed her lead and finally inspected
the surroundings of the other side of the portal. The space was
small and gray and squishy. Kantú would have loved it for sure.
Were we technically at the bottom of the well? I looked up, but
there was no sunny opening to be found, just a fuzzy sort of
gray.

“Is this it?” sniffed Ardette, not
impressed. “The realm? I’d thought those ostentatious angels
would’ve had more flair.”

“Of course it is not ‘it’!” seethed Rend.
“This must be . . .” But she had nothing to finish with. There was,
however, someone that did.

“A transitional point, I think!” Darch
clapped merrily. “Between the two planes!”

“You think?” I said through tight,
angry teeth. I was still far from pleased with the conspiring
Magir.

Darch again took to examining his sleeve.
I’ll bet he was feeling pretty relieved that he’d been saved from
my scolding by Ardette’s near-crush.

Darch . . . unnnnngh!

“How do we escape it?” asked Nyte. “Are you
aware of the way out?”

Darch looked up and gestured to one of the
small room’s corners. “Here. Through here.”

“Are you sure?” said Nyte. “It does not
appear to be an outlet.”

It was a valid concern. From what I could
see, there was no door or window or opening of any sort anywhere.
We were in a colorless box, and that corner looked to be just that.
A corner.

“Trust me.” Darch pointed at his chest with
his thumb. “I can sense these things.”

Yeah, you sure can sense things, but you
still don’t feel it necessary to warn a person when they’re about
to be stranded with a dangerous-! There I went again – thinking
of Ardette as ‘dangerous’. I had to stop doing that.

“Are you not coming? This is no time to let
your mind be idle! Try to maintain some sort of conscious thought,
Sape! I know it is difficult for someone of your disposition,
but-”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it. Sorry.”

“You have not need to apologize,” said Nyte.
He lowered his voice. “Rend was also troubled over your wellbeing
in your absence. That is why her manner is foul.”

It was meant for only me, but Rend heard it
anyway. Of course she would. She stiffened, shot Nyte a stabbing
glare of death, and turned after Darch.

Nyte crossed his arms and shook his head. He
was disapproving, but also a little amused.

Rend had been troubled? Honestly, I couldn’t
imagine her worrying about me. What did she even think of me at
this point, really? It was too hard for me to read her to tell. The
hardest of any of my guardians. If only there was some way for me
to see the cold Elf as Nyte saw her. I knew a deeper part
existed, but it was so well hidden – or maybe I was just so dense –
that it had never become apparent to me, and any glimpses I’d
caught had been quickly lost to the hours of hard-shelled
unpleasantness. How long ago had it been when I’d wondered whether
she and I would ever become friends?

Friends? That was a joke, but at
least she was tolerable now. At least she didn’t seem to have as
intense of a hatred for me as she first had.

“Right here, guys! Gather around!” prodded
Darch.

I found Nyte’s hand and we followed Darch. I
felt silly walking into what was clearly just a corner, certain
we’d all just accumulate into a clump of trapped idiots pressing
against each other. But it wasn’t so. The corner wasn’t a
corner. Not really. We walked into it, and the grayness expanded
into a small tunnel-like hallway. It was another one of those
things that my other-realmly eyes couldn’t quite keep up with or
understand.

“See!” said Darch. “See, Aura! Isn’t that
great?”

Ah. So that’s what he was hoping. That he’d
be able to get back into my good graces by proving his
worthiness.

“Oh,” I said plainly. “So there was
something here.”

He let out a small, Kantú-like whine.

But though I’d played blasé, the whole thing
was impressive. That spot had looked just like a normal, uneventful
corner until we were right upon it. Huh. Wow. I didn’t mean
to let it show, but I was too easy to read. Darch caught my awe and
reverted to jolly.

Pressing onward, we filed into the tunnel.
We continued that way, close together and stumbling like one
entity, until we reached the end.

The end was solid. A gray wall.

Darch gave it a tap. “Huh. Well, that’s
weird.”

“Oh? What, Darch, Magir skills not up to
par? My, my, what a sha-”

Ardette was forced to eat his words,
however, when Darch rammed his shoulder hard against the solid
spot, and sent it flying forward. The wall broke from the tunnel
and disappeared with a pop.

“Well, what do you know? That’s just
superb!”

“And just why are you acting so surprised?”
said Ardette darkly. “You idiot.”

Darch stumbled out of the grayness and into
a place. It was a place that looked somewhat normal . . . . . . .
except for the fact that there was no ground. There was only
cloud-dotted sky. But somehow it was possible to tell which part of
the ‘sky’ was the ground and which part was the heavens. Darch
didn’t fall through the open air, but stood atop it, as though
there were a floor beneath his feet.

“Yay!” he said. “We’re here!”

Only, his voice didn’t come out like it
normally would have. Instead, his words were slow. But not only
were his words lagging, his whole spectrum of motions, from his
blinking to his hopping, were much, much slower than they should’ve
been. I noticed it only until I stumbled out into the place after
him.

At that point, Darch’s movements didn’t seem
very slow at all. They seemed to match my own, which were, as far
as I could tell, at normal speed. However, Nyte next called
something from the edge of the gray tunnel that made me again
question my state of being.

“What is happening to you two?” And his
voice was fast. So fast, that I could barely understand it.

“Whoa! What’s going on, Darch?”

Darch was delighted that I’d turned to him
for his opinion on the matter. He probably thought it meant that
I’d forgiven him for any former transgressions, namely his
Ardette-aided scheming.

Tch. Darch.

He was right. I couldn’t stay upset with him
for very long.

“I think that the angels are under different
existential conditions than us. Their property of speed, or rate of
happening, is completely beyond what we’re used to. That means
we’ll probably look really, really slow to them!”

“Seriously? But then, how are we supposed to
interact with them?”

“Not like they’ll pay us any mind anyway!”
said a hyper-speed Ardette.

“Come out here,” I said, laughing because
his voice was even higher in pitch than Toll Garrich’s, the
highest-pitched Squirrelean I’d ever encountered. “It’s hard to
understand you like that.”

“What? You like it, do you? Well then, I
think I’ll continue to ramble. Let’s see here. Did I ever tell you
about that one time at Druelca when I skipped out on guard duty to
have a secret rendezvous with one of our Sapian prisoners? She was
quite the little imp.”

“What?! You mean you-”

“Are those the sorts of thoughts you’re
harboring, my pit? How perverse of you. No, nothing like that, I’m
afraid. Those Druelcan dogs were all quite puzzled when the imp
managed to escape right under their noses. In fact, it was quite a
problem. Disappearing prisoners somehow finding a way out of the
fortress. It’s a wonder they never suspected a mole’s
involvement.”

Ardette stumbled out of the tunnel. Rather,
Rend gave him a hard push. Actually, I was kind of surprised how
long she’d allowed him to clog up the opening. Nyte and Rend
followed him out.

“I thought you told us that all of the
prisoners were laymen Elves!” I said.

“Of course I would say something like that
to make you feel better.” His voice was normal again. “I wasn’t
lying when I said that Illuma was the only songstress. The lie was
that she wasn’t the only Sape. No, there were quite a few actually.
Seems the devils were experimenting with turning regular Sapes into
songstresses.”

“That’s impossible. Songstresses are
determined by the Creator.”

“Tell that to them. Oh wait. You can’t.
They’re all dead now, aren’t they?”

“That means the prisoners too . . .”

“Shh. Block thoughts like those, would you?
Imagine they all ran away to safety.”

I felt sick, having just made such a
disgusting realization. Thankfully, Rend distracted me by stomping
her foot several times against whatever it was that we were
standing on. Ground? Clear air ground?

“Is this entire ‘realm’ sky?” she said. “How
is it that we are suspended? How is it that we are not
falling?”

Nodding, Nyte squatted to run his hand along
the ground. “Indeed, the floor feels solid, does it not?”

“That’s because it is solid,”
explained Ardette. “There are still the same boundaries here.
They’re just altered a bit, that’s all.”

I squinted at him. “And you know this
because you’re . . . ? Fill in the blank. Because you’re a . . . ?
No? A dra-?”

“Cute,” he said curtly.

I was sort of kidding, but I also sort of
wasn’t. There was no way Ardette was actually a dragon. Those were
extinct, and I’d seen what the bones of a dragon were like,
but then . . . what was he?

“Ah, a new secret to tantalize you with,
have I? We both know how delightful the last one turned out.”

“Shut up.”

“Aura, come this way.” Nyte called me from
Ardette.

It was all so weird. Walking on the air like
it was solid. Like there was a clear covering keeping us from
falling through the sky. I squatted next to Nyte and looked below
me. There was nothing but more sky, as far as I could tell. And the
strangest part was that I could still feel the wind and taste the
air coming up from below. It still tasted like sky, even though it
held us up.

“This is inconceivable, is it not?” said
Nyte, amazed.

“It is a divine . . .” but Rend couldn’t’
finish her sentence. For someone so taken with ‘holy’ things, this
experience was maybe even more miraculous for her than it was for
the rest of us. That rare expression of serenity was back; that
peacefulness that was sparked by so very few things.

“So, is this the sky above the Westerlands?
Like, if we were to take the wind buggy high into the air, would we
encounter this place?” I asked.

“Nope!” said Darch. “This is a parallel
world. It exists alongside our own. It’s impossible to reach . . .
except by the means we used, of course!”

I was still crouched with Nyte. I’d been
looking only down, but I now glanced up. I noticed that the ‘up’
sky was darker than the ‘down’ sky. Maybe that’s how we’d been able
to discern which way was which. Beyond that sky there was distant
space that was creating that darkening affect. Did that mean that
the stars would be visible at night too? Was this the same space
I’d stared into so many times from the ground? I dropped my
analyzing eyes to the horizon.

“Wait,” I said. “What’s that?”

“What?” asked Nyte.

“Over there.” I pointed to a small mound of
earth floating between the clouds.

“Ah, I see it. It is . . . dirt? And
grass?”

“Let’s go check it out!” Darch hurried to
inspect it.

It was an earthy mound of dirt and grass,
large enough for one person to stand on comfortably.

“What is it for?” asked Rend.

“Hmm.” Darch bent down and placed a hand on
the mass. “Decoration?”

“That is absurd!”

“Well, I don’t really know, then. Do
you?”

“Me? Why, pray tell, would I know?!”

“It is a path,” said Nyte. “See? There is
another just there.” He pointed.

There was another. And another beyond
that. He was right. They were forming a path to somewhere.

“Well, what do you think?” I said. “Should
we follow it? We don’t really know what we’re doing, right? Should
we just try to run into an angel or someone and hope that they can
help give us some direction? . . . Or-” – that reminded me of
something – “Wait! What happens when we see an angel? Will it
attack us!?”

“No,” said Ardette. “We’re much like ants to
them. They’ll pay us no mind.”

“Are you sure they won’t pay you
mind, Ardetto?” said Darch.

“Why would they?”

Darch slyly pushed up his spectacles, which
were slowly making their way down his nose, and answered, “Because
you’re kind of gaudy.”

“Pfff!” Had I been eating something, I would
have spit it out.

“Ha. Ha. Ha,” retorted Ardette in a drone.
“Darch, you’re really quite-”

“Yes, Ardette,” said Nyte, also stifling an
escaping snigger, “I am in agreement that it would be best for you
to attempt to contain your flamboyancy.”

“Oh, please. If anyone here is flamboyant
it’s him.” Ardette motioned to Darch, who’d happily taken to
hopping from mound to mound.

“What are you guys waiting for? Let’s
go!”

Following his lead, we walked single-file
along the series of raised land spots. It was odd to see masses of
land raised within the sky, but the markers were more comfortable
to walk along than the illusionary floor because they offered a
sense of grounding even though I couldn’t get over the feeling
that, should I happen to teeter off the edge, I might go plummeting
through the vast expanse of ‘down’ sky.

“So, do you think this maybe takes us to
like a town or something?” I asked in the hopes of distracting
myself from that image.

“An angel village?” Ardette wrinkled his
nose in disgust. “Would we be so lucky?”

“Well, sure. Then I might be able to catch
the interest of one-”

“Never! I will not allow you to do something
so repulsive! Catch an interest? You mean make a pact? Ugh. What a
joke. It’ll steal the song from your lungs without thinking
twice.”

“Ardetto, you know that’s not true,” said
Darch.

“Well then, why hasn’t one of them offered
yet? Hm? Why hasn’t one of those ‘oh holy ones’ come to save the
day? They’d rather just let their brother run amok creating
havoc?”

“Simple!” Darch raised a finger. “Angels
stay out of the world’s affairs unless under special assignment
from the Creator.”

“What?” I said. Did that mean . . .
“Lusafael’s on assignment!?” Could that be possible?! If so, then
what did that say about the-

“No!” Ardette sighed out of annoyance. “He’s
a rogue angel, of course.”

“Oh. Right.”

“Still hoping to find one to help you? Ha!
Good luck.”

I was getting angry now. “Why are you SO
incredibly bitter?” I lashed. “You hate ‘certain’ angels? Well what
the hell does that mean?!”

“Aura,” said Nyte, and he was calm. “Do not
let him upset you.”

“Good,” said Ardette. “You deal with
her awhile, Elf.” Without a second look, he dismissed me with the
back of his hand and stormed ahead.

“Uh!” How rude.

“Actually, Nyte,” said Darch, backtracking.
“Would it be okay if I dealt with her?”

“Dealt with her?” Nyte defensively stepped
in front of me.

“Er- that came out kind of bad.” Darch
rubbed his chin. “What I mean is, can talk to you, Aura?
Privately?”

I knew that look. That was the look of a
Magir feeling chatty. I was certain to find out something if
I agreed. So that’s what I did. And I did with great eagerness.
“Sure!”

“Do not wander too far behind,” said Nyte.
“Once you are done, Miss Havoc, would you consent to accompanying
me once more?”

“Of course, Nyte. I will ‘consent’.” I
grinned. Consent? Who says that? I watched him leap away.
But while I was watching him, Darch was watching me.

“I’m glad that you love him still,” he said
quietly.

“What?”

“Believe me, things would have been a LOT
easier if the emulator pendant had been the only thing binding you
two. Then you wouldn’t have had to make a choice. But the fact that
you did have to choose just makes your feelings for Nyte so
much more prevailing.” He smiled cutely. “It’s very romantic.”

That made my guilt flair up.

“But Darch . . .” I let my eyes fall. “I’m
sure you can tell anyway, so I’m just going to say it. I’m still
harboring those feelings.”

Darch nodded sympathetically. “I know.
That’s the downside to having a fate like yours. It’s hard to
discern what’s meant for now. You’ll clear it all up one
day!”

“Meant for now?”

“But that’s really not for me to say.”

“What?! Then why did you-”

“Long ago there was a war between the angels
and the dragons,” he said, rapidly changing the topic.

“So Ardette is a dragon?” I don’t
know why I was even asking, though. I didn’t actually believe
something like that could be possible.

Darch ignored the question. “At the time of
the Making, before the new races were created, there existed only
dragons and angels. The dragons were representatives of the
darkness. The angels were representatives of the light. Two
opposing forces, both equally strong.

“As you can imagine, because of their
differences, there was terrible quarreling that occurred. The
angels and dragons battled for a long time – though time as we know
it had not yet been established – and in the end, the dragons
lost.”

“Lost?” I said. “So then they formed a
treaty of surrender or . . .?”

Darch shook his head. “At that time, the
angels still had the power of song on their side, so the dragons
were completely defeated. Wiped out. Their corpses scattered around
the land. As a punishment for this crime, the Creator tore the gift
of song from the angels and gave it to a race he found more worthy.
That was the birth of the songstresses.

“The keepers of the dragons, the Daems,
built tombs for their distant relatives, permanent houses for their
sleeping souls. You see, the dragons were erased in a time before
the afterlife existed, so their souls were long attached to their
bodies.”

“So that dragon corpse that we saw had a
soul in it?!”

“No, no, no. Many years passed, and the
Creator realized the terrible fate befallen His first creations, so
He released their souls. Finally they were free. However, as the
legend goes, some of them were still angry toward the angels. They
infiltrated Célesteen and attacked its residents. Many lives were
lost at that time. Since then, a decree has been placed that no
dragon souls may enter Célesteen. Their resting place is somewhere
else. Somewhere unknown.”

“Oh, so he’s not a dragon?” I muttered to
myself. Why was I so surprised? Of course he wasn’t.

“Ardetto is bitter about all that happened,”
said Darch. “Daems feel a sense of patronage to their ancestors, so
he takes it all as a personal offense-”

“But Ardette’s not just a Daem. So what is
he?”

“That, Aura, is a question for Sowpa.”

 



Chapter 12: The Brother I

 


Oh, fuck it all. There’re no innocents in
this town either. I’d have to travel out of Farrowel if I hoped
to find another one.

The buzz of the andap I’d gotten from that
stumpy trader was already starting to wear off. Probably because
he’d been so stingy with his portions. At least at Druelca I’d been
given a proper dose every now and then. And the quality out here
was awful! Where the hell were these two-bit, dumbass traders
getting their supply from? It was stale. And just awful!

Druelca. I wanted to go back. I’d been lucky
to wander off at that time. How the hell had I gotten so lucky?!
Hmph. I guess it was all because of Ardette. Stupid Ardette. He’d
probably been behind that attack. That explosion. Still, I
ultimately had him to thank for saving me. Maybe he’d known I’d go
wandering off if he gave me a good enough high. After all, we used
to do that kind of outing together, didn’t we? His stupid attempts
at brotherly bonding.

Stupid little brother.

But that didn’t change the fact that the
next time I saw him, I’d kill him for sure. I should have done it
the last time, but he’d thrown me for loop showing up with
her. It was laughable, really. What had he thought? That
bringing her to me would change me back? That it would revert me to
that fake state I’d once known? How stupid. The moment I’d gotten
one taste of her back then, all of those memories had been
unlocked. All of that darkness had been unleashed. Really, it was
all her fault for flaunting around and tempting me into it. She was
the same as she’d been the first time around. Little siren.

Argh! Thinking about her made me want
some more. Maybe in the next town I’d find something comparable.
Ah, hell. Then again, maybe I should give up. I was almost down
from it anyway. Maybe it would be a better idea to just figure out
where I was going to go from here. One of the other bases? They’d
probably be happy to have Commander Gershaw on their team. But I’d
heard from that bloke at Cambarna that things were a mess since The
Mystress’ disappearance. Was it even worth it? A better idea would
be to head to the Elf land. Join the battle there. But then, at
that tavern, they’d said the war was all but dead. Those forest
crudes had somehow gained an upper hand.

ARGH! What was I supposed to do,
then? Go . . . home? Ha. Yeah right. And listen to that old hag
reminisce about how I used to be before that girl ruined me?

That girl . . . Why was I thinking of
her with . . . desire? Fuck if I’d let that in. I’d kill her too,
if I ever saw her again. I’d drain her. Make her pay for the things
she’d done back then. Ardette was probably still with her now. Bet
they were in ‘love’. Bet he kissed her before every drink.
Repulsive. How was he so able to get over everything? How was he
able to stand her after all of it? After everything she’d done? Why
was I the only one overcome with betrayal?

Well . . . that was because I was the dark
part, right? What a stupid deal. That witch had decided this for us
with the full knowledge that we’d never become whole! Add one more
to the list of people I’d like to wrench.

I was getting hungry. And not for spirit,
either. It was a side effect of coming down from the andap. Why was
it that I felt hunger, anyway? Ardette didn’t. Another stupid
condition.

I’d find something to eat before leaving
this dump of a town. Then I’d head south. To a real city. Thellnold
wasn’t that far away. I could probably make it there by morning
even on foot. But I was getting tired of walking. Weren’t there any
osterflits around here? Nope. I hadn’t seen any in a long time.

“Yo!” I called to an old lady that was
sitting in the middle of the road. Her back was to me, but I could
tell from her grayed hair that she was ancient. She didn’t
give me a response. Great. I’d probably picked one of the crazies.
“Hey! You! You old bat!”

“She can’t hear you, so it’s no use
yelling.”

Who the hell is interfere- One glance
over my shoulder told me all that I needed to know.
Seriously? It was amusing. Oh. Oh, this is good.

“Well, well,” I said, “look what dust swept
in. I hadn’t expected to see a familiar face around this
Creator-awful place.”

“What are you doing here?” said Kae. She
didn’t sound very happy to see me.

“Just wandering. Know where I can find some
food in this dump?”

“Just wandering?” Kae narrowed her eyes, and
I chewed on my lip. Even by Daem standards, she was hot. Maybe I
could get her to . . .

“I suppose I should be glad that you weren’t
caught up in that blast,” she continued, “but what’s your excuse? I
was out on a mission, transporting a bunch of prisoners to the base
at Denlaq. You were stationed, though, weren’t you, Gershaw?
So what are you doing here?”

“That’s Commander Gershaw to you.”

“Oh, whatever. You lost the need to be
called that when you slept with me, which, let me remind you, won’t
be happening again.”

“Fine. Then unless you can tell me where I
can get some food, you’re worthless.”

“You’re such a prick.”

I shrugged and turned to leave.

“W-wait!” she said after a moment.

Ha. I knew it. Knew she couldn’t be done
with me that easily.

“Tell me what happened to the fortress, and
I’ll tell you a decent place. How does that sound?”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll bite. And I do
bite . . . I’m sure you remember-”

“Enough!” She shook her head. “Ugh. I can’t
believe I ever . . . Never mind. Let’s go. Past those shops,
there’s a restaurant. It’s got good meat pies. Will that do?”

“Hmph. If you were smart, you would’ve
waited until I’d told you something useful before pointing it out.
Now I’m not going to tell you anything.”

“Fine. Go eat alone. That’ll make you a
great target for the lowlifes that hang out around here.”

Lowlifes? Was she serious? Like that would
bother me. Still . . . she was hot.

“All right. Fine. Come on, I guess.”

 


~

 


“So the whole thing just exploded?! In a
flash of white light?!”

“That’s what I said.” I took another bite of
the zebron pie. Kae had been right. They were good.

“But what could’ve caused that?” she
asked.

“Got me. It probably had something to do
with that ‘General P’ guy. You know, the Elf.”

“You really think so?”

“Sure. An Elf that hates Elves? Doesn’t that
seem just a little off to you?”

“Well, I guess it does . . . and so, you’re
thinking it was some of his magic or something? But Elves aren’t
that powerful.”

“He was an old Elf. Practically crawling
into his grave. That’s got to count for something.”

“Hm.” She was thinking.

I grinned to myself. The former fling was
quickly warming back up to me.

“What?” she said suddenly. “Why are you
staring at me?”

Had I been staring?

“I wasn’t staring,” I lied.

She giggled. “Yeah, you were.”

“No. I was just looking.”

“Oh, really? Looking, huh?” She tucked a
piece of black hair behind her ear.

Yup, she was definitely warm.

“What can I say? You look good.” I let my
eyes roam to the collar of her shirt. “Do you remember that time in
my office when-”

“Oh, Creator.” Rapidly shifting mood, she
took her head in her hands and groaned. “Why am I here? With
you? Ugh. No way, Gershaw. No way.” She rose from her
chair.

“What? Where are you-” But I was forced to
stop when the shrillest, high-pitched sound erupted in the air.
“AAAARGH!”

“Whoa! What happened?!” Kae extended a
thin-wristed hand to me. “Are you all right?!”

“ARRRGH!” I jammed my fingers into my ears.
“What is THAT?!”

“What? What are you doing?!” Kae was
wide-eyed and looking down at me like I was crazy. “Gershaw?! Stop
that! People are staring!”

“DAMN! What the fuck is that?!”

“What’s what?”

“That sound?! Can’t you hear it?”

“No, I don’t hear anything!” Kae took a step
back from me, her face a mix of concern and extreme embarrassment.
“I don’t! There’s nothing there, so stop!”

“All right, sir. I think you’ve got to
leave,” said a man. It was one of the hosts, and he was storming
toward the table like he was important.

“What do you mean, leave?! Tell
whoever’s doing that to shut it off!” That sound! That sound was
drilling into my skull. It was inside of my head, pushing against
temples from within. I bent forward under its strain.

“Sir, there’s nothing-”

But I threw a punch at him to shut him up.
He fell to the ground with a heavy clunk.

Serves him right.

“GERSHAW!” screamed Kae. She looked at the
other host, who was also fast approaching. “I am so sorry!” Then
she picked up her bag and ran from the table.

There went that.

“Sir!” said the second host. “I insist you
leave NOW!”

“Yeah, yeah,” I stumbled for the door,
breathing through my teeth.

That noise was so shrill! It almost reminded
me of . . . oh hell no. Ardette? Ardette had the whistle? How had
he gotten it out of that hag?! She’d sworn only to give it to . . .
That meant . . . So that Magir was with them too. I should’ve
guessed.

My stupid little brother and his stupid
little friend. I’d kill them both for sure. First I’d drain
her in front of them. And then I’d run them both through at
the end of a sword. That reminded me. I’d have to find a new weapon
before our next encounter since all of mine had been lost in the
wreckage. At least I’d taken some coinage with on my drugged
expedition.

I reached the outside and stumbled onto the
street, but the sound persisted. Of course it did. I knew that it
was all in my head and that trying to stifle it wouldn’t do
anything, but I continued to grip my ears like it might help in
some unpredictable way.

“ARGH!”

A passing couple jumped back from my
outburst and quickly changed their course to avoid me.

How crazy I’ve got to look to everyone else!
What a fucking embarrassment!

I had to stop drawing so much attention to
myself. I had to find someplace where I could let this thing run
its course. Ardette had to run out of breath sooner or later.

I found a shabby corner to back into. There,
I slid to the ground and tried to contain my cries until the shrill
whistling abruptly ended.

Ten minutes. He’d been blowing into it for
ten fucking minutes! What was the point of that?! I didn’t realize
until after it happened a second time at Thellnold and then a third
outside of Bedda that I was being tracked.

 



Chapter 13: The Interest

 


“Ardette? What are you doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?
Eyesight’s gone daft, has it?”

“No, I mean, what’s the point of what
you’re doing?”

“See, now you’re getting closer to what
you’re meaning to ask, but you still aren’t quite there yet.” He
gave me a taunting half-smile.

“Why. There, you happy? WHY are you
doing that?”

“Ah, yes. ‘Why’. That’s one you always seem
to struggle with.”

Ardette was as frustrating as ever. I’d been
spying on him, and he’d been blowing into that whistle for at least
five minutes.

We were all still traversing the path of
raised land spots, as we had been for the past few hours, and it
was becoming ever more obvious that none of us really knew what we
were doing. We had yet to meet an angel. Actually, we hadn’t even
detected the slightest hint of an angel since entering the realm.
What was more, the sky was already starting to darken, and it would
soon fall to black. We’d discussed making camp once that happened,
but no decision had been reached, so for now, we trekked on in a
line – a line of heap-jumping star-travelers – with no real plan.
The path had yet to branch. And the whistle had yet to make a
sound.

“I hate to tell you this,” I said, “but I
think it’s broken.”

“It isn’t broken, my pit. You just can’t
hear it.”

“Can you?”

“Nope.” Ardette tucked the whistle away.
Maybe he was worried I’d try to make a grab for it, but he was
wrong. I didn’t want anything to do with the mysterious treasure
for the time being. I was curious about it, sure, but I was too
worried about that disturbing ‘other’ part of me slipping out again
to let the curiosity take hold. For now, I was past all that. I had
to be.

“If you can’t hear it either, then
why-?”

“I’m giving your pet something to look
for.”

“My pet?”

“The squirrel.”

“. . . The squirrel?”

“Ugh. Fine. Kantú. There, now are you
happy?”

I smiled. “That’s one you always seem to
struggle with.”

“Cute.”

“I know I am.” I let my smile turn
cheesy.

He drew his eyes to my lips. “Yes,” he said
softly, “you are.”

There was tenseness again. The air was thick
with restless, on-the-verge trepidation. There was no sign of that
‘feeling’ returning, but I realized that it might under the current
conditions, so I thought it best to make a quick exit.

“Well, you’d better get back to blowing on
your whistle.” I gestured to his shirt. “If my ‘squirrel’ were
here, she’d be happy to do it for you.”

“It wouldn’t work if she did it, and-” – he
jumped forward onto my mound and grabbed my arm to stop me from
advancing – “another thing: Are you really that uncomfortable right
now that you’d drop it all like that? You aren’t even going to ask
me what I meant by saying I was giving her something to look for?
You aren’t going to ask me how it works? Why, my pit, what’s gotten
into you?” He flashed me one of his Cheshire smiles. “Or rather,
what’s gotten out?”

Annoyed, I shook my arm free. It was true.
I’d been so eager to escape the moment that I’d completely
forgotten about the very important thing we’d just been
discussing.

“Uh-” I’d just skip right over that
‘uncomfortable’ part. “So you mean you’re finally ready to tell me
the secret of your treasured whistle?”

“Nope.”

Stupid Ardette.

He patted my head, pushed me behind him, and
hopped onto the next mound. He said one more thing before moving to
the next: “All I know is that with time different here, I’ve got to
use it a lot longer than that if I hope to make any impact.”

Trying not to let my annoyance show, I
watched him hop away. It was weird to see him doing something like
that – something so characteristically ‘Darch’ – because it took so
much more effort than his usual slinking saunter. I couldn’t figure
out why he even kept to the path with the rest of us in the first
place. It was easy for the Elves, fun for Darch, and helped relieve
my feeling of falling through the clouds, but for Ardette . . . ?
If he’d only stray onto the invisible floor, he’d be able to keep
up his usual stroll . . . but he didn’t. Was there a reason?
Probably, and knowing that made my annoyance grow.

Oh well. I couldn’t let it bother me.

We kept along the path, seeing no one and no
thing, until it was almost dark. The sky passed by, but the mounds
stayed consistent. With Ardette ahead of me, I now walked in front
of Nyte, and every so often, he’d pounce onto my mound, pretend to
push me off, but then catch me before I fell. It was during one of
these playtimes that Rend, who was at the front of our line,
noticed something.

“Halt!” she ordered in an excited hush.

“What is it!?” said Darch. Keeping to his
spot of earth, he started jumping up and down, but he was still too
short to see over her tall figure. Giving up, he instead leaned to
the side and let out cry of surprise. “Something! Good job, Rend!
You spotted a something!”

“Shhh! Cease your senseless speech! We do
not know what it is! Do you wish to lure out every creature in the
realm?!”

“Nope!” But he was still just as loud. “Wow!
That is something!”

Following Darch’s excited lead, I peered
around the towering Elf and got almost as excited because it wasn’t
just ‘something’. From what I could gather, it was a very distant
city, and it was bright enough to show through the darkened
horizon.

“A town!” I said. “There are probably angels
there!” Wow, Aura. Way to state the obvious. Feeling stupid,
I attempted to recover, “I mean, ‘Finally an angel town!’ . . . or
something.”

“Yes, ‘finally’ or something,” said Nyte,
chuckling. My thoughtless emission had amused him. “So, what are we
to do?”

“Well, we’ve come this far, haven’t we? If
they’re going to try to kill us, then I say that’s the chance we
take. It’s not like we can’t defend ourselves from them.”

“Kill us?” said Darch, brows pouting. “Well,
that doesn’t sound very good.”

“If we can’t take this risk, then why are we
even doing this?” I said. “What are we even doing here?”

“You are right, Aura,” said Nyte. “Let us
go. Rend and I shall take the lead, so that-”

“Playing brave again, are we, Elf?”
interrupted Ardette. He rudely brushed past Rend and slinked ahead
to the front of the line, but before moving on, he turned back to
place his eyes challengingly on Nyte. “They won’t harm you. Why,
I’ll be astounded if they even notice you. It’ll be a
bizarre experience for you, won’t it? Going unnoticed. What, with
your gangling stature, you’ve never been the most inconspicuous of
brigands, have you, Nyte?” Ardette lowered his eyes to me, and they
turned softer . . . but just a little. “They won’t kill you. They
won’t kill any of you.”

Darch got that pouting look again. “Ardetto
. . .”

“Ugh. Try not to look so antsy. It’s
unappealing, even by your standards, Darch.”

“But-”

“I assure you that your concern is
unnecessary.”

I ignored the crypticness of their exchange
and gave Nyte a nod to solidify the plan. I wouldn’t press Darch
and Ardette for more now. Both of them had proven that they’d
reveal details only when they were ready, which usually ended up
being at the most random of times. It was teeth-grindingly
frustrating, but I’d just have to wait for the proper opening to
arise.

We continued onward toward the distant city,
not looking back, keeping all second thoughts in check. The sky
darkened to night, and both above us and below, the stars started
to peek out. They were colorful stars, like those of Elenque, but
they weren’t the same. They were stationary – like the ones at
Carpar had been. That was okay, though, because even though they
didn’t hop or dance or spin, they were still lovely in the way they
brightly showed off their many tones in a twinkling display all
around us. Rose. Almond. Mint. Teal. Gold. Silver . . . Okay, they
were more than lovely. They were alluring. So alluring, in
fact, that they made me wish we’d decided to make camp before
moving forward. Nonetheless, in favor of making good time under the
awareness of everything yet to come, we persisted on until we
reached the first signs of the city.

These first ‘signs’ weren’t anything
visible, but they were apparent all the same. The closer we got to
that distant brightness, the more the atmosphere changed. I’d felt
at normal speed ever since stepping out of the tunnel, but as we
neared the city, I started to feel slow – like I was lost in that
same slow daze I’d had upon meeting Lusafael; only, it wasn’t as
bad. Actually, it was incredibly minor by comparison, and it was
barely noticeable at first, but as more dirt mounds went by, I felt
more and more lethargic.

That had to mean there was at least one
angel ahead of us.

The thought of something like that made me
excited, but more than that, it made me tense. I knew we had to
press on, but remembering the way I’d gotten lost like that in the
presence of Lusafael . . . That feeling wasn’t something I wanted
to experience again.

Maybe it was because I had no idea what
expectations to hold for the angels. I knew they weren’t all like
Lusafael. He’d been a ‘rogue’ angel, and therefore, he’d probably
broken a lot of rules. But that didn’t leave me with much to go off
of for the rest of them. It’s not like I expected them to have
gardens or sleep in beds or anything. No, I didn’t imagine them
holding town meetings or practicing business. I didn’t really
imagine them doing anything, really. My mind, in regards to
them, was completely blank, and as such, it was completely
impressionable.

“What do you think that is used for?
It is not a dwelling, is it?” Nyte pointed to the first building we
encountered – the first sign of civilization. It was a tall,
rectangular white thing without doors. If it was a
‘dwelling’, it was a tiny one, for the base was only large enough
to hold one small room.

“No. Perhaps it is an outhouse?” suggested
Rend. She wasn’t kidding. Of course she wasn’t. – Did she ever?

Thus, I began imagining every similar thing
we saw as an angel’s outhouse. And we saw a lot of them. What
started as one lonely structure quickly grew into clumps of two or
three, and then entire scatterings of them were thrown about on
either side of the path. They couldn’t ALL be outhouses, could
they?

“No. I’m pretty sure those aren’t
outhouses,” I said to Darch, low enough so that Rend couldn’t hear.
“Okay, any new ideas?”

“Sheds?”

“For what?”

“Keeping angel-type things in?”

“Wow, Darch. Way to be specific.”

“They are rest chambers,” said Ardette. He
paused to scratch his neck, holding up everyone else behind him.
That included me. The annoyance flared.

“Rest chambers?” I said. “You mean you knew
the whole time? Then why didn’t you say anything?!” It was more
than a little maddening.

Ignoring the later, Ardette responded, “Yes,
rest chambers. It’s where they go to recuperate after a hard year’s
work. Find it intriguing, do you? Finding yourself to be an
angel-lover of sorts?” He eyed one of the chambers with scorn. “How
palatable, my pit.”

“Why? Jealous?” I kidded.

“You know that better than anyone.”

“Er-” I regretted kidding with him. Now I
just felt awkward. “Anyways, a year? Was that a joke, or do they
really only sleep once a year? And how do they fit in there?
Lusafael was regular size.”

“They don’t live by the same rules,”
reminded Darch. “They probably aren’t restricted by our spatial
limitations. For instance, maybe here you don’t have to be smaller
than something to fit comfortably within it.”

“Huh.”

“Then again, it’s really all just
speculation!”

“Do not say such worthless things!
Speculation is simply a fool’s contemplation!”

“Well, that’s an interesting take on it . .
. . Thanks, Rend!” Darch’s joyfulness made clear that he was being
absolutely sincere.

“Yes, thank you, dear Rend, for
gracing us with your pleasantness,” said Ardette.

Rend scowled deeply, but the havoc-loving
Daem simply sighed happily and soaked it up. It was such a
brainless cycle. A brainless cycle that the pair of them just
couldn’t seem to keep from falling into. Just once I’d liked to
have seen Rend respond to one of his jabs with a polite smile. That
would have pissed him off more than any of her scowls ever
could.

“Come. Let us continue,” said Nyte. “Let us
not be distracted. We are nearly there.”

Yes, get those two idiots moving.

So, thanks to Nyte, we went deeper into the
city. And with each step, we became slower and slower.

“This is ridiculous!” said Rend when things
started to get bad. “Why can we not move?!”

“We are moving, Rend! Just really
sloooooowly,” said Darch.

“Argh! I know that! We will never get
anywhere as long as this keeps up!”

“Keep it down, would you?” Ardette glanced
back at them and let out a sniff, as though he actually found their
behavior offensive or something. That was ironic. “Darch I
expect this out of. But Rend – Rend, you should know that
discretion is an asset.”

“I certainly know that! Do not tell me how
to behave!”

“Cousin, do not let him bother you. It is
not worth it. Come along.” Once again, Nyte was the one to prod
them forward.

Ever faithful to the mounds, we passed more
and more of the resting chambers. If there were any angels inside,
they were still. Actually, everything was still except for
us, and even we were getting there with our rapidly-declining
pace.

Hopefully some sort of solution would
present itself sooner or later. But for now, none of us could think
of anything but to continue on.

Eventually, we spotted a line of white light
that ran overhead, lighting the way along the path. It was a
hopeful sign that we might be reaching the greater part of the city
soon. By this time, that feeling of slowness was so intense that we
knew we had to be close to an angel. Still, we heard nothing
stirring. However, several lagging steps later when we did, in
fact, reach that greater part, everything changed.

The center of the city was filled with more
of the white sheds, but there were also larger stacks of them. Some
stacked three high, others stacked six. Apparently, the greater the
height, the greater the building? Maybe. Even though their bases
were still just as small. Not only were there the white buildings,
there were also strange metal coils extending from the ground.
These were giant and went up well past the highest stacks of
rectangles. Again, I couldn’t imagine their purpose until Darch
took a stab at it.

“Recreational slides!”

Thus, that’s what they became in my
mind.

Outhouses and slides.

Some of these coils had flat pieces of metal
resting at the tops of them. Others held brilliant spheres of white
light. Those had been responsible for showing us the city while it
was still distant. Suspended from the ‘up’ sky were more ropes of
light, holding up even more metal planks. What were they used
for?

. . .

Nope, still all I could see were slides.

It was pretty rare – the whole thing – but
none of those accounted for the most intriguing part of this
Célesteen city we’d happened upon. It wasn’t the slides or
outhouses or planks or ropes of light. The thing that made it all
otherworldly was that the moment we reached the central area was
the moment we encountered our first angel. Not that it was much of
an encounter to speak of. It nearly went unnoticed, and in fact, it
would have, had it not been for Nyte.

“There!” Even that one word took so long for
him to deliver.

There was a blur of something white skitting
just across the path in front of us. But before we could focus on
it, it was gone.

“Was that an angel!?” I said.

The others waited for the words to finish
forming.

“Yup! It sure was! And Ardetto, you were
right! It didn’t even notice you!”

‘It didn’t even notice you.’ Darch had just said ‘you’, not ‘us’. That
was something notable. I stored it away and asked,

“Why was it moving so fast? Lusafael wasn’t
moving that fast.”

“Lusafael was constricted by our plane, was
he not?” asked Nyte.

“Oh, yeah. Of course. Sorry, I still don’t
understand how that works.”

Rend started a slow-motion glower, which
took so long to fully deliver that it was comical. I refrained from
laughing, though, because the laugh would have been so drawn out
that it would have given Rend much too much time to daydream up a
most suitable form of torture for me, and that was
terrifying. At last, when the glower was complete, Rend said,

“If they are to move at such a speed, then
how will we be able to converse with them!?”

In the middle of our discussion, another
blur appeared off to the left. Again, Nyte was the one to spot it
and point it out. “There!”

That was when Darch started a motion – a
motion that was way too over-the-top for such languid
circumstances. His hands, which were outstretched at his sides,
slowly began to come toward each other. I didn’t quite understand
it at first, but then . . . Oh. It was a clap. The longest,
most unnecessary clap in the world. Even the sound of it dragged
on. Rend was shaking in fury – each shake drawn out to the extent
that they made for another dangerously comical scene. I’m not sure
how I managed to contain myself, but it wasn’t without a struggle.
Biting my tongue, I waited for the too-exuberant-for-its-own-good
gesture to come to an end.

“Okay,” said Darch at long last. “For the
next one, as soon as it comes into view, make sure you focus your
mind on it. We might be able to see it then!”

With the third angel that zoomed by, I tried
to do what Darch had suggested, but it didn’t work. It was the same
outcome with the fourth, fifth, and sixth. But the seventh? With
the seventh, I got lucky.

The angel stopped mid-sprint to do something
at the base of one of the coils. That’s when I made my move.
Squinting, I pressed my immaterial mind against my forehead in an
attempt to gain ultimate focus. It worked . . . sort of. For a
brief moment, I was able to capture the angel’s image. He was
almost identical to Lusafael. Same lighted, metallic skin; same
stern expression; same pristine, white tuxedo. Everything about him
was the same. Except for his hair. His hair, which was in no way
lacking that silver, silky quality, was short. Lusafael’s had
fallen to his back, but this angel’s sat nicely upon his shoulders.
At least that meant we’d be able to tell the difference if we
encountered Lusafael.

Sure, Darch had said that the vengeful angel
would be unable to enter Célesteen while in a pact with Illuma, but
even so, I was worried about it – like he might somehow show up
here at any moment and ruin everything. It was probably because I
was having a hard time fully grasping the concept that this was a
different dimension or plane or whatever. Lusafael had been hiding
in the clouds on our way to the Mistlands, and since we were
presently between what appeared to be those same clouds, the threat
still seemed real. I couldn’t shake the feeling that he might
appear when we least expected it to erupt us into a blast of white.
Thus, it was comforting that we’d be able to tell him apart from
the rest.

But just when I was feeling a very, very
small amount of relief, I realized something so obvious that it was
stupid.

Oh Creator! What if he cuts his hair?

The angel didn’t notice us. Or maybe he did.
We were, after all, standing right there. But if he did, he didn’t
acknowledge us at all. After completing whatever business he had at
the base of the coil, he quickly zoomed away.

“So, was that akin to a half of an hour for
him?” asked Rend, staring after him.

“How should I know?” said Ardette. “Think
I’d do something so boorish as to keep tabs on the angels?”

“Argh! Do not pretend to have knowledge that
you do not! Do not act in a manner that argues your competence if
you have none!”

A manner that argued his competence? When
had Ardette ever acted that way? But I knew what she was getting
at.

A whole half hour, huh? When it had been
only a handful of seconds to us? Maybe Ardette was right. Maybe
they really would pay us no mind. That was troubling. I
mean, how were we supposed to get their help if we couldn’t even
exist at the same speed as them? There was only one option
left.

“How can I catch their interest,
Ardette?”

“Absolutely not. It isn’t even a question. I
already told you; I won’t let you do something so disgusti-”

“What about me?” asked Nyte. “Can I not
seize one by its interest?

Rend and I shared in a rare mutual
snort.

“Well, there is always the possibility,
though I can’t imagine who would want you. Don’t forget
that, should you happen to form a pact, you’ll be forced back into
our realm. You’d be separated from our dear Aura. But don’t worry.
I’ll be here to take care of her in your stead.”

“In that case, I must revoke my offer.”

“It’s okay,” I said. We couldn’t let anyone
be separated from us. “We’ll just think of something else. It’s no
big dea-”

“I will do it,” interrupted Rend.

“What? Rend, that’s-”

“Do not speak against it, Havoc! If it will
aid in this mission that we have been assigned by our sworn elder,
I will oblige. It would be dishonorable not to!”

“My, my, how surprising. Rend has a
redeeming quality. Just one though. That is, of course, if we’re
limiting it to the non-physical? Because if we aren’t, I’d say she
possesses let’s see . . . I count at least four redeeming qualities
right off the bat.”

“Do not look at me in such a way, vile Daem!
Now, make haste and tell me what must be done.”

“Nyte,” I petitioned, “tell her. Tell
her not to.”

But Nyte studied his cousin’s blazing face
of determination and said, “I understand your resolution,
Cousin.”

“Nyte! If Rend does this, she’ll be
separated from the rest of us!”

“It matters not, does it, Rend? I will fully
condone your decision.”

“No!”

“Aura, you do not understand. As I have told
you before, it is impossible for me to fully explain the severity
of our honor system. If Rend feels the need to do this, she must.
To be truthful, I would do it myself, did it not mean leaving your
side. Therefore, it is the best option for her to go, for I can
offer you more protection than she.”

Ardette raised a brow. “Hmph. Are you
certain that’s your only reasoning behind this little decision? It
isn’t because of something more selfish like the fact that you’ve
no self control?”

“I will not lie. That is also amongst the
reasons. I will not leave Aura. I will never leave Aura. Although
it is selfish, I love her too deeply to leave her side.”

Rend choked down whatever response she
wanted to give to Nyte’s confession and said instead, “Regardless,
my cousin has more strength that I have. That is why it is ideal
that I do this.”

“Well, what about me?” asked Darch, poking
himself in the top of the head with his thumb. “Do you think an
angel will want me?”

“Also out of the question,” said Ardette. “I
need you.” He didn’t offer any further explanation than that, and
Darch didn’t require any. He just nodded obediently and dropped his
thumb.

“Speak now, Daem. How might I gain this
interest?”

“What? Well, how should I know?”

“Seriously, Ardette?” I groaned a long,
drawn-out groan. “After all of that? You really don’t know?”

“Fine,” said Ardette, eyeing Rend up and
down and then back up. “Take off your clothes.”

“WHAT?! You dare utter something so-”

“Relax, would you? It was a j-o-k-e. Got
it?”

“Come on, Ardette, do you know?” I said. “Or
don’t you?”

“I told you already, I don’t know. Drop it,
won’t you? You’re beginning to sound quite repetitious.”

“Great. Then what are we supposed to do?” I
rubbed my forehead. “Wonder how Illuma did it . . . . Wait a sec! I
think . . . I think I can help! The Song of the
Midnight Flower!

“The Song of the-” Nyte started, but I cut
him off.

 


“A lady did but wander late,

A woeful move that sealed her fate,

A darkroad traveler found her there,

An ill intention he would bear.

The great Creator did send down,

An angel's aid to her be found,

The angel fell but not in love,

Amidst the interest lady dove.

One midnight flower offered he,

A gift seduction surely be,

But lady's heart was far too pure,

To take the flower offered her.

The darkroad echoed angel's cries,

As she was left to dark
demise.”

 


“Should you really be doing that?!” Rend
shot several nervous glances over her left shoulder. It seemed I
wasn’t the only one worried about Lusafael.

“We told you:” – Darch waved her fear
away – “Lusafael can’t return here until Illuma dies.”

“What if he kills her?! Did that thought
never cross your minds?!”

The thought hadn’t crossed mine, but it did
now, and it made me gag.

“He wouldn’t be that dippy,” said Ardette.
“He needs her alive or this is all for nothing.”

“What are your thoughts, Aura?” asked Nyte.
“What answers do you think the song holds?”

“Er, I don’t really know. I just kind of
sang it because . . .”

“Because you seek to waste time!” Rend was
fuming again. It took so little to set her off these days.

“No! I thought it might help or
something.”

Darch reflected on it. “Well, maybe Rend
needs to be in danger? The lady dove was in danger when the Creator
sent her an angel. But then again, it said that the angel fell, so
does that mean that it won’t work while we’re in Célesteen?”

“UGH! Then what are we doing?! We must come
up with another plan!”

“Wait a moment.” Ardette was thinking. “A
‘darkroad’ traveler? My pit, why haven’t you ever sung that for me
before? It would have been useful . . . on several occasions.
Though, I suppose it doesn’t have a very high chance of working
unless we’re in close proximity to one, so I suppose it doesn’t
really matter.” He was mumbling to himself. Then he looked
up at me. “You’re sure it’s ‘darkroad traveler’?”

“Yeah. Why? Doesn’t that just mean a bad
guy?” I asked.

“No, I believe it means someone within the
dream world.”

“The dream world?” I studied him. Another
joke?

“Unless you’ve a better idea, I think it
means she needs to be put in danger while asleep.”

“Would that mean that a real threat would be
after her, or . . . ?”

Ardette nodded. “Of course a real threat: .
. . me.”

“You?” Nyte narrowed his eyes.

“Well, I’m the only one that can get inside
of her mind, aren’t I? Though I suppose I’ll need your help,
Darchy.”

“Right-o! I’d be glad to help!”

“Nonsense! I will not allow you to enter
me!”

“I will make certain he does not defile
you,” said Nyte. He placed a hand on Rend’s shoulder. Then, while
wearing an expression of threatening protectiveness, to Ardette he
said, “Contain yourself. I know it is not in your nature, but
contain yourself.”

Ardette shrugged. “Naturally.”

“Argh! Fine! But stay away from the places
you do not need to enter, Daem! Do you understand?! If you so much
as-”

“Yes, yes. You’ll render me numb or some
such punishment? Though, instead of numbness, I’d really prefer you
employ pain. Why not make it more fun?”

“Masochist!”

“Good job, Rend. Glad to see you understand
where I’m coming from.”

And with that, he started a long, slow
plunge into Rend’s chest.

“Go on, Darch. Knock her out.”

“Should you not have done that
first?!” said Nyte through bared teeth.

“Shut up, would you? Go entertain yourself
somewhere.” Ardette brushed him away with the back of his hand.

I let out a huff. Unbelievable. Ardette was
so frustrating! “Come on, Nyte,” I said. “Let’s wait over there.
Away from this ass.”

“Ah, ah, ah,” – Ardette smirked – “I’ll need
you nearby for when I need a drink, my pi-”

“Don’t treat me like I’m just something for
you to use!” I, too, was upset with the way Ardette had gone about
entering Rend.

“W-what?” Ardette was completely taken aback
by my outburst. He abruptly changed his demeanor into something
much easier to swallow. “Um, I didn’t . . . Of course you aren’t,
Aura. I’m sorry. I was just . . . Don’t think of me that way.”

“How else is she to think of you?!”

“Butt out! This doesn’t concern you, does
it, boy? Go watch for angels.”

“Ardette, you don’t need to be rude to him!
Anyways, he’s right, isn’t he? How else am I to think of you when
you behave so rudely?”

Again, Ardette was taken aback. “I didn’t
mean it that way.” A darkness crossed his brow. “I’m not myself at
the moment. Do you understand what I mean?”

Not himself? So he was . . . ? Oh. I
understood. That ‘other’ part. I nodded. “Fine. I get
it.”

“I . . . Please, Aura, may I have some of
you?” This time, he asked in earnest. Like the first time he’d
asked at the Waterfall of Sorrow. The first time the small
something had tweaked in my chest. It tweaked again now.

“Of course you can. You’re my friend.”

His Adam’s apple danced in his throat. Was
he getting nervous?

The sky was lightening up already. Day was
quickly approaching. This was all taking so long – each line taking
forever to deliver – but out of habit, we all felt the need to form
full sentences and to use full motions. It was surreal to see
ourselves moving like that – so slowly – because even though
our motions were sluggish, inside my head, my thoughts continued at
a normal pace. I witnessed it all through eyes that weren’t
lagging.

So when Ardette reached for my hand and
began pulling it to his horn, I saw every long moment that passed
with his eyes earnestly on mine.

He was sincerely remorseful for treating my
spirit that way. In that moment, he’d been like Sowpa, and it had
been ugly. But now, the way he was now, it was something gentle. I
was a prisoner to the lethargy. I was locked within my slow-moving
body, forced to process each slow-crawling second our eyes were
locked onto each other.

I hadn’t noticed it, but at some point,
Darch’s pinky had made contact with Rend’s forehead, and he’d
helped her to the ground, finally rolling off the mound and onto
the clearness that still made me feel like I was going to fall to
my death at any moment.

When my hand finally made contact with
Ardette’s horn, he didn’t release his hold on it, nor did he
release his stare. It felt good to be like this. My heartbeat was
fast inside of my shell-like body. But it couldn’t get to that
point again. I wouldn’t start thinking of him as ‘Dragon’.

I am Aura.

Ardette tipped his head to show that he
understood the internal struggle. Rend’s eyes were closed now, and
Darch’s pinky was making long circles just above her brow. Nyte was
watching with uneasiness, looking away only to scan the city for
angels.

“There is another,” he said. But none of us
moved from our spots.

At long last, Ardette closed his eyes and
pushed his shadowed hand up Rend’s ribcage, up her neck, and into
her head. Even though she was out, her body flexed when he reached
the middle of her skull.

“Careful, Ardetto,” whispered Darch. “Don’t
go anywhere you aren’t supposed to.”

“Like I would,” huffed Ardette.

“You would.” I grinned.

Nyte spotted several more angels, but none
of them paid us any mind at all. They all simply zipped passed,
their behavior no different in the daytime, apparently.

While Ardette continued to mill around
inside of Rend’s mind, she breathed evenly. Slow, long breaths that
filled her chest. Darch didn’t remove his pinky even after it’d
ceased its circling. He was keeping her under. He was keeping those
breaths steady and slow. He was monitoring the situation, making
sure that Ardette didn’t do anything stupid. Ardette still hadn’t
removed his other hand from mine. Maybe he was afraid I’d change my
mind and take it back. It was warm in the midst of the otherwise
coolness of my hand, which was decreasing in temperature every time
Ardette took more spirit. I could tell when he pulled in a new
dose, not only because my hand turned to ice, but because his hand
got warmer. His pulse became stronger. Maybe that’s why he was
keeping it there, to make it better for me. To make it more
comfortable.

It did just the opposite.

It was all too intimate. I liked it too
much, and I’d gotten to the point where, in my mind, there was a
constant, repeating,

I’m Aura. I’m Aura. I’m Aura. I’m Aura. I’m
Aura. I’m Aura. I’m Aura.

His hand was well-behaved for the most part,
but every once in a while he’d do this thing where he’d tense his
hand and grip mine for just a second. Those were the times that my
chest tweaked harder than ever. My stomach was always soon to
follow, and the looping –

I’m Aura. I’m Aura. I’m Aura.

– got louder.

After a few of these squeezes, I could no
longer take it.

“Nyte!” I blurted in a last attempt to gain
my sanity.

Ardette’s eyes shot open at the cry.

“Nyte! I need you!”

“What is it, Aura?! I am here!”

“Focus, Ardette!” scolded Darch. “Don’t
worry about them.”

Ardette didn’t listen. He locked eyes with
me and waited for my answer.

“Come here!” I was panting a little because
the small something was again pounding against my chest in an
effort to escape. I tried to hide it. “Put your arms around
me!”

“What?” He was confused.

“Please.”

The confusion changed into a grin. “How can
I not obey such a command from our leader?”

Ardette’s eyes were unwavering, but the hand
covering mine had slipped down my wrist, and one of his fingers was
now rubbing along the tendon there.

Damn it, Ardette! Cut it out!

But I couldn’t voice it because voicing it
would admit to myself, and to everyone else, that it was affecting
me. He wasn’t supposed to be able to do that!

Luckily, Nyte did just as I’d asked. He
threw his arms around my shoulders, crossed them over my chest and
placed his hands on my opposite arms. “How is this?” he
whispered.

It was perfect. The tempting going on at my
tendon turned into an annoying, unwanted advance.

Ha! Take that!

I smirked triumphantly at Ardette, but
instead of showing some kind of cocky response to losing his
‘game’, he showed melancholy.

My triumph caught itself in my throat.
Great. Now I felt wretched.

“Ardette,” said Darch. “Enough. You did it
to yourself.”

Nyte had no clue what was going on, but it
didn’t seem like he cared. He was only focused on carrying out my
command, and he was taking extreme delight in doing so. His chin
was rested atop my head, and he was staring past Rend, Ardette, and
Darch, and into the surrounding city with complete
contentedness.

Ardette closed his eyes, slipped his hand
back on top of mine, and gave it the hardest squeeze yet. In an
instantaneous response, my hand turned icy, but it happened way too
fast, and I let out a cry. All the way to my shoulder, my arm was
frozen.

Ardette’s eyes shot open again.

“My cherry!? Uh . . . I-I didn’t mean to do
that!”

“What the hell, Ardette?” Even now, he was
pushing my palm against the point of his horn. It hurt and was sure
to puncture my skin soon.

“What are you doing?! Do not be so rough
with her!”

“Ardetto! Concentrate on Rend! It’ll be over
soon enough!”

Ardette’s eyes were black. Even in this
slowed-down state of being, it happened in a flash. “Who am I?” he
asked, staring at me and forcing my palm.

“My dra-” But Nyte’s arms around my body let
me know that that wasn’t right. “You’re Ardette. I’m Aura. You’re
Ardette.”

His eyes were red before I even noticed that
it had happened. He released my hand.

“Sorry,” he mumbled.

But it was okay. I understood. Even if Nyte
was still glaring at Ardette with strangling intent, I understood.
That ‘other’ part had started to take over him again.

“FOCUS.” Darch’s pinky was again circling
because Rend had started to stir. That wasn’t good. She had to
enter a sleep deep enough to warrant a nightmare, right?

I’d just close my eyes and concentrate on
Nyte’s protective embrace until this was all over. I’d cut my arm
from my emotions. No matter what happened, no matter what Ardette
did to it, I wouldn’t open my eyes. That was the best way.

I melted into Nyte’s hold. I breathed him in
and everything was right. I wouldn’t open my eyes. I wouldn’t . .
.

But that mentality came to an abrupt end
when a bright, white light showed through my closed lids.
Squinting, I uncovered my eyes to find that the white light was
even brighter on the other side, and it was surrounding us.

“It came out of nowhere!” cried Nyte.

It?

But was there really a need for me to ask?
What else could it be but an angel?

“Nyte!” yelled Ardette. “Cast your
barrier!”

“What?”

“I said cast your barrier, you cur! Push out
all bits of this realm! Generate a clear space!”

“Yeah!” said Darch. “The angel will pull her
away too quickly if we don’t contain it!”

Nyte released me and readied his hands for a
barrier spell, but all of this he did slowly. The bright light was
growing rapidly, and now Rend was reeling on the ground at a
much-faster-than normal rate. It had worked? She’d caught the
interest of an angel? But we were all still stuck in that lethargy!
How could we compete with their speed?!

All of this panic was useless, though. In
the end, Nyte’s spell came through. The casting took way longer
than it should have, but once the red light was out of Nyte, it
reacted as quickly as the angel’s, transcending that time barrier
between us.

In an instant that was too fast for me to
comprehend, we were all enveloped in Nyte’s red bubble. Only now,
there was one more to our number:

A man!

It was a man that looked just like that
first short-haired Lusafael look-alike. Except, now that I was able
to fully see him, I noticed that there was one other major
difference between this angel and Lusafael. His eyes. His eyes
weren’t blacker than the blackest shadow. They weren’t dark and
lifeless. They were silver. Shining silver that was even lovelier
than Illuma’s. And they were joy-filled.

Within Nyte’s barrier, we were able to move
again at a normal pace. We were able to concentrate on the angel,
but it was hard not to get lost into that same mesmerized stupor
caused by Lusafael. It was hard . . . but not impossible. Using
that same pushing of my immaterial mind, I was able to focus on him
without becoming lost in the moment.

But I couldn’t think of anything to say.
There was an actual angel right next to me? How could I
react to something like that? The answer: I couldn’t. So I was just
silent. Silent and gawking. We all were.

“Anmoka. shetti, mo karlakat?”’ said the
angel to a now-conscious Rend. His voice was even and strong, and
it held an echo even within the echoless space of the bubble.

Rend nodded.

We spent several more seconds under
deadening silence’s control until Darch somehow found it within
himself to break through.

“Well, well . . . well, what did he say?!”
he sputtered. “Could you understand him?! How incredible!”

“Yes,” said Rend, “he wanted to know if I
was in good health.”

The angel watched Rend’s mouth intently
before squinting, tilting his head to the side, and saying,

“Is this the language that you prefer,
Rend?”

Rend nodded again. “It is.”

The angel continued, “I am delighted that
you have allowed me to save you from the darkroad traveler. I shall
dispose of this dark creature for you now.”

He reached out a hand to Ardette’s head, and
I knew what was coming. We all did. This was the same as when
Lusafael had reached out to Carn. Ardette was about to be
dissipated. He was going to be killed.

“NO!”

Without thinking, and behaving like an
absolute lunatic, I lunged forward, placing my body directly
between the angel’s hand and Ardette. The angel’s palm made contact
with me instead, and there was a burst of white light.

 



Chapter 14: The Mistake

 


“Why have you stopped me, descendant?” asked
the angel. He was towering over me brightly.

I held up my hand to block the glare.
“Descendant?” I asked.

There were three relieved men grasping onto
different parts of my body. Darch had a leg. Nyte had my waist.
Ardette, my shoulders.

“You are a child of song, correct?” said the
angel. “Which is why that blast could not destroy you?”

“Oh . . . is that why?”

“You did not predetermine that you would
survive?!” Rend was outraged. “What were you thinking?! This
foolishness far exceeds anything that I have witnessed from you
thus far!”

“Yes,” said the angel, “I must avenge the
one who has made the pact. I must kill that person.” He pointed to
Ardette. “I could see the things that he intended to do to Rend.
They were impure.” The angel’s point turned into an open-palmed
reach for Ardette’s forehead.

“Stop!” commanded Rend. “It is
unnecessary!”

The angel paused his reach, but did not
retract his hand. He was bewildered by the order, and to Rend he
said, “But this person is a darkroad traveler. He was to take you
by force.”

Rend folded her arms. “No, he is unworthy of
your effort. He is simply a foolish Daem.”

“A Daem? Yes, Daems are darkroad travelers.
Therefore, I must-”

“Wait, what?” I said, twisting my head to
get a read on Ardette. “They are?”

“Certainly,” said the angel. “Daems are the
only creatures with the power to infest a being’s dream. They are
the only creatures that can steal a being’s consciousness. That
makes them darkroad travelers. All of them.”

“YOU KNEW?!” I punched Ardette in the
shoulder. Hard.

“What?” he said. “What are you saying? That
I’d have died for dear Rend? Please.”

But I wasn’t convinced. Neither was
Nyte.

“No, but you would die for Aura, would you
not?”

Ardette said nothing. I didn’t know what to
say, so I also said nothing.

“You do not wish me to avenge you, Rend?”
asked the angel.

“Yes, Rend,” tempted Ardette. “Would you
like him to avenge you?”

Rend thought about it a moment before
begetting a grin that was terrifyingly evil. There was at least one
part of her that would have very much liked to have seen Ardette
blasted into a million glittering pieces. The evil smile remained
longer than it should have, and it wasn’t until Nyte’s prodding
throat clear that she said reluctantly,

“It is not necessary.”

“My, my, Rend, have your true feelings for
me finally come to head?”

“Keep your mouth shut, worm, or I shall
change my mind!”

The angel watched Rend intently. The silver
of his irises pulsed when she turned to him next.

“Speak your name, angel.”

Even in the presence of someone like him,
she was acting like that. So bluntly. I guess I should have
expected it, but still . . . this was an angel we were
dealing with, and she offered him no sort of reverence. Did their
pact give her some right to authority?

“Mikkan is the name that you may call me,
Rend.” The angel looked around. “What is this plane that we are
suspended in? I should warn you that it will not be able to contain
me for long. You there,” – he pointed at Nyte – “you are casting
this? Even as one of the original races, you should know that you
cannot hope to hold this for much longer.”

Indeed, Nyte’s arms were starting to
shake.

“We’ll be quick then!” said Darch, wiggling.
As was to be expected, he was brimming with excitement. “First off,
have you two bound your pact?”

“We have,” said Mikkan.

Darch held onto the side of his glasses and
looked very much like a doctor. “Show me.”

“What do you mean show you?!” said Rend.
“What are you insinuating?”

The angel pointed to Rend’s sleeve. “He
means that.”

Rend pulled up her sleeve, revealing a
purple petal tattoo. I recognized it. It was identical to Illuma’s.
Rend had been branded by the midnight flower.

“What have you done!?” she shrieked. “You
have defiled my skin!”

“It was a necessary part of the pact.”

“Why, pray tell, was this necessary?! Ugh!
How distasteful!”

“Cousin.” Nyte’s voice was shaking now too.
“We have not time for your complaints. Please, Darch,
continue.”

“Right! Thanks, Nytie! Well, Mr. Angel-”

“Wait!” Mikkan interrupted Darch
mid-sentence. “You.” He was now looking at Ardette and
extending a shining, silver hand of accusation. “YOU!” he said
again. “You are not a darkroad traveler, after all! How are you
able to enter this place!? How could I not smell you before!?”

“What? Daems aren’t allowed to enter the
oh-so-sacred Célesteen now? How racist of you.”

“Do not play with me! You are no Daem! You
are-” But the angel stopped. “No. You are not that either. What
are you?”

That’s what I want to know!

Ardette grinned a hate-filled smile.
“Something that you have never encountered before,
apparently. Now, shut up, why don’t you, and let’s get on with it
before our little bubble goes ‘kaboom’, shall we? I assume you’re
up to speed on the status of the world? Even if you haven’t
directly played a hand in any of it, you’re at least aware, aren’t
you?”

Mikkan was still glaring at Ardette with
blatant distrust and suspicion, but he nodded.

“Wonderful. Well, you aren’t aware of a way
to help change the course of things, are you? Or rather, you aren’t
allowed to share if you are?”

The angel nodded again. “Correct.”

“Then, what we need from you is a way to the
western moon. We need to speak to it.”

“It will not speak to the likes of
you.” Mikkan’s face reflected Ardette’s own hatred.

“No, but it will speak to her. It is,
after all, her mother, isn’t it?”

“And if it does?” asked the angel.

“You just let us worry about that, why don’t
you? Rend, ask him to show us the way to the moon.”

She scowled, so Ardette added, “Pretty
please.”

“You ask him,” she hissed. “You have a
mouth, do you not? An insufferably vociferous mouth, at that!”

“He won’t say anything if I’m the one to
ask. And, quite frankly, if we’re discussing loud-mouths-”

Nyte cut him off. “Cousin, make haste!” The
Elf’s knees were buckling, and the bubble’s red was lightening.
“His power is too much of a strain on the spell!”

I ran to him, but there wasn’t really
anything I could do. “Ah! Nyte! Just hold on, okay?”

Rend’s eyes widened at the sight of her
struggling kin. “Show them a way to the moon!” she ordered
Mikkan.

The angel sighed and pointed up. “There. At
the top of that spiron.”

“Spiron?” I asked.

“He means the coils, I think!” said
Darch.

Mikkan nodded. “Climb a spiron to reach the
moon.”

The bubble shook. “Ah!” Nyte let out a cry.
His knuckles were white, his face red. “It will break soon! I will
hold it as long as I can, but the spell is fracturing!”

“Okay, what else?!” I said, worried for
Nyte. “Ardette?!”

“Yes, yes.” Ardette frowned. “Here’s what
you need to do, Rend. Once the angel transports you to our realm,
find those morons. If they haven’t found Sowpa yet, find him too.
Make sure he has the ‘star’. He’ll be quite disturbed by you, you
being an Elf and all, but just be your charming cold self
and you’ll be fine. Once you’ve got Sowpa and the star in hand,
meet us at the marsh we crossed on the ferothew, all right? I’m
sure you can handle all that, can’t you?”

“The marsh?” she asked. “Why, pray tell,
would you have me go to that disgusting place?”

“We haven’t the time for that now, have we?”
Ardette eyed the bubble, which was now shaking violently and
allowing small bits of light to escape it. “It appears our time is
up. Best say your goodbyes.”

“What? Goodbyes?!” But that streaming light
was enough to let me know he was right. “Ah! Okay! Rend, thank you
for everything, and good-”

She didn’t wait for the end of my parting.
“Do not falter, Havoc!” It was more of a threat than anything else.
“Cousin, protect the Pure Heart at all costs. I shall see you
again.” She put a firm hand on Nyte’s chest.

Nyte bowed his head. “May the Creator be
with you, Cousin. I will do my part as you do yours.”

She removed her hand, pulled it into
herself, and bowed to him. Then the Elven sorceress did something
that made absolutely no sense. No matter how hard I tried, I
couldn’t find even the slightest iota of a reason for why she did
what she did, but she did it all the same.

Hunching low to reach his height, she hugged
Darch. Tightly. She didn’t offer a hug to anyone else. Just him.
And she didn’t look at all happy about it.

“Er- farewell,” she said.

“Well, thanks, Rend!” Gleeful Darch didn’t
even look surprised. “See you later, Mikk-”

But before he could finish, the entirety of
the bubble burst into bright, white light. Before my eyes could
discern it, Rend and the angel were gone.

“Just like that?” I said. “Will Rend be all
right?”

Nyte hurried to recast the barrier. “She
will be fine.”

“Ugh! I hate angels!” Ardette stomped like a
tantrumous toddler. “Did you see how high and mighty he thought
himself?”

I stared at the place where the angel had
been. I was still trying to process it all.

“Oh, come on,” I said absentmindedly, not
shifting my eyes from that spot. “He was nice, wasn’t he? And why
do you hate them anywa-”

But I couldn’t finish because Ardette had
pulled me into his chest for a close embrace. He brought his lips
to my ear, and in a voice that was too soft and tender for me to
handle, he said, “Thank you.” He kissed my earlobe. “My cherry, you
saved my life. Thank you.”

I’m Aura. I’m Aura. I’m Aura.

 


~

 


“So then, why didn’t you think to have Nyte
cast a barrier earlier?” I said. “I mean, if it was going to pull
us out of that slowness, I think we should have done it the whole
time!”

The four of us were now happily skipping
along the land spots, enjoying regular motion thanks to Nyte’s new,
without-angel barrier. It was so much better, and I didn’t even
have to focus anymore to see the angels beyond its border. I could
freely watch them come and go, so that’s what I did. And I did it
to the most gawking extent.

They all looked identical to Mikkan. They
were all men. They were all shining. They were all beautiful.

We came to the bottom of the nearest coil.
The one that Rend’s angel had pointed us to.

“So we’ve got to walk up this thing?” I
asked no one in particular.

The curling piece of metal was as thick as
Grotts; the entire diameter of the spring twice as long across as
Nyte was tall. Lucky for us, however, the top part of it was flat,
so walking up it wouldn’t be as difficult as we’d originally
anticipated.

Turns out it wouldn’t have made for a very
good slide after all.

Before starting the climb, we stopped for a
meal – a quick, thrown-together meal of whatever odds and ends we
had left in our packs. It wasn’t much, but then, I wasn’t that
hungry. Nyte ate dried berries. Ardette ate nothing.

Ardette . . .

My thoughts were a mess. I couldn’t keep
from letting them drift back to him. What was he? He was a
Daem. But he was also an ancient one? What did that mean? And the
way Amano and the angel had reacted to him . . . It was all too
weird. I didn’t want to let it bother me, but I couldn’t help
it.

Apparently, there was another who was
struggling with that same problem.

“All right, Daem,” said Nyte, wiping his
mouth. “I think it is time that you explain yourself.”

“Whatever are you referring to?”

“What is it that you are? You are not a
Daem.”

“I am.”

“What more are you?”

“I’ve an idea.” Ardette grinned. “Why don’t
you tell me what you think I am?” His eyes drifted to me. “Or
better yet, how about the more that Aura does, the more I’ll
reveal.”

“Does?” Nyte didn’t get it. He didn’t share
Ardette’s perverted mindset.

“Gross,” I said. “No way.”

“Pleased to see your corruption is coming
along so nicely. We’ll have to work on your boy next, my pit. Now
then, to discuss the things you’ll be ‘doing’ for me. Let’s see
here, have you ever tried-”

“ARDETTE!” Darch, who’d been happily
enjoying a hard heel of bread, kicked his heel hard into the
invisible ground. “If you don’t knock it off, I’m going to tell
them everything.”

“Like you know anything anyway.”

“Oh, I know enough.” Darch’s expression was
stern. He was serious. His threat was valid.

Ardette could see it too.

“Oh? Threatening me, are you?” But the Daem
said nothing more. He snatched up his pack and started up the
coil.

I opened my arms at Darch in surrender,
silently begging him for more – some inkling of a something that
could help me understand – but Darch only shook his head and
started up after Ardette.

I know, I know. It’s not for you to tell
me. But it didn’t seem like Ardette would ever give it up.

“Better not stray too far ahead,” called
Nyte, “lest you be thrown out of the barrier. We would hate to lose
you.” But to me, he lowered his voice. “He cannot be an actual
dragon, can he?”

“So you were thinking that too?”

Nyte nodded. “But it is impossible. There
are no dragons anymore, and he looks like a man.”

“I know, Nyte, but every time I start to
wonder, it comes back to that.”

Nyte shook his head. “He will surely tell
you. He does love you, after all.”

“Nyte . . .”

“It is fine, Aura. I have come to terms with
it, remember? It will be easier for me if I know that there is
someone for you once I am-”

“Stop. You aren’t allowed to say that.”

“It is a simple fact, Aura. Can you not come
to terms with it? I will follow you wherever you must go, but at
the end of everything, there is a duty that I must-”

“I said stop.”

Angry, I marched ahead of him. If I had to
listen to one more second of him acting like this was all going to
end in his death, I wouldn’t be able to make it. I’d lose any
resolve to move forward. That’s all there was to it. I couldn’t
stand it. I couldn’t do it. I just wasn’t strong enough.

I was a fool.

We traveled up the spiron, making much
better time now that we had Nyte’s barrier to protect us. Below,
the day brought many more angels, but none of them looked up. None
of them came up after us. They all just zipped back and forth,
tending to the bottoms of the coils and disappearing into the
door-less sides of their rectangular resting places. I’d have liked
to have seen the inside, but even if I could have, there was no
time. We had a moon to free.

Knowing that, we kept on.

The climb was a little tricky in the sense
that we all had to remain close together so as not to let anyone
slip out of the barrier. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but the
spiron was steep, and it was easy to lose footing, especially with
us bumping into each other more than we should have. I say ‘us’,
but it was really just the least skilled of our number that did the
bumping.

I was one of those ‘least skilled’. So was
Darch.

Much to Ardette’s aggravation, every couple
of levels one of us would stumble or slip and accidentally push
against someone for support, nearly causing a catastrophe.
Fortunately for us, though. Nyte and Ardette were agile and strong
and able to keep us from toppling over. Thus, Darch and I were
saved from many a fall.

Another thing to add to the climb’s
trickiness was there was actually a lot of ground to cover. That
wasn’t something I’d expected, but it made sense all the same. The
coil was tightly wound, and we couldn’t really skip any levels of
it. Well, Nyte probably could have, but he had the rest of us to
protect. Therefore, it made for a tiring trek. As we made our way
up, my thighs grew tired. I’d walked more on this journey than I
had in my entire life, but very little of it had been inclining
like this. It was difficult for me. It was difficult for Darch,
too.

“Can we stop for a while guys?” Darch asked
after the first hours had passed.

Nyte looked at me and saw my own fatigue.
“Yes, we may,” he said.

I was relieved. I hadn’t wanted to be the
one to make us stop, but my legs were killing me. I needed a
break.

“I am sorry, Aura. We should have let you
rest before attempting this climb. You have not slept since
entering the realm. I did not even think of it. I have not yet been
affected.”

“It’s okay. It’s just my legs are tired.
That’s all. I’ll be fine after a rest.”

“But I do not think that Darch will.”

Nyte nodded in the worn-out Magir’s
direction. He was slumped against Ardette.

“Darch?” I said. “How are you faring?”

“I’ll manage!” But his voice was lacking
some of its normal excited vibrancy.

“Are your legs sore?” I asked. It was dumb
question. They had to be.

Darch squinched his face and nodded. “But I
promise I won’t hold you guys back.”

“Ardette, what about you?” I asked.

“Me? Worried, are you? I’m fine. I haven’t
the unholy stamina of your boy, but I’ve got plenty of steam
left.”

“Do your legs hurt, though?”

“I told you, I’m fine.”

“Ardette, tell me.”

“Why? What will it matter?”

“Just tell me.” I needed him to say it if I
hoped to make what I was planning work.

He rolled his eyes and sighed in annoyed
capitulation. “Fine, yes. They do. Are you pleased with yourself?
What are you up to, anyway? Simply trying to prove your fiancé’s
superiori-”

But that’s all I’d needed to hear from him.
Both he and Darch were ailing, and there was something I could do
about it.

I closed my eyes and focused.

Darch and Ardette are suffering. No matter
how minor, they’re suffering.

I wanted them to be healed. They’d both
sacrificed too much. They’d both given themselves completely to
this cause, and they didn’t deserve to feel any pain or discomfort.
I loved them. I wanted to help them. .

I would help them.

I’ll take it away for them.

With their admittances of grievance ringing
in my ears, I let all of the affection I had for the two guardians
flow freely into my lungs.

I’ll take it all away!

And just like that, I was able to spark the
Song of Healing.

All on their own, those ancient words formed
themselves inside of my throat. They traveled over my tongue,
passed with my breath through my lips, and escaped into our bubble.
The space lit with blue. My blue that was like the moment before
dusk. An enchanting blue. A blue of ancient, spiritual power. It
filled the space and called an ariando’s wind to whip
tempestuously around us.

“ . . . AEL . . .” The last syllable
was spoken. The song was formed.

Knowing that we were within a delicate
spell, I pulled the song back into my lips before it could
penetrate Nyte’s barrier. I’d never spliced the Song of Healing
before, but there were two people that needed its power right now.
I’d give Darch my top lip, but I’d save my bottom for Ardette.

Saying nothing, I scooted myself to Darch’s
side and pointed to the bottom of his pants. Eyes wide, and without
a word, he pulled them up. I bent forward and gave him the healing
power stored in my top lip. That blue was reflected off the front
of his glasses for just a moment before sinking into his skin.

“Wow!” he cried. “The Pure Heart just . . .
Wow!”

Laughing inside, I next turned to Ardette,
grateful that there was something I could do to repay just a little
bit of what he’d given me. My bottom lip was his. Just this once,
it was for him. Without consciously doing so, I bit it.

Okay, Ardette. Your turn . . . but just know
that this is completely innocent, okay?!

Was it, though?

I nodded to Ardette and pointed to his leg,
but for some reason, he shook his head.

What? Why? Don’t be stupid. I
couldn’t accept no for an answer. Not after calling forth that
ancient gift. Let me, Ardette. This’ll give you the strength you
need to keep going.

I reached for him, but he shook his head
again and backed away from me in an escaping scamper. It was almost
like he was . . . anxious? Okay, that was weird.

Ardette . . . come on. Now I was
feeling a little offended. How shallow of me to feel that way, but
it was happening nonetheless. Ardette could read it, and he
responded by reaching a hand to my elbow.

“It’s not that I don’t want it,” he said
quietly. He wouldn’t meet my eyes.

Then what?

“Uh.” He messed with his hair. It was like
he was fighting something back. What the heck? He cleared his
throat and tipped his head at Nyte. “Give it to him.”

“I do not need it. I have not been affected
yet. It is for you to take. We will make better time if you are at
full strength. Why are you hesitating?”

Nyte was right. Ardette had to take
it. He was just being silly. He was probably trying to play
‘wholesome’ or something, but he’d picked a really bad time to do
it. The song was still stored in my lip. What else could I do with
it?

I leaned forward again, but Ardette grabbed
my wrist to stop me. “Honestly, I never thought I’d see the day I
reject a kiss from yo-” But he stopped himself mid-sentence.

His eyes had just flashed to black
again.

It wasn’t that his pupils had grown to cover
his irises. It was all just black in an instant, signaling that
‘other’ part’s arrival.

My dragon?

Without warning, he gave my wrist a good
yank, and I fell on top of him.

“Ardetto, NO!”

But Ardette didn’t heed Darch’s warning. He
stole the kiss for himself, but his lips weren’t in need of aid.
The spell of healing was rejected, and I was forced to choke the
song back down. The aftermath of that should have been enough for
me to recoil, but I couldn’t. Ardette’s lips were on mine, and the
dream forcefully took hold of me as it had already taken hold of
him.

My dragon.

He was my dragon, and I was his angel, and
in that moment, I committed the greatest sin of my life. In front
of Nyte, I wrapped my arms around Ardette’s neck and passionately
kissed him back. He placed a hand at the small of my back and held
me against him. We were the only two people on the coil. We were
all that mattered.

I love you, my dragon.

Darch was on us in a flash. He pulled me off
of Ardette, and shouted,

“You’re AURA! Come on, Aura! AURA! Ardetto,
SUPRESS IT! SUPRESS IT RIGHT NOW!” He gave my shoulders a shake.
“You are Aura Telmacha Rosh! You’re only HER!”

“I’m . . . Aura?”

No, I was Angel. Or was I? I shook my head
to shake away the dream’s influence.

I was Aura, and . . . WHAT HAD I JUST
DONE!?

I searched the bubble and found Nyte’s face.
It was there, staring at me. Shattered. Confused. Broken.

“DAMN!” Ardette rubbed his now-red eyes.

“Oh, Creator! What did I just-?!” I wiped my
mouth on my sleeve. “Nyte! I didn’t mean to!”

“You did not mean to?” Nyte’s mouth took on
a hint of snideness. “It appeared as though you very much meant to.
It also appeared as though you very much enjoyed it.”

“NO! Damn it, Ardette! Why did you have
to-”

“If he was the only one at fault, then why
did you not pull away?” said Nyte. He buried his face in his hands
and groaned a groan of disappointed heartbreak. “I knew! Aura . . .
I knew, yet I did not wish to believe. It is him, whom you desire.
It has been him all along.”

“No! That’s not true!”

“Nyte!” said Darch. “Listen! There’s a very
good explanation for this!”

“There is a good explanation for why my
fiancée has just engaged with another man before my eyes? There is
not an explanation good enough.”

Oh, no. Oh, no! Please, don’t say something
like that!

Nyte’s voice was under-toned with a
dangerous shaking, but his demeanor was too calm. It was scary. He
was on the verge of flipping, and it was all my fault. I hated it.
I couldn’t believe I’d just done something like that!

Keeping that disquieting calmness, Nyte
walked past me, grabbed Ardette by the collar, and landed a hard
punch at the side of the Daem’s cheek.

“Are you happy now, lecherous Daem?!” he
shouted. “Are you happy that you have-”

“NYTE!” Darch stretched out his finger at
Nyte’s forehead, but Nyte caught his hand.

“Do not stop me, Magir! At least allow me
vengeance!”

“No!” I yelled. “Nyte, I love YOU! Okay?
Please believe me!” I fell to my knees and couldn’t stop the tears.
Did I feel guilty? Of course. But more than that, I felt incredible
sorrow for causing Nyte such terrible pain. For him to see that . .
. it was the worst!

“Aura?” Nyte looked down at me and
winced.

Voice cracking and tears falling I
whispered,

“I love you, Nyte. I love you more than the
western moon. I love you more than the ocean. I love you more than
my meadow. I love you more than the stars. You’re my emulator, but
even without the pendant, I love you just as much as I always have.
It’s you, Nyte. It’s always been you, and it’ll always be you until
the end!”

Nyte dropped Ardette, who hit the ground
hard, and lowered himself to my eye level. He put his hands on my
shoulders. Even now, he was concerned about how I was feeling.

“I know,” he said, pain in his forest eyes.
“I love you as well, so why . . .?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to explain!”
said Darch. “LISTEN TO ME!”

“Darch!” Ardette pushed himself up by right
arm and shook his head edgily. He was worried about whatever Darch
was about to say. “You can’t. Lest you forget our agree-”

“Be quiet, Ardetto!” said Darch. He shot
Nyte and me a look of sympathy. “I wish . . . No. There are things
I can’t tell you guys, but Ardette, if you love her – if you
really love her – then you’ll at least tell them enough to make
this right. If you can’t at least do that, then you’re just as
selfish as everyone thinks you are!”

Ardette was silent. I was crying inside and
out because that devastation hadn’t yet left Nyte’s eyes. I didn’t
understand myself. It wasn’t fair that I felt this way! It wasn’t
fair that I’d just done that!

When Ardette finally spoke, his tone was as
pained as the look in Nyte’s eyes.

“Any affections Aura feels for me are simply
murmurs leftover from her aler’gim.”

“My . . . aler . . . gim?”

Forehead wrinkling, Nyte drew his eyes from
mine, but he didn’t remove his hands from my shoulders. “What do
you mean her aler’gim?”

Darch nodded. “Her first life. I know it
sounds unbelievable, but I promise, promise, promise that this is
true.”

I wiped my eyes on my sleeve. “But I thought
that only Magirs could-”

“No.” Darch squinted. “Well, yes. But not in
your case. Magirs are those granted a second life by the Creator,
but in your case, it was something else that granted your
second life. The only other thing with the power to do so.”

“What else has the power to do something
like that?” asked Nyte. “An angel?”

“No.” Darch shook his head. “Not an angel. A
dragon.”

Dragon. Chills ran up my arms.

Nyte eyed Ardette suspiciously. “A
dragon?”

This was it. I was about to find out that
the impossible thing I’d been suspecting was true. Ardette was a .
. .

Darch nodded again. “It’s very rare, but
under special circumstances, a dragon may grant a person with a
second life. In this case, the dragon’s power granted two people a
second life. Aura . . . and Ardette.”

Wait, what?! So Ardette . . .

“Ardette?” I studied him. “Is that-?”

“It’s true.” He let out a long surrendering
sigh. “As you thought, we did know each other before. In our
first life. We knew each other very well, might I add.”
Distance crossed his face, and he began to grin knowingly. “In
fact, I knew every inch of-”

“Ardetto!”

Ardette sighed again. “As I told you before,
the closer we’d to Célesteen, the more those deep natures would
show themselves. In this plane, as in the plane of the dead, and
even within the mist, things become distorted. Without the
restrictions of the physical world, our lifetimes can become
intertwined.” Growing a slight frown, he looked at Nyte. “Don’t
fret your pretty head, Nyte. Sadly, during those moments
when she feels true desire for me, she isn’t Aura. Not really.
She’s the person from her first life.”

I swallowed. “Sadly?”

“Sad because, not only does my first life
love your first life, my second also loves your second. Alas, my
pit, it is not the same for you. While your first life loves mine,
your second is, well, reluctant.”

“Oh.”

It wasn’t something I could control, but it
still made me guilty.

“But what can be done?” said Nyte. “Even if
it not really her, if her second life and first life are mixing,
then what is the difference?”

“Oh, don’t pout. It isn’t very manly of you
if you ask me.” Ardette’s mouth sank into an even deeper frown. “I
assure you it’ll all go away once we return to the physical realm –
once she fully returns to being Aura. For now, though, her memories
will continue to interject themselves and take control of her body.
The same will happen for me. I know it isn’t taking the path of the
better man, but I can’t help but indulge.” He eyed me up and down.
“I’m sure you understand why. Guess I’m a glutton for
disappointment.” He added in a sneer, “Or maybe I really am a
pervert.”

This was all so complicated and tragic. If
my first life had loved Ardette, shouldn’t my second life have
loved him too? So why did I love Nyte? Even beyond the emulator’s
spell, why did I still love Nyte? Why did Ardette’s fate have to be
so tormented?!

Poor Ardette. I understood now why he’d told
Amano that he was ‘cursed’. I wanted to wrap my arms around him. I
wished I could give him what he wanted, but there was no way. It
was Nyte that my heart belonged to. My heart was Nyte’s, and it was
unbearable knowing that it could never be Ardette’s.

“You aren’t a pervert,” I whispered.

“No, I am.” Ardette smirked. “I’ll prove it
if you’d like.”

He was trying to make this all better by
acting normal. I’d try to do the same.

I took a deep breath, choked back those sad,
conflicting emotions and did what I did best: asked a question.

“What were those ‘special circumstances’ you
were talking about, Darch?”

“I don’t know,” said Darch. It wasn’t a lie.
“I have a theory, but I can’t voice it, and Ardetto can’t tell you
either.”

“You can’t?”

Ardette shook his head. “And don’t ask me
why. I’m afraid I can’t speak of that either. It’s all part of the
deal, I’m afraid.”

“Deal?”

He shook his head and tapped his closed lips
to indicate that they wouldn’t be opening any time soon. He, too,
took in a deep breath. He looked down at Nyte over an upturned
nose.

“Listen, boy,” he said. “I imagine it’s
quite hard to see your girl loving another- Oh wait. I know first
hand what that’s like. Anyway, try not to let it bother you.
You lay claim to Aura, even if her first life belongs to me. I’ve
made advances at her enough times as ‘Ardette’ to know that it’ll
never happen.”

Nyte studied him, saw that he was sincere,
and nodded. That was the closest thing to an apology Ardette was
ever going to give him.

My Elf’s hands were still on my shoulders. I
tipped forward and set my forehead against his chest.

“Nyte.” My voice was small. “I don’t know
what to say. I knew there was something there with him,
something different, and I kept it from you. I’m so sorry that I .
. .” But I couldn’t say it, so I just finished, “. . . in front of
you. I never meant to hurt you.”

I was sorry to Ardette, too, for so many
other things, but that apology would have to wait for another
day.

Nyte put a hand on the top of my head. “Miss
Havoc,” he said after a moment, “I always knew that you enjoyed
causing torment.” He sounded angry, and for a moment, my stomach
dropped, but when I looked up, he was grinning a beautifully
mischievous grin. That one grin made everything okay. There was
comfort in that grin. I loved that grin.

That grin fell quickly, though. He next
continued, “It was just something shocking to see; that is all. I
have been able to read your affections for him growing lately, and
it put uncertainty into my heart. I am sorry that I reacted in such
a way. I did not know.” He bowed to Ardette. “I apologize that I
struck you with my fist.”

“Yes, well-”

“However,” – Nyte looked up darkly from the
bow –“do not misunderstand. If you ever try that while we are in
the physical plane, I will let my blade travel swiftly through you.
It is difficult, but I will attempt to be understanding for the
time being. That does not give you free reign to have your way with
her.”

“Threatening me, are you? Fantastic. Well,
don’t blame me if she starts coming on to me before we return.”

He didn’t have to sound so hopeful about
it.

“I know what’ll help!” chimed Darch. “Aura,
when it’s happened in the past, you’ve found Nyte’s touch to be
comforting, right? That’s why you called him over when we were
putting Rend to sleep?”

“Yeah, that’s true. Whenever I touch you,
Nyte, it helps me get back to myself.”

“So, if it starts to happen again, just
touch each other! That should help! It’s really very simple, and
now that Nyte knows what’s going on, it’ll be even simpler!”

He did have a point.

But Nyte shook his head. “I cannot.”

“What?!” I pushed myself away from him and
searched his face. “Why not?!”

“Because it would be too much of a strain on
me to hold you. After all, it is not something I enjoy in the
least.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Is that sarcasm
I taste?”

“Come closer to find out.”

That grin of his was back again, telling
that it was going to be all right. It was all right.

We’d made up. We’d survived the episode. It
was all okay now. Somehow, it was all . . . Well, no, it wasn’t
actually. There was still too much heaviness to all of this, namely
when it came to my relationship with Ardette, but at least this
moment was okay for now.

“Let us practice this ‘holding’, shall we?”
Nyte wrapped his arms around me.

I obliged, but I peeked around his arm at
Ardette, who was still sitting on the ground, looking foul.

I’m sorry, Ardette. I’ll apologize to you
properly someday. I’m sorry that it can’t be you.

I couldn’t tell him that, but he knew
anyway. He locked eyes with me, rolled his eyes with good-nature,
and shook his head. The gesture almost evoked a fresh wave of
tears. I hid my face in Nyte.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Was it repulsive to
watch?”

“It was. You shall just have to make up for
it by kissing me tenfold.”

“I’ll start right now.”

But I wouldn’t really. Not in front of
Ardette. I might’ve been cruel, but I wasn’t that cruel.

 


~

 


“Walk between us, would you?” Ardette
implored Nyte to guard the two of us from each other. Nyte gladly
agreed. If the first lives took over, he’d make sure the mistake
didn’t happen again.

The mistake. That’s what I’d been
referring to it as. Because of my guilt, yes. But also because the
word ‘kiss’ brought about a dangerous longing for a repeat of the
forbidden event.

At least one good thing had come from the
‘event’. Darch’s legs were both ‘good as new’, and he wasted no
time in exerting them to full bouncing extent.

We continued up the coil that way: Darch
bouncing, Nyte holding my hand, Ardette walking ahead, blowing on
the soundless whistle. The Daem didn’t turn back to look at me at
all. Maybe it was getting too difficult for him to suppress the
other part. I would’ve had a hard time, too, had it not been for
Nyte’s anchoring hand reminding me of who I was every time I
started to slip.

The day didn’t care about any of our
struggles, and it continued to pass. Evening came. The stars were
no longer only above and below us; they were surrounding us. All
around was a blanket of evening blue, dotted with vibrant
star-color.

By the middle of the night, we still hadn’t
reached the top of the spiron. It started to feel like we’d never
make it. I was at the end of my waning stamina. Nyte had offered to
carry me, but he had the barrier spell to maintain, so I trudged,
and my strength was almost gone.

But just when I was about to give up and
slump into sleep, we saw it. High above us, resting on the top of
the spiron, was a pink thing. A full, pink moon. The western moon.
And it wasn’t separated from us by that otherworldly barrier, like
it had been in the beyond. I knew because I could feel it
now. I could feel its comfort. I could feel its familiarity. It was
really here, and it lent me the strength to climb on.

We kept climbing, and with every step, that
comfort continued to grow. I let those pink beams soak into me and
light up my skin, ever basking in the corras that flowed into me.
The others absorbed the corras too, and as a whole, our speed
increased. The moon became bigger and bigger the closer we got,
until at long last, we were almost there. I squeezed Nyte’s hand,
and he smiled down at me with two eyes that were like moons
themselves, reflecting that brilliant pink light.

“It is almost time,” he whispered.

I shivered. “Yes. Soon.”

We could all feel it. Excited energy. The
most powerful dosage of corras ever.

The moon was enormous above us now, and the
end of the coil was in sight. Very soon, I’d get to speak to my
mother moon. Very soon, I’d get my answer.

Oh, Creator. Creator, please. Let it have an
answer to give. Let it know something useful. Let it lend us its
aid. Please, Creator. A way to save Nyte. A way to save Farellah. A
way to save everyone. Creator, let it be!

When we were one level from the top, Darch
said,

“Aura, you go first.”

“I . . .” I drew a long breath into my
lungs. “Okay.” I braced myself and moved to the front of the
group.

This was it. I was shaking, like I always
was in these moments, but I let go of Nyte’s hand and walked to the
end of the top of the spiron.

The moon hung before me, suspended in the
sky, bright and intimidating . . . and captivating.

What should I say? What could I say
to a moon? Would it even bother answering? And even if it did,
would it offer me the answer I was hoping for? It didn’t matter.
I’d come too far to give up now.

Creator, give me strength.

I turned and nodded to Nyte, and he dropped
the barrier. There were no angels nearby, though, so my speed
remained consistent.

“Western moon?” I said. My voice was meeker
than I would have liked, so I tried again, and the second time, it
was much, much stronger. “Mother moon?”

There was no answer for only a few seconds,
but each second ticked on like it was a lifetime. At long last, a
powerful voice that was neither male nor female answered,

“You have come, my daughter. You have
finally come to free me.”

At that moment, a glittering bird swooped
from the sky and landed on Darch’s arm.

 



Chapter 15: The Brother II

 


“What are you looking at?! What do you want
from me?!”

“N-nothing,” said the woman. “It’s just that
you’re standing in the way.”

“What?! What the fuck are you-”

“M-m-my-”

“Well, get on with it! What?”

“My home.” She pointed behind me.

I looked, and she was right. I was leaning
against a front door. Presumably hers.

“Oh.”

I was turning into a Creator damned
paranoid!

Get a grip, Gershaw.

Yeah, okay – how the hell was I supposed to
do that?! The last time that thing had sounded, I’d nearly
gotten taken in by the guards. Naturally I had. I’d been screaming
like a fucking lunatic!

At least I was rid of it for now. My stupid
little brother had been following the same pattern of using the
whistle at the same time every day. If he kept on like that, I’d be
free of that noise for at least a few more hours.

Like that counted for anything. There was
still the question of who the brat was sending after me. Was it
some group of hired scum, or the little bastard himself? Either
way, my only option was to get out of town before it happened
again. If there was no one around to see it, there’d be no one to
squeal to the scum when they came asking.

If they came asking.

Had they even caught my trail yet? There’d
been witnesses those first three times, but since then, I’d been
careful to be out of sight during the noise. Not that that was any
consolation.

Stupid Ardette. Who was he leading to me?
Were they close? And most importantly, what the hell did they
want?!

“Watch it!” I shoved away a skinny kid who
was walking too slowly.

“What’s your problem?”

“Don’t mess with me, kid.” He wasn’t an
innocent. Just a stuck-up Daem brat. Not worth the fight.

There was a tavern down the street. I’d grab
lunch before moving out.

The tavern stunk like unwashed traveler and
burned stew. It would have to do, though. There was no sense
backtracking through town now. There was no telling when Ardette
would decide to switch up his pattern, and if I was going to move
at all, it would be for the town’s exit.

I took an oak chair at the back of the
place, and looked around. There was nothing special about it. All
of these podunk dives were the same. This one was busier there than
I’d have liked, but at least I blended in. Most of the people here
were Daems.

But then I spotted something I hadn’t
expected to find.

Hell yes!

It was a Squirrelean – a girl –and she was
the first innocent I’d seen in days.

At the sight of her, my blood started
pumping harder. I could feel that rush in my neck and at the middle
of my arms. They ached. Andap was one thing, but pure innocent? It
had been too damn long!

But did I have time for her? I glanced
around the tavern of dusty travelers and village hicks. I still had
some time left before the noise started again, and this was pure,
undiluted innocent up for grabs. Who knew when the next chance
would be?

So did I have time for her? Heh. It
didn’t really matter if I had time or not. Hell, I’d make time!

But she looked a little young. Still a
teenager maybe? If that was the case, I didn’t know if I’d be able
to coax her into donating. Plus, there were two guys with her, and
one of them was huge. But it was safe to say that he was
probably more brawn than brain. Yeah, on second thought, he was
definitely the type I could talk my way around.

Still, all I had was the cheap blade I’d
gotten in Thellnold. If they put up a fight, would I be a match for
all three of them? I was having second thoughts, but when the
innocent gave her tail a shake, I knew: I had to at least give it a
shot.

It’ll be hard, but it shouldn’t be
too hard.

I grinned to myself. It was more fun when it
was a challenge anyway.

I kicked my feet out and started to size her
up. What approach would work best with this one? Lost traveler?
Injured guard? Or maybe she’d go for an older stranger that was
‘interested’ in her? I laughed to myself. Yeah, she would . . . but
her companions sure as hell wouldn’t. So it would have to be
something else.

Watching her was making my wrists shake. She
was so Creator damned chipper! That was a good sign that her spirit
was healthy. Healthy and ripe! My veins were itching now. If I was
getting a buzz just thinking about her, then I could just imagine
what it would feel like to actually pull in some of her life! It
would be –

“How are we supposed to find him? None of us
have ever seen him before! Do you think he’ll look like
Ardetto?”

The buzz immediately left when the innocent
opened her mouth.

WHAT?! Damn! Damn, damn, DAMN!

These were the hired scum? That
squirrel and those two men? The lanky one wouldn’t be a problem,
but that big guy . . . DAMN! And he had a giant hammer
resting against his chair. What the hell was that for?!

I shifted in my seat. I’d make a move for
the door. But then again, I’d just sat down! Would they notice if I
left? If they were under orders to look for suspicious-looking
Daems, then one walking in, sitting, ordering nothing, and then
leaving immediately, would most likely catch their interest!

Great. Just fucking great.

So I’d have to wait a decent amount of time
before leaving.

Damn it, Ardette. You’d better not blow that
fucking whistle right now!

So he wasn’t with them. Was he waiting
outside? Or somewhere else completely?

And what the hell did he want with me,
anyway?! That was the part that was so damn frustrating! If it was
anything to do with the Heart of Salvation, I didn’t want any part
in it. I’d kill them both before I’d let him help her.

Her. The Pure Heart. The angel. Aura.

I wanted to kill her. I wanted to put my
hands around her skinny little neck and squeeze, but there was an
even more tantalizing idea to all of it. What if I didn’t
kill her? Then I could use her whenever I wanted. My own personal
spirit tap. I could bring her with me to one of the Druelcan bases.
Most of them had all but been abandoned by now. I’d lock her up.
Put her in chains. Watch her suffer. Drain her. I’d drain her over
and over. An eternity of making her pay. Yeah, that would be
great.

I was daydreaming, and my wrists were
shaking again, but the big man broke me out of it with a loud
throat clear.

“Welp, all I know’s that Ardette said we’d
know when we found ‘im. Ya sure this is where ya think he was
headed, Scardo?”

Scardo? What kind of lame-ass name is
that?

The one unfortunate enough to be called
‘Scardo’ answered, “He’s been moving south, so following the path
of sightings, I’d assume this town will be his next target.”

“But how do we even know that this ‘crazed
Daem’ guy is actually Sowpa?” asked the Squirrelean. “Couldn’t it
just be another random crazy?”

“It’s the best lead we got, Kantoo. Ardette
did say he’d stick out, so . . .”

“Yeah, you’re right. Wonder what his deal
is, though. A Daem that randomly goes all spastic? That’s pretty
scary!” The innocent, ‘Kantoo’, let out a weird squeaking noise
that kind of sounded like a laugh. Or maybe a cry? “I miss Ardette.
I miss all of them! Even that big, stinky, nasty meanie, Rend! But
most of all, I miss Aura!”

“Kantoo, don’t worry. We’ll see ‘em again
soon.”

So these weren’t hired scum, after all. They
were friends of his? My stupid brother’s friends. And he was lucky
enough to get two innocents to play with? How the hell had he
managed that!? But if given the choice between the squirrel and the
Heart of Salvation, I’d have picked her every time. Not only
for the taste, but to make her suffer. To make her pay for her
treachery.

Okay, how long had I been sitting here? Was
it safe to leave yet? Ugh. I was like a caged Elf. How
repulsive.

There was a tapping on my shoulder. It
startled the fuck out of me, and I jumped.

“WHAT?!”

The lanky scum looked over at me. Crap. That
had been too obvious. I quickly diverted my eyes to the person that
had just tapped on my shoulder and was given an even bigger
surprise.

Another innocent?! This one was a Sape with
pink hair. Why pink?

Oh. I get it. She was enchanted with
Elven magic. It was some protection spell or something. If she was
in cahoots with Elves, did I even want to go there?

“Hi-ya!” she shouted.

“What do you want?” I tried to act cold, but
her hand was still on my shoulder. I couldn’t help thinking how
easy it would be to just take some. My blood started up again.

“I’ve got a question for you!” she said. She
was so damn loud! And all three of the scum were looking over now.
“Have you seen a crazy Daem around here?!”

Wait, she was one of them?!

“What do you mean, ‘crazy’? You must not be
from around here. If you were, you’d know that there’s a lot of
crazy in these parts.”

“Okay, how about an addict? Have you seen an
addict around?”

I gestured to the full room. “Pick one. Now
are you done bothering me? If you don’t mind-”

“Hm,” she said. “What about you? Are
you in need?”

“In need?”

“I’m a dealer! Can you tell?” She tapped
again. And then she started to do something that made me grind my
teeth. With that same tapping finger, she inched the collar of my
shirt away from my neck.

“What the hell!? What is this!?”

She leaned forward and whispered, “Got any
gold?” Even her whisper was louder than it should have been. The
three scum were still watching us.

This was a Creator damned set-up!

“Back-off,” I said. “I don’t want what
you’re selling.”

Hopefully they wouldn’t notice the muscles
in my arms that were flexing on their own at the thought of drawing
in some.

“Alrighty! Ground with me!” She released my
collar. “My mistake.”

She started forward, but caught her foot on
the leg of my chair and stumbled.

“Watch where you’re going, you clumsy
whor-”

But she caught herself by grabbing my head.
More specifically, by grabbing one of my horns.

Damn it! She’d done that on
purpose!

My aching veins forced me to pull in a
little. With any luck, she wouldn’t be able to feel it.

“Oops!” she said. “Sorry! My bad!”

She wasn’t removing her hand, and she was
studying my reaction. The three scum were still watching, too.

They knew. Or at least suspected. There was
only one thing I could do.

“On second thought, I think I’d like to take
you up on your offer, honey.” Jumping to my feet, I grabbed her
wrist in one hand and grabbed the blade from Thellnold in the
other. “Come on. Let’s take this outside. I’ve got plenty of
gold.”

“Yo-ho!” she said. “Let’s do it!”

What? Why wasn’t she worried? And none of
the scum looked concerned, either. None of them stood up. Was I
really that damned paranoid that I was overanalyzing things? No.
Something about this was still off. She’d asked for a ‘crazy Daem’.
She had to be in on it.

“Well,” she said. “What are you waiting for?
Let’s go!” She started pulling me toward the front of the
tavern.

Wait, why was she so eager? Were there more
hired scum outside waiting for me?! Was Ardette out there?!

“No,” I said, tightening my grip on her
wrist. “Let’s go out the back door. I’m sure you understand
why.”

“Oh!” She looked a little nervous.
“Okay.”

Good, her nervousness brought me comfort.
Now they’d have to reconfigure their plan. It would give me time to
get a little bit of a head start. Locking eyes with the big guy, I
pulled the pink innocent to the back. He still didn’t stand. He
only watched.

I pushed her out the door and into the back
alleyway. There, I cupped her mouth and brought my blade to her
throat. “All right, your friends are all inside. Spill it. Why are
they after me?! What are you-”

But I was hit in the side of the head by a
blast of red.

 


~

 


“Nicely done, Trib! How’d ya know?”

“Simple! He looks just like Mr. Ardetto, and
the way he was watching you kids . . . it was just so obvious!”

Ugh. What the-? My head was
reeling!

I opened my eyes and shook my head to clear
the reeling, but it only made it worse. Okay, where was I? On
something moving. Something big. We were in a boat? And I was tied
to something – a wooden pole. Those idiots! I could easily turn
myself into shadow and escape! Heh! As was to be expected from
friends of my stupid brother!

There was no sign of the bastard himself.
Just the three scum. But I’d heard the voice of the fourth, so that
meant she was behind me too.

These idiots were taking me somewhere?
Yeah. Good luck with that. I’d slip to shadow and grab the
Squirrelean. I’d be able to use her as leverage. This was so easy,
it was laughable! I’d wait, though. I’d steal some information
first.

“What the hell’s going on?” I said.

“H-he’s awake!” said Kantoo. She moved
behind the big guy. She feared me. Good. Even better.

“Who are you, little squirrely?” I
asked.

“Don’ ya dare talk to ‘er,” said the big
guy.

“Fine. Who are you?”

“Not important.” Growing a smug grin, he
pulled a knife out of his pocket and started walking toward me.

This was too good! Now I’d be able to get a
weapon too! Just how dumb were these idiots?! Flash to shadow.
Wrestle the knife away. Grab the squirrel. This was getting better
and better.

The big guy thought he was in charge of the
situation. He squatted low, grabbed a handful of my hair and pushed
my head against the pole. He brought the knife to my throat.
“Alrigh’,” he said. “Now, this is how it’s gonna go down. Yer gonna
cooperate, real nice-like. Got it? Yer gonna tell us what we need
ta know, and yer gonna do just what we say.”

Okay, I’d play along.

“Tell me what you want with me,” I said.

“We’re here on behalf of yer dumble-brained
brother. We need ya ta show us the star.”

“The star?” What did they want with that?
With the star they’d be able to-!

So I’d been right. This did have something
to do with the Heart of Salvation.

The big guy nodded his head. “That’s right.
Ya got it on ya? We looked through yer pack, but it wasn’t in
there.”

I couldn’t help snorting. They’d looked in
my pack?! So they didn’t even know what the star was! These
scum didn’t know anything!

The big guy grabbed my hair tighter. Like
that would intimidate me.

“Why do you want it?” I asked.

“I’m the one askin’ the questions! Now,
where is it? Ya got it, or don’t ya?”

“Give me a drink of her, and I’ll tell you.”
I pointed to the squirrel. She inched closer to the lanky Scardo
guy.

“Ain’t a chance in Crystair that’s
happenin’,” said the big guy. “Yer getting nowhere near her.”

“Okay,” I said. “How about an exchange? Tell
me what you plan to do with the star, and I’ll tell you where it
is.”

“Yer in no position ta be negotiatin’.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.” With a blink, I
turned my tied wrists and ankles to shadow and knocked the knife
from the big guy’s hand. At the same time, I kicked the big guy in
the stomach and sent him falling back. Kantoo let out another one
of those squeals. This was great! I reached for the knife.

But before I got a hold of it, a red blast
like the one from the alley hit me in the arm, and I fell.

I couldn’t fucking move!

“Ugh,” said a woman’s cold voice. “Move him
over there. We shall just have to find another way to make him
talk.”

The big guy stood over me, glared, and
yanked me up by the shoulders. He propped me against the side of
the boat thing. Now I could see the space behind the pole that had
previously been out of view. There was the second innocent pulling
on some strange string things and someone else. An ELF?! That’s
what that blast had been?! Why was there an Elf onboard?! Ardette
was associating with those kinds of people now? Disgusting!

“Speak, vile Daem!” said the Elf. “I have
left your tongue unbound so that you might speak the answers that
we seek!”

“Go to hell.”

She stormed over and gave the floor between
my legs a good, hard stomp. “Where is the star?!” She was
furious.

“Go. To. HELL.”

“ARGH!” She formed her hands into a
circle.

“Wait!” The second innocent put up a
hand.

“Be quiet, Sape! Let me exact his
punishment! He is as insolent as his kin!”

“Scardo,” said the innocent, “come take the
ropes, okay? Rend, just hold on.”

The lanky man hopped up and exchanged places
with the girl. From this angle, I could see that we weren’t
actually in a boat. We couldn’t have been. We were traveling
through a mountainous area with trees and grass. From where I sat,
there was no water. But this thing looked like a boat from the
inside, so what the hell was it?

“Hi-ya again, Sowpa!” said the innocent.

“My name is Gershaw.”

“Okay, Gershaw. Tell us where the star is,
and I’ll let you have some of me. How does that sound?”

“What?!” Kantoo shook her head with gusto.
“Trib! You can’t do that! That’s gross!”

“It’s ground, Kantú.” The girl turned back
to me. “What do you think of that, Gershaw?”

So the squirrel’s name wasn’t ‘Kantoo’? That
was just that big guy’s backwater accent?

“Gershaw?” prodded the girl called Trib.

“You can go to hell too.”

“Hm. Are you sure?” she asked.

“No thanks. I’ve had better.”

“Really? Bummer! Well, how about another
try, just to be sure? Rend, could you release his whole head?”

“ARGH! Punishment would be better suited for
thi-”

“Just do it, Rend,” said the big guy. “If
this doesn’t work, we’ll let ya have yer way with him.”

“Fine.” The Elf’s smile was so diabolical
that it actually made me a little worried. It didn’t matter,
though. They’d never get the star.

The Elf muttered an incantation, and my head
fell forward. It was still reeling.

“Here you go!” Trib reached for my horn.

“Fuck! Get off!” I tried to butt her away,
but it was pointless. I’d gone too long without an innocent. If my
wrists weren’t stuck at my sides, they’d have started shaking. It
felt good. It wasn’t as good as her, but it was good. I
pulled in as much as I could before Trib yanked her hand away.

“Little tease,” I spat, neck pulsing.

“You can have more!” she said. “All you have
to do is tell us where the star is!”

“No.”

“Here you go!” She put her hand back on my
horn.

“Argh!” I tried not to take it in, but I
couldn’t stop myself. I sucked in some more. Mid-pull, she yanked
her hand away.

“MORE!” I couldn’t stop my mouth from
begging.

“Ready to talk?” she asked.

“GIVE ME MORE!”

She started to move her hand to my horn, but
stopped just inches away. “Where’s the star?”

“Shut up, you bit-”

“Where is it?”

“Give me more first!”

“Nope! Tell us right now, Mr. Gershaw!”

The small high I’d gained from the pull made
me throw back my head and laugh, but it wasn’t enough to make the
feeling of empowerment stay.

“Ugh! This is pointless!” yelled the Elf.
“Is it not my turn?”

“That’s up to Mr. Gershaw,” said Trib.
“Well, what will it be?”

I was on the verge of that feeling, and I
wanted it more than anything. Was the star really all that
important? It wasn’t even mine to begin with.

“Oh,” said Trib. “Too bad. I guess it
is your turn, Ren-”

“Hold on!” I said. I wanted to be stronger
than this, but I wasn’t. “I want your word. If I tell you where the
star is, I get as much as I want.”

“No!” said Kantú. “Trib, don’t agree to
that!”

“That’s my deal,” I said. If I was to give
up the star, I’d make sure to take my fair share of this girl. And
my fair share? All of her.

“What do you think?” Trib asked the big
guy.

“Naw,” he said. “We’ll figure somethin’ else
out. He’ll drain ya dry.”

“Yes,” agreed the lanky man at the back of
the boat. “I cannot agree to something like that.”

“But he’s so close!” said Trib. “Can’t you
kids see that?”

“Course we can, but we’re not gonna let ‘im
consume ya!”

“All right, then,” said Trib. She neared her
face to mine. “Can you make a better offer? Otherwise it’s time to
bring in the big stuff!”

The ‘big stuff’? Like they had
anything that could intimidate me.

“My offer stands,” I said. “You for the
star.”

“Okay, Rend.” Trib retreated her life-giving
hand. “You heard him!”

The Elf let out a cackle. Then she pushed up
the sleeve of her cloak and touched her arm with the opposite
finger. “Mikkan. We are ready for you.”

Mikkan? Who the hell was that?

There was a loud cracking sound from above,
and then I saw something stomach-turning: a man falling through the
sky in a funnel of cloud.

A fucking ANGEL?!

The circle of cloud made contact with the
center of the boat thing, but didn’t rock it. The swirling funnel
fought with itself, blocking out the man contained within. Even
through that veil of cloud, I could see his disgusting shine.

All at once, the cloudy fighting stopped.
The air was clear, and there stood one of them.

“Hello, ancient one,” said the angel.

“What are you doing here?! Get away from
me!”

“Show them what they seek, or I shall kill
you as I killed your brethren.” He reached a shine-infested hand to
my forehead.

“Do it! Slaughter me! I’ll just come back
again!”

“I would not be so certain. You are not the
being you once were. You are not complete. Should you die now, you
would be left to wander.”

Damn it. He was right. But I couldn’t let an
angel win!

“Piss off.”

“Where have you hidden the star?” he
demanded.

He couldn’t tell? That was good. At least I
had that advantage.

“Kill me and you’ll never know,” I said.

But the angel only started to laugh. He was
mocking me!

“Kill me and be done with it. You’ve had
your fun.”

“Fun? Oh, no,” said the angel. “I do not
laugh because this is fun. I laugh because it is almost time.”

“Time?”

But vomit rose in my throat when I realized
what he was talking about. The whistle. How long had I been knocked
out for? Hours? If that was the case, then there was a good chance
that it really was almost time!

DAMN!

“Aha,” said the angel. “See? You know it as
well. Here is what I will offer you. Once it starts, if you tell us
where the star is, I will make it stop. If you do not tell us where
the star is, I will take on my true form. Do you know what that
means? Your time will be slowed. You will be locked in place. Your
suffering will last as long as I seek to pause your state of-”

But he was cut off by that shrill torture
that only I could hear.

“ARGH!” I let out a yell and my head lolled.
My hands were still bound at my sides, so I couldn’t cup my ears. I
couldn’t get any relief.

I wouldn’t let that angel know anything. I’d
been willing to tell them, if it meant I’d get a whole innocent out
of the deal, but now that there was an angel involved, I wouldn’t
give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d won. I’d never- “ARGH!
STUPID ARDETTE!”

It was too much, too shrill, too
brain-throbbingly loud!

“Well?” The angel leaned in. “What will it
be? Shall I slow your time now?”

“GO TO AAARGH!”

“Very well,” said the angel. “Prepare
yourselves, I am about to unsuppress myself.”

Unsuppre-

But at that point, everything changed. I was
lost in timelessness under the power of the angel’s glow.

The shrillness slowed, but was still just as
shrill. I couldn’t handle it. It pierced its way into my skull.
Over and over and over again it continued to sound. I wanted to
black out. I wanted it to fucking stop!

STOP IT!

Under the angel’s full weight, the whistle
went on for what felt like ten minutes. And then another ten
passed. And then another. I couldn’t take it. I was being driven
insane.

“Fine.” I could barely speak.

The angel smiled.

Smug bastard.

“Where is the star that they seek?”

Turn it off. JUST TURN IT OFF!

I couldn’t concentrate with it like this.
And I couldn’t show them with my hands bound.

“Unbind.”

The angel nodded. “Rend, he requests to be
unbound. I will suppress myself so that you can cast it.”

The shrillness sped, and we were all
released from the angel’s weight. A moment later, and my hands were
unbound, but my body was limp from the strain of the whistle. I
brought my hands, which were shaking, up to my head.

STOP IT! STOP IT! STOP IT!

“Show us,” threatened the angel. “Show us
now, and I will block the sound from you for good.”

STOP IT! If he went back on the deal,
I’d rip him to pieces.

Shaking, I brought one of my hands down,
ripped open the buttons on my shirt, and bore my chest to the rest
of the scum.

“What is it?” said the Elf, scowling. “There
is nothing there!”

I put a finger onto the left side of my
chest and whispered, “Appear.”

The hidden yellow star tattoo revealed
itself. The angel bent down, put his hands on my ears, and the
whistle’s shrill call stopped.

I toppled to the ground, panting.

“That’s the star?” Kantú curiously
approached me. “What’s it do, Grottsy?”

“Haven’t a clue,” said the big guy. I
finally knew his name. ‘Grottsy’, but it sure as hell wasn’t
fitting for a burly man like that.

“Well, now that we know we’ve got it, we can
go to the place marked on the map! Let’s set our course for that
right away.”

“Do not be so hasty to react,” said the Elf.
“There is a change of plans. We are to meet them at the marsh.”

“The marsh?” said Trib. “What marsh?”

“Ya mean that swamp forest we crossed on our
way ta Druelca?” asked Grottsy.

“Yes.” Rend nodded. “There will be an issue,
however. Apparently, Mikkan is unable to enter that place.”

“What?” said Kantú. “Why?”

Because he’s a stinking angel, that’s
why.

“That marsh holds a curse. It is called ‘The
Dragon’s Wrath’. If I go there, I will cease to be.”

“You’ll cease to be?” asked Trib.

“He will die.”

The Squirrelean formed herself into a
squatting ball and let out more of those squeaking noises. “So that
curse that Ardette was talking about was real?!” she asked.

The Elf nodded. “It would seem as such.” She
brought her finger to her arm again. “Mikkan. You may return.
Continue to watch us from the skies.”

“Yes, pact holder.”

The angel returned the way he’d come,
summoning a swirl of clouds and rising into the air.

I was still trying to catch my breath.

“Should I help him out?” asked Trib.

“No,” said the Elf. “Allow him to suffer.
For his vileness, let him suffer.”

“It’s not his fault,” said Trib. “It’s not
like he has a real h-”

“SHUT UP!” I yelled.

She’d almost said it. I couldn’t let her say
it. If she said it, the star would be lost, and I’d be
changed.

“Here, Sowpa. You can have enough to help
you liven back up, but no more than that.”

“That is not necessary, Sape!” hissed the
Elf.

She really hated me as much as I hated
her.

“Yes, it is,” said Trib. “You don’t know
everything. That’s why . . . Just let me help him. Ground?” She
walked over and squatted next to me roughly. Now that I thought
about it, she was more like a boy than a girl.

I was furious for what they’d done to me. I
wanted to retaliate. I wanted to refuse her help. I wanted to fight
back. But I was too weak. I couldn’t do anything. And the thought
of innocent was just too good.

She placed a hand on my horn. “Go
ahead.”

I pulled it in and felt that rush. My head
started to grow light, and I found myself laughing. If I’d had more
strength, I’d have ground her palm into my point until I could feel
her blood rushing down. The thought was tempting, but I was still
too weak. I needed to gain a little more before I could try to
exert that much force.

The boy-like girl clicked her tongue.

I took in another gulp and studied her. “How
are you still an innocent? If you know so much, how are you still
one?”

“Even if I know,” she said, “I’ve still
decided the way I want to look at things. I’ve still decided to
keep an open mind. You see, I’m always open to the idea that I’m
wrong.”

What a stupid way to be. That was just
called indecision.

I pulled in more, and that lightheadedness
grew and traveled down the back of my neck, soothing the leftovers
of the whistle’s reeling. “How do you know about me?” I asked.

“My uncle contacted a deceased Elven Elder
named Roran. From him, he found out a lot of things that he passed
on to me. One of them was the story of you and your brother. I knew
right away when I met Mr. Ardetto. I’m not a Magir, but because of
this,” – she pointed to her hair – “I’ve always had that sort of
perception.”

Because of the enchantment placed on
her?

“You aren’t afraid of me?” I asked.

“Nope!”

“Heh. That’s a mistake.” I grinned because I
was stronger now, and I was about to indulge again.

I grabbed her hand with the intent to push
it deeper into my horn’s point. She was an idiot for coming to heal
me. I was going to make her suffer. I was going to use her like I
wanted to use her. I was going to steal her innocence.

But something stopped me.

I’d rejected the star all those years ago.
I’d kicked it from its buried place, and since that day, I hadn’t
been able to call upon that other spectrum of emotions.
Without the star, I was only the dark part, so how I was now able
to feel something light was beyond me, but I felt it nonetheless. I
felt it just a tiny bit, and it made me release her hand.

Trib smiled at me. “Yeah, that was me. Not
you. Didn’t it feel good, though? To call from something born in
light?”

“How did that happen? I can’t-”

“That’s another part of my enchantment. It
was a gift from Elder Roran to my uncle.” She again motioned to her
hair.

“The gift to lend from your light? What
purpose does that serve?”

“None,” she said. “Until now. Maybe he could
see a glimpse of what was to come?” She tilted her head to the
side. “Anyways, I didn’t know it would turn out like this, but I
think I’m one of the only people that can help you, so that’s why
I’ve decided to stick around! Not to mention, if the good guys win,
I’m sure I’ll get a handsome bonus from Elder Pietri. By the way,
are you strong enough to hold yourself up now? I think you are, so
I’m going to let go!”

But I gripped her wrist again before she
could. Not because I wanted to suck more life out of her, but
because I wanted to feel just a little bit more light.

“Are you my brother’s girl?” I asked.

“No!” She laughed heartily. “I’m not
interested in old men like you guys!” She slipped her hand away.
“If I were you, I’d behave until we reach the marsh. Mikkan doesn’t
like you, and neither does Rend. If you try anything, one of them
will knock you out, so for your own good, behave! Besides,
you’ve probably gathered what they’re going to use you for. Even
I’ve figured that much out! I think it’ll be better for you! I
really do!”

“Go to hell.”

Any light I’d borrowed from her was gone. I
was back to being the dark part. The star on my chest sizzled.

Trib nodded, pushed herself to her feet, and
went to relieve the lanky pilot. “Ahoy, Scardo! I’ll take it from
here!”

 



Chapter 16: The Sacrifice

 


“Elder Nosrac?” I said. “Is this where
you’ve been?”

The bird said nothing.

“I called him here,” said the moon. “I knew
that he would be needed once you arrived.”

“We need him?” I glanced at the bird, which
pompously lifted its beak in return. “For what?”

“That can wait. First, ask those questions
which are the cause for your visit.”

“I want to save Nyte,” I said. “Is there a
way?”

“Why do you wish to save him, my daughter?
Do you have a good reason why this one man’s life should be
spared?”

“Because I love him.” I lowered my voice. “I
know it’s selfish.”

The moon was silent a moment before
continuing, “History does repeat itself. And what do you think of
this, Elf?”

“I will willingly die. I do not wish to
leave Aura, but if it is what is best for the state of the world, I
will do so. I will not let her sacrifice herself.”

I knew that was what he’d been counting on
all along. I knew that for him, this trip to the moon was only so
that we could free it and bring about ad’ai and that, if I didn’t
find some other solution, Nyte would martyr himself. It’s what he’d
been planning from the start, but hearing him say those words now,
out loud, was too much.

A tear lit by silver-pink effulgence slid
from the corner of my eye. I hid it from him.

Steadying my voice, I asked, “Is there some
other way to go about all of this?”

“There is,” said the moon. “And you know it
well. It is the solution that you would act out if given the
choice. You must take his place and pass the responsibility of
separating the land to a future generation.”

That wasn’t the ‘other way’ I’d been hoping
for. Dying to save Nyte and everyone else, I could handle, but
passing this curse onto a new pair? That was something I couldn’t
swallow. That was something cruel.

“There isn’t another other way?” I
asked.

“There is one other. To rejoin the world,
restoring it to its original state.”

“To its original state?” It was just as
Amano had said. “Won’t that be bad, though? Or could it be that the
land really is meant to be whole? We spoke to an Elf that
was around before the Great Div-”

The moon cut me off. “Let me ask you this,”
it said. “Why do you think the Creator included the capability to
gain knowledge when He designed His creations? Do you think He
intended them to use it to innovate, or do you think He intended
them to stifle it? Were new ideas meant to be hidden away, or were
they meant to be cultivated?”

“Well, to be cultivated, I guess . . . .
Look, I can see what your saying, but wasn’t magic a sacred gift?
It’ll die out if mekanix is allowed to flourish, so I can’t imagine
why that would be a good thing.”

If the moon couldn’t solve the riddle of
magic versus mekanix, there was probably no one that could.

“You are correct,” it said. “Magic is a
sacred gift. But so too is capacity for knowledge. That is as
sacred of a gift as all gifts given by the Creator.”

“But,” – Darch spoke up from behind me –
“according to Magir lore, knowledge was something stolen, not
given.”

“Regardless of whether the knowledge itself
was taken or given, the capability for knowledge was a gift. You
believe that magic is pure, my daughter? Tell me your
reasoning.”

“Well, I think we’re meant to rely on the
Creator, and since magic’s distribution is completely an act of the
Creator, something we can’t attain for ourselves, I think we’re
meant to rely on it, too. Is that right?”

“Rely? That is an interesting way of putting
it. It is natural for a child to rely on its parents until a
certain point, but once the child has grown, is its purpose not to
glorify its parents in its actions? Is it not to respect, honor,
and trust its parents? Is it not to love its parents? If you think
that the only thing for a child to do is to rely, you are not
considering what it truly means to be a child.”

“I suppose.” I hadn’t really thought of it
like that before. “So the ways of magic are to be left
behind?”

“That is not something for me to decide. I
am simply showing you another way. Those of creation are the ones
who made the decision to separate, and those of creation are the
ones who must make the decision again. Will you leave the old ways
behind, or will you cling to what you know? As the chosen, the
choice falls to you. However, know that whatever you chose, there
will be repercussions. People will die either way.”

“People will die? But that’s what I’m
fighting against!”

“Death is the natural goal of all things.
Even the moons will die someday.”

So then, the trick was finding which way
would save the most lives, both now and in the future. “If I
choose to keep the land separate, is the only way by sacrificing
either Nyte or me?”

“Yes.”

“And if I choose to let the land rejoin, is
the only way through Illuma? Is the only way by destroying the
coast? By letting Farellah and the other coastal villages be
demolished under the mashing of land?”

“No.”

“Then what’s the other way?! Will you tell
me?”

“If that was your only question, then you
need not have come all this way. There is one amongst you who
already knows the way.”

“There is?” I turned to scan the others.
Nyte’s eyes were also filled with suspicion, and they were resting
on Ardette.

“Hello again, witchy moon,” said Ardette,
stepping forward.

“Hello, Daem. It has been a long time.”

“Yes, a many joyous years since we made that
deal. Your form is different now, though. I suppose you aren’t able
to change while locked in place? Hmph. After this is all over,
you’ve got to stop making deals with the races. It never ends up
the way you’d hope.”

“Ardette?” I said, shocked. He was talking
to the moon like they were old friends. “What are you-?”

“Now isn’t the time, my pit. Dear witchy
moon, is the only way through him and the star? There isn’t
another?”

“There is no other. It is a good thing that
I made that deal with you back then, or there would be no one to do
it now, would there?”

“Suppose you’ve had this all planned from
the beginning? That’s why you chose Aura as your daughter? Quite a
sense of humor you’ve got.”

“Humor? You are aware that a being like me
cannot express humor.”

“Because you’re beyond our frame of concept
and all that jazz? Yes, I know. Still, the irony of it all is
uncanny.”

“Irony does not exist,” responded the
moon.

Ardette rolled his eyes. “I suppose you
don’t believe in coincidence either?”

“In a world governed by destiny, there is no
room for either.”

“So then, what are we to do? Free you?
That’s the only way to defeat Lusafael and Illuma, isn’t it? Will
you hold off ad’ai long enough for Aura to make her decision?”

“Ad’ai is here. I cannot change that
fact.”

“Tch.” Ardette looked over his shoulder and
haughtily shook his head at Darch. “Well then, we sure as hell
aren’t freeing you, now are we?”

But we had to free the moon. We’d
come all this way, and to move things forward, we had to free
it.

“Wait,” I said, “is there a way to buy more
time?”

“Buy? Yes. See, Daem? You must learn how to
phrase your inquires better.”

“Piss off,” said Ardette.

Seriously? I fought to ignore the
fact that he had just blatantly disrespected the moon, but it was
too hard, and in the end I ended up swatting him in arm. What
the heck, Ardette?! This is the moon!

“Please tell me,” I said, attempting to be
respectful enough for the both of us. “How may we buy more?”

“It will require a sacrifice.”

“Ha!” Ardette folded his arms. “Of
course it will.”

“A sacrifice? What sort of sacrifice?” said
Darch.

“The sacrifice has already been
determined.”

“Already been-? Oh, I get it.” Darch looked
at the bird on his shoulder. “It’s you, huh? The Spirit of
In-between is the sacrifice.”

“Yes,” said the moon. “From the moment the
spirit decided to aid in this quest, he determined that his
existence would come to end here. He sacrifices his soul for the
sake of aiding you in the hopes that you will chose to right the
mistake he made. In the hopes that you will use your emulator.
Nosrac’s soul will be no more, but you will be given time. Once you
return to your realm, you will be given until the following
nightfall. One night of rest will pass before ad’ai’s night. After
this period of rest, you will have the opportunity to proclaim your
intent to me. Until the moment of ad’ai’s start, you may make your
decision.

“However, the longer that you wait, the more
chance there is that I will be locked again. Lusafael has already
given up an eternity in Célesteen to lock me the first time, but
there are still things for him to give up. Next time it could be
his shine.”

“Or his spatial transcendence,” added
Darch.

Great. So our time was still limited, but at
least ad’ai wouldn’t be happening immediately. At least we had a
few moments to breathe.

“There’s something I don’t understand,
though” I said. “If we do decide to rejoin the land, won’t that
just be giving Lusafael what he wants? Won’t it just be bringing
about the demise of the races?”

“If Lusafael is the one to bring the land
together, he will lay claim to the new world’s rule. He is the
commander of the Feirgh because he was the one to lead them
astray. He was the one to interfere with their walk to the
afterlife by tempting them with empty notions of remaining eternal
within the plane of the living. He is a master of the tongue.
Deceit is his way. If leader, he will insinuate war and destruction
among the races. Mekanix, just like magic, can be used for both
good and evil.

“However, if you will be the one to bind the
land, you may use the power stored in the Song of Salvation to end
his existence. There is power within you enough to separate the
world, but there is also power within you enough to kill an angel.
However, you must do it before the land is rejoined. Once the land
is rejoined, he will consume your sister and swallow her power. It
will not be so easy then.”

“So I can either use the Song of Salvation
to kill Lusafael, or I can use it to make the land split permanent.
But not both, right?”

“That is how it is.”

“No!” Nyte pushed his way to the end of the
spiron. “If Aura uses the Song to kill Lusafael, will it not kill
her?!” He turned to me, pleading, and grabbed my shoulders. “Aura,
no matter what, I must become your emulator! I will not allow you
to die!”

“Calm down, would you?” said Ardette. “It
takes far less magic to kill an angel than it does to split the
world. As I told you before, it’s not like the pigs are omnipotent
or something. It’s not like we’re attempting to kill the Creator,
here.”

Nyte released his grip slightly. “Are you
certain? It will not kill her to use the Song in such a way? If
there is even the slightest chance-”

“It will not,” answered the moon.

A thought came to me.

“Well, can’t I just use the Song of
Salvation to kill Lusafael and then do nothing? If we stop
Lusafael, Illuma won’t have a chance, right? Can’t we just do
nothing and let the world stay how it is?”

“I believe you are not clear on how ad’ai
truly works,” said the moon.

That was probably true.

“Okay,” I said. “So what am I missing?”

The moon responded, “The Song of Salvation
will be released from you on ad’ai. One way or another, it will
force itself out of you. There is no other option. As chosen, you
may choose to release it alone, or you may choose to release it
with a sacrifice. If your emulator is the sacrifice, the Divisia
will remain permanent. If you, yourself, are the sacrifice, the
Divisia will be temporarily prolonged, and your sister will be
unable to release the Song of Destruction.”

“Because I’ll be dead, and she needs to
sacrifice me to gain it, right?”

“Correct.”

“I get all that, so what’s the-”

“Should you release the Song without a
sacrifice, you will forfeit your role as Salvation. You will die at
ad’ai’s end, and it will count as the Heart of Havoc’s sacrifice.
She will forthwith gain the Song of Destruction.”

“What?! No way! Then what can we do?!”

“The Song of Destruction is a Song to put
the land back together. If you can accomplish the task another way
on your own before the end of ad’ai, the Song of Destruction will
be rendered useless. The entire prophecy will be annulled, and you
will not perish.”

I tried to keep everything straight.

“And I suppose you played a hand in placing
all of these charming rules?” said Ardette in an unimpressed
drone.

“You know well, Daem, that there is a
delicate equilibrium within the structure of the world. All shifts
in being must have consequences of equal value, for that is the
only way that such shifts may occur. The string of time cannot be
tipped too greatly without payment. Without equal sacrifice, the
result would otherwise be chaos. And chaos, as you know, would lead
to a second void. The world would be as it was before the Making,
without form.”

There was silence while we let it all soak
in.

Nyte and I could survive together if I used
the Song to kill Lusafael, but that would mean bringing the land
together. It was all left up to me, but I couldn’t make this
decision selfishly. I couldn’t let it be just about Nyte.
This was a decision I had to make with everyone in mind.

Creator, what should I do?

“Well, there’s no use standing around here,
is there?” Ardette was first to speak up. “We’ve people waiting for
us on the other side. Let’s free mother witch, and be done with it,
shall we?”

I had an enormous choice to make, and I had
no idea which way was right. But one thing was certain, standing
around was only giving Illuma and Lusafael more time to work out
whatever it was they were going to do.

“Okay.” I nodded to Ardette.

To the moon he said, “I trust you’ll be able
to grant us safe passage to the place of the Splitting, oh great
mother?”

“I will. I will offer a way. It will not be
without struggle, but it will lead you to the place that you
seek.”

“Struggle? Fantastic.” Ardette sighed. “It
can never be easy, can it?”

“How do we free you?” I asked.

“Use the Song given unto you by the
Creator.”

“The Song of Healing?”

“That is the one. However, if used on your
own, it will be the last time you use it.”

“What?! Why?”

“To free a moon requires too much power. It
requires-”

“A sacrifice,” finished Ardette.
“What a surprise. So sweet Aura must lose her Song? Well, we can’t
have that, now can we?”

Darch’s chin was in his hand. “You said ‘on
her own’, but what if she were to use an emulator? What would
happen then?”

An emulator? That was a weird
suggestion. We don’t even have the pendant right now, so what’s
the point of asking something like that?

“She will keep her Song,” said the moon,
“but the emulator will sacrifice some of himself. His power will
not decrease, but he will lose a portion of his corra capacity. The
effects of this are that his stamina will become less, he will need
to rejuvenate more often, and he will tire when without my light.
What will you do, my daughter?”

“I will . . .”

In freeing the moon, I’d lose my Song. I
didn’t want to, but it had to be done, and I’d rather it be this
way than have to from Nyte. As long as he was okay, I didn’t
mind.

Truthfully, I was glad the pendant was still
in Rend’s possession. It meant that this wasn’t even up for
discussion.

“Okay,” I said. “I’m prepared to lose my
Son-”

“No, Aura,” said Nyte. “I will not allow
something such as that. Darch, I will have the pendant now.” He
reached out his hand expectantly.

“Sure thing, Nytie!”

“The pendant?” I said. “But we don’t
have-”

But before my eyes, Darch pulled the cursed
object from his pocket and handed it off to Nyte.

“Huh?” I was confused. “No . . . Where did
that come from? I thought Rend-”

“My, my, you aren’t very perceptive, are
you, my pit? Think dear Rend had a change of heart? Think she
enjoys cuddling up with nitwit Magirs?”

I was so stupid. So incredibly stupid! How
was I so bad at figuring these things out?!

“You mean when she hugged him?” I whispered,
losing color at the thought of Nyte sacrificing a part of
himself.

“Bingo. What a smart little pit you
are.”

Nyte started to lift the familiar necklace.
It caught the moon’s light and sent off an ominous shine.

“Nyte, no! You’ll lose some of your
stamina!”

I silently willed him to throw the wretched
thing off the side of the spiron, but he disobeyed me entirely, and
with a mouth of contentment, dropped the familiar necklace around
his neck.

“What?” He laughed. “You do not honestly
think that my stamina is as important as your Song, do you?”

“Of course I do!”

“This is not something for you to decide,
and you do not have a choice. The moment I touch you, you will have
no choice but to use me. Let me serve my purpose for you. Do not
fight it.” He reached forward to bring a hand below my chin, but I
leaned away from him, narrowly avoiding his touch.

Like hell I wouldn’t fight!

There’s no way! I won’t take your . . . your
. . .

But he was right. It was already taking
effect. I could sense the warmth writhing beneath his skin,
taunting and seductive. With everything in me, I desired him.

I can’t help it. I need it. I need it more
than anything.

“Oohp!” said Darch. “Is it time?” The
feather man had just lit from his shoulder. Glittering, it flapped
into the air high above us.

Hands tight – for fear of letting them
extend themselves to Nyte on their own – I watched the bird go. I
tried to wrap my head around the fact that the Spirit of In-between
was actually going to give its soul for this cause. It was
sad for so many reasons, but most of all because, after sticking
around for so long, it wouldn’t even get to see how all of this
ended. I wouldn’t get to see if its wrongs would be righted.

This was our last encounter. What could I
say to it? It had brought Kantú into Farellah. It had led me this
far. It had offered its protection. It had watched over us with
good intentions. It had been an ally, and even though it wasn’t
really dying – as it was already dead – this was still goodbye.

I looked down at my wrist. The feather
tattoo there would always be a reminder of the Spirit’s aid. It
would always be a symbol of Nosrac’s sacrifice.

“Thank you,” I said in hushed reverence.
“I’m sure Kantú will miss you. I hope you finally find rest. Just
leave everything to me.”

Even though I’ll probably disappoint
you. But that was something I couldn’t voice. Speaking things
aloud always gave them more power, and I felt guilty enough as it
was.

“Goodbye, Elder Nosrac!” Darch waved a
happy-go-lucky wave as the bird disappeared against the glowing
moon.

“All right, my captivating captor,” said
Nyte. “Are you ready?”

Before I could put up the fight I’d well
intended, Nyte wrapped his arms around me and landed a gentle kiss
on my lips. With the emulator pendant back in place around his
neck, that savage part of me took over – that addicted monster that
longed to consume him. I let it consume him now because I couldn’t
fight it. It was too strong. It was too convincing in its argument
that Nyte’s spirit existed solely for my hunger. My veins were
alive, and I couldn’t stop that ecstasy.

“The Song, my pit!” came a distant voice.
“Don’t forget about that! Hmmm. Need me to step in, do you? Very
well, then-”

“Don’t Ardetto! It might be your power
that’s sacrificed instead, and we can’t let that happen! Aura, the
Song!”

The Song of Healing? That’s right. But if I
don’t sing it, Nyte’s stamina won’t be sacrificed.

A voice in my head contradicted me: What
happened to making the decision that was best for everyone? What
happens the next time someone you love gets a life-threatening
wound? Without your Song, you won’t be able to do anything!

But Nyte . . .

What if it was Nyte with a sword through his
heart? What if you had to watch him die and were unable to heal
him? Imagine what that would be like!

That was it. That thought was all it took to
spark the Song of Healing. Ancient words escaped me, wind formed
from nothing, and my blue light, fueled by Nyte’s coursing warmth,
lit the air around us.

 


“ . . . AEL . . .”

 


And then it was done.

But I wasn’t.

GIVE ALL OF IT TO ME! I WANT IT ALL!

No . . . Stop . . .

THIS TIME I’LL STEAL WHAT I COULDN’T BEFORE!
THIS TIME, HIS SOUL IS MINE!

Please . . . Don’t . . .

I’LL CONSUME EVERY PIECE OF HIM, AND WE’LL
FINALLY BE ONE!

Finally one?

Finally.

Finally.

Finally.

Finally, Nyte will be mine.


Chapter 17: The Hill

 


When I opened my eyes, there was no sign of
the moon.

What happened?

The answer to that was simple: I’d kept
sucking long after the spell was through. Fortunately, Ardette and
Darch had been able to wrench me from Nyte before I could cause him
any real damage. I hadn’t stolen his soul. I hadn’t consumed him. I
hadn’t done what I’d longed to do.

Nonetheless, that warmth had been enough to
return me to blackness.

I was just now waking from it.

“Good morning, sweet cherry.”

“Ardette?”

He was crouched over me.

“Where are we? Where’s Nyte?”

“Your boy’s sleeping. Seems that Song did a
real number on him. His spirit’s not what it used to be, you know.
I’m afraid he’s starting to show signs of his old age.”

“Shut up.” I sat up and rubbed my dizzy
head. “Where is this?”

It looked like we were in the night-lit
woods, but we were on a very steep decline, and everything had a
strange purple glow to it. The air tasted thick, but it smelled
good. Like lavender. If it weren’t for a purple-hued boulder
directly in front of us, we’d have toppled down the slope.

Ardette put his arm around me. “I’m not sure
where we are. Darchy doesn’t know either. Seems like another
transitional plane. A return to our world. I’ll miss this,
though.”

“Miss what?” I was still trying to gather
what was going on.

“Having you feel affection for me every now
and again.”

“Don’t be so dramatic. You know I’ll always
feel ‘affection’ for you. Just not the kind of affection you’d
like.”

He leaned his head on my shoulder.

“You can’t do that,” I said, stiffening.

“What? Why not?” He looked up at me. “Oh.
You’re feeling it right now?”

I nodded. My nails were digging into my
thighs.

“Sorry.” He sat up. “I’m just trying to
enjoy this before it’s gone. Once this is all over, your boy will
take you away, and I won’t get to see you anymore. There won’t be
any moments like these.”

The small something kicked. I wasn’t very
good at differentiating between the feelings from my two lives, but
I could tell now that all of me was sad. There wouldn’t be
moments like these? I’d miss them, too. But I’d have Nyte. Forever,
it would be Nyte with his arm around me. That was good enough for
me. But even if I never experience intimacy with Ardette again, I’d
still want to see him. He was my friend, and I’d miss just being
around him. Just because I’d chosen Nyte, that didn’t mean that the
normal part of my relationship with Ardette had to stop.

“Well, we’re still going to be friends when
this is all over,” I said. “It’s not like I’ll go into hiding
within the Elven Kingdom or something. So we can always be friends,
right?”

“Friends,” said Ardette, staring at the
ground. “Yes.”

“So where is he?”

“Over there with Darch.” Without looking,
Ardette threw a lazy point over his shoulder. Darch was crouched
over Nyte’s body behind another boulder. I wouldn’t be able to
climb up this steep of a slope without something to hold onto. I’d
have to wait until Nyte awoke and came down to me. That was
disappointing.

“Is he . . . going to be okay?” I asked. It
was coming back to me. The repercussions of what he’d done. How
extreme would they be?

Ardette curled his lip in distaste. “He
might be a little more nocturnal now, and he won’t be able to run
for days on end, heaven forbid, but I’m sure he’ll be just
as much of a show-off as he’s always been. In short, he’ll be
fine.”

“Really?” Even though it might’ve been a
lie, it still made me feel better. “Thanks, Ardette.”

“For?”

“Making me feel better. Especially when it
comes to him.”

“What are friends for?”

“You don’t have to be so sarcastic.”

“I’m not.” He sighed and set his head down
again. “I love you so much.” I stiffened again, so he hastily
added, “Like a brother, of course.”

“Right. Like a brother. A brother that wants
to . . .” I couldn’t finish because the small something rammed
against my ribcage.

Knock it off!

Ardette laughed. “What? Go on, say it, why
don’t you? Too shy? Maybe a brother that wants to do this?”

He pushed the hair from my shoulder and slid
his face to the base of my neck.

I rammed him in the jaw with my shoulder.
“You’re on dangerous ground.”

“I know. I’m only teasing you. It’s just a
little harmless fun. What? Can’t handle it?”

“Harmless. Uh-huh. Okay, Ardette.”

“Okay, what?”

“You’re over here for a reason. Darch let
you over my unconscious body alone for a reason. What is it you’re
supposed to tell me? Is it about what happened between us in our
first life? Because if it is, I’d be wholly open to full
disclosure.”

He frowned. “Oh? Perceptive, are we? Yes,
it’s true there’s something. But . . . it isn’t something that I
can tell you. Part of the deal, you know. There is, however, one
loophole. There was never a rule made that said I couldn’t
show you.”

“Show me?” I asked, shifting my shoulders to
face him.

With red eyes of intensity, he swallowed and
brought a thumb to my chin. “Do you trust me, my cherry pit?”

“Yeah.” It was getting hard to breathe, much
like it became whenever I was like this with Nyte. “Of course I
do.”

“Then . . .” He swallowed again, tilted his
head, and leaned forward.

“Nyte’s awake!” yelled Darch.

Ardette stopped to scowl. “Damn it,
Darch!”

We’d almost kissed. AGAIN. How could I keep
letting this happen?! I hadn’t even resisted or anything this time!
But . . . it had been to ‘show me’ something, so was it okay?

The line was becoming too gray. It wasn’t
safe.

“Nyte?” I cranked my neck to catch sight of
him, but that meddlesome boulder was in the way. “Darch, can you
get him down here?”

“Easy, Nytie. How do you feel? We’re within
a high concentration of the moon’s light, so you should feel pretty
normal. The way I understand it, it’s just during the day or under
the eastern moon’s cycle that you’ll notice a difference.”

“I am fine,” came a faint, unlike-Nyte
reply.

Nyte, you don’t sound ‘fine’!

Darch didn’t seem to notice. “Well, that’s
just great!” he said. “Can you stand?”

“Yes. Where is she? Where is Aura?”

“Nyte! I’m here!” I called.

“She’s a-okay! She’s right down there with
Ardetto.”

“Thank the Creator,” said Nyte. There was a
scraping noise, and a moment later, he pushed himself up and peeked
over the side of the boulder. “Miss Havoc,” – a beam lit his face –
“what trouble have you gotten us into this time? Can you not
refrain from leading us into such abnormal places?”

Thank the Creator, indeed. He didn’t look
frail or anything. In fact, he looked pretty normal.

Beaming in a similar manner, I teased, “Why
don’t you get come down here and dish it out to my face.”

“I will be glad to do so. However, your face
is of great importance to me, so I shall surely be gentle.”

“Blegh.” Ardette hid his mouth in his
sleeve.

“Well, you heard her!” sang Darch. “Let’s
get down there! Here’s how we do it!’

Holding on to the boulder, Darch inched
around its smooth side. While still clinging tightly to the edge,
he eased himself onto his bottom and scooted out a ways. Then,
without a shout of warning, he let go and slid perilously down the
hill at full speed.

“Whoo!” he cried.

But my cry was something else entirely –
“Waaaah!” – because he was coming right for us.

Having witnessed several of these tumbles
before, Ardette knew what to expect, and he pulled me to the side,
out of Darch’s direct path. That was fine for Ardette and me, but
it looked like the speeding Magir would barrel into our boulder at
crushing extent. If he kept on like that, he’d definitely be
broken.

“Ardette! Do something!” I yelled.

At the last minute, however, Darch dug his
heels hard into the ground and slowed his fall enough to keep from
serious injury. Even so, he managed to smack into the boulder
pretty hard.

Smiling brightly, he rubbed the side of his
face. “See?”

“THAT’S how you guys do it?!”

Ardette helped Darch straighten himself out.
“Correction: that’s how Darch does it. I, on the other hand, do it
like this.”

He shuffled in his pack, and pulled out two
wooden pegs that had been whittled into points. He handed them to
me.

“Hold these, would you?”

“You had time to whittle something?” I
asked. “Just how long was I out?”

“A spell.” He removed his cloak, revealing a
rare glimpse of the frilly shirt underneath. Without his covering,
he really did look like some sort of pirate.

“Will you say, ‘Arrr’?” I asked on
impulse.

The corners of his mouth flinched.
“What?”

“Never mind.” I held back a laugh.

Very properly, and while eyeing me
quizzically, Ardette rolled up his sleeves and returned his pack to
his back.

“Now then.” He pulled the whittled pegs from
my hands, leaned around the side of the boulder, and pointed. “I’ll
aim for that rock there.”

Still leaning out to the side, he stabbed
the pegs deep into the earth. First one, then the other. Holding
tight to them, he kicked his legs around the side of the boulder,
and used the planted pegs to hold himself up, dangling, by his
hands.

“See, my pit? Like so.”

He removed his right hand peg, lowered it a
foot or so, and stabbed it into the ground again with a forceful
blow. He proceeded to move down the side of the hill like that,
lowering himself a bit with each new stab. He stopped to rest only
when he reached the boulder he’d set as his goal.

“Well?” he called, wiping his forehead.
“Which method do you prefer?”

“Can’t you just flicker yourself to shadow
or something?” I asked. “Wouldn’t that be easier?”

“Excuse me, ‘flicker’? Is that what you call
it? Cute. No, as I’ve explained before – if you would listen to a
word I say – it’s difficult the pass through things that aren’t
flesh. Possible, yes, but if I wasted all of my energy on that, I’d
probably collapse before reaching the next tier.”

“Oh.”

“I’ve left a pair of these,” – he
held up the whittled things – “with Darch for you. Otherwise, you
can follow that imbecile’s example, and I’ll catch you at the end.
Just be certain your aim is on, would you? We wouldn’t want you
tumbling to your demise.”

Uh . . .

Nyte, who’d been observing all of this,
suddenly spoke up. “No, we would not want that.” He eyed the purple
ravine below, smirking, and then brought his attention back to me.
“Well, Miss Havoc? What will it be? The Daem would like to know
which you prefer.” His voice held a hidden laugh.

“What?” I asked. “Why are you so
amused?”

Ardette narrowed his eyes. “Yes, boy, do
share.”

“I simply think that it would be amusing to
witness Aura attempting either of these methods.” This time, he
openly laughed.

“Hey!”

“My love, I apologize, but that is just how
it is. Ardette?”

“You do have a point.”

“Hey! Not you too!”

Ardette sighed. “Well then, what would you
suggest? I imagine you’ve got some sort of plan to be acting so
smugly?”

As it turns out, the ‘smug’ Nyte did have a
plan.

“Miss Havoc, stand aside.”

“Stand asi-”

But I was cut off when Nyte made a running
start off the side of the boulder and started free falling toward
Darch and me. He landed one foot on the side of the hill, pushed
off against it, and continued to soar at us before landing in a
crouch next to Darch.

“Impressive, Nytie!”

“The method most suiting for our fearless
leader,” he said, bending low to reach my eye level, “would be for
her to merely close her eyes.”

He didn’t wait for me to close them, though,
before scooping me into his arms and performing the fall again,
this time while holding me close to his chest. He landed in another
crouch next to Ardette.

“Ugh. You’re lucky we’re within the moon’s
influence, Elf. Indulge. You won’t be able to act so flamboyantly
during the daytime anymore.”

Wearing an impish smirk, Nyte shrugged and
set me down.

“Just how bad will it be during the
day?” I asked, afraid to know the answer.

“It matters not, Aura. All that is important
is that in this moment I can help you reach safety.”

“Guys?” Darch was the only one still above
us. “Before we start talking about ‘safety’, you might wanna look
over there.” He sounded more than a little anxious.

“Oh, wonderful,” said Ardette. “Spotted
something fun, have you? Well, where is-? Oh.” His eyes fell on the
thing Darch had been pointing to, and it made him reach for his
saber. “Damn. I suppose it’s to be expected. They do collect in
these sorts of places, don’t they? Not that I’ve ever actually
seen one before.”

“What?” I said, taking a step back. “What is
it?

Nyte drew his sword. “Behind me, Aura.”

“What do you see?! Tell me!”

He shot a sideways glance at Ardette before
answering,

“Suckles.”

That’s when I finally found what they were
looking at. There, just off to the left, was a pair of glowing
purple eyes within the center of a tree. The tree below it had a
similar pair, and another was contained within the tree below
that.

There were dozens.

“Well, the witch did say it wouldn’t be
easy, didn’t she?” said Ardette. “Darch, get down here.”

Obeying the command, Darch made another wild
leap into a slide, but this time Nyte caught him, completely
eliminating any threat of a tumble-induced injury.

“Are you sure those are suckles?” I asked.
“I don’t hear any chiming, do you? And don’t they need chime
trees?”

Ardette stared at a pair of purple glows.
“Who knows? We’d best be on our guard, though. You fought them
before, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” said Nyte. “At the grove called
Wanzyr. Were they to chime, an Elven barrier would block it and so
as well would Aura’s song.”

“But if there is no chime?” asked
Ardette.

“Then they’re no threat, right?” I said.

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said Darch.

“Why not? They won’t leave the trees, so as
long as we don’t go near them, we should be fine, right?”

“Hmm.” Darch tapped his chin. “Is that how
the suckles at Wanzyr behaved? They lured people in via sound?”

“Yes,” said Nyte.

“Well, as I understand it, suckles will form
a relationship with anything they happen to dwell around. I would
be careful. Even though it might not be through sound, it’s
possible they’ve got a different means of luring us in.”

“Like what?”

But as soon as the words left my mouth,
something happened, revealing just what other way the suckles might
try.

Unbeknownst to us, a snake-like root had
been sneaking its way down the hill, undetected and filled with ill
intent. With a whipping slip, the devious thing coiled itself
around Darch’s middle and yanked him to the edge of the ledge.

Darch grabbed at the coil. “Whoa! Uh, guys?!
Can I get a little help, here?”

“Darch?!” I started forward, but Ardette
held me back with an outstretched arm. “What is that?!”

“Cease movement!” Nyte readied his sword for
a freeing cut, but the coiling root gave another hard tug and
pulled Darch completely off of the boulder and into the steep side
of the hill. It was going to pull him to the suckles.

“Whaaa!” Feet kicking, Darch frantically
pulled at the plant wound around his waist.

“Stop, you idiot!” yelled Ardette. “Stop
squirming, would you?! If the thing becomes loose, you’ll fall, and
there aren’t any safe places directly below for you to land!”

“Ardetto! Help!”

“Just stop wiggling!” Ardette pulled out his
steaks for another scaling endeavor. His intention was to climb out
to retrieve Darch.

“Hold off!” said Nyte. He studied the root.
“Why has it ceased?”

It was true; the vine hadn’t pulled Darch to
the suckles. It was simply holding him there against the side of
the hill. It didn’t make any sense.

But then I understood.

One of the pairs of eyes blinked. And then
it moved.

“It’s going to come out to get him?!” I
cried.

“That is not all!”

Without elaborating or giving warning, Nyte
sweepingly scooped me into his arms and made a wild flying leap off
of the boulder and to the back of a tree that didn’t house a
suckle. He held me in his arms and balanced himself at the back of
its base. This didn’t allow much room for movement, but ultimately
it did its job of keeping us from sliding farther down.

The reason for Nyte’s spastic action was
that he could sense what was coming. The moment we landed was the
moment that the entirety of the hill rolled. To be more exact, it
was as though there was something enormous just below the ground’s
surface ruffling the earth. Whatever it was jogged the boulder
loose, and the whole thing started to tumble.

Nyte had predicted it just in time. So had
Ardette. Ardette’s response wasn’t so nimble, though. He’d simply
stabbed both steaks into the earth and was now holding himself up
from sliding down the hill.

During all of this, the creeping suckle had
advanced out onto the hill a ways. Its eyes were blindingly bright,
so it was impossible to see past to the thing’s tiny body, but the
beast must’ve had gripping claws for it to be able to walk along
the down-sloping knoll like that.

Nyte shot a ball of red at the suckle. It
hopped forward out of the way of blast, so he shot another. It
dodged that one too.

“Enough with the magic, don’t you think?”
cooed Ardette. “If you hadn’t noticed, it’s moving closer with each
one you send at it!”

Frowning out of thought of a new solution,
Nyte looked down at me. “Aura, you must remain here. Hold tightly
to this trunk and do not let go.”

“Wha-”

“Darch, can you throw me the other set of
pegs?” said Nyte.

“Nope!”

“Will you not even try?”

“My hands are stuck at my sides, Nyte! How
am I supposed to get them loose?”

“I’ll take care of this.” Ardette started to
peg his way over to Darch.

“Be careful, Ardetto!”

“Don’t you think it’s YOU that you should be
worried about? Hmmm?”

“Ardette,” said Nyte. “You cannot do it
alone. How will you cut him loose if your hands are not free?”

“Well, what would you suggest? If you hadn’t
noticed, the little bloodsucker’s getting closer, and who knows
when whatever that rolling was will happen again? Sometime soon,
I’d expect.”

No sooner had Ardette mentioned it than the
rolling did indeed start up again. Starting up at the first boulder
I’d woken up on, it traveled downward in a wave, pushing the ground
behind Ardette outward and knocking one of his pegs loose.

“Damn!” he shouted.

“Ardette!” I cried. “Nyte, what should I
do?”

“You need not worry.” Nyte looked at the
tree behind us. “I will also go.” Setting his sights on a thick
branch high above us, he set me down, stretched out to full length,
and broke the limb off. He snapped it in two – “It shall have to be
adequate.” – then plunged both halves into the side of the hill and
began climbing up in the same way Ardette had.

“Quick thinking, Elf, but they’re nowhere
near as fancy as mine,” said Ardette. He’d regained his balance and
was again sidling along the side of the hill.

The suckle was still inching toward Darch.
I’d hold it off while the others made their way to him.

“Lusafael can’t hear me here, right?” I
asked.

“This is a transitional field, so I think he
can’t!”

“You think?” said Ardette.

I couldn’t not do something, so I did the
only thing I could.

 


“Sword-like edge of matter deep,

Abound in me the mist to seep.

Splitting towers, cutting stone,

Shatter breaks of marrow bone.”

 


I sent the splice at the suckle, like an
arrow, but it avoided it the same way it had done with Nyte’s
spell, so I tried again, this time by forming the mist into a
sickle and sending it swiping across the space between Darch and
the suckle. The beast dodged that one too, but it did so by hopping
backward.

Yes!

“Nicely done, my pit!” Ardette was almost to
Darch now, and Nyte wasn’t far behind.

I sent another at the suckle, and it jumped
back again. Before I could start celebrating, though, I noticed
something that made me divert my attention from the suckle and to
another threat entirely.

“Ardette, watch out!”

Another root, as sneaky as the first, was
slithering along the grass, its path set for the sidling Daem. I
shot another sickle-mist blast in its direction, slicing it in
half. The cut portion hissed and retreated into the ground, much in
the same way the branches of Wanzyr had behaved, but there was
another response too. The thing below the surface of the hill gave
a wild jump, sending both of Nyte’s pegs out from their rooted
positions. Nyte slid down a few feet before being able to stab them
in again.

“Hurry guys!” I yelled. A second suckle had
left its treed position with the onslaught of the second vine. I
threw a sickle swipe its way before diverting my attention back to
the first suckle, which had gained another few steps.

Ardette was at Darch now. “My pit, cut him
loose, would you?”

But there was a third root making its way
for Nyte. The forest of transition was becoming more and more
aggressive with each passing moment. I sliced that root in half,
too, and the ground responded by kicking against the base of my
tree. I grabbed on to the trunk, but the kick made me slip around
its barked side.

I was holding on, and my feet were
dangling.

“AURA!” Darch yelled.

“Ah!” Nyte instantly changed his course.

“No!” I said. “I’m fine! Help Darch!”

Using all of the strength in my arms, I
clung to the tree and used my legs to run myself up the slope. But
it was no use. My feet just kept slipping.

Shoot! “Really!” I insisted. “I’m
fine!”

Come on, Aura!

Attempting a new approach, I dug the toes of
my boots into the ground. The left one fell out, but the right one
stuck, at least enough for me to gain footing. I used it to push
myself back around to the safe side of the trunk.

“See! I’m all right!” But to be honest, I
was surprised I’d managed something like that.

In my absence, both suckles had gained
distance. The first was nearly upon them.

“Ardetto!” yelled Darch.

“Argh! I’m trying, all right? It’s not like
it’s easy to see anything with that glare!” Ardette was holding
himself up by his slipping feet and left hand peg while using his
right peg to stab at the root around Darch’s waist.

I’d take care of the glare. In the chaos of
the kicking hill, I’d dropped the mist splice song, but I sang a
new one into existence and immediately used it to send both suckles
reeling back. I shot a few into the stationary suckles too, for
good measure. Then I focused my efforts on the others.

“Okay! I can slice the root holding
him!”

“Just be certain you don’t miss, would you?”
said Ardette. “We wouldn’t want old Darchy to get sliced in half,
now would we?”

Nyte was now directly positioned under
Darch. He removed his left hand branch and opened his arm. “I will
catch him!”

Ardette frowned. “Are you certain you can?
I’m not. Certain, that is. Therefore, I’ll be assisting.” Ardette
positioned himself next to Nyte.

“Okay, pit. Go for it!”

Focusing the remaining energy in the song, I
did as they said, shooting a double sickle swipe at the root. The
first one was to cut the coil loose from the rest. The second was
in case the coil didn’t freely release Darch on its own. Only the
first was necessary, however, because as soon as the coil was
separated from the rest, it hissed as the others had, released
Darch, and burrowed into the hill. Darch fell, but Nyte and Ardette
caught him.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” asked
Ardette. “Oh, I’m sorry. My mistake. It’s not like we’re in a hurry
or anything, is it?”

“Right!” Darch shuffled around on his
person, but before he could retrieve them, the hill, furious over
our interference, gave out its largest roll yet. It knocked all
three of them loose, and they fell, tumbling.

“Yaaah!” Darch bounced to the side and the
hill sent another roll at him that sent him flying toward me. I
reached out to grab his arm and was heaved from my safety tree.

“Aura!” Nyte clawed at the hill to gain
footing, but it was no use.

All together, we tumbled down into the
purple ravine.

 


~

 


We landed with a splash. I fell deep into a
swampy water. This was something I hadn’t been expecting, so I drew
in a large breath of the murkish liquid. It was a mistake. A bad
one. I wanted to cough it out, but I was still under, and I wasn’t
sure which way was up.

This is bad.

I was kicking, trying to find a way out, but
it was hopeless. I couldn’t see light through the muck.

This is so, so bad!

I was panicked, using the last of my oxygen.
I was going to lose to whatever this was. I’d never find a way.

That’s when a hand on the collar of my cloak
gave a strong yank and drew me up and out of the water.

I sputtered and coughed and searched for my
savior, but when my eyes found him, I let out the largest cough of
all because I’d inhaled way too quickly.

“SCARDO?!”

“Miss Heart! Please don’t attempt anything
so dangerous again!”

“Where are-?”

“Aar-ta-ta-ta-ta.” That was the creaking cry
of a distant ferothew.

 



Chapter 18: The Light

 


The marsh was lit only by dusk’s fading
light.

“Scardo?” I said again. I was slightly more
subdued the second time around.

“Yes, Miss Heart.”

He was really, truly, actually there, and it
wasn’t just him, either.

“AURAAAA!” Before I was even fully above the
water, Kantú came flying at me with a tackling hug.

“Kan . . . tú?” I was more shocked than
anything.

We’d made it? We’d actually found our way
back to the others? But we’d just been on that hill with the
suckles, and . . . and now . . .

I just stared at the bouncing Squirrelean
with my hands loosely dangling at my sides.

“Aura! Aura! Aura!” she repeated over and
over again, burying her face in my murk-stained shirt. “You’re
alive! You did it! Aaaalright!”

“But how-”

I was interrupted by a gruff throat clear.
Still stricken by the blow of it all, I slowly lifted my eyes to
the bank of the marsh, where stood a brawny man bearing a
full-bodied, chip-toothed grin.

“Grotts!”

“Er, hello, Miss Aura.”

He was waiting there, on what looked to be
solid ground. Solid ground? That meant that we must’ve been on the
outskirts of the swampy place. From previous experience, I knew
that once deeper in, there was nothing sturdy on which to stand –
with the exception of those full, stubby trees, of course.

“Glad ta see yer in one piece. Thought these
two idiots woulda torn ya in half by now.” Grotts tipped his head
at Nyte and Ardette, who were strewn hodgepodgedly on the ground
next to him. Like me, they were wet with dirty water.

“Are they . . . ?” I started, but then,
faltering at the dastardly thought that had just crossed my mind, I
changed my approach. “They’re okay, right?” They had to
be.

As though to answer the question, Nyte began
to stir just then.

“What has . . . what has happened?” He
appeared as confused and disoriented as I felt, but when his eyes
fell on me, he put a firm palm to the ground with the intent to
push himself to his feet. “Aura?! Are you-?!”

Scardo answered in my place, “She is quite
well, Nyte. Catch your breath.”

Nyte waited for me to nod before settling
back down. The murk was a little hard to wade through, so I let
Scardo help me to the bank. Once there, Kantú and I ran to Nyte’s
side.

“You’re okay?” I asked, falling to my knees
next to him.

He wiped a piece of mangrove residue from my
cheek and smiled. “I am fine. Only damp.”

Nonetheless, I searched his eyes for hidden
pain.

“Damp?” asked Kantú. “Uh? More like
soggy!”

But even ‘soggy’ was kind of an
understatement.

“What has happened? How have we come to be
here?” Nyte looked over at Ardette. “Has he expired?” Nyte poked
him in the neck.

Ardette slapped his hand away.

“Don’t sound so hopeful, Elf.” Heaving a
sigh, the Daem sat up, cracked his jaw, and surveyed the area with
a raised brow. He gave himself a few moments to let everything
settle; then he said, “Well? On with it. How did we come to
arrive in this charming place? Did we just appear, or . . . ?”

“You guys fell from the sky!” exclaimed
Kantú, eyes bright and with a tone that cued me in that this was a
prelude to one of her rambles. “Here’s how it went: You and Nytie
fell first, Ardetto. And we were all SO surprised! You landed in
the water over there, and Grottsy rushed over and pulled you both
out all by himself! Next came Aura!” She wrapped her arm around my
soaked shoulders. “You fell in deeper, but Scardo came crashing in
after you. I was so worried about you, but you know, it was really
okay in the end because Scardo’s such a great swimmer! I never
would have expected that since he grew up in such a dry place, but
sometimes people can be surprising! Isn’t that great?”

She nodded several times to prod my
agreement.

“Yeah, it is.” I said. “But . . . we fell?
All I remember is tumbling down and then . . . Ardette, what
happened?”

“Well, don’t ask me. How should I know?”

“You are right,” said Nyte. “Why should we
expect you to possess that knowledge? After all, it is not as
though you have been in correspondence with the MOON or
anything.”

Ardette smiled a maniacal smile. “Is that
sarcasm, Elf? Cute.” He crossed an arm lazily across his stomach
and turned his other hand palm-up and flouncy. “You’ll be taking a
page from my book, then? Adding a little spice to your personality,
are you? Think it’ll make her impressed?”

“Why would I seize a page from you? It is
not as though such an approach has led to your success . . . .”

Grotts chortled. “Heh.”

Ardette dropped both arms. “You’d best watch
your tone, boy. Until the moon’s return, you’re at half your
strength.”

“Gaze above you. The moon’s return is
close.”

“Was that a challenge? Why, how bold
of-”

“Ugh, stop,” I said. “If neither of you know
how we ended up here, then how about Darch? Darch, what do you
think?”

I waited for his answer, but Darch said
nothing. That was weird.

Come to think of it . . .

I hadn’t heard him speak at all since our
arrival!

I scanned the marsh, hoping to see him
happily bobbing his head and humming, but I couldn’t find him among
the rest of us. “DARCH?! Ardette, where’s-”

“Darch!” interrupted Ardette. Using
Nyte’s shoulder as a crutch, he rose to his feet in an anxious
stumble. It was uncharacteristic to see him that way, but he was
clearly ruffled over the absence of his friend. “Where’s the
meddlesome idiot gone?! Don’t tell me he’s been left behind!”

“No! He fell with me!” I said. “I’m sure of
it!”

“Please relax, Miss Heart,” said Scardo
calmly. “He hit his head on that branch on the way down. He’s just
over there.” The Yes’lechian gestured to the other side of one of
the mangrove’s trees. “We failed to wake him, but I’m certain he’ll
be fine. His breathing is steady. No need to worry.”

Whether or not there was a need to worry,
Ardette ignored Scardo’s attempts at reassurance and hurried to
Darch’s side. Once there, he immediately thrust a hand of shadow
into the unconscious Magir’s chest.

He allowed a moment of examination and then,
“Hmph. He’s fine.” He managed to hide only a little bit of his
relief.

“Should I heal him?” I asked.

“No. It’s not a wound worthy of something
like that. He’ll wake up soon enough on his own.” He pulled his
hand out before turning to me with a look of reproach. “My, my,
awfully quick to resort to healing, aren’t we? When you were so
anxious to give up your Song to the moon? Hmm, that’s
interesting.”

“Ehh.”

He was right, of course.

“This is that marsh, though, right?”
I said, changing the subject and looking away rather obviously.
“The marsh we were at before? On the way to Druelca?”

“Yes, my pit. That’s right.”

I turned to Kantú. “How is it that you knew
where we’d be? Was there some warning that we’d arrive in this
exact spot?”

“Nope! And we didn’t know you were going to
get here today, either. Rend told us to come, but we only reached
the marsh this morning, and we were just starting to explore when
we saw Nytie and Ardetto fall. We’re still right in the fringes of
the place.”

So it’d been . . . luck?

“I do no think so, Miss Havoc,” said Nyte
quietly.

“Huh?”

I realized that he’d been staring at me.
Studying me or something.

He grinned. “You were thinking that we were
blessed with good fortune. Is this correct?”

“Yeah . . . but how did you know that?”

“I have spent much time around you. I am
beginning to know your thoughts.”

“Ahh, yes,” said Ardette, leaving Darch to
return to the rest of us. “Imagine spending two lifetimes around
her. Imagine how predictable she’d be then.”

“Are you ever going to explain that?” I
said. I folded my arms out of frustration. “Can’t you just tell me
what exactly happened between us instead of being so cryptic all
the time? I mean, I know that you like being cryptic and all, but .
. .”

“I can’t tell you,” he said. “But I can show
you.”

“Yeah, you said that before. So show
me.”

“Hmmm.” He hooked his arm around my neck.
Only the small something reacted. Nothing more. That was good. It
really was easier to resist him now that we were back in our
own realm, just as he’d said it would be. “Unfortunately, I can’t
show you now. I can only show you under moon’s effulgence,” he
said.

“Show me tonight, then.”

He nodded, and in the process, focused his
eyes too intently on mine, so I looked away.

“By the way, where’s Rend?” I asked.

“She’s outside yet,” answered Grotts. “With
Trib and Mikkan. He can’t come in here fer . . .” – he glanced
uneasily at Kantú – “er . . . fer some reason. If he tries, the air
around the place just pushes him back like there’s some kinda
barrier spell or somethin’.”

“Trib?” I muttered.

“That’s right,” said Grotts.

She was still with us? I was glad and
everything, but I was also surprised that she’d stuck around.
Wasn’t there buried gold for her to find somewhere or
something?

“Oh, excellent.” Ardette smiled to himself
and started to nibble his lower lip.

I looked away again because now, not only
was I glad and surprised, I was also a tiny bit jealous.

Go away. I don’t care.

“There’s no need for that, my cherry,” said
Ardette, self-satisfied. “I wasn’t talking about her. I was
referring to the fact that the swine can’t enter. However, I
assure you your concern is appreciated.”

Stupid Ardette.

“Mikkan cannot enter?” asked Nyte. “What is
the reason for this?”

“There are none of his kind that can enter
this place,” said Ardette.

“Why not?” I asked. “Will you elaborate at
all, or are you just starting another thing you can’t finish?”

“Now, now, don’t be nippy. The reason they
can’t enter, my inquisitive pit, is because this is a special
place.”

“Ooh! Special?” Kantú’s eyes grew wide with
wonder. “How come?”

“Recall that this place was ‘cursed’?”

Kantú’s wonder turned to dread in an
instant. “Grottsy! You told me that they were just kidding! You
told me Mikkan was just messing with us!”

“Eh. Eh-eh. Well, I didn’t want ya all
scared and whatnot.”

“GROTTSY!”

“And,” continued Ardette, ignoring
them, “recall that Daems won’t usually enter for fear of the curse
the fero carry? Well, there’s a bit more to it than that.”

Of course there was.

“More?” I said. My voice was dry even if the
rest of me wasn’t. “Meaning . . . ?”

“The curse of the marsh is known as The
Curse of the Dragon’s Wrath.”

“Dragon’s?!” I said “You mean-?!”

“Most Daems think this place is stained with
a dragon’s fury. They won’t enter for fear of taking the weight of
what happened here. They’re afraid they’ll be punished or some
superstitious nonsense.”

Punished?

Suspicious, I narrowed my eyes. “What
did happen here, Ardette? What spawned this so called
‘dragon’s curse’?”

“The Splitting.”

I wrinkled my brow in annoyance. He’d said
it offhandedly – like I should’ve known what it was, but he of
course knew that I didn’t have a clue.

“And that is . . .?” I said, even more
annoyed that I was forced into playing his game.

“A secret.”

“Argh! I’ve had more than enough of your
secrets!” I calmed myself down, though, because I knew that my
annoyance would only bring him pleasure. “Okay, so what about the
curse? Are we in danger?”

“No. It’s all a bunch of rubbish if you ask
me.”

“And you aren’t afraid?”

“Of course not.” He smiled, but when he
turned his attention away from me and onto Grotts, the smile turned
stale. “By the by, I see you’ve failed to collect my brother.
That’s just fantastic.”

“No, no!” Kantú hurried to correct the
accusation. “We’ve got him! He’s with Rend and Trib and
Mikkan!”

“Oh. All right, then.” Ardette’s hand
drifted to the place on his chest where the whistle hid beneath his
shirt. “Saves me the trouble. The rest of you should be grateful
the angel can’t enter. It means Lusafael will be kept out as well.
And the star?”

“It’s on his chest,” said Grotts.

On his chest? What did that mean?

“Ah. I see. Still there, huh? I’d assumed
he’d gotten rid of it somehow. Suppose it’s for the best. It means
you didn’t have to search for it, at least. Well, let’s go greet my
brother, shall we? Nyte, would you mind carrying Dar- Oh,
waaaaait.” Ardette flashed another glowing smile. “You’ll get worn
out before we even pass to the outside of the marsh. Pity,
really.”

“I would not be so certain, Daem.” Nyte
pointed to the horizon where the western moon was starting to
appear.

Ardette sniffled and gestured to Darch.
“Well, what are you waiting for, then? Chop. Chop. After all, we’ve
only got one day before ad’ai.”

 


~

 


“Cheers, Brother,” said Ardette, squatting.
Sowpa was bound on the ground near the wind buggy. “And why, might
I ask, is he in this subdued state?”

Rend, the person who was surely responsible
for his ‘subdued state’, stepped forward. “His tongue is even
fouler than yours, vile Daem! His disrespect could not be
tolerated!”

“So . . . you mean he was annoying you?”

“Ardetto . . .” Darch was awake now, and
according to him, his head was ‘feeling really not great’. He
wasn’t in the mood for Ardette’s antics. “Don’t provoke her,” he
said under his breath.

But it was too late. Rend was already
provoked.

“Argh! ‘Annoy’ does not come close to the
level of-”

“Okay, kids!” said Trib. Completely ignoring
the rant, she squatted to Ardette’s level and saluted him. “What’s
the plan, old man?”

“The plan, my pet?” said Ardette. He glanced
up. “Well, Aura’s to choose what to do with her Song, isn’t she?
Tomorrow night is ad’ai.”

The western moon was now high in the sky,
and it was an obvious reminder of the coming event. It made my
stomach turn. I still didn’t know what I was going to choose, but
Trib was right. The natural next step was to plan what we were
going to do. We’d already filled the rest in on everything that had
happened since we’d parted ways.

Well, almost everything, that is.

“We should ask the feather man!” offered
Kantú. “He hasn’t been around lately, but I’m sure that if I call
to him, he’ll . . . What? Why are you looking at me like that,
Aura?”

“Kantú, there’s something you should
know.”

I delivered the news as gently as I could,
but it did little to lessen the blow of the loss of her ‘pet’.

“He’s . . . he’s . . . he’s gone?! I mean,
we were fighting, but now he’s just-?! HE DIED?!”

I could see the devastation setting in, so I
hurried to recover.

“No! Kantú, he wasn’t alive to begin with,
so for him to die-”

“Waaaah!”

It was no use, she was already wailing
dramatically.

“Come now, Kantoo.” Grotts tried his hand at
consoling her. “He did it ta help ya, ya know. He did it ta help
all o’ us.”

“But still! We were friends, and . . . and .
. . Waaaah!”

Er, friends? Since when had they been
something like that?

“Listen, Kantú,” said Darch. “It’ll all be
okay. Okay? I promise. The feather man’s gone, sure, but he’s happy
now. He knows we’ve got what it takes to win this. Ah!” He rubbed
his temples with the base of his palms.

“Yo!” yelled Trib. “Are you sure you don’t
need some kind of help?!”

I, too, had been thinking the same thing.
Unfortunately, both Darch and Ardette had insisted I save my corras
for ad’ai. Darch had a theory that if I lacked too many of them
when I attempted the Song of Salvation, I’d be killed by the
backfiring of its release. Thus, as an added precaution, they’d
forbidden me to sing. Again I was without song.

Ardette chewed his pinky nail. “It would
help, darling Trib, if you’d be a titch quieter. Isn’t that right,
Darchy?”

“Ugh.” Darch nodded.

“Right-o! I’ll just head back to that swamp
and start setting up the tents! How does that sound?!”

Since she was probably not going to get any
quieter, it seemed like the best option.

Darch nodded again, and Trib obliged by
slinging three packs over her shoulder and tromping away to the
marsh.

“Eh-” Darch huffed. “So that’s why we’ve got
to do our best for the feather man. Okay, Kantú? We’ve got to try
even harder to win.”

“To win?” I repeated. Obviously, that was
what we wanted, but I still didn’t know what to do. I still hadn’t
figured it out. “What’s this other way, Ardette? I need to know, so
that I can decide. Time’s running out.”

He shook his head. “I can’t tell you. Not
until I show you.”

“Will people die?”

“Yes.”

“Then it’s not an option.”

“It is an option.”

“Ugh. Can you tell me anything?”

“No. I’m afraid that’s part of the
deal.”

“Then how can I make my choice? I can’t
commit to it if I don’t even know what it’s about, and besides,
magic is so sacred, and-”

“Ah!” Nyte stiffened enough to catch even
the wailing Kantú’s eye.

“W-what is it, Nytie?” she asked between
sniffles.

He said nothing. We waited. Another few
moments passed, but still, he remained silent.

Nyte?

It was taking him too long to answer, and I
didn’t like the strange mixture of emotions passing over his face.
There was startledom and sorrow and joy and resolve and too many
other quickly shifting things for me to read them all.

Nyte? . . . . Nyte?! It can’t be THAT can
it?!

“Cousin?!” Rend was also worried.

At last he said, “Aura’s decision has been
made.”

“What?!” I’d suspected, but I’d been so
strongly willing myself to be wrong! “No! No it hasn’t!”

“I do not know how it will come to pass, but
I will become your sacrifice.” He smiled. “I am glad it is my life
and not yours.”

But that was impossible! I hadn’t truly
decided, had I?

“Now wait just a minute. Yer sayin’ ya feel
the pact thing or whatever? Well, how can we be sure it’s even
gonna happen like we think. How do we know yer not just gonna get
hit by lighnin’ or somethin’?”

Wide-eyed and suspicious, Ardette studied
Nyte. “A more accurate question would be: How do we know you’re
telling the truth, greeny?”

“Do not dare accuse me of taking this choice
from Aura! I am only telling you what I feel! If she has made the
decision to live, then I will gladly die in her-”

“No! I haven’t made any decision yet! Just
cool it! Nyte, you aren’t allowed to move from that spot!”

There was some mistake. This feeling he was
getting was just an accident. A curable accident that I could heal.
If he died, I’d heal him again like I’d done that time. I wouldn’t
let him die. I’d do everything I could to make sure my captor
didn’t become a martyr!

I’d have Ardette show me the other way
without another second’s delay!

“Ardette, show me now!”

I’d find the out the alternative, and it
would be better, and I’d choose it, and everything would be made
right!

But it wouldn’t come to pass as I’d hoped.
Little did I know, our night of effulgence would be wholly consumed
by an unforeseen threat that was nearly upon us. A threat that was
moving as fast as the wind. A threat that was coming to steal away
one of our number.

Darch was the harbinger of that threat.

“Darch!?” Scardo suddenly cried out in a
panic, tearing me from the heartache I’d been allowing to overtake
me. “Darch! Someone! P-p-please, help him!”

“What?” I tore my eyes from their resting
place of normal horizon and brought them to Darch’s slumped
figure.

He’d been quietly rubbing his temples since
waking up, but he was now clutching his ears and screaming. We
hadn’t noticed, though, because there was no sound coming out from
his open, crying mouth.

What the-?!

“Darch?” Ardette was at his side in a flash.
“What is it? You aren’t happy unless you’re getting into some sort
of trouble, are you? Here, let me-” He flickered his hand, but Nyte
let out a yell that stopped him.

“There is not time! Lusafael is near!”

“What?!” Grotts gave out a roar. “Whaddaya
mean he’s-”

“What else can it be?! Is it not the same as
when we reached the crossing? And look! It is hard to see in this
night light, but does it not appear to have fogged over a bit?”

Ardette formed his hand back to flesh and
helped the tormented Darch to sit up. “It’s sickening, but you
might have a point, Elf. Ask the angel what it thinks.”

“Mikkan?” called Nyte.

There was no answer.

“Where is Mikkan?! Cousin . . . is he not
here?!”

Rend was . . . embarrassed? Or something
similar. She answered, “He is not.” Then she put a hand to her arm,
and to the sky, ordered, “Come, Mikkan!”

“As you wish, holder of the pact,” said
Mikkan. His voice was there, but then, it wasn’t really
there. There was something off about it. I’d definitely heard it,
and so had the others, but something told me that its sound waves
didn’t actually resonate within the space around us.

The shining being didn’t arrive on the
clouds in the same way Lusafael had at the fortress. He simply
appeared before us, looking different than when I’d seen him at
Célesteen. He wasn’t solid. Rather, he was sort of wispy.

At once, he started in. “Rend! You must be
prepared! Lusafael is sending his army of lost souls to this place!
Take your guard and leave here now! You may die only by my hand,
but the rest of your comrades are not safe!”

The fog was more apparent now. It was harder
to spot in the dimness of night, but it was there, nonetheless. I
could taste it.

“Why have you not come with your full self?”
asked Rend. “Can you even aid us in that form?!”

“I have sent only a figment, for the
Feirgh would alert Lusafael to my arrival if I were to
appear before you.”

“How many are there?!” asked Scardo, white.
Mikkan’s answer only turned him whiter:

“All of them.”

“WHAT?!” Grotts gave out his second roar of
the night.

“ARGH!” Ardette jumped to his feet and
unsheathed his saber. It caught the moon’s light and glowed pink.
“Why didn’t you warn us, you pompous, traitorous, smug-”

“Rend told him to get lost, so he had to
stay away!” cried Kantú.

Everyone fell silent. Now I understood her
embarrassment.

“Cousin?!” reproached Nyte. “How could you
do something so foolish?!”

“How was I to know he would come to this
place?! Why is it that he has found us now?! Have you been singing,
Havoc?!”

“Of course I haven’t! Why would I do
something so dumb?!”

“Because you are an imbecilic Sape!”

“The reason for his approach,” said Mikkan,
“is not because of the Heart. It is because he can sense that the
moon has been unlocked. He can also sense where the moon’s corra
stream is strongest. That place is here.” Mikkan turned to me. “It
is possible that he seeks to separate you from your emulator before
ad’ai.”

“You mean he’s coming for Nyte? Then, we’ll
retreat into the marsh!”

“That won’t work, my pit,” said Ardette.
“The swine may not be able to enter, but there’s nothing to stop
his minions from coming in.”

Shoot. That was true. Why couldn’t the
curse’s restrictions also apply to the Feirgh?! The fog was
all around us now. It was quickly getting thicker and so was its
sadness – that unmistakable sorrow of the Feirgh.

“Well, what can we do?!” I petitioned the
others. “We can’t run, right? Can we take on all of the
Feirgh? How many are there?!”

“Thousands,” answered Mikkan.

“We could try the approach we used at the
crossing . . . but Lusafael’s right behind them, isn’t he? He’ll
hear me if I sing! But I guess we could retreat into the marsh
after that? What do you guys think? Can we go up against thousands
of Feirgh?”

“The energy within you is not enough,” said
Mikkan. “I apologize that I must be the one to tell you. You cannot
defeat them.”

“So yer sayin’ it’s hopeless?! Well, hell,
there’s gotta be some way, aint there?!”

“Shall we call upon witchy moon once again?”
Ardette drew his eyes disdainfully to the pink orb. “Her bargains
are always so fair.”

“Mikkan,” said Rend. “What can be done? Is
there not a way?”

“There is a way,” he answered. “Because I
have not fallen, there are things I cannot do for you. I cannot
defeat my brethren. I cannot kill Lusafael. I cannot interfere with
the course of things. I am still a risen angel; therefore, I cannot
stray from the Creator’s plan. However, there is something that I
can do for you. I can grant you light. That light that you cast,
Heart, is angel’s light. It is the only thing that can truly kill a
twisted soul. I can save you. I can eliminate the Feirgh
from this place.”

“You can give us the same luminosity that’s
in the Pure Heart’s lightsong?” asked Scardo.

Mikkan tipped his head. “This is something
that I can do for you. However, this is only something that I can
do from Célesteen, for if I were to bear full light here, any souls
within range of my presence would perish from its intensity.”

“Like what happened at Druelca with
Lusafael?” I asked. “You can do that?”

“I have not fallen, and therefore, my light
is brighter than the light of Lusafael. There is not time for you
to move out of range before they attack, for my full light would
flood the entirety of the marsh and beyond. Thus, I must do it from
Célesteen to lessen the potency by using the void between our
realms as a filter. That is where we encounter a problem.”

“Ah. I see,” said Ardette. “Because you
can’t go back there while you’re in a pact with Rend, can you? Well
then, I suppose you’ve no choice but to kill her, don’t you?”

“Do not speak something so foul, Daem!” Now
Nyte’s sword was also unsheathed.

“Relax. It was a joke.”

Mikkan walked before Rend and put his hands
on her head. “If you wish me to do this for you, you must release
me from the pact. However, it will not go without price.”

“What is the price?” she asked.

The figment’s mouth moved, but his words
could be heard by no one but Rend.

“I will accept,” she said without waver.

“Wait, Rend!” I said. “What is it?! Don’t go
bargaining away anything precious!”

“It matters not!” she hissed. “It has been
done!”

“The barrier of the dragon’s realm is
there.” Mikkan pointed a metallic finger to the ground of where the
terrain of rocky soil changed into that of wet earth. “Beyond
there, you shall be safe. I fare you well, guards of the pact
holder. I cannot interfere with the plan of the Creator, but I
shall observe you.”

“How touching,” said Ardette sarcastically.
“Now get on with it, would you? The air is thick.”

Not only was the air thick; it was heavy,
and in the space beyond Mikkan’s glow, it was nearly impossible to
see through. But that wasn’t the most terrifying part of it all.
The moans were beginning to reach our ears.

“Grottsy?! Do you hear that?!”

Grotts bent low to cover Kantú’s twitching
ears.

“Let’s git a move on, gang!” he shouted.

“Kin of the pact holder, you must come to
retrieve her when she falls.”

“When she falls?!” said Nyte. “What do you
mean by-?!”

“It is nothing, Cousin! Do as he says! Can
you not see that time is short?! The rest of you fools, HURRY!”

I obeyed her order only because Grotts, who
was also pulling Kantú along, gave me a hearty nudge from behind.
Scardo helped Darch to his feet and served as the writhing man’s
crutch. Ardette went to his brother and started to hoist.

“Wait!” shouted Rend. “I must unbind him
first!”

“Why now?” started Ardette, but then he
understood whatever she meant. “Oh. Never mind. I see. Very
honorable of you.” There wasn’t a hint of sarcasm to his voice,
either, and it was alarming. Just what had she promised
Mikkan?!

Ardette stood over his brother. “Sowpa, if
you don’t behave yourself, I’ll leave you out here to be swallowed
by that swine’s purity. What say you? If you’ll agree to behave,
blink twice. . . . Hm. That was only one blink, but it’ll have to
do. All right, Rend.”

Ardette brought his saber to his brother’s
throat while Rend muttered her incantation to unbind him.

Upon release, Sowpa spit at Ardette’s feet.
“Go to hell.” But if he’d wanted to act out any more than that, he
couldn’t. Most of his muscles were still sleeping from the spell.
Ardette grabbed hold of his collar and roughly dragged him along.
Sowpa made insults at us – mostly me, really – the entire way. Once
across and into the place of the Splitting, Grotts landed a heavy
blow in the foul-mouthed Daem’s face, and he fell to the ground.
Once again, he was motionless, but this time, it had been without
magic.

We waited just beyond the border, weapons
ready in case any Feirgh should happen to cut their way to
us. Grotts held Kantú. Scardo ran to find Trib. I stood in silent
anticipation next to Ardette.

“There will be a moment of darkness when I
break the bond and return to Célesteen, but I will make haste to
bring you light,” Mikkan told us over his shoulder. “Once that
darkness happens, the kin of the pact holder shall take Rend and
flee to you. The Feirgh will charge them, but my light will
prevail.” He tipped his head to Nyte. “You need only flee with
Elven haste. Can you?”

Nyte nodded.

A moment of darkness? A moment within the
mist?

I would sing to offer at least a little
protection.

“Mikkan,” I called. “Before you return . . .
Is there any sign of Illuma? My sister . . . can you sense her or
anything?”

Mikkan shook his head. “She is not among
them. Lusafael has put her into a place of safety. It is most
likely that he fears that you will attempt her demise. She is weak
without Elven power in her veins. Although she cannot be killed but
by his hand, she may be capped or detained in some other way.”

“Oh,” I said.

Why was I so disappointed? It would’ve been
worse with her there, right? Because it would’ve meant that I’d
have to fight her. Still . . . How was it that I still missed her?
How was it that I still wanted to see her – even that mist-filled,
insane version of her?

Illuma.

“Come, cherry,” whispered Ardette. He opened
his arms to me. “I promise I won’t be vulgar.”

I accepted his arms around my shoulders
because I was too anxious not to. They felt good. Comforting. The
moon was full behind us, but I couldn’t see it anymore through the
sad fog.

“Your song won’t be necessary, either,” he
said into my ear. “It’ll be but a moment. All of your strength
must be saved for ad’ai, and there are too many of them for
it to make a difference anyway.”

He slipped his hands up over my eyes.

“No! I need to see him! I need to make
sure-”

“It’ll only make it worse for you. Your boy
will be fine. He’s fast, isn’t he? He’s unnervingly fast.”

Reluctantly, I let his fingers slide. The
thick air of mist was also thick with apprehension. At least
Ardette’s hands were cool and calming.

“When will you show me?” I asked.

“I told you. Tonight.”

“It doesn’t seem like that’s going to
happen.”

“Tomorrow night, then.”

I was going to say something back, but just
then, the glow from Mikkan went out, and the hungry moans and
hisses that had been held at bay came belting out in a full-forced
symphony. The Feirgh were rushing Nyte and Rend, and they
would soon be upon us too.

I’m scared!

“Don’t worry, my pit. I’m here. Even when
this is all over, I’ll still be here.”

The hisses and moans were louder, the air
thicker, the sadness drowning. There was no angel’s light to save
us. I pictured Nyte, with Rend in arm, sprinting toward us. I
imagined the Feirgh lashing at him with their wisping limbs.
The thought of it wrenched my stomach. Ardette pulled me tighter
against him. I held on to the bottom of his shirt.

“It’s almost over,” he said.

With everything in me, I hoped it was the
truth.

It was.

In one blinding instant, the entire space
was filled with brilliant yellow light that I could see even
through Ardette’s fingers; yellow light that poured from the sky
and blew away any traces of mist and sadness; yellow light that
illuminated the mass of Feirgh and sent them writhing and
popping; and yellow light that streamed forth, revealing the one
who had captured me and my heart: Nyte.

The Feirgh hadn’t gotten him. He was
standing directly before us, holding Rend . . . and he was
unharmed.

Ardette released me so that I could run to
him. I didn’t look back, for selfish fear of seeing any pain in my
friend’s eyes. Again, I’d used him. Again, I’d been selfish.

Nyte set his unconscious cousin down, and I
flung myself around him.

“Why do you appear so relieved?” He laughed.
“Did you not think I was fast enough? Did you not have faith in
me?”

“Shut up,” I told him. And then I kissed
him. In the middle of the yellow angel’s light, I kissed him
softly.

The air was filled with the satisfying sound
of popping Feirgh for several minutes. I didn’t release my
hold on Nyte. Once more, we’d survived somehow. Against an army of
twisted souls, we’d made it . . . but it hadn’t been without
sacrifice. I still didn’t know then what that sacrifice had
been.

Mikkan bore his glow to us long after the
last of the pops sounded. Until the day’s light took over, we were
basked in that glow that was like my lightorb, but so much
stronger. So much more purifying and intense. We bathed in it, and
when it was gone, the feeling of purity lingered in the air, making
the murky mangrove feel much more pristine than it actually
was.

We set up camp for what would be the last
time before ad’ai and let dawn’s light welcome us to bed.

 



Chapter 19: The Surrender

 


This was my last day before Ad’ai. This was
my last day, period. I’d decided that, until I was shown Ardette’s
solution, the only option was me. I’d do it. I’d become the
sacrifice.

I was a failure as a savior, but I wouldn’t
let Nyte die, and the worst part was that I wasn’t making the
decision for anyone but myself and I knew it. I’d become a martyr
and put an end to all of this, but only for now. History would
repeat itself because of me. It was terrible, and I didn’t want to
put someone else through the same thing, but I couldn’t let Nyte
die for me. I loved him too much. If only one of us could survive,
it had to be him.

I wouldn’t tell him that, though. He already
thought he could feel the pact. I’d let him continue to believe
that it was going to play out that way, and when whatever unseen
force it was that was coming for him came, I’d deliver my last Song
of Healing to bring him back again.

“Aura?” Kantú was braiding my hair.

“Hm?”

We were sitting together on the soft ground
of the marsh’s fringe.

“I know you’ll make the right choice. You
know the Songs of Old better than I know how to. . .” – she thought
for a moment – “climb trees!”

I rolled my eyes. Her figure wasn’t ideal
for weak branches, and any attempts at recreational climbing
usually ended with her clawing wildly at the trunk of the tree
while she slid to the ground.

The image made me laugh.

“What?” she said.

“Nothing.”

Sticking out her tongue at me, she poked a
finger into the wet dirt.

“Gross!” she said, flinging it away.

“Then don’t touch it,” I said. Batty
squirrel. “Anyways, are you feeling any better?” I asked,
trying to be nice, but her sniffle let me know that she’d have been
better off if I’d have kept my mouth shut. “Or . . . uh . . .
sorry.”

“Oh,” she said, voice small. “It’s
okay.”

But it wasn’t. I knew that. She was still
mourning the loss of the Spirit of In-between. Of course she was.
Her heart was bigger than mine. Were she in my position, she’d
definitely have chosen to end this for good. She’d have chosen to
kill Nyte.

“Will it get better?” she asked. “I mean,
will I feel better? I know he was already dead, but he still
existed, and I was his vessel. I was special to him and shared my
life-force every time he used my body . . . . Maybe that’s why I
feel so sad. Because I know that from now on, it’ll only be me in
here.”

Never had I heard possession spoken of so
fondly.

“I don’t know, Kantú, if it’ll get better or
not, but I think it might. I think that with the more time that
goes by, the scars of our memories become buried beneath new
memories. Maybe that’s why time heals things.”

“Hm. Maybe you’re right.” She allowed a
moment of quiet before continuing, “Hey, you remember that chimbree
I found?”

“In the Orolian Tunnel? Yeah, I do. You
still have it?”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded.

“Why, what’s up?”

“It’s just that there’s something weird
about it now. I don’t think I ever told you, but I think it might
be important for some reason.”

“Okay. And?”

“After we escaped from Druelca, it stopped
making noise.”

“What? Really? Like it broke, or-”

“Nope. It’s still in one piece! But no
matter how hard I shake it, nothing ever comes out. See?”

She pulled the wand adorned with bells from
her pocket and began shaking it wildly. It made no sound
whatsoever.

“Huh. Ask Darch about it. Have you ever
showed it to him?”

She shook her head.

“Havoc!” A cold voice cut through the air,
intruding our conversation, but I wasn’t annoyed; I was
relieved.

“Rend?!” I said. “You’re awake! Gosh, how do
you feel?!” I tilted my head to examine her for any change in
being. Even though she looked normal and everything, I was wary. I
lowered my voice. “Tell me, what did you sacrifice? It wasn’t
anything too important was it?” But that was a pointless question.
For something to be a sacrifice, it had to be something important,
didn’t it?

“Cease you idle talk and come with me at
once!”

Kantú’s tail started swinging out of
annoyance. “You don’t need to be so rude, you big meanie!”

“Hold your tongue, or I shall bin-” But
Rend’s halted her threat mid-word. Jaw shaking with rage, she
lowered her eyes to the ground. “Come, Havoc.”

It concerned me. I took my half-braided hair
from Kantú’s fingers and stood.

“I’ll be right back a little bit later,
okay?”

“Psh! Don’t let her order you around like
that! She thinks she’s sooooo fancy, but she’s really just a cranky
old-”

“Kantú! Be nice. And anyways, ‘fancy’?” It
was highly debatable whether Rend saw herself as ‘fancy’. “Just
wait for me here, okay?”

She let out one of her longest pouting
groans yet. It didn’t matter, though. I still followed Rend through
camp and away from Kantú and the others.

“Where’s Nyte?” I asked when I didn’t see
him at the tents.

“He is taking respite.”

“Taking resp- . . . Whoa, wait. You mean
like . . . A NAP?!”

“Yes,” said Rend, “he is currently engaged
in a ‘nap’. He grew tired after climbing a tree to retrieve some
kingfruit.”

“Seriously?! That tired him?” But
that had been his sacrifice, hadn’t it?

His sacrifice.

He’d already sacrificed enough. His
childhood. His will. And now his stamina. No more. I’d let him
sacrifice no more. My resolve only strengthened.

Rend and I reached a place where the squishy
ground was even squishier. My bare feet sank into it a ways, and it
reminded me of our time at the Sea of Mud. How little I’d known
then. At that time, it had just been about finding my sister. It
had been about saving her from an evil queen. Things were better
then. When the tale of Lusafael was just a legend. When my biggest
impending obstacle was retrieving the prophecy at the Inscription
of Ulan. And when there was only room for one in my heart. A time
before Ardette and complicated emotions. A time when my love for
Nyte wasn’t muddled by an ancient Elven treasure. How had it all
come to be like this?

“Havoc.” Rend was searching me with those
cold eyes. “Listen to me carefully. Heed what I say. You intend to
die for my cousin. Is this not correct?”

I couldn’t let her know. I’d have to muster
up some of Ardette’s nonchalance.

“Rend,” – I shrugged – “that’s impossible.
Nyte’s already felt the Thulian pact, right?”

“Do not speak falsely!”

She knew. There was no use denying it.

I sighed and shrugged again, this time out
of surrender. “What do you want me to say, Rend? I know it’s wrong,
but I love him more than anything. I love him more than my
life.”

“You are a fool! If you are intent on dying,
I shall offer you a preposition. Use him to end the curse. It is
his duty! Do not make him suffer the shame of failing. If you are
still determined to die when the act is through, I shall kill you
myself. You may die with him!”

“With him?”

I wanted to die by his side. That was true,
but I wanted to die by his side after we’d lived a lifetime
together. There were so many things we had yet to do! My heart
caught in my throat when I again realized that today really was our
last day together. One way or another, this was all we had
left.

In that case, what am I doing? I shouldn’t
be standing around talking to Rend. I should be with him!

“Havoc! Do not outrun your duty!”

But I was already fleeing. “Sorry, Rend!
Tell Kantú not to wait for me!”

I hurried back to the tents to find him.
Grotts and Scardo were outside, fabricating new arrows for Scardo’s
bow.

“Hello, Aura,” said Grotts. He was winding a
piece of sinew around one of the stone heads.

“Hey. Where’s Nyte? Which tent is he
in?”

“He’s not in one of ‘em as far as I
know.”

“He’s isn’t? Then where is he?”

“Pardon me, Miss Heart, but I believe he’s
that way.” Scardo pointed to the area beyond the eastern side of
the campsite.

“Okay. Thanks. I’ll go look there.” I
stopped to squint at what they were doing. “You guys had time to
make those heads?” It didn’t seem possible.

“No,” said Scardo. “We purchased them on our
way here.”

“Oh.”

“Miss Heart, please don’t go wandering off
on your own. Allow me to accompany you.”

“Eh,” – Grotts swatted at nothing – “she’ll
be fine, won’t ya, Aura? Besides, Ardette and Darch are over that
way too. Just yell if ya need us, alrigh’?”

I nodded. Thanks, Grotts.

“But!” Scardo unwillingly watched me go.

“Trust me,” said Grotts quietly but still
loud enough for me to barely catch. “She doesn’t want you or me or
anyone else around. She just wants ‘im.”

I proceeded to the place where Scardo had
pointed, but instead of finding Nyte, I stepped through a bush and
rammed into someone.

“Yo-ho!” said Trib.

“Why the fuck do you keep saying that?!”
snarled a spite-filled, hateful voice.

“Oops, sorry, Trib.”

“No problemo!” she yelled.

She was standing over a rope-bound Sowpa.
Darch and Ardette were there too. It seemed they’d all been in the
middle of discussing something, but I hadn’t heard any of it on my
way over, so that meant their voices had been hushed. And THAT
meant they’d been discussing something in secret.

Great. Just great.

“What’s going on?” I asked. I directed it to
Darch since he was the person most likely to give something
away.

Ardette knew why I’d chosen the Magir, and
he stepped sideways in front of him, blocking him from my view.
“Why, my pit, whatever are you doing all alone?”

“Hey, Aura!” Darch peeked around Ardette’s
side.

I was bothered by their secret meeting, but
I couldn’t help feeling relief at his joyfulness.

“Are you feeling better now that the
Feirgh are gone, Darch? They are gone, aren’t they?
You can’t hear them anymore?”

“Nope! Quiet as a peep!”

“Are peeps really all that quiet, though?”
questioned Ardette, shifting sideways to again block Darch from
view.

“Oh yes,” said Darch, cheerful as ever.
“They’re very, very quiet!”

I giggled. “Darch, you and Kantú are too
alike.”

“Well, aren’t you all just a chipper bunch?”
interjected Sowpa, full of detest. “And look who it is, the little
whore of Salvation. Did you come to give yourself over to me again?
Apparently I didn’t make you bleed enough last time. Let’s have
another-”

Ardette grabbed him around the throat.
“Watch your tongue.”

“Wow, Brother. Look at your eyes. Black as a
dragon’s heart.”

“Ardetto!” cried Darch. “Let him go!”

“Yeah,” said Trib. “Just . . . you know, try
not to be so dramatic!”

Ardette didn’t listen to either of them.
Still holding his brother’s neck, he said, “Dare insult my cherry
again, and I’ll slit your throat.”

“Cherry? That’s what you’re calling
her? Creator! You really are still in love with her! You’re a
Creator-damned moron, Ardette!”

Ardette slammed Sowpa’s head against the
tree, then fumbled around for the whistle. He gave it a rage-fueled
blow, but nothing happened.

Sowpa let out a wild laugh. “That stinking
angel took away its affect on me! Only good thing an angel’s ever
done!”

“But pain still works, I presume?” Ardette
threw the whistle to the ground and slammed Sowpa’s head against
the tree a second time. “Insult her again, and I’ll have your
throat.”

“Mr. Ardetto!” yelled Trib. “You should know
better! He can’t-”

“If you’re to say he can’t help it, you’re
completely wrong! Sorry to disappoint, but he chooses to be
this way! He’s the one that’s rejected the star of his own free
will because he’d rather dwell on past transgressions than be
happy!”

“Fuck you!”

Ardette pulled his fist back.

“Ardette!” I grabbed his arm. “Come
here!”

I gave him a heaving tug to wrench him from
his brother. I was weak, so I should have had no affect physically,
but he let me yank him away. He was breathing deep growling pants,
and his eyes were black. I put my hands on his cheeks.

“Listen! You can’t keep doing this! Calm
down!”

Though his nostrils flared, his eyes
reverted to red. “Hmph,” was his only response.

“Come with me a sec,” I told him. It wasn’t
a request. “Darch, Trib, can you guys watch Sowpa by
yourselves?”

“We sure can!” said Trib. She saluted me.
“Ground the old man, will you?”

“Yeah, I’ll try.” Even though I still didn’t
entirely understand the term.

Darch said nothing until we turned our backs
to them. That’s when he let out a sad, “Ardetto . . .” and let his
voice fall.

Ardette flicked a half-hearted, two-fingered
wave over his shoulder, but said nothing.

I marched him far enough away that the
others couldn’t hear. The distance gave him time to cool off, so
when I stopped beside a particularly mushy area of ground, he
started in right away.

“My, my, finally giving in to that small
som-”

“You can’t keep doing this!” I said,
dropping my head into my hands.

His face fell. “What?”

“All of it. You’ve got to stop.”

“My pit, I-”

“No. You know what I mean. Defending me like
that? Getting worked up that far? It’s not your job! Ardette, it’s
not for you to do . . . because . . . I’m not yours.”

It was harsh. I knew it was, but I didn’t
know another way to say it.

“I know, Aura. I know you aren’t.”

“And you’ve got to move on,” I continued,
“because I’m never going to BE yours. Never.”

After tonight, I’m going to be no one’s.

Ardette put a swift hand to my chin. “Ah,
ah, ah. No matter what he says, you still haven’t made up
your mind, have you? How could you have? You haven’t even learned
your alternative yet.”

“My alternative? But you’ve told me that
people will die, and it’ll bring the land back together, and
destroy magic, and lead to war, and how can any of that be good?!
Even after you show me, I’m certain I’ll still choose . . .” I
didn’t want to give away my intentions, so I hid my eyes, which
were so bad at lying, by placing them at Ardette’s feet. It didn’t
matter. Ardette still knew.

“To die? Aura, you can’t be serious!
If you were to die, it would all be for nothing! All of it! Even .
. .” He gritted his teeth, leaving me to wonder again.

“What?” I said. “Even what? This is so
frustrating! I just want to know everything. It would be so much
easier if I knew!”

“I told you. I’m going to show you.
Tonight.”

“How? I was thinking about it, and isn’t
ad’ai going to happen at nightfall? So how will you show me? We
won’t even get a moment of effulgence to spare!”

“We will,” he said. “I promise you.
Leave your mind unmade until then, please. I know that you’ll never
be mine, not in this lifetime anyway, but I can’t stop the way I
feel. Simply put, you’re written on my soul. There’s no other way
for me to react to you. I’ve no choice but to defend you. I’ve no
choice but to get worked up. I’ve no choice but to make sure you
don’t give up your life for nothing.”

“Ardette . . .”

“What? I won’t stand by and watch you throw
it all away. I can’t. You know why, don’t you? Because even if I
can never have you, I can always have my love for you.”

He said it too honestly.

I buried my face in my hands. “Don’t you see
that saying things like that only makes it worse? You have to know
by now that even outside of the spell of my merging first life,
you’re still a temptation for me. You’ve still stolen a piece of my
heart. Telling me things like that, letting yourself hear things
like that . . . It only makes everything more unbearable.”

“I know, but like you, I am selfish. Please
don’t die. Not like this. If you won’t give me yourself, at least
give yourself life.”

“But it’s Nyte. I can’t-” But I
couldn’t finish because I was forcing a sob back down my closing
throat.

Ardette shook his head and put a hand on my
shoulder. “The star is the key, and we have that now. It’s
inside of my brother. We have the all of tools for restoring the
land to its former state. You won’t have to die, and neither will
Nyte. Just wait. Once you know more . . . Please, my pit, just
please don’t shut the door yet. Please.” Earnest eyes fixed
on mine, he was pleading – humbly pleading with me to
reconsider.

But I still didn’t know if I had the
strength to forfeit magic. I still didn’t know if I could make a
decision that would alter the whole world. Any repercussions of
rejoining the land would be on my shoulders. Even if I lived, could
I live with whatever bad things might come from it?

“Ardette,” – my voice was faint – “what do
you think? Is magic supposed to die out? Will the Creator frown
upon me if I usher in its demise?”

He was quiet a spell and then, “Hm. I can’t
answer that for you. You’ve got to be the one to decide. The chosen
has to choose, so to speak.”

“I can’t.”

“You can, and you will.” He turned away from
me, pain written in his eyes. “I’ve already stolen enough of your
time. Go to your boy. That’s why you came out here, isn’t it?”

“But-”

“If you stay, I’ll only make an ass out of
myself. I’ll only break myself begging you like a pitiful dog. I
suppose there’s nothing for me to do but pray at this point.”

“Pray?”

“Naturally.” He didn’t smile.

“I’m not sure what to-”

“The Elf passed by us. I believe he’s just
that way a bit.”

More than ready to be separated from his
obvious pain, I started in the direction he’d pointed.

“I’m sorry . . . that I love you,” he said
softly after me.

I didn’t turn back to face him. “I’m sorry
that I can’t.”

 


~

 


Nyte was still napping when I found him.
Sprawled and content, he was lying across the top of one of the
full-leaved mangrove heads with one arm dangled listlessly over the
edge. I wanted to join him, but though the tree was short, the
lowest branch was still too high for me to reach, so I wouldn’t be
able to get up there easily. Darn. I’d been hoping to crawl in next
to him unnoticed.

I watched him from below for a moment.

What would I say when he awoke? Would I be
able to say anything at all? Or would each word be swallowed by
fleeing tears? One way or another, it was our last day together,
but if allowed that thought to have more than a second’s stay, it
would consume me. I’d turn into a blubbering mess without resolve.
That’s why, for the sake of letting every last minute be perfect
and natural, I didn’t want to act like it was our final day
together; I just wanted to enjoy it as much as I enjoyed any time
spent with him. As much as I could, I’d try to act normal.

“Nyte?” I called softly. I didn’t want to
wake him, but my soul ached to be near his. We had so little time
remaining. “Nyte?” I said again.

The second time was loud enough to make him
stir.

He rustled on his way over to the edge and
let out the first yawn I’d ever seen from him. “Miss Havoc?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I wanted to see you.”

“Do not apologize.” His delight was
apparent. “I was dreaming of you, but it was not as satisfying as
the real thing.”

The thought of him having a dream about me
made my cheeks flush. The thought of him thinking of me as
‘satisfying’ made them swelter.

“Ah!” he said, suddenly ruffling the tree’s
top. “I am sorry! I did not realize . . . I have taken respite for
too long? There is work that you have for me?”

“What? No. I just wanted to see you.”

“I am sorry that I have required rest. I
should not have left you. I wished to give you time with Kantú, so
I stole away. I did not know that I would sleep for such a long
time, for I could not determine how much time would be required. I
am not yet used to this.”

“It’s okay,” I assured him, laughing over
how concerned he was. “You’re normal now.”

“Normal? You do not think me weak?”

I shook my head. “Just normal. I’m a little
jealous, actually. I’d give anything to be normal.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, you know, someone without all of
this.”

“If you were normal, I would not have been
able to encounter you. Therefore, I am glad that you are not
normal. What is more, your abnormality only increases my attraction
to you.”

“Abnormality?! Hey! That’s not a good way of
putting it at all!”

He laughed into his shoulder. “What would
you have me say, then? If you are not normal, what does that make
you? Irregular? Atypical? Unusual? Or perhaps ‘weird’, as you
say?”

“Hey!” I put my hands on my hips. “None of
those things sound like good things!”

“Then we shall stick with ‘special’. It is
the thing that suits you best.”

You don’t know how special you are.
Miss Danice had spoken those words to me all those months ago. So
many months had passed, and I still just wanted to be me. I just
wanted to be a lower-than-average songstress who could stay forever
by her Elf’s side in a regular village with a regular, non-evil
sister. Special? Why did special evoke such a negative feeling?
Special was supposed to be a good thing, wasn’t it?

Nyte saw that his words had sparked
something unfavorable in me, so he hurried to erase it. He said,
“No. On another thought, I believe that ‘abnormal’ is most
fitting.” He smirked playfully. “It has a certain evil-ish vibe, do
you not think?”

He had the right idea. There was no time to
be wasted on sadness.

I rolled my eyes and tried to copy his
smirk. “Will you just help me up there? Or are you going to make me
stand down here and look up at you all day?”

“I would gladly look at you all day. It is
heartbreaking that you do not feel the same.”

“So dramatic. Of course, looking’s fine and
all, but I’d like to, you know, touch you too. It would be
heartbreaking if you didn’t feel the same way. Well, Nyte?
What do you think? Are you content with just looking?”

This time, it was he who blushed. “I shall
come to retrieve you, but only if you agree to stay with me as long
as I desire.”

“You mean there will come a time when you’ll
no longer desire me by your side?”

Again, his face showed delight. He
responded, “Are you becoming cleverer, Miss Havoc?”

“Nope! I’ve always been this clever. You
just must not have noticed through your goo-goo eyes.”

“It must be so,” he said, “for it is true
that you have caught my eyes with goo.”

“Hmm. That’s not really what I meant, but
whatever. Come get me please, my captor.”

Grinning cutely, he moved down through the
waxy leaves and found a low gnarled branch to hang from. He held on
to it and lowered himself so that he was dangling. Then, kicking
his legs for a bit of a swing, he dropped to the ground, making
less than a ‘peep’ with the soft landing. I ran to him.

It was just as I’d said. Touch was so much
better.

“You would like to go up?” he asked, hands
on my waist.

“I would. Can you still help me, or . . .?”
I wasn’t sure how weak his new daytime state was.

“I am not that feeble! Unless you mean to
tell me that you have gotten heavier since the last time you were
in my arms?”

“Hey!” I batted at him with both hands.

“Ah! Do not unleash your havoc! I am simply
jesting with you!”

He swept me into his arms the same way he
always did and pulled me close to him so that I could revel in his
cherry tree scent. I took full advantage of the situation and
breathed in even more of him than usual.

I breathed in enough to carry some with me
into the afterlife. I smothered the tears that tried to escape at
the thought.

Showing no sign of fatigue, Nyte ran with
full speed and leaped from the ground in one practiced spring. I
was surprised because he didn’t seem weak at all. He was his usual
self. The sacrifice had no effect! . . . Until we reached the top.
Once there, the repercussions of what he’d done became apparent,
for though he still grinned, he was out of breath, and he
immediately set me down and let his shoulders slump a bit.

“Nyte? It’s bad, isn’t it? Just how bad is
it?”

“It is not bad in the least. Do not fret
over me. It is not worth it for you to worry over something so . .
.”

Fleeting.

I finished the thought for him. He was
saying it that way because he believed his remaining life was to be
short. I couldn’t let him think otherwise.

“All of that bantering made me tired too,” I
said to change the subject. “Are you up for another nap?”

He laid back into the thick leaves. On our
last visit, these trees had made for excellent fero stepping
stones. Now, their plushy leaves made for an excellent bed. Much
better than the hard tent floors, at least. Using my elbow for
support, I leaned on my side next to him and sank just a little
into the tree.

“A nap?” he said. “It is interesting. I have
never understood the need for them before, but I think that I have
come to enjoy the simplicity of such an action. It is simply to
feel fatigue and then to give in to it. And when it is through,
there is a sensation of refreshment. Although the time is lost, it
does not feel wasted. I did not expect that surrender could be so
pleasing.”

My hand found his hair on its own and
twisted a lock loosely around my pointer finger. “Pleasing, huh?” I
said.

He nodded. The rest of his hair fell lazily
across his eyes and cheeks. His mouth was slightly open in a slight
and content smile. He gazed at me with sleepy, soulful eyes. It was
all too much. My calmness would only last so long. He tipped his
face so that it brushed my hand, and sure enough, my heart reacted.
It wasted no time in accelerating to a heightened pace that I could
feel in my chest, neck, and arms.

To feel something and then to give in to
it.

“Nyte.”

“Hm? Yes?”

“You’re right. There is pleasure in
surrender.” I pushed myself up and leaned over him, and my silver
hair fell around us like the soft sylk of Yes’lech. His sleepy eyes
opened in surprise, and his slight smile fell into something
serious. I bent down, kissed him lightly on the cheek, and
whispered,

“I surrender.”

“Aura?”

“To you, Nyte, I surrender. My heart, my
body, everything. You can have everything. All of me. Because . . .
for you, only you, I’ll surrender anything.” Even my
life.

“All of you?” He extended his hand to a
sliver of my hair that was intruding into the space between our
faces, and brushed it aside. “I am not deserving of something so
precious.” His eyes, now bearing soft sadness, searched mine. “You
are all that is beautiful. You are all that is special. I do not
deserve to be given all of you.”

“No. For you and no one else, Nyte. You’ll
have me.”

“Aura.” He reached his other hand around my
back and pulled me to him. “My Aura.”

“This is our last day, so have me.”

“As you wish, my Heart.” He brought his lips
almost to my collar bone. “My captivating Heart of Farellah.”

 


~

 


In one hand, Nyte’s fingers were weaved
through mine. In the other, I held tightly the obsidian feather
he’d carved for my ad’ai. I’d take only one of them into the
afterlife with me; the other I’d release at the pivotal moment.

The day had passed faster than any day had
before, but I’d spent all of it in Nyte’s arms, clinging to each
fading second. While it was true that I loved Kantú, Ardette, and
the others, it was my Elf whom my soul longed to stay beside on
that final day. I surrendered to that longing, and once more, I
felt pleasure in the act of giving in.

Nyte and I’d been together through the sun’s
full cycle. We’d stayed atop the twisty mangrove wood until Scardo
had called us back to the others for one final fire.

For what was to be the last time, we all
gathered around the flames together. The sun was setting in an
angry red glow. The ad’ai of the western moon would be coming very
soon.

“Almost,” I said to the licking blaze.

It flared in response, not really because of
anything I’d said, but because a sticky wind that had just blown
through the marsh and rippled the water around the trees, had also
slid through the center of our circle.

Grotts was the only one to acknowledge
it.

“Mm,” he said. “Should be soon. Ya ready,
guys?”

He was speaking to me and Nyte. We both
nodded, determined.

I hadn’t told any of the others my secret
plan to release the Song of Salvation alone. They might’ve
considered it my likely approach, but since Nyte still felt the
pact, they had no reason to suspect that I was actually going to go
through with offering up my life to save his.

They shouldn’t have known the decision I’d
made. They shouldn’t have been concerned, yet for some reason,
something was off. I could tell. I noticed it most in Kantú.

She was avoiding me. Or at least avoiding
speaking directly to me.

To the untrained eye, it could have been
written off as speechless apprehension over what was to come, but I
knew Kantú. I knew her well. And the thing was, if the wholehearted
Squirrelean really thought it the last time she’d see me, her
response would’ve been something dramatic. But on the contrary, she
wasn’t behaving like that at all. She was anxious, sure, with a
tail that wouldn’t sit still and ears that continually gave off
small twitching flicks, but other than that, she was acting pretty
reasonably. That’s what had me concerned.

Reasonable wasn’t in Kantú’s nature.

“What’s going on, you guys?” I asked. I
settled my eyes on the one that would be most likely to betray the
situation further.

That person let out a nervous chitter in
response.

I knew it.

“There’s something you aren’t telling me,” I
pressed. “Darch?”

He looked away quickly.

“Trib? Scardo? Rend?”

None of them said a word.

My question lingered in the air, untouched
and awkward. At last, Ardette threw the bent stick he’d been
holding into the shrinking fire and stood.

“Well, I suppose it’s time you knew,” he
said.

I didn’t like that. I didn’t like it one
bit.

“Knew what?” I asked, fearing the
answer.

I looked at Nyte, but he retreated his stare
to the ground.

Nyte?!

“That we’ve a slight problem,” said
Ardette.

“WHAT?! What sort of problem?”

Again, the question hung there awkwardly. I
scanned the circle for relief. Kantú stared at the flames, Scardo
stared at his lap, Grotts stared at the setting horizon, Rend
stared at Nyte, Nyte continued to stare at the ground, Trib stared
at Sowpa, who’d been bound by one of Nyte’s spells, and Darch
stared at Ardette. Only Ardette met my eyes.

“Lusafael can’t enter this place, but
there’s something you should know.”

“What?!” They were driving me into a panic
with their strange, ominous behavior.

“He’s been gone since last night. Or at
least we think he has because the cad’s been silent all day. We’ve
taken turns leaving the safety of the marsh, but he’s failed to
make an appearance. He knows we’re in here by now, and he knows
ad’ai is about to happen. So . . . where do you suppose he is?”

“I don’t . . .” But then I understood.

I’d been so consumed with enjoying one last
day with Nyte that I hadn’t even considered how obvious it was. Why
would Lusafael give up after his Feirgh plan failed?

“He’s getting reinforcements?” I asked,
feeling stupid.

Ardette confirmed it with a grave nod. “He
is most definitely getting reinforcements.”

“But from where?!”

“Who knows? But I suspect they’ll be
arriving at any moment. I also suspect that this time, he’ll have
your sister in hand. That’s why . . .” Ardette snuck a shifty
glance at Grotts.

“Why what?”

“Sorry to do this, Aura.” Grotts jumped up,
grabbed my shoulders, and tore me away from Nyte. “We ain’t gonna
let ya die. Yer gonna hold tight and use Nyte, and in the meantime
we’re gonna fight whatever beasts Lusafael’s got set up for
us.”

“WHAT?!”

Scardo hopped up, rope in hand. “My
sincerest apologies, Miss Heart.” He bowed low, then grabbed my
wrists and started to tie them together. I fought him, but I was
weak. Nyte turned away.

“Wait! What are you doing? I thought that
was already the plan! I thought the plan was already to use the
pendant!”

“Speak not, Havoc.” Rend’s voice wasn’t as
cold as usual. It might even have held just the tiniest drop of
pity. Then again, it might’ve just been my imagination. “Your
deceit is far too easy to read.” She, too, turned away.

Grotts squatted to bind my ankles.

“You’re seriously tying me up like
this?!”

“Grottsy!” Kantú had been fidgeting. She now
jumped up. “Do we have to?! Are you sure?!”

“Kantoo, ya promised.”

“Take your seat, Kantú, or I shall bind
you.” It came not from Rend, but from Nyte.

What?! Nyte, why?! How can you just sit
there?!

Kantú obeyed him with drooped ears. “Sorry,
Aura.”

“I don’t get it! Why are you-”

“Basically,” said Darch – he took off his
spectacles but didn’t look up – “we know that you’d never let Nyte
die for you. And we know that you don’t want to bring the land back
together, either. Not really. You’re still bent on what you learned
at Yes’lech. Even if it’s just a theory, that threat of war . . .”
He paused and rubbed his head. “A person like you, who values life
so, SO strongly – and rightfully so – couldn’t possibly choose war.
You’d never be able to live with being responsible for the
destruction and chaos that might come from that path. We all know
you too well, and we all know that you’ll do whatever you can to
choose life, but the problem is that you’ll choose life for
everyone but yourself even if it’s wrong. That’s why we’ve got to
do what’s necessary.” He flicked his eyes to mine only long enough
to say – “Sorry. Really, Aura, I am.” – before bringing them back
to the ground.

“What happened to not taking my choice
away!?”

“I told you, my pit. You aren’t supposed to
make your choice until you’ve heard me out, and besides, it’s wrong
of you to make a choice based solely on your love for him.
Your responsibility is to be the savior to the entire world, not
one whiny Elf. We’re just helping you get there. Your boy agrees.
That’s why he’s allowed us to carry out this plan.”

“Nyte!”

“It’s gotta be this way.” Grotts was done
tying my ankles. He and Scardo lifted me and set me against a tree.
Scardo looked at me like a scared child about to be reprimanded and
held up another piece of rope.

“You’re really going to tie me to a tree?
For real? Why? I’m telling you, you’ve got no reason to worry!”

“My pit, you’re a terrible liar.”

He was right. I was still fully determined
to escape this and run far away and release the Song on my own.

“Yeah, we sure are gonna tie ya up,” said
Grotts. “You gotta stay here where it’s safe. With Nyte. We can’t
take the chance that either o’ ya’ll get caught in the fightin’.
Ardette’ll stick around, too, and make sure ya do what’s gotta be
done. He’ll hold the pendant ‘til the right time.”

The pendant. Just the thought of it turned
my stomach. Once they put it on him, I really would have no choice.
It would be all over.

“Kantú, please! Darch? Trib?!” But no one
was on my side. They all just sat there.

“Condolences,” said Trib. “It’s not my place
to interfere!”

Grotts did the final knot. “We can’t let ya
die. It’ll all be fer nothin’ then.”

“Aura . . .” Kantú peeked up one more time,
but Rend sent her a look so foul that she cowered away.

“Grotts! Come on, now! This is wrong! And
Scardo, what do you think you’re doing! Stop right now! I order you
to stop!”

But even the ‘Pure Heart’ card wouldn’t
work.

“Ardette! Nyte! I’ll never forgive you! I’ll
never forgive either of you! I’ll hate you!”

Nyte finally faced me, and it was instantly
apparent that he wasn’t affected by my empty threats at all. “It is
just as well,” he said sternly. “You shall have a lifetime to
reconsider. I shall give you a lifetime. If you chose to spend it
in hatred of me, then it is the price that is to be paid.”

“No! Don’t force this on me!”

Ardette flicked a lazy hand at me. “Grotts,
tell the Pure Heart a story to calm her down, won’t you?”

“Er- a story?”

“Yes, she finds you comforting. She always
has. Tell her one of your fables, maybe.”

“But I only know the one.”

“Then tell that one. The rest of you should
get ready. The sun’s gone. The moon’ll be up soon. Lusafael’s pawns
should be arriving any moment.”

The rest of them started to move like water.
It didn’t take me long to realized that they’d laid out every step
of their mission. Every second of it had been carefully planned.
They were focused, and even Kantú and Trib had designated tasks.
The two of them flitted around, packing and gathering.

“Unbelievable,” I muttered, feeling
betrayed.

Grotts looked at me sideways. “Ardette, I
really don’t think she wants ta hear a story.” He wiped his
forehead with the front of his shirt because I was sending him my
strongest death-glare and it was causing him extreme
perspiration.

“You’re sure as hell right I don’t want to
hear one!”

“Do it anyway,” said Ardette.

“You bastard! Ardette, untie me! This is
ridiculous!”

“Alrigh’ then, if ya really think it’ll calm
her.”

But I’d never get to hear Grotts retell his
fable. Everything that they were planning, everything that they
were counting on, it didn’t prepare them for what happened
next.

There was singing. All around us, from
nowhere, there was singing.

 


“Willful song I lay within,

To stay within, to wish akin;

Willful song I take a vow,

To force it in, to stay within,

The vessel chosen for it now.

Empty space to take it in,

To dwell within, to find akin,

Forceful words to there avow.”

 


The phantom song roused an atmosphere of
sheer disquiet. Before we had time to think, a laugher lit the
air.

Like the song, it was a laughter that I
recognized. Chime-like and dainty, it set in motion two conflicting
whirlwinds of emotion within that piece of my heart that had once
been broken. One of the emotions was love. The other was
hatred.

“Illuma?” I said.

Shocked, I searched for her, but she was
nowhere to be found, but though I couldn’t find her, her answer
found me.

“Hello, Sister,” she said. But the voice
that was Illuma’s hadn’t come from Illuma.

It had come from Rend.

 



Chapter 20: The Ad’ai

 


“Look at you, Aura,” said Rend. “You’re all
tied up! Have they turned against you?”

“Cousin!?” Nyte jumped up..

“Guess again, Nyte.” With a seductive purse
to her lips, Rend drew herself to her feet, flexed her arms, and
rolled her neck around in a rapturous stretch. Then she brought her
hands to her waist and slowly drew her fingers up the sides of her
stomach.

At least three of the men in our presence
dropped their jaws. There was no chance in hell that was
Rend.

When the imposter reached her armpits, she
let out another burst of tinkling laughter.

Nyte was repulsed. “Remove yourself from my
kin!”

“What a nice body,” cooed Illuma. “I’ve
never felt so tall.”

“Remove yourself, or I shall I force you
out!”

“No!” said Illuma, amused.

“Argh!” Releasing a great angry shout, Nyte
lunged at her, but he didn’t make it very far because Scardo
grabbed him from behind and pulled him back.

“S-stop!” stuttered the Yes’lechian. “You
must refrain from harming her! It’s Rend’s body! Consider it,
Nyte!”

Following Scardo’s plea, Nyte did, indeed,
stop to consider it, and he didn’t pursue the lunge further.
Instead, he took any ferocity formerly placed behind the attempted
action and moved it to his tongue.

“You desecrate her body with your presence!
Remove your foul soul, Mystress!”

“Oh, Nyte,” – Illuma messed with Rend’s hair
– “you don’t have to call me that. Now that the cat’s out of the
bag, you can call me by my real name. Remember? The name you used
to mutter aloud in the still of the night. You were one of the only
ones allowed to call me ‘Illuma’ back then. Try it now. Maybe
you’ll find that you like the way it slides across your
tongue.”

“Speak not of the past! Any acts forced upon
me were without meaning!”

“Forced?” She giggled. “I don’t know if I
forced you really. Okay, so I did. But don’t pretend you didn’t
like it. You were so good at being . . . corrupt. Surely
your friends have seen it too. Surely the Pure Heart’s seen the
pleasure you felt during those times you were under my control? You
could have just monotonously followed my commands, but the fact
that you did so with such panache, just proves that your true
desires are to be lost in brutality.”

“You are wrong!”

“Tell yourself that.” She winked at him. “My
one regret is that I let you go. You were such a fun toy. Do you
remember the times when I’d release you from my spell? You’d wake
with your arms around me, so confused. It never stopped you,
though, did it? Say my name. Try to remember how it tastes.”

“I will not tarnish my tongue with the stain
of such a thing!”

Nyte was fuming. It was taking everything in
him to keep from pouncing at her again. Illuma noticed and curled
Rend’s mouth into an even haughtier smile.

“How is she doing this?” I said under my
breath to Grotts.

“Not a clue. I understand usin’ a song fer
controllin’, but how’s she getting’ her voice into Rend like that?
It don’ make sense!”

Illuma heard us.

“Did you like it?” she sang. “I made it up.
I like to think my style is a little more mature than my sister’s.
And the best part is I can’t feel anything. See?”

It was at this point that my depraved sister
did something that was more than disturbing. It was so
unswallowable, in fact, that it was still stained vividly in my
memory long after the action was through – an unclean image that
wouldn’t go away. It was an action that made my stomach turn and
further solidified The Mystress’ insanity, making her all the more
dangerous to deal with.

Prepping her incisor with a provocative
lick, she brought Rend’s hand to her mouth. She looked at it a
moment with a lewd smile before next chomping into it with a
ripping bite and tearing off a chunk of skin, which she then spit
it into the fire.

Holy crap!

I buried my mouth in my shoulder to stifle
the gag that was rising in my throat.

“I didn’t even feel that,” said Illuma.
“Isn’t that great?”

Her teeth were coated in scarlet.

“HOW DARE YOU?!” Nyte ground his feet into
the ground hard to keep from letting his fury take over.

“What evil did you use to make something
like that?!” I yelled, flinching at the brutal wound. “A song that
would put someone’s soul into another’s body?! It’s almost like . .
.”

“The feather man,” said Kantú, queasy and
holding her mouth.

“Exactly!” I said.

“Possession?” said Trib. “But how? How is
there room inside of Rend for that?”

Room? I didn’t understand what she
was getting at, but Darch did.

“Because Rend’s lost her magic,” he
said.

“What do you mean ‘Rend’s lost her magic’?”
But even as I asked, the dots started to connect. Again, I’d been
so embarrassingly clueless.

Darch confirmed it. “That was her sacrifice
to Mikkan, and with the magic removed from her veins, it left room
for other non-physical energy to enter. If Illuma forced a song
into that space left behind . . .”

Illuma wiped Rend’s mouth, which only
smeared more blood across her face, and started clapping. “Very
good!” She was speaking to Darch. “Remind me next time to obtain
one of your kind. You’re all so intuitive. Yes, once
Lusafael and I saw what happened, it was easy to figure out what to
do. And since this Elf and I have both been branded by angels, that
made it all the easier to enter her.”

“Well, what’ve you come to say?” Ardette had
been observing all this time with a frown. He wasn’t as affected by
all of it as the rest of us. That was good. We needed someone to
stand their ground. “You’ve no power here,” he continued, “so out
with it.”

“No power?” Illuma pouted. “Whatever do you
mean?”

“I daresay your sister’s a far more powerful
songstress than you, and Rend’s got no magic for you to steal, so .
. .”

“Mm.” Illuma forced Rend to give another
sultry smile. “I remember you. After we parted ways, I couldn’t
help thinking about you. You’ve so much spunk. What do you think,
Daem? Care for a taste of Elf? I bet she’d never let you have a
drink otherwise. Or maybe it’s my sister you prefer?”

“I would never drink from someone stained
with a soul as black as yours. I don’t want to catch something,
after all.”

The insult tweaked a nerve in Illuma. The
corner of her nose twitched just a little.

Oh Creator! What’s she going to do?!

I didn’t have to wait long. Teeth grinding,
she kicked the fire, setting Rend’s traveling slipper ablaze.

“Ah! No!” Scardo flung himself forward and
hurried to empty a canteen onto it. With that and a few frantic
kicks of dirt, he was able to put the fire out, but Rend’s foot had
already taken injury. Her boot was completely missing in some
places, and the flesh there blistered.

Wide-eyed, Scardo turned to Grotts for
instruction, but Grotts only shook his head to put a stop to
Scardo’s interference. He knew as well as I that we were dealing
with a maniac and that we had to be careful how we handled her.

Illuma totally ignored both of them and
walked over to Sowpa, who was still motionlessly bound by Nyte’s
spell.

“I see you’ve found one of my commanders,”
she said. “Tell me, what are you planning to do with him?”

In an odd act of protectiveness, Trib
stepped in front of Sowpa and put her hands out. “What do you want
from us?” she demanded. It was almost as though she wasn’t afraid
of what Illuma might try. If she was, she hid it well.

Illuma didn’t freak out like I expected her
to. She just put a curious hand to her chest and said,
“Interesting. This body reacts to you. Did you know?”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” She dropped the hand and whipped
around to face Ardette again. “What I want is for the Heart
of Salvation to come with me. Easy as that.”

“Ha!” Ardette stepped into place beside
Trib. “Good luck with that one.”

“Maybe I should have rephrased that better,”
said Illuma, jerking her head a little to the side out of what I
could only imagine was withheld rage. “Aura WILL accompany me, or
I’ll kill this Elf!” She gestured down Rend’s figure.

“Do not dare!” yelled Nyte. He reached for
his sword but realized it was pointless. He’d only be injuring Rend
if he tried anything. Loathing defeat, he curled his hand into a
shaking ball.

Illuma opened her palm to reveal a stray
head from one of Scardo’s arrows. I hadn’t caught at which moment
she’d picked it up; but what mattered now was that she had it, and
that she was slowly bringing it to Rend’s arm.

“Wait!” cried Darch.

But it did nothing to stop her. While we
looked on helplessly, my maniac of a sister dug the point deep into
Rend’s skin and pulled it, cutting, from elbow to shoulder. Blood
immediately began to gush. A trail of dripping red, it mixed with
the blood from the bite.

I had to look away.

“STOP!” Nyte bolted forward to tackle her
again, and this time, Scardo ran to help. It was no use, though,
because Illuma’s vessel possessed Elven speed and strength. Even
with both of them coming at her, she managed to dodge them by
leaping to the top of a nearby tree.

“Now, now. Don’t be a fool.” She dug the
arrowhead into Rend’s other arm and produced another gush of
crimson. “See what happens when you’re foolish?”

Rend’s body was being maimed before our
eyes, and it was too much.

“Stop!” I yelled, wiggling myself in a
feeble attempt to escape the ropes holding me. “I’ll go with you! I
promise I will! Just leave Rend be, okay? I’ll go!”

“Um, how about no?” said Ardette. “You
aren’t going anywhere. You do realize she plans to sacrifice you,
don’t you?”

“Sacrifice?” Illuma played innocent. “Oh,
no, of course not! I just want you to come with me to the border.
That’s all. Once there, I’ll leave the Elf’s body so that the Magir
can seal her up. You do know how, don’t you?” She motioned to Darch
and he nodded.

Grotts twisted his hands around the handle
of his hammer. I’d never seen him appear so dangerous. With clear
abhorrence, he roared, “There’s no way we’re buyin’ it! Yer wastin’
yer breath, ya damn psycho!”

“How about this?” said Illuma. Rend’s blood
continued to run down her arms. “You don’t even have to cross the
border. Just come near the border so that Lusafael can speak
to you. That’s safe, isn’t it? He just wants to strike a peaceful
bargain with the Heart of Salvation. A treaty, so to speak. At
least hear him out.”

“Do not make me laugh!” said Nyte. “He will
disintegrate her with his white light!”

“What point would that serve? My song would
be void then. Remember, Nyte? I have to be the one to kill
her? Unfortunately, it has to be by my own hand or it won’t work.
Otherwise, I’d do it with these.” She held up Rend’s hands, which
were now stained completely wet.

I couldn’t let Rend take any more of my
sister’s insane cruelty.

“Illuma, don’t hurt her anymore!” I said.
“I’ll go with you to the border! I’ll agree to it! Nyte, come untie
me!”

“I shall not aid in something so
foolish!”

“But she’ll kill Rend!”

“My decision stands. Rend would chose the
same were it me.”

To be honest, she’d already chosen to let
him die for a similar cause, so he did have a point; but I didn’t
like it, and I wasn’t going to give up.

“Okay, then,” I said. “I’m supposed to be
saving my strength for ad’ai, right? I haven’t sung to release
these ropes yet because I was waiting for a time when I could sing
something weak and flee to a place far from Nyte. However, if you
don’t untie me, Ardette, I’ll use all of my power to sing my way
out of them. Ad’ai will come, and I’ll be killed by the Song of
Salvation anyway. How does that sound?”

The space erupted with angry protests.

“Aura! Yer a gosh darn idiot if ya do
that!”

“M-Miss Heart! What are you saying!?”

“QUIET!” yelled Ardette, putting a stop to
the furious buzz. He gave me a look of disapproval. “Think you’re
crafty, do you?” He sighed. “Nyte, bind her, then. If she can’t be
reasoned with, we’ll just have to bind her.”

Nyte nodded and readied his hands.

“NYTE, NO! It won’t work! I can sing under
my breath. I’ve done it before. And if that doesn’t work, I’ll find
a way to force the power out of me anyway!”

Ardette folded his arms. “Hmph. You can’t do
that.”

“How do you know? Will you take the
chance?”

I opened my mouth to start a song.

“The sky’s tears come, pour
over-”

“UGH! You disobedient cherry! Grotts! Your
knife!”

“What?! Hell no!”

“The sky’s tears come-”

“NOW!”

Grumbling, Grotts threw him the short knife
that always resided in his pocket.

“No!” yelled Nyte. “Do not!”

Ardette turned to him and threw up his
hands. “What do you want from me? She’ll kill herself for your
nagging cousin! We’ll go to the border with her. When ad’ai comes,
you’ll be right there. It’s almost upon us anyway. If they’ve some
evil plot,” – he glared up at Illuma – “which I’m sure they do,
we’ll just stall until ad’ai.” Ardette cut the rope holding me to
the tree, but didn’t remove the bindings around my wrists and
ankles. He threw the knife back to Grotts, and to Ardette he
commanded, “Carry her!”

Nyte scooped me up, but he wasn’t gentle or
loving. He was rough because he was displeased with me. And why
wouldn’t he be? I was ruining everything because I couldn’t let
Rend die. I couldn’t let any of them die. That was exactly what
Illuma and Lusafael were counting on.

“Perfect,” cooed Illuma. “I knew you’d see
reason.” She snapped and pointed forward – “This way!” – before
springing to the next tree with ease.

Nyte said nothing to me the whole way to the
marsh’s end. He was angrier with me than he’d ever been before, and
it was hard for me to bear. In an attempt to keep the situation
from growing worse, I also said nothing. The rest of the guardians
followed behind, save Trib and Kantú, who stayed at the fire with
Sowpa.

When we reached the barrier line of changing
earth a few moments later, Rend fell into a heaping pile. Grotts
threw his hammer down and ran to her. Darch was close in toe. Both
of her arms were still seeping blood, so Grotts pulled out several
pieces of cloth and started to bandage her wounds. Darch placed a
pinky to her petal tattoo in what I could only assume was a sealing
process to keep Illuma from entering again.

When they were both through with their
respective jobs, Grotts pulled the unconscious Elf away from the
border and behind a clump of low plant-life. Still holding me
tightly, Nyte took a spot next her. The others placed themselves
between us and the barrier.

“There’s still no sign of him!” said Scardo.
He anxiously scuttled about, bow readied and eyes keen.

“Just be on your guard.” Ardette’s weapon
was also ready. “I’m certain he won’t be able to slow us down using
time transcendence once ad’ai starts, but before that . . . Ugh. I
can’t believe you’re doing this, cherry pit! What are you thinking?
You’re going to get us all killed, you know!”

“You know we couldn’t let her kill Rend. She
would have, too. I know she would have!” I turned my eyes from him
so that I could gaze up at the person holding me. “Nyte . . .”

His expression was stern. He was still mad
at me. I was mad at him too, but I was glad to be in his arms.

Together we waited in apprehension. Aside
from Scardo, we were still.

“Nyte?” I whispered after another uneventful
minute. The sky was black now, but there was no sign of the moon.
There were no stars either.

Nyte ignored me, so I continued,

“If these are our last moments . . .”

This time, he glanced down. Upon locking
eyes with mine, his narrowed.

I told him without words that I was sorry,
but that it was something I’d needed to do. He continued to stare
at me a bit before finally sighing through his teeth. He knew me
well enough to know that I’d only wanted what was best for the rest
of them. He didn’t say anything to voice it, though. He just kissed
the top of my head and returned to angrily staring at the
horizon.

But although it wasn’t much, my spirits
lifted because it was good enough for me. Just one last loving
gesture was all I’d needed. Now I was ready to face the end.

We saw Lusafael’s glow before anything else.
A shining, perfect man in a white, pristine tuxedo was coming
toward us in a pace that was frighteningly fast. At first, all we
could see was that shine, but when he got closer, we saw that he
was holding a thin girl with violet hair.

Illuma’s body was limp in his arms.

He was as beautiful as the last time, with
flawless, metallic skin that showed off bits of light, and hair
that was long and fluid. Now that I was close to him again, I saw
that he was more beautiful than Mikkan. In fact, he was more
beautiful than any of the angels we’d seen in Célesteen. Complete
purity. All of him was that way, except for his darker-than-void
eyes. Those were haunting . . . and sinister.

The angel of destruction came right to the
border, but like Mikkan, he couldn’t enter.

“I arrive,” he said.

Ardette wrinkled his face in disgust. “‘I
arrive’? What’s that supposed to be? Some sort of greeting?”

Lusafael nodded and stared at us,
unblinking. Being in his presence wasn’t as impressive and
intimidating as it had been the last time. I wasn’t completely
lost in the glow; I was just taken with it. That meant he
must’ve been suppressing himself or something. But still, being in
the presence of an angel, especially one that was written of in
folklore, was difficult to comprehend. I found myself staring. More
specifically, I found myself staring into those frightening
eyes.

Were they really stained with the Mud Sea’s
mire? He really couldn’t see us right now? I couldn’t tell, and
after only a short stare, I had to look away. They were just too
evil for me to examine them further. I shifted the stare to his
silver, light-infused skin. It was unreal. He was
unreal.

The others treated him as nothing
special.

“What do you want?” snarled Nyte. “Ad’ai
will begin at any second! Whatever you are attempting – it is
useless!”

“I have come to make a deal with the Heart
of Salvation.”

“Yer makin’ deals with nobody!” growled
Grotts. His hammer was back in his hands, and in response to the
growl, it pulsed blue.

“Let the Heart of Salvation speak for
herself. Come out, Aura Rosh. If you wish to spare your guardians,
you will come out and offer yourself to me.”

“Save my guardia-”

But Nyte and Ardette cut me off at the same
time with a rage-fueled,

“NEVER!”

Lusafael simply responded, “Come.”

Ardette released one of his deep laughs.
“Please, oh pompous one, educate us on why the hell you’d expect
her to do that?”

“This is your choice, Aura Rosh. Sacrifice
yourself to me, or I shall unleash my army unto your comrades.”

Army?

I didn’t see one, but Lusafael’s unemotional
confidence was making me doubt that we really had nothing to worry
about. I glanced nervously at Darch. He shook his head firmly. He
wasn’t worried. Why wasn’t he worried?!

“Army?” Ardette laughed. “I see no
army!”

“This is your final chance.” Lusafael
drilled his black, nothing-filled eyes into mine. They made me
shrink deeper into Nyte’s arms. “The blood of your comrades shall
be on your hands.”

I opened my mouth to ask for elaboration,
but Nyte stifled my words with his palm.

“Even if she would agree, I will not!” he
shouted.

“Is that your answer?” said Lusafael,
unflinching. “Then I shall force you out. Until you decide to hand
her over, I shall force you out.” His white glow increased a
little.

‘Force us out’?! Shouldn’t we do
something?!

But Ardette locked eyes with me, sending me
an unspoken message to remain calm. Darch still didn’t seem worried
at all, either. Apparently, they both knew something that the rest
of us didn’t because as far as I could tell, we were in serious
danger.

The silver of Lusafael’s skin pulsed
brighter. Then, using words of Angelic, he bellowed like thunder,
“Ambernos! Delchtti mo han eekalat!”

At the same time, Ardette, bearing a
sparkling, triumphant smile, yelled,

“You’re too late! Hear that, swine? You’re
TOO LATE! There!” He pointed victoriously to the sky where the
largest moon I’d ever seen was starting to ascend from its hiding
place beyond the horizon. “Ad’ai is upon us!”

Ardette reached into his pocket for the
thing I hated most in the world. The time for the emulator to take
his role was here, and I was stuck in Nyte’s arms with no way of
escape. I was about to be forced to do the one thing I
couldn’t do. I was about to be forced to kill Nyte.

But by some miracle, just as Ardette wound
his arm to throw the necklace at us, Nyte shook his head.

“Wait!” he cried, ears perked. “Do you not
hear something?!”

“Ar-ta-ta-ta-ta!”

“What was that?” said Scardo, turning his
bow to the deeper part of the marsh. “A fero?”

Grotts squinted. “Sure sounded like one, but
didn’t it sound kinda different?”

“Different how?” asked Scardo.

“He means pissed off,” said Ardette. He and
Nyte exchanged a look of wariness.

“Is this yer plan? One fer-” But the gruff
man was interrupted because just then, the air exploded with a mass
of the creaking calls.

I’d been wrong. It was no miracle that had
saved us from the pendant. It was calamity, and though we didn’t
know it, it was quickly approaching something very precious that
we’d left unattended.

“It’s reinforcements!” cried Darch.

Lusafael showed no emotion. Not even the
slightest shift in expression. “Let me know when you would like to
surrender,” he said.

The calls of the fero grew louder in an
instant, and from behind us, there were several screams. Most of
them were Kantú. At least one of them belonged to the hoarse
Trib.

“He’s not sending them here!” cried Scardo.
“He’s sending them there!”

“NO!” With nothing more than that one word
of warning, Grotts took off in a full-gaited gallop back in the
direction camp.

“Surrender yourself, Aura Rosh,” called
Lusafael. “Surrender yourself, and your detail will be spared.”

“Okay!” I said without thinking reasonably
at all. “I will! I’ll surrender! Nyte, put me down! Put me down
now!” I kicked against him.

It was stupid. I was throwing it all away,
but all I knew was that the others were in danger and that I had to
help them.

“There is no way that I will give you up for
surrender! It will all be for nothing if you allow Illuma to kill
you! Think of all of the people that will suffer! Farellah and
Yes’lech! They will all be destroyed!”

“But Kantú-”

“You are not thinking clearly! I will not
release you to him! Come! Let us return to the others!
Ardette?!”

“Yes, after you! Move it, would you?!

Darch tapped Rend’s forehead a few times,
and she awoke, seething. “How DARE she enter into my body! How dare
she desecrate an Elf’s-”

“Rend! Just run!” Darch tugged on her arm.
“We don’t have time for you to be . . . you right now!”

“WHAT?! WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY-” But when she
set eyes on Lusafael, it was enough to send her into motion.
“Argh!” Her wounded foot hit the ground for the first time, and she
let out a scream.

“Cousin, you must bear it!”

“Of course I will bear it! Do not tarry on
my account! GO!”

Ardette rushed to her and wrapped an arm
around her hip.

“What do you think you are doing?!”

“You’ve no choice but to rely on me. Isn’t
it a joy?”

“ARGH!” she let out another scream. However,
this one was out of anger, not pain, because she had no choice but
to let him help her. Darch grabbed her other side, and the three of
them started away.

Scardo lagged behind, bow-readied for any
feros that might try to attack.

Meanwhile, while all of this was going on,
Lusafael had turned his attention to Illuma. She was still like a
doll in his arms, but when he placed a spread-fingered hand on her
forehead, it emitted a tiny blast of light that sent her
jolting.

She was revived, and she was right into the
action.

“Ad’ai is here!?” she cried dramatically.
“Why didn’t you wake me sooner?!”

“Go to her, my Heart,” said Lusafael,
setting her down. “Until she gives in, you have free reign to kill
her on your own. I shall keep the beasts from harming you. They are
under my control.”

“Leave it to me,” she told him. Then, in her
sing-song way, she cried, “Oh, AURA!” and charged at the
barrier.

Before setting off in a sprint, Nyte threw a
blast at her from over his shoulder, intending to knock her down,
but the attempt failed. Even without Rend’s body, Illuma was pretty
agile. With a song on her lips, she ran around the blast and
continued after us.

Nyte readied himself to shoot a second at
her, but another scream from the direction of camp made him stop
and yell, “We must make haste!”

Thus, reaching the others became our first
priority. Scardo kept to the back of us; Ardette, Darch, and Rend
to the front. As a mass, we ran to Kantú and Trib’s aid. The feros
clicked all around. Their hum was alive in the air, but there were
none coming after us. It could only mean that Lusafael really
had sent all of them to Kantú and Trib. How stupid it had
been of us to leave them unguarded!

I was worried about them, but I was also
worried about me because the Song of Salvation had yet to move. It
was ad’ai, but I couldn’t feel it stirring inside of me yet, and
not knowing when it was going to happen was killing me. I didn’t
know what to expect. I was going to die soon, and it was making me
jittery.

It’s happening. It’s really happening.

There was no stopping it. One way or
another, everything was going to change tonight. Ad’ai was upon
us.

The pink moon was there, full, hanging low
in the sky above us, but a slight change in its presence made that
jittering sensation increase tenfold. I almost missed it in lieu of
everything else that was going on, but thanks to Scardo, I was able
to catch the strange phenomenon just as it happened.

“What’s it doing?!” he hissed, pointing.

We looked up, and before our eyes, the moon
swelled, growing slightly bigger. And that wasn’t all. There was
something forming around the outside of it.

I squinted. “Is that a ring!?”

Yes, it was a ring. A semi-transparent,
multicolored ring was beginning to take shape around the moon.

A moon with a ring? What was it for?

“Is that-” started Scardo.

“Just concentrate on shooting The Mystress!”
ordered Nyte.

“She can’t be killed but by his hand, you
idiot!” yelled Ardette. “It’s part of their beloved pact!” He
pushed Darch from behind to hurry him.

Ardette was right, and that was precisely
what made her so dangerous. It wasn’t that she posed any sort of
physical threat. No, now that she was without Nyte’s magic, any one
of the guardians could’ve taken her on solo and pinned her down.
The problem was that while in her pact with Lusafael, none of them
could truly defeat her. What was more, she already had some sort of
song started, and whatever it was, it was most likely something
nasty.

“So we’ve got an unstoppable lunatic coming
after the Pure Heart?” cried Scardo, frantic.

“I wouldn’t say unstoppable!” said Darch.
“She can’t be killed, but she can be stalled! Knocked out, injured,
BOUND!”

Rend shot a severe look of criticism at
Nyte. “Cousin, can you not hit her?!”

“I am trying, but with Aura in my
hands-”

But he didn’t finish because we’d just hit
camp.

I let out a cry because the scene before us
was even worse than I’d imagined. Not only was the campsite under
attack; it was swarmed with the clicking ‘pets’. They
weren’t docile like the last time we’d encountered them, either.
They were rabid.

“GLAD YA FINALLY DECIDED TA SHOW UP!” Grotts
was single-handedly fighting off a dozen or so of the
creatures.

Well, not quite single-handedly, I guess.
Trib had his knife, and she was stabbing at the mantis-locust
hybrids with short, unpracticed stabs. Kantú was cowered next to
Sowpa, whimpering and covered with small wounds from the beasts’
pincers.

“Kantú!” I cried.

“Aura?! Is that you?!” She didn’t look up.
Her intense fear of bug-like things kept her immobilized. “W-what’s
going on?!”

Nyte set me down next to her and drew his
sword. At once, he and the others began to fight.

“You could untie me, you know!” I
yelled.

Nyte ignored me. He circled his sword around
his body and slashed at a crying insect, chopping one of its legs
from its torso. A burst tan, bland liquid shot from the severed
limb.

Illuma hadn’t been far behind us, and she
reached camp only moments after we did. There was an
ariando’s wind already beginning to form around her ankles.
Whatever thing she’d cast, it was about to reach fruition.

“Bind her, COUSIN!”

Luckily, Nyte’s reflexes were at full
strength, and before her song could take effect, he hit her with a
red blast that knocked her to the ground. He’d been distracted,
though, and his discharge hadn’t been a full binding spell. Illuma
jumped to her feet, sprang behind a tree, and restarted the song.
From that point on, Nyte’s focus became divided between keeping
Illuma down and avoiding the feros that struck at him.

Scardo wildly started firing into the
largest mass of them. With each arrow he sent through his bow, he
made contact, letting no stray ones fly. The feros’ bodies were
hard, but not as hard as the dargons’ had been. Thus, he managed to
puncture a few, and with every piercing, a new squirt of fero
liquid spurted into the air. One such blast sprayed Kantú in the
face.

“EEEW!” she screamed.

“Just keep yer eyes covered, darlin’!” said
Grotts. “Just keep ‘em covered!”

Rend no longer had magic, but she used her
legs to kick at the creaking things. Her objective was to land hard
blows to the sides of their heads that would slow them enough for
the others to finish them off. Eventually she found, however, that
her energy was best served guarding Kantú, Darch, and I, the three
of our group that couldn’t contribute anything. She took stance
directly in front of us and kick-blocked any feros that got too
close.

I hated having to be protected like
that.

“Ardette, can’t I just sing something
weak?!”

“NO!” he yelled. “Absolutely not!”

“Yeah, Aura,” said Darch. “Don’t do it.
Trust me.”

“Ugh! This stinks!”

While I sat, tied and sulking, Scardo
continued to fire arrows like crazy. Grotts’ hammer was pulsing
with mystic blue. Ardette was moving around the creatures like he
were dancing with them. He sprang forward and stuck one of them
below the pincers. It cried out in rebellious retaliation, and
three of its brethren, who had had been waiting atop the trees,
bounced down to come to its aid.

I reared against my ropes. No matter how
many they defeated, more of the beasts just kept filling in the
space! The guardians were all skilled fighters, but there wasn’t a
single one of them that wasn’t wounded by this time.

“Mr. Ardetto!” said Trib, ducking low to
dodge yet another stabbing insect leg. “You should unbind your
brother! He can help us!”

“He’ll turn on us in an instant!”

“But if I give him a little light?”

“Impossible! Your energy must be saved! I’m
sure you understand why!”

“Isn’t there some other incentive for him,
then?”

“For him? No! Without his . . . you
know, he’s nothing but darkness!”

I watched all of it take place like an
outsider. There was nothing I could do to help them. More feros
kept coming. If Lusafael’s plan was to distract us until the end of
ad’ai, it was working. The pink moon now had two rings around it,
but a third was forming. How much longer would ad’ai last? I didn’t
even know.

I bowed my head, and it was at that moment,
in the midst of all of that fighting, that I felt something inside
of me wiggle. I feared that I’d imagined it, so I held my breath.
It wiggled again.

The . . . Song?

It wiggled a third time, and it was
confirmed.

Yes, it was the Song of Salvation, and it
was about to come out of me. I don’t know how I knew, but I did. I
just did, and I was overcome with joy because Nyte was preoccupied
and the pendant was still in Ardette’s pocket.

Nyte wouldn’t be able to take my place.
I was going to become the sacrifice.

I’ll do it. I’m sorry, Creator. I know it’s
wrong, but I’ll do it to save him.

I loved Nyte more than anything. It was a
love that was irresponsible and reckless and not at all fitting for
a savior. But then, I wasn’t savior. If I went through with this, I
was just selfish. But that was okay. For Nyte, I’d be selfish. I
closed my eyes, trying to behave discreetly, and whispered to the
moon,

“Do it.”

But something happened that put an end to
any hopes I had of saving Nyte’s life.

“Ardette!” yelled my Elf suddenly.
“Something is troubling me! I cannot-! I cannot feel it!” He
frantically searched the ground for me. “Why can I no longer feel
the pact?! Aura, what have you done?!”

Quickly, moon! Take me! PLEASE!

“Ardette, there has been a change large
enough to ruffle the course of things! Quickly, the pendant!”

“NO!” I screamed. “Please, Ardette! NO!”

But Ardette ignored my plea and threw the
loathsome thing to Nyte. Nyte dropped it around his neck.

I had to think of something!

Nyte started to me, but I forced the
distraction that wouldn’t have otherwise happened.

“Get Illuma,” I yelled at him. She was still
up, and she was fluidly skating around the other fighters. Nyte
kept his course for me, but hit another halfhearted blast of red at
her. Again, she was hit, but not bound. He realized his mistake and
ran to tackle her. I only hoped he’d be distracted by her long
enough for me to deliver my intentions to the moon.

Hurry up, mother moon! Hurry up!

I got my wish. Just then, there was a
booming voice that was neither male nor female.

“What is your intention, my daughter?” it
said.

The others halted their fighting for but a
moment and were immediately punished for their distraction. Grotts
was slashed across the arm by one of the things. Scardo was thrown
against a tree.

“My intent is to keep the land separate!” I
screamed at the top of my lungs. “Hurry, please!”

“NO, AURA!” Nyte was still wrestling
Illuma.

This was perfect! My sister’s interruption
had produced a miracle. I was confident, now, because my Elf could
no longer feel the Thulian Pact. It meant that he’d be spared. It
meant that he’d be saved from death’s sacrifice!

I opened my lungs and threw back my head,
and in an instant, I could feel it. All of the goldness in my body
– from the top of my head to the joints of my fingers and through
the bones of my toes – started to move. Flakes of gold Song slid
through the invisible corra paths of my body like tiny pebbles
being swept along a current.

Yes! This is it!

In no time, the goldness was taking over,
forming a block in my throat. I couldn’t hold it back. I couldn’t
stop it. It was releasing itself.

But Nyte had finally successfully bound
Illuma, and he was back on his feet. He was racing to me at full
sprint.

Get back, Nyte!

“I will not allow you to die!” he
shouted.

My mouth opened, and the song started to
pour out in a strange singing. Singing? As if could be called that.
It wasn’t a voice. Not really. Or if it was, it wasn’t a person’s
voice. It was like a murmur. A murmur of nature? Or a murmur of the
sky, maybe? No, perhaps coined best, it was a murmur of celestial
intent.

And it was the most powerful thing I’d ever
felt.

Had I been standing, I’d have fallen to my
knees. However, tied like that, I was forced only to lean back even
more than I already was. My neck hurt from being stretched so
far.

Nyte continued at me with the pendant in
place. I opened my mouth to protest, but it was already open. I
couldn’t speak. That murmur was streaming out of me, blocking my
words.

Get him away from me!

I’d thought I’d won. I’d thought the Song
would be over before Nyte could get to where I was. But I’d only
been deceiving myself. When Nyte reached me, the murmur was still
going strong with no apparent sign of ceasing.

My emulator grabbed my wrist, and it was the
worst thing that could have happened. The thirst that dwelled deep
within me started to claw at my veins again, and I instantly
started to suck from him. More strongly than ever before, I drew
him in and fed it to the hungry gold murmur.

What are you doing?!

It’s time to kill him.

No! I love him!

This is how it has to be.

Please! STOP IT!

I fought myself for control, but there was
no way I could win against such strong desire. Nyte was the thing I
wanted most in the world, and his returned desire for me seeped
through his flesh into mine. Love really was the most powerful
emotion. It was the emotion fitting to fuel a world-splitting
song.

Someone, help! Please help me!

I called out to the others in my head, but
they were still fending off the fero. And they wouldn’t have
stopped it anyway. Nyte was going to die. The sudden absence of the
pact had been a fluke. This was the end of him. Tears streamed from
my eyes.

Rend?! Grotts?! Trib?! Kantú?! Scardo?!
Darch?! ARDETTE?!

I tried calling out again, and surprisingly,
this time, something happened. The person who’d so desperately
fought to make sure things ended up this way – the person who’d
made sure that the emulator’s flesh would make contact with mine –
the person who was last on my plea – was the person to put an end
to it.

In one swift movement, Ardette flicked
Nyte’s hand away from my arm. Previously, it had been incredibly
hard, even for the tricky Daem, to get our flesh apart during these
moments of warm ecstasy, but something was different this time.
Ardette’s eyes were black, and the separation had been as simple as
that flick.

“Darch!” boomed Ardette. “You once said that
only one being is powerful enough to stall the moon! You were
wrong, you know-it-all Magir! There are two beings with the power
to stall the moon . . . angels and me!”

Ardette flickered his hand to shadow and
plunged it deep into the bound Sowpa’s chest. With his other hand,
he pulled the broken whistle, which he must’ve retrieved from the
ground after his tantrum with Sowpa, out of his shirt and gave it a
hard blow. His eyes were still fully black, and after the blow, the
veins below his skin matched that same darkness.

The rings circling the moon paused. So, too,
did the warmth’s call. And that wasn’t all. The murmur stopped. My
voice was freed.

“ARDETTE?!” I yelled, more confused than I’d
ever been. “WHAT IS THIS?!”

Nyte was enraged. “What have you done,
Daem?!”

Ardette ignored him. “Change your intent,
Aura!” he said, anxiously watching the stalled rings. “Change it
now, or Nyte will die! There’s a better way! Trust me!”

“What?!” I was shocked. “But-”

“You’re really going through with this,
Ardetto?!” cried Darch.

“Of course he is!” said Trib. “It’s the best
way!”

What in Farellah is going on?!

Scardo, Rend, and Grotts were now the only
ones fighting the fero. All three of them looked as confused as me,
but with the beasts still just as rabid, they hadn’t the luxury of
stopping the battle.

“Hurry, my pit! The whistle’s power is
almost out! You’ve got to do it now! Either change your intent, or
your boy will die!”

I couldn’t let that happen.

I understood now. I understood the reason
Ardette that had so strongly willed things to be this way. He’s
wanted Nyte to become the emulator so that I’d have no choice but
to save the Elf in an act of desperation by agreeing to Ardette’s
unknown alternative. He’d known that I wouldn’t freely choose to
give up magic. He’d known that I’d never agree to something that
would possibly usher in war, and he’d been counting that my love
for Nyte would be the only thing to make me forfeit that
belief.

He was about to get his way.

“Fine!” I yelled. “Can you hear me, mother
moon? I choose to kill Lusafael! I change my intent! I revoke it or
whatever, and I now choose to use the Song of Salvation to kill
Lusafael!”

“Very well,” said the voice of the moon.

There was a cracking noise, and the whistle
in Ardette’s hand shattered to pieces. Tiny fragments of black fell
to the ground. The moon’s rings started to circle again. Both the
murmur and the warmth continued where they’d left off. I started
sucking again.

“Nyte! Take her to Lusafael! NOW!” ordered
Ardette.

Nyte didn’t move. His energy was flowing out
of his skin and into me at a distressing rate.

“Concentrate, you gluttons!” said Ardette.
“Nyte, if you love her, then GO!” Ardette shoved Nyte from behind.
“I SAID GO!”

This time, Nyte obliged. Saying nothing, and
with eyes that were turning murky, he scooped me into his arms and
took off in a slower-than-usual dash.

The others remained and continued to fight
what was now at least the fourth or fifth wave of fero. Only
Ardette followed us, and since Nyte’s pace was lagging, the Daem
managed to keep up easily.

It was just the three of us.

Or so I thought – until I realized that
there was one fero, who’d taken Illuma in its mouth and left the
fight, that was bouncing along the treetops in pursuit.

But I didn’t really care because the golden
Song was still streaming, and that meant that my veins were still
swimming with Nyte’s warmth.

He ran on, and I sucked from his spirit as
much as I wanted until we reached the border of the marsh where
Lusafael was standing on the line in the dirt that he couldn’t
cross. It was hard to see through the warm daze, but as far as I
could tell, he didn’t seem mad or upset or affected in any way by
what was transpiring.

The fero set Illuma at the angel’s feet. He
placed another open palm of resurrection on her forehead, and she
awoke from Nyte’s spell.

“What’s happening?!” she demanded, livid
that their plan was failing.

But Lusafael said nothing. He simply stared
at me with eyes of darkness.

The Song of Salvation was coming to an end.
I could feel it before any signs of the singing’s end became
audibly apparent. I was dizzy from the high of using Nyte to such
an extent, but even so, that heaviness of Salvation was too much
for me to bear. It was crushing.

I made my jaw go slack and let the last of
the echoing murmurs of the heavens release from my body.

HEAR MY SONG! UNTO THE WORLD THE GOLDEN
SALVATION IS UNLEASHED!

In response, all of that power inside of me
formed into a golden brick again. Just like when I’d received it,
it was a tight concentration of song energy. I forced the energy
into the shape of a lance and willed it out of my body. It obeyed
by flying forth from my chest in a bright, shimmering blaze that
lit the air like a miniature sun.

It was no longer in my body, so I was freed
from its physical weight, but the mental strain of controlling
something that powerful was still there. I struggled to hold
it.

The lance hovered in the air in front of me;
enormous; large enough to break through even the strongest of stone
structures. The most powerful concentration of song energy
ever.

I treated it like I would have treated any
other mist splice. I focused my mind on the power. I molded to
further; sharpened its point. However, since it was so much
stronger than a normal mist splice, it was that much more difficult
to wield. It was rebellious. The more I tried to force it under my
control, the more it fought back.

But while the song was frustratingly
defiant, it wasn’t the biggest problem. The biggest problem was
what always ended up being the biggest problem. That damn warmth!
Nyte’s spirit was in every part of me now, and it was extremely
hard to concentrate on the task at hand.

Warmth?

“The Song, Aura! A little longer! Hold out a
little longer!” Ardette’s voice was there in the midst of the
golden warm mix of power.

But . . .

“JUST DO IT ALREADY, WOULD YOU?”

Do what, again? The warmth?

“THE SONG!”

Right. The song . . . The song? THE
SONG!

The lance was lingering between the angel
and us. The song had frozen at my loss of focus, but I again took
control of it and continued to mold and strengthen and bridle. I
was almost there. It was almost perfect.

Illuma was ranting and stomping and trying
to get Lusafael’s attention, but Lusafael said nothing to her. He
just stared at me and bore a smug smile. His silver lips were
curled up at the edges, wholly pleased with themselves.

You’ll pay. The smugness sparked that
old, ugly hatred. YOU’LL PAY! FOR DOING THIS TO ILLUMA, YOU’LL
SUFFER!

With everything in me, I pushed the lance of
Salvation at his chest.

He didn’t move from that spot, though,
because he knew. He knew that in using the Song of Salvation to
kill him, that an alternative would have take place. Either by
Illuma’s hand, or by my own, the world would be brought back
together. It’s what he’d wanted all along, and even if the golden
lance now soaring toward his chest would keep him from exacting
dominion over the new world, he still believed that my choice would
bring about the end of the races. He still believed destruction
would be wrought.

I let the despair I felt at the thought that
he might be right fuel the lance even more. Shimmering, it pulsed
into an even bigger force. Like the star from a shower, it burned
with a clear shooting path.

Illuma saw what was about to happen –
“NOOOOOO!” – and she threw herself in front of her pacted angel. I
don’t know if this was an act of love, or if she was just concerned
over the fact that once he died, she’d be susceptible to other
means of demise.

Either way, the gold struck them both,
pinning her against him for a brief moment before their bodies
disappeared behind a blast of pure white light mixed with solid
gold Song power. We’d done it. There was no way Lusafael would
survive that blast.

But just when I thought it was all over, the
fallen angel’s voice resounded from the center of the light.

“WESTERN MOON! HEAR MY PLEA! YOU MAY TAKE
THE LIFE OF MY PACT-HOLDER! YOU MAY HAVE THE LIFE OF THE HEART OF
HAVOC! ALL THAT I ASK IN RETURN IS THAT YOU GRANT HER PROTECTION
FROM DEATH ON THIS NIGHT OF AD’AI! WHEN IT IS THROUGH, HER SOUL
SHALL BE THE PAYMENT!”

There was silence, and then –

“Very well.”

– a voice that was neither male nor female
boomed across the sky. It was the voice of the western moon, and it
had just made a deal with Lusafael.

“What?!” screamed Illuma. “Lusafael, what
are you-”

“We have won. They shall have no other
choice, for if they do not accomplish their goal, at the exact
moment of ad’ai’s end, the Heart of Salvation shall perish, and
your final act shall be to release your Song. We have won.”

“But I’ll be dead!”

“Your life means nothing.”

“But . . . but you’ll be dead!”

“I shall find a way back. I always do.”

There was a loud whoosh from the center of
the gold-white light. The goldness was quickly separating itself
from the white, moving to the outside of the blast’s resonance. It
was there for just a moment before closing in. There was another
whoosh, and just like that, the angel’s luminosity was snuffed
out.

Lusafael was no more.

I’d just killed an angel. AN ANGEL! I hadn’t
really expected to feel guilty about it, but I did. What
repercussions would I suffer for doing something so heinous?! I
didn’t want to think about it. I couldn’t think about it. So
I let myself get lost in Nyte’s warmth.

The lingering gold cleared, and all that
remained was my sister’s figure, lovely and frail, lying at the
place her angel had stood.

The goldness was gone, but I was still
sucking from Nyte. He’d endured so much until that point, but he
knew it was over, so with me still in his arms, he slumped to his
knees, pressed his lips to mine, and transferred even more spirit
into my body.

I failed. I sobbed and pulled in a
gulp. I’ve failed the world. I’m sorry, Creator. I’ve
failed.

In the midst of that sorrowful, gluttonous
oblivion, someone was untying the ropes around my hands and feet.
That same someone tore the pendant from Nyte’s neck, freeing us
both from its spell for what would be the last time.

The haze cleared and Ardette was standing
over us.

“Nyte” he said, snapping in our faces.
“Concentrate, would you? You’ve got to bind The Mystress before she
rises from the Song’s blast. Lusafael’s gone and made a deal with
that traitor of a moon, so we can’t kill her. Hmph. Apparently the
witchy thing couldn’t resist a deal as good as taking her enemy’s
daughter. Illuma’s going to die, but not until after ad’ai. Bind
her, and do it right, before she tries to kill Aura. It isn’t too
late for her to win, you know. . . . Hey!” He slapped at Nyte’s
face. “Do you hear me?”

“I . . . I do.” Groggy, Nyte rose and rubbed
his head. Normally, he would have passed out from the vampiristic
draining I’d just given him, but the moon’s corra flow was almost
as strong as it had been when we’d been directly in its presence at
Célesteen. It was lower to the earth than ever before, and its
energy freely streamed into both of us, keeping us from collapsing
into unconsciousness from such a drain.

It was a good thing, too. We still had a lot
to accomplish before the end of ad’ai.

Stumbling a bit, Nyte retrieved Illuma. He
bound and carried her back to where Ardette and I waited. I was
still in shock over the fact that we’d just defeated an evil angel.
I was shocked that the Song of Salvation had been released from my
body. I was shocked that it was all really happening and that we
were under the light of a changing moon.

Nyte set Illuma at my feet. She really was
still alive. I was relieved. In spite of everything, I was
relieved.

“Now, my cherry pit,” said Ardette. “It’s
time to show you. I’ve to show you what you’ve agreed to.”

“But . . . but . . .” I was a mumbling mess.
“The others . . .”

“They’re fine. Now that Lusafael’s dead, the
fero are no longer under his control. They’re peaceful creatures by
nature. They’ll most likely retreat or heel.”

But I realized then that I didn’t want to
listen to him. The shock was lifting a bit, and I was mad at him
for what had happened. I was mad at him for taking my choice away.
He could read it, of course. Before I even said a word, he answered
me.

“Be upset with me tomorrow,” he said. “We’ve
no time for it now.”

I glanced up at my mother moon. There was no
use arguing with something like that. It was true. We didn’t have
time for anger. I fought to keep the petty thing at bay.

“Fine,” I said. I shook out my head in an
attempt to take control of my emotions. “Can we do it here?”

He nodded. “And we must be swift. I’ve a lot
to show you before ad’ai is through.”

 





Chapter 21: The Heart

 


“This is the only way to show her?”
said Nyte, fists tight and teeth showing.

“It is. And I must do it before the end of
ad’ai, so I suggest you let me work.”

Sorry, Nyte.

Ardette was sitting facing me. “I’ll take
good care of you,” he told me. “Now, then. Open your mouth. Like
this.”

He let his lips part slightly.

I opened wide and stuck out my tongue.
“Ahhhhh.”

“Not like that.” Ardette shook his head and
sighed, feigning disappointment. “You’re far too immature. I
suppose the only way is to kiss you . . . . Unless you’ve
had a change of heart? Let’s try again, shall we? Like
this.”

Eyes slitted, I obeyed, for fear of being
forced into another corruptive kiss.

“Good.” Ardette smiled darkly and leaned
in.

I pulled away.

“Tsk. Tsk. See, this is why I wanted
to show you while your lives were still converging. It’s no good at
all if you won’t be willing.”

“It is not for you to feel pleasure in,
Daem.” Nyte was leaning against a tree, sorely watching it all
unfold.

“You can leave at any time, you know.”

“Someone must remain to be certain you do
not defile her.”

“And I suppose that ‘someone’ MUST be you?
Fantastic. See how possessive your boy is, my pit?”

“Shut up. Just get it over with.”

“As you wish.”

I parted my lips for him, and he leaned in
close again. He tipped my chin upwards, tilted his head, and neared
his mouth to mine so that it was almost touching. It was only a
near kiss, but my chest reacted.

Be quiet down there, I ordered the
small something.

It wouldn’t listen, but at least it was a
manageable size again. Ardette looked at me through his eyelashes
before closing them altogether.

“On with it, Daem.” Nyte’s teeth were as
tight as his fists. “We must finish this before Ad’ai’s end.”

Ardette’s ignored Nyte.

Go on, already. Quit dragging this out. It’s
painful enough as it is.

A moment later, I got my wish. From
Ardette’s mouth to mine, a stream of black shadow poured between
us. It was thick and cool and tasted like his kiss. I liked it.
Probably more than I should have. It was his essence. I was taking
him in. He was quickly filling up my body, and very soon, I’d be
able to see the other method for splitting the land. I’d also be
able to see what had happened between Ardette and me. Our forgotten
past. I’d learn everything.

The shadow filled me up, starting with my
chest and saving my eyes for last. From the bottom up, blackness
clouded my view. Nyte could see it too.

“Her eyes!”

So I shut them to bring him comfort.

When the shadow had taken over the whole of
the back of my eyes, my head grew foggy, and I was taken in. It was
like the other time I’d had my memory searched. Only, this time it
was a little different. This time, it was another’s memory I was
swallowing.

 


Grey mountains, donned with the dense clouds
of heaven, stretched across the vast, late day horizon. The air was
fresh and hinted with the taste of pine. I drew it in. No matter
how many times I felt its passage through my nose, I never became
used to the feeling of existing in this form. There was something
indescribable about being composed of matter. There was something
indescribable about feeling with flesh.

I stood aside a small wooden house that had
no windows. Next to it was a stout and sturdy fence. My husband was
there, feeding the pair of zebron he had acquired on his last
journey.

I approached him.

“Husband, nightfall will sneak up on you
again.”

He did not turn from his work. “Will you go
to see him today?” he asked.

“I will,” I responded.

“You do not . . . You will not be fooled
by him, will you? You will not let him affect you?”

“Of course I will not.”

My husband released the large breath he had
drawn in. “That is good. I would go to see him myself, but he
refuses to cleanse without you. It is becoming bothersome.”

“You do not need to worry. I will be
fine.”

“Regardless, he has his eye on you. I
think it is because of what you once were. Even though your people
quarrel, he is drawn to you.”

“My people?” I stared into the indigo
sky. “I am not an angel any longer. You speak as though I still
am.”

“It is a strange thing, is it not?” he
said, facing me at last. “To have been an angel? Maybe that is also
why I have become drawn to you.”

“The time of the angels to walk the land
has come to a close. They are to dwell in a new land. Célesteen.
Those of us who are to remain here have been made Sapian. I am no
longer an angel. You should not think of me as such.”

“But you still possess the art of song,
do you not? Everyone knows that song is the sacred gift of the
angels.”

“No. Song is now a gift of the Sapes.
That is what has been decided. I am not an angel. I am a Sape.
Speak no more of it.”

“Very well. If that is your
will.”

“I shall go to him now.”

My husband turned back to the zebron.
“Remember all that we have discussed, and understand why you must
be careful around him. He is dangerous.”

“I can take care of myself.”

My husband sighed again and scratched his
horn. “Very well. Take this to him.” He handed me the flask of
tears at his feet.

I accepted it.

I left my husband and followed the path that
led deep into the side of the mountain. The air was cold. Even
bundled in bunnaly fur, I was chilled. Snow would be capping these
mounts soon. When that happened, the air would grow even colder. My
husband assured that, at that time, I would also get to experience
another new emotion: awe. ‘Awe’ was the correct response to
‘majesty’. I grew anxious for that day.

I entered the tunnel that led to his
chamber. It was dim, but I did not mind. Dimness was something I
had grown to like. Spending time with him had made me this way.

He was not to be found. I searched the
ceiling, but he was not in any of his corners.

“Dragon?” I called. “I am here.”

I stood in silence until a man stepped forth
from behind the cavern’s entrance. The man’s presence startled me.
That was why Dragon could not be found. He had taken that false
form.

“You have taken on the appearance of a
keeper again?” I asked, and I shook my head. Such an action
deserved reprimand.

He smiled mockingly. “I ventured you might
like it. You enjoy it on your husband, do you not?”

“Race is not a suit of skin that you can
play with. You are to maintain your true form.”

“If I maintain my true form, I will crush
you, Angel.” He reached for my cheek.

I pulled away. “You must refrain! I only
come because you will not cleanse with anyone else!”

“And I will not cleanse with anyone else,
only because you come.”

“You tire me.”

“It is one of my favorite things to
do.”

“If you do not behave, I will no longer
come.” I handed him the flask. “Drink. Cleanse yourself.”

He studied the vial. “Are these your tears?”
he asked.

“What difference does it make?”

“I like the taste of you best.”

I sighed. He would not drink it otherwise
“Yes,” I said. “They are mine.”

He touched my cheek again. “Has your husband
caused need for this many tears?”

“How do you know that they are not tears
of joy?”

He took a sip from the flask. “They taste
like sorrow. They taste like an angel’s beautiful sorrow.” He
stared at me before speaking again, “You are mine, you know. You
are my angel.”

“I am not yours.” I pulled away from him.
“I am my husband’s.”

“I do not enjoy when you say things that
are ludicrous. You know that an angel cannot be satisfied by a mere
Daem.”

“You are correct. An angel cannot. I,
however, am no longer an angel. I am a woman, and a woman can be
very much satisfied by a mere Daem.”

“I do not believe you. Angels’ hearts are
much too complex to be satisfied by the love of this world. You
cannot hope to fool me. I know because neither can the hearts of
dragons.”

I would never let him know that he was
speaking the truth.

“Why do you like me?” I asked.

“I do not like you. I love you.”

“Why do you love me? Our people wage war.
They do terrible things to each other. You are one of the last of
your kind still able to hold a material form. Why do you not hate
me?”

“You are a kind angel. I hate only
certain angels. I do not hate you.”

He stepped before me, tucked his hands below
my bunnaly robe, and returned the flask to my back pocket. It was
something that I should not have enjoyed, but I did. Flesh also had
its disadvantages.

He continued, “I can taste it in your tears,
you know. You are not content with this life. You do not like being
Sapian.”

He moved his hands to my waist.

“Angel . . .”

I shook my head. “I am meant to take the
role of a Sape. I cannot engage with you. I cannot allow you to
affect me. I love my husband.”

“You love him with your Sapian heart, but
what of your angel’s heart? I know you still contain it. I can hear
it there, beating below your bones.”

The air was tense. He was not lying.
Everything he uttered was truth. But although it was truth, I could
not admit it. I was to aid in the spawning of a new race – the
Creator’s special race: the Songstresses. For that purpose, I had
been given a Sapian heart. For the purpose of holding the gift of
song and passing it on.

But I could not pass it to the offspring of
a dragon. Dragons were darkness, and I was light. My song would
only cause their demise.

“One night,” whispered Dragon, bringing
his mouth to my ear. He nibbled.

I did not pull away.

“One night, Angel. Then you will be able
to make a wiser decision, will you not?”

It was tempting. Flesh’s limitations
won.

“Yes,” I answered without
thinking.

“You will not regret it. Angels and
dragons were not meant to conflict. They were meant to compliment.
They were meant to be the parents of the races. It is right for us
to be together.” He nibbled again.

He spoke not lies. I was conflicted, but he
spoke not lies.

“Your heart,” I whispered.

“What?”

“I will have your heart for one night
first.”

He moved his hand to the small of my back
and forcefully pulled me to him. “And then I may have you?”

“Yes. And then you may have me.”

“It is a small price to pay. Kiss
me.”

“Dragon?”

“Before I revert to my true form, you
must kiss me to seal the arrangement. I do not wish to crush you,
so you must do it now.”

“Very well.”

I pushed the hair from his forehead and
kissed him there. His smoke-filled veins darkened beneath his
skin.

“Thank you,” he said and smiled. “Stand
away.”

I backed into the corner of the cavern, the
same one that he had been hiding in, and waited for him to
transform.

He called upon the shadow from the corners
of the room. They pulled into him, covering his flesh in moist
blackness. The purest blackness. The same color as the blackness
beneath his skin. It was enticing. I waited, and that blackness
turned into a cloud of smoke that surrounded him and hid him from
view.

This was my favorite part. It was the true
display of dragon’s power. There was a loud roar, and the smoke
lifted to the ceiling. When it fell, he was wearing his true
form.

“You are beautiful like this, Dragon,” I
told him.

“You are beautiful always, Angel. I have
prepared my heart for you. You may take it.”

He opened his mouth wide, revealing a sharp,
white set of teeth. They were so white that it was blinding. I
shielded my eyes from them and reached in without fear. At the back
of his tongue was his heart, black and wisped like shadow. I drew
it from his mouth.

“It is yours for the night.” He looked me
in the eye. “But, Angel?”

“Yes, Dragon?”

“Do not betray me.”

“I will not,” I lied.

I turned from him to conceal my tears.
Although I wished to, I could not give him myself. I could not risk
the passage of my song to the offspring of a dragon. It would only
do them harm. It was meant for the new races, not the old.

I had a duty. I could not love him.

His heart beat softly atop my two palms,
alike a sparrow. I carried it gently, careful not to lose any of
its smoke.

I returned to my husband.

“Did he pass at you?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Did you oblige?”

“I can only be yours.”

“Thank you, my cherry.”

Cherry. They were red fruit that were both
sweet and bitter. It was a complicated fruit, shouldering two
conflicting tastes at the same time. Cherry? The cherry trees bore
no fruit now, but after the time of snow, they would come
again.

“Why do you call me that, my
husband?”

He laughed. “The way your cheeks turn to
rose in the cold. Even now, they are like cherries.”

He cupped them with his cool palms. “It does
not help, does it?”

I laughed and shook my head. “I like the
coolness of your skin. It is refreshing.”

We were silent. He looked back at the
zebron. “Is there something else?” he asked. I had interrupted his
work, and there was not much time remaining until the time of the
stars.

“Yes,” I answered. “I have brought you
something, my husband.”

I held my hand to him. The blackness swirled
in my palm.

“What is it? From the dragon?” he
asked.

I nodded. “It is his heart. He gave it to
me, but I now give it to you.”

“Why? Why would you give it to
me?”

“With his heart, you will be able to
control him. If you hold his heart, he will follow the whistle’s
call. You will be his true keeper.”

“Thank you, my cherry. I know it must not
have been easy for you to come by.”

“It was not.”

My husband did not know how very difficult
it had been.

 


~

 


The next morning, I returned to the place
where the dragon was waiting for me. He had maintained his true
form.

“You cut your hair,” he said.

“Do you like it?”

“I like anything you do, Angel. And it is
the color, not the length, that I am drawn to. It is like the
purest shadow. I wonder how an angel ended up with hair like
yours.”

I held my tears from falling.

“I will return this to you,” I
said.

He opened his mouth, and I slipped the ball
of my hair inside.

“Thank you for returning it. Now may I
have you?”

“Not tonight,” I said.

“Why?”

“I have conceived. Yesterday I conceived.
You may have me after I bear an offspring to pass my song
unto.”

“WITH HIM!? YOU HAVE-”

“I had not a choice. There is but one
duty I have been given by the Creator. To pass my song is more
important than anything.”

“You lied!”

“I did not. I will give you one night. It
will merely be at a time of my choosing.”

“Leave me! Do not return until it has
passed!”

Tears falling freely, I fled the cave. A
burst of hot fire followed closely behind me.

Dragon was upset. I had betrayed him, but I
had done so to save his offspring. I had done so to fulfill my
duty. I had done so to protect my husband, whom I loved with all of
my Sapian heart.

Nevertheless, I experienced another new
emotion: regret.

 


~

 


“She is beautiful,” said my
husband.

“She is,” I said.

“You have still not been back to see him?
Even though it is your ad’ai?”

“I have not. He could taste the false
heart. He will not see me.”

“Our child has grown.” My husband brushed
a finger along her sleeping back. “She will soon be a
year.”

“You will take care of her always, my
husband?”

“Of course I will.”

I placed my eyes onto his. “I love you,
husband. With all of my heart, I love you.”

“I love you too, my cherry.”

The crack of fire was the only sound inside
of our windowless house for a while. When I was ready to move on, I
spoke again.

“I must leave for a spell. Sit with her
while I am gone, will you?”

“I will.”

I left him. I left him forever.

In the darkest part of the night, I stole
away to meet with my dragon for a final time. The yonder mounts
were capped again. I could not clearly see them through the
moonless night, but their presence still brought me awe. They
brought me as much awe as they had the first time I’d seen
them.

“It has passed,” I said at the mouth of
his cavern.

A brush of flame welcomed me.

“May I enter?”

“You may not,” said Dragon.

“I have something for you.”

“I do not want it.”

“I choose tonight,” I said. “Tonight you
may have me.”

“Our deal was broken the moment I tasted
the false heart. It could deceive me a week, but you were foolish
to think I would not taste it sooner or later.”

“I did not think you would mind. Did it
not taste like I taste?”

“It made me hungry to devour the rest of
you.” He let out a roar and another burst of flame.

“Do not be brutish.”

He said nothing.

“I will ask you a gain: May I enter? I
have something to give you.”

He said nothing, so I entered anyway.

“I have come to warn you,” I said.
“Tonight my husband will swallow your heart, and you will be
changed. I regret what has passed, but it was something that had to
be done. On this day, I have finished what I was meant to do. My
song has been passed. My child spoke today, and there were traces
of song within the air. I am finished, so I will leave you
something to take the place of that which I stole.”

In his Daem form, the dragon approached from
the shadows.

“Angel?” he said.

“For you, Dragon, I give my heart. Take
it freely.”

“What?”

“My angel’s heart is yours.”

“You do not mean-?!”

“It has been done.” Without hesitation, I
willed the material part of me to cease.

“Angel? Angel?! NO!” The dragon put his
hands upon my shoulders, but my Sapian form was already melting
away. “NO! ANGEL! DO NOT!”

It was too late. All that remained was a
golden glow. At its center was my heart.

“When my husband swallows yours, you will
need something to take its place. Do not reject it, or you shall
remain heartless until your end of days.”

The last of my words left the space as the
last of my gold disappeared. I was no more.

 


The memory ended in a cloud of blackness.
That same blackness gradually faded from behind my eyes. Ardette
and I were still close, our lips nearly touching.

“Dragon?” I whispered.

Ardette shook his head.

“I am not the dragon.”

“You aren’t?”

He was silent a moment and then,

“I am its keeper.”

“What? But I thought-”

He pulled his face away from mine. “I
contain within me the dragon’s heart. Therefore, I am neither Daem
nor dragon. I am the only one of my kind. It’s rather fascinating,
don’t you think?”

“If I’m the angel, and you’re the keeper,
then who’s-?”

“Darch.”

“WHAT?!”

Laughing, Ardette shook his head. “You’re
too gullible, my pit. No, Darch is Darch. The dragon was Sowpa’s
first life. He’s the dark part of our desire. He is vengeance.
Dragons consist wholly of darkness. They’re all bad. Every inch of
them. Except for their hearts. You gave him your angel’s heart, and
it kept the darkness at bay, but when his memories came back to
him, he rejected the heart by pushing it out of his chest.”

“The star?” I whispered.

Ardette nodded. “He now wears it as a
tattoo. The star is your first heart, and it is the only thing that
can save the world. It is the only thing that can keep Illuma from
singing her song.”

“But, Ardette, this is crazy! That was an
old fable! It’s lore, and I just saw it happen! How could we be
those people?”

But though I denied it, something about it
felt kind of familiar.

“After your death,” he said, “we formed a
pact and made a deal with the moon that we might be reborn to find
our lover once more. Darch was wrong. There were three of us that
were granted another life. You, me, and Sowpa. It took the
sacrifice of a dragon to do so.”

“How is that possible?” But I’d known. Deep,
deep down, I’d known all along that it was something like this.
“I’m . . . sorry. I’m so sorry! Because of me-”

Ardette put a finger to my lips.

“You did what you had to do. Your job was to
pass the gift of song unto the races. You accomplished that. You
were one of the mothers of your kind.”

Nyte had been silently watching us from his
place near the tree. I didn’t know how much of it he’d caught, but
it had been enough for him to bear a face of complete astonishment.
Gaping at us, he stumbled with his words but finally managed to
ask, “Do you contain the feelings of the dragon? Or the feeling of
the keeper?”

“Both,” said Ardette. “The dragon and the
keeper share their emotions. When Sowpa loved her, I too loved her.
When he felt betrayal by her, I felt betrayal too. The difference
is that he rejected his heart. One cannot forgive without a heart.
I kept mine. Both of them. By the by, do you know what that means,
my pit? I love you with the love of both the dragon and its
keeper.”

“Both of them?” I asked. “But how can that
be? How can a person contain two hearts?”

Ardette took my hand and pulled it to his
chest.

“Both of them beat for you.”

“Don’t!” I snatched my hand from him.

How was I supposed to react to something
like this?! It was messed up! Ardette was a personification of the
two men my first life had loved? He loved me that much, but
I only loved him second best? It wasn’t fair! Why did it have to be
like that?! Why did I have to be so cruel?!

The small something reeled inside of me. It
longed to escape, but no matter how hard it tried, it would never
get beyond the love I felt for Nyte. That’s just how it was. That
love for Nyte filled me. I didn’t have a second heart to share with
Ardette.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, “but just
don’t, okay?”

Ardette took pity. Grinning devilishly, he
twisted his back to me. That was better. It was better if I didn’t
have to make eye contact.

“I told you once that darkness and light are
two forces meant to compliment each other,” he said. “I assure you,
it’s entirely true. They do not produce chaos. They produce
harmony. The way to clear the mist is to combine those two forces.
If the heart of a dragon mixes with the heart of an angel, it will
be powerful enough to right the imbalances caused by the races. It
will reunite the land.”

I tried to take it all in, but it was hard,
considering that my mind had just been blown.

Nyte straightened from his slouch. From his
forehead of concentration, it was clear that, like me, his thoughts
were racing.

“But this method will not destroy the
coast?” he asked.

Ardette shook his head.

“But people will die, right?” I
whispered.

“More will die if Illuma has her way.”

Then, it was our best option at this
point.

“All right.” I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

Nyte’s forehead was still concentrated. “So
you must take the angel’s . . . Aura’s first heart into
yourself?”

“Something like that,” said Ardette.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand,
though,” I said. “Why here? Why the marsh? Why couldn’t
Lusafael enter, and why do the Daems fear a curse?”

“The Daems have their own folklore. Their
fire-stories contain a version of our tale similar to Grotts’. They
fear it here because before the Great Divisia, this place was cold
and barren.” He pointed past me. “And there was a mountain over
there.”

“This was where-?”

Ardette nodded. “Do you remember it on your
own?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. I didn’t expect you to
remember. Actually, it’s probably best for you if you don’t. This
is where we made the deal with the moon.”

“The Splitting, huh?” I tossed it around in
my head. “So that refers to when the dragon’s heart split from it?
Or, I guess, where your heart split from you? Or . . . which is
it?”

“It is mine. And it is the dragon’s. I was
reborn with it, so the dragon’s heart is wholly mine, that is, it’s
Ardette’s, but it also is the dragon’s – from his first life. It’s
a rather complicated situation if you ask me. No matter. What’s
important is that this is the place where the hearts split.
Therefore, it’s the only place they can be rejoined.”

“But, what about-”

“Listen, my cherry, I’ve really no time to
explain it now. We’ve only a pair of hours before ad’ai is
through.” He tipped his eyes to the sky. “See the moon? It’s
getting ready to fall.”

“Okay.” I’d save my questions for later.

“Elf, take The Mystress, would you? We must
return to the others. It’s time to awaken my brother.”

 


~

 


“Just what the hell’s goin’ on?!” growled
Grotts. He was blotting Kantú’s arm with a strip of his cloak,
which was now in shreds.

It wasn’t just Kantú who’d suffered injury.
They were all beat up pretty badly, but just like Ardette had said,
the feros had retreated. Only scattered body parts of their
deceased brethren remained at the campsite.

“We told you,” said Ardette. “Lusafael’s
dead. We’re to rejoin the land.” He was acting like it was no big
deal, but I knew him well enough to know that it was just one of
his nonchalant coping strategies. He had to be at least a
little affected by all of this, right? I mean, I barely felt like a
real person. I was all twitchy, and I kept getting lost in my own
mind even more than usual.

Rend was pacing. She was completely agitated
over the fact that Nyte had survived the ordeal. “What happened to
letting my cousin fulfill his duty?!” she ranted. “This is
completely dishonorable! It is equal to treason!”

“Now, now, Rend.” Ardette put his hands out
in a manner that was mockingly defensive. “That was never
the plan. You see, I love Aura most. I could never let the thing
that she loves most be destroyed, now could I? Not to mention,
things were SO much better before that idiot songstress split the
world.”

“ARGH! You have deceived us all, vile
Da-”

“ENOUGH!” yelled Nyte. “Hold your tongue,
Cousin! You shall show him the respect that he deserves!”

Rend’s jaw dropped.

“Wait!” Darch looked wildly at Nyte. “HE
knows?! How did you . . . I thought you weren’t allowed to reveal
yourself?!”

“He figured it out much in the way you did.
Intuition. Isn’t that right, Elf? The only way you could’ve
understood, or even witnessed, my conversation with Aura is
if you’d already figured it out on your own.”

Seriously?!

“Yo-ho!” Trib saluted a found-out Nyte. “I
called that one!”

“Nyte?” I searched him for elaboration. “Is
that true?”

“I suspected. I did not know, but I
suspected. Ever since hearing the tale.”

Scardo was nursing a broken arm. “Pardon,
but would you care to explain what you’re-?”

“It’s impossible,” said Ardette. “We’ve no
time, and I can’t speak it. No one can. You’ll see soon enough.
Come, my pit. It’s time.”

“Okay, let me just heal the others
first.”

“NO!” Finally Ardette showed a little
emotion. “What don’t you understand about not having time for
senseless things like that?!”

I studied him, not understanding.
“Senseless? How is that-”

“Grand scheme, my pit. Grand scheme.”

I scanned the others. They were all broken.
They were all in need of aid.

“He’s right, Aura!” said Trib. “If you’re
going to do this, it can’t wait!”

“Just listen to ‘im. I don’t have a clue
what’s goin’ on, but whatever it is, it’s more important than
helpin’ us right now.”

Kantú peeked up at me. “Grottsy’s got plenty
of bandages.”

They each in turn, aside from an irate,
tight-lipped Rend, gave me their blessing.

Thank you, my batty squirrel. Thank all of
you.

“I’m sorry, everyone.” I turned to Ardette.
“Okay, what do we have to do?”

“Nyte, wake him, would you?” The Daem
gestured disdainfully to his brother, who was still bound in the
same place he’d been all night.

If I were Sowpa, I’d have been pissed.

Nyte nodded and began to mutter his
spell-releasing incantations. A few seconds later, Sowpa let out a
groan.

Lo and behold, he was pissed. He
looked wrathful and crazy and like he’d been plotting out different
murder methods for each of us all day – even though he’d been
unconscious for most of it.

“Well, well,” he spat, “look what ad’ai
dragged in.” He straightened his bowed neck. “I hoped you’d have
been smote by now! No matter, Lusafael’s sure to send something for
you any min-”

“Lusafael’s dead,” said Darch.

Sowpa’s jaw dropped. “What?! You actually
killed an angel? Ha! That’s the first commendable thing you’ve ever
done, little brother, but it’s not enough to make you more than
filth in my eyes. You’re all fucking idiots for standing by
her.” He scowled in my direction, and it was apparent he’d
saved the most violent of his murder plottings for me.

“Shut up, would you?” Ardette nudged him
with his foot.

“Does the little whore of Salvation know?”
He bore his eyes into me and that murder-lust only intensified.
“What do you think? Will you offer yourself to me now that you know
what you did?”

“I’m so, so sor-”

“Go to hell!” He spit at me, but I was out
of range. I took a step away from him. If his next attempt was
backed with more force, I wanted to be out of the line of fire. “Go
to hell, you fu-”

Ardette grabbed Sowpa around the neck and
choked the rest of the insult away.

Sowpa was weak from the binding, and though
he managed to grab Ardette’s arm, he was unable to wrench himself
free.

Ardette neared his face to his brother’s.
“You’re to accept the star, Sowpa,” he hissed.

“No chance.”

Ardette squeezed. “Accept it.”

“GO TO-”

Ardette brought his fist up like he was
about to land a blow into Sowpa’s jaw, but at the last moment, he
halted his momentum and instead flicked the Druelcan in the
forehead. “You’re such an idiot. You know that, right?” He released
his brother’s neck. “Trib, dear, might I ask you to give him a
little push?”

“I’d be glad to help!” yelled Trib. She
started to roll up her sleeves.

“What sort of push?” I asked.

“She’s enchanted,” said Ardette, “which is
most likely why that plotting elder sent her to us. Can’t you tell
by her . . . never mind.”

Her what? Her boyish nature? Her strange
vocabulary? Or maybe that violently pink hair? But I’d never get a
chance to find out which of these it was.

Wasting no time, Trib marched up to
Sowpa.

“Get away from me, you bit-”

“Ah. Ah. Ah.” Ardette slapped his cheek
lightly. “Now, now, Brother dearest. Let’s try to be a bit more
polite, shall we? Grottsard, come here, would you?”

Grotts scowled at the usage of his ‘birthin’
name’. He placed a caring hand on his Squirrelean’s shoulder.

“Kantú, yer all right?”

Shaking, she nodded.

“Why don’t you come here, Kantú?” said
Scardo. “I will take his place as your guard for now.” But though
the hunched man had offered, I don’t think he’d anticipated how
literal Kantú’s response would be. At the proposal, she immediately
jumped into a squirrel crouch and scampered to him. She ended the
near-tackle in a face-buried hug.

Scardo stood awkwardly and looked down at
her for several seconds before finally patting her stiffly on the
top of the head.

“Hold him there,” Ardette instructed Grotts.
The delegating Daem next turned to Nyte, who’d just started to
ready his hands. “Oh, I don’t think binding’s necessary. Right,
Sowpa? You’ll be a good pet?”

Sowpa let out a blast of angry air through
his nose. It was a normal response given the circumstances, but
something a little weird happened in the way I responded to it. In
my head I saw fire and without really meaning to, one word escaped
my lips in a mutter to no one:

“Dragon.”

Ardette shot me a sly glance, and a pleased
smile made its way onto his pale face. Even now, he was treating
this like a game. He allowed the smile to stay even after he turned
his attention back to his brother. He ripped Sowpa’s shirt open
with one violent yank, revealing the star tattoo that was my first
heart.

Sowpa let out another angry breath. Trib
didn’t falter. She set her hands on the star, closed her eyes, and
smiled.

“She’s transferring her light?” Shifting his
glasses a little, Darch began to wiggle with excitement. “It’s a
very ancient technique. I’ve never seen it done before! Isn’t that
great, guys?!” But then, almost immediately, he remembered
something, and the wiggle fell. He thought more on it, and his
mouth fell too.

He was left looking kind of sad.

“I’ll share enough of my light with him to
make him embrace the star,” said Trib, voice more subdued than
usual. Her hands were delicately against Sowpa’s chest.

Sowpa squirmed and tried to buck her off;
but Grotts had one arm, and Ardette had the other. He wasn’t going
anywhere.

“Is it painful for him or something?” I
asked.

Ardette raised a brow. “Well, imagine pure
light entering a space that’s been filled only with darkness for
years. I’d imagine it’s a bit blinding? Let’s give him time to
adjust, shall we?”

“Blinding?” But blinding really didn’t cover
it.

After a few moments of ‘light-transference’,
Sowpa started a whimper that quickly morphed into screaming; and
soon to follow, he began reeling in pain.

“What are you doing to him?!” blasted
Rend.

“Silence!” ordered Nyte.

“Silence yourself, Cousin!” She stomped
away.

Trib continued to kneel steadily with her
hands flat against Sowpa and her eyes closed in concentration.

For several minutes, the reborn dragon
swore, and flexed, and bit at nothing. And then everything stopped,
and he was just a limp pile.

“Old man?!” Trib fell over him. “Are you
okay?! Yo!”

Sowpa sat up, face gaunt and eyes
unfocused.

Ardette caught a fake yawn with the back of
his hand. “Brother?”

“You’ve-?! You’ve forced it back into me?!”
yelled Sowpa. But though he sounded mad, he didn’t sound
hateful anymore. He pushed Trib from his chest, but caught
her wrist before she could hit the ground.

“Compassion?” said Ardette. “Ahhh. At last.”
He reached out a hand to his brother. “This would’ve all been
easier if you hadn’t been so stubborn, you know.”

Sowpa brought a twitching hand to his chest.
His face was softer now, and the air around him felt warmer. He
didn’t have that hate in his eyes. It was weird. I was almost like
a different person or something – kind of like he radiated a new
aura. There was goodness in the change, but it had been sudden, and
I couldn’t take it in properly.

“I hate it,” said Sowpa. “I hate the way it
feels. It makes me feel . . . abandoned.”

“Abandoned?” Grotts eyed Sowpa. “Is
this really the same guy?”

I also wondered how it was possible.

“Regardless of how you feel about it,” said
Ardette, removing the hand that Sowpa still hadn’t taken, “don’t
reject it again. You’re to consume me now.”

Consume? That had to mean figuratively.

“Consume you?” Sowpa narrowed his eyes. “You
mean . . .” He let out a long whistle. “That’s what I thought.”

“Don’t reject it, Brother. Feel the light.
Feel the love you have for this girl.” Ardette stepped behind me
and pushed me at his brother. “We’ve got a job to do. Let’s put an
end to this.”

Sowpa’s eyes fell on me, and they grew wide.
“Au . . . ra?”

What could I say to him? There was nothing
TO say. Everything was complicated. Everything was a mess!
Exchanged hearts and second lives and destiny’s tricks and deals
with the moon and failed prophecies? There was no response I could
give to convey what I was feeling, so I simply responded,

“Um . . . hi.” I gave him a wary, feeble
wave.

“Eh! It’s too much,” he said, shying away
and shielding his face from me. “Why are you doing this, Ardette?
Do you hate me this much? You want to cause me THIS much
pain?!”

“You forget, Brother. You’ve caused far more
pain this life than I ever could. I’m trying to help you.”

Trib nodded. “I told you. You’ll be better.
You’ll feel better this way.”

Sowpa allowed her to rest a hand on his
back.

“What . . . ?” Scardo started to ask, but he
gave up. There was too much to voice. All of it was too heavy. He
looked to Grotts. Grotts shrugged, and they both remained
silent.

“Er . . . uh . . .” I had to say something
better than ‘hi’, so I tried again. “I’m sorry, Sowpa or Dragon, or
whichever identity is stronger. I’m sorry for what happened.”

I couldn’t remember on my own the things
that had transpired between us, but I really was remorseful for
them. It had all been to fulfill my Creator-given duty, but that
didn’t make any better the fact that I’d betrayed this person so
badly that he’d had to reject his heart.

“Can I touch her?”

Sowpa had asked Ardette, not me.

Ardette nodded. “If that’s all right with
her.”

I felt uncomfortable, but I gave my
approval.

“Just refrain from going insane this time,
would you?” said Ardette, chary. “Try to keep hold of your
emotions.”

I held out my hand to the dragon, and he
took it.

“Your heart’s within me,” he whispered
without setting sight on me, “so how are you so warm?”

“That’s her angel’s heart. She still holds
her Sapian heart. Remember? She once had two of them.”

One for the dragon and one for its
keeper.

But now I loved Nyte, and I didn’t just love
him with my recycled heart. I loved him with my soul. That was the
difference. It was something more than love; it was the fact that
my soul cried to be near his.

“Do you really want to do this, Brother?”
asked Sowpa.

Ardette didn’t hesitate at all. He said, “I
do. We must end this. It was our fault things ended up this way,
and if we can right the wrongs of someone else in the process, then
it’s all the better. We’ve both got a lot of sins to atone for,
after all.”

“I won’t stop you,” said Sowpa. “I can’t
stand feeling, so if we don’t do this, I’ll just push the warm
thing from chest again. In all honesty, I’d rather not be . . . you
know . . .” He gripped his chest. “Not like this.”

“Excellent.” Ardette smiled darkly. Then, in
a rapid change of demeanor, he shouted, “Nyte! Bind Darch!
Quickly!”

“What?!” Nyte spun his head to catch a
glimpse of Magir, whose face was just starting to show dread. I
didn’t understand it, but it was contagious.

“Ardetto?!” Darch took an uneasy step back.
“You don’t . . . WAIT . . . IT’S NOT-!”

“Bind him, would you?! Aura will die at
ad’ai’s end if we do nothing, remember? It’s no time to be
tarrying.”

“YOU ARE?! BUT I THOUGHT-?! Wasn’t
the plan to kill Illuma and be done with it?!”

Darch was frenzied, but Ardette remained
calm.

“She can’t be killed until ad’ai’s end.”

“NO!” cried Darch. “YOU CAN’T! I MEAN,
Ardetto, at least attach yourself to something!” He threw a spastic
hand in Kantú’s direction. “That chimbree! Do you still have
it?!”

Now I was really worried. What in Farellah
was going on!? Darch’s dread was more than contagious! He was
setting all of us into a panic.

“What are you-?!” I started.

“NYTE! NOW!” ordered Ardette.

“I am sorry, Darch.” Without knowing why,
Nyte sent a blast of red at the wide-eyed Magir that had just begun
to sob.

“And the others. You can leave Trib and
Aura.”

“W-what?!” stammered Scardo. “Why must
we-”

“NO!” Nyte put his foot down. “Tell me
first!”

Ardette shook both his head and his pointer
finger. “Ah, ah, ah. The moon’s lowered a bit. Have you noticed?
Best hurry, boy.”

Ardette was right. The moon had
lowered. Nyte also saw it.

“ARGH!” He shot another few blasts at a very
confused group of guardians. Grotts, Scardo, Kantú, and Rend all
collapsed into the squishy ground. “Why is this necessary?!” spat
Nyte.

“No kidding, Ardette!” I said. “What the
hell’s going on?!”

“It’s so that they don’t interfere. Things
are about to get . . . hm . . . never mind. My cherry pit, might I
borrow some of you?”

“Uh, seriously?!” Disbelief-filled, I shook
my head. “You CAN, but-”

He didn’t wait for me to finish. Pupils
growing inside of his cherry irises, he grabbed my wrist, pulled me
to him in a passionate embrace, and took in a large smell of my
hair. Confused and worried, I didn’t fight him. I just brought my
hand to his horn. It grew cold, and so did my cheek when he planted
a delicate kiss on its skin.

“Ardette? What’s-?”

But he pushed me away. “Take her, Nyte!”

Nyte sprang forward to take me in his arms.
I didn’t fight him either. I was too confused.

“Come, Brother!” yelled Ardette, shooting an
anxious glance at the moon, which was now noticeably sliding
lower.

Sowpa said nothing. He just stole one more
look at me and then crawled to Ardette, who’d just fallen to his
knees.

What the heck is going on? I wanted
to cry out, to freak out, to get it all out, but I kept it in. I
had no choice but to observe.

The two brothers touched their horns
together, and before our eyes, the shadows cast by the mangrove
trees’ blockage of effulgence started to crawl along the ground,
slinking and lithe. They accumulated in a circle around Ardette and
Sowpa, which then started to rise, forming a curtain of pure
blackness.

In a matter of seconds, both of the Daems
were completely blocked from view.

The only thing to escape my lips was an
‘eek’. A small, defeated eek that barely counted as a real
emission. The night air was thick with tension. Moist with
apprehension. Alive with restlessness.

That eek shrank back into the pit of my
throat quickly, however, for when the curtain lifted not more than
ten seconds later, a dragon – a real dragon – was there in
the space, and it made me speechless.

It was the same dragon from the memory.
Black-scaled and beautiful. As large as the one from the tomb. Its
teeth were white and pointed, and upon its back were two
long-spanned wings that looked like hide. But most impressive were
its eyes. They were completely black, save the slit-like pupils,
which were cherry red.

Trib let out a gasp, but she didn’t show any
fear. Nyte strengthened his grip around me, but he also remained
composed. I was the only one afraid. I was so afraid that I was
shaking.

“Hello, Angel,” said the dragon.

But I still couldn’t speak. My astonishment
kept me from moving. This was impossible. All of it was too
impossible, so I just stared, petrified.

The dragon said nothing else before
acting.

With the moon continuing to fall at its
backside, it stood on its scaly hind legs and drew in a breath. I
could discern that it was a breath only because of the whooshing
noise it made. As far as I could tell, it seemed to be sucking in
nothing. It didn’t release any of the air it took in, either. It
just continued to suck in one long breath with no sign of stopping
and with no apparent aim. I didn’t get what it was trying to do,
but then, eventually, a stream of white mist appeared from across
the marsh and began pulling into its mouth.

“It’s . . . consuming the mist?” I managed
to ask in a stumbling garble.

The stream of mist entering the dragon
continued to grow. It quickly gained density and became whiter.

“That’s right,” said Trib in reverence. “The
power inside of it is stronger than just an angel and a dragon
alone. It possesses three hearts. One angel, one dragon, one
Sapian. The perfect balance.”

“The ultimate unity,” mumbled Nyte. “The
trinity.”

I didn’t understand, so I just repeated,
“The trinity?”

The funneling mist was still growing. It was
turning into something enormous. An enormous torrent of white
vapor.

“But why’s he sucking in the mist?” I
asked.

“Uncle Bergra’s got a theory.” Trib was
still subdued. “That the mist just runs through the
land.”

“But then . . . you’re saying that the
Easterlands are through there?” On the other side of the
mist? “That can’t be right. Because . . . what about afterlife?
The beyond?!”

“The beyond does not exist in our realm,”
said Nyte. “The mist is just a way of transition into it. Its true
dwelling place cannot be reached but through the mist.”

“How do you know?” I wanted to look at him,
but I couldn’t rip my eyes from the dragon.

“You may call it intuition.”

It was at that point that I realized that
there was something else happening in addition to the rest of this
craziness. The moon was sinking, the mist was increasing, and the
dragon was changing. It was turning whiter with each new
drawn breath.

“Why’s it changing color?” I asked.

No one answered.

The dragon pulled and pulled, and the mist
flowed in, rapidly racing into the depths of the dragon. Faster and
faster and thicker and thicker. The moon was nearly to the horizon
now. The pink glow was leaving the air. Still the dragon pulled.
Still it kept getting whiter. After several minutes, the stream of
mist thinned, and then it turned into nothing more than a trickle,
and when it was completely through, the dragon was stark white.

It had consumed all of the mist.

The dragon fell to the ground, and something
inside of me clicked. My fear of the beast fell with it. It was
still a dragon, but what my eyes saw was Ardette.

“Ardette?!” I cried. “Are you all
right?”

The dragon said something to the moon, but I
couldn’t hear whatever it was.

“Very well,” responded a voice that was
neither male nor female – while the now-ringed moon disappeared
behind the wall of horizon. “Since your sacrifice has already been
so great, I will separate you one last time.”

In an instant that was too rapid for my eyes
to catch, the curtain of black was back. And this time, when it
lifted, there was only a pair of Daem brothers strewn on the ground
several paces away from each other.

Ad’ai was over, and I was still alive. It
could only mean that the land had been successfully reunited.
Whatever the brothers had done, it had worked.

Trib ran to Sowpa. I ran to Ardette.

But there was something wrong with him.
There was something wrong with both of them.

Like Sowpa, Ardette was leaking black shadow
from every part of his body.

“Ardette?” I said, heart-falling. “What’s .
. . what’s happening?!”

“My, my, my cherry pit. You’ve seen this
many times before. There really isn’t a need for you to ask.”

“You’re . . .” But I couldn’t finish, so
Ardette did it for me.

“That’s right, my pit. I’m dying.”

 



Chapter 22: The End

 


I’d seen Ardette die once before – at the
dragon’s tomb – but this time, it wasn’t a trick of the mind.
Ardette really was . . .

“No!” I cried, bending over him, heart
beating and shoulders trembling.

“I told you before that I didn’t want to die
because of you,” he coughed. “The truth is, my cherry, that
I’ve long wanted to die for you. If I can’t have you in this
life, then maybe the next . . .”

“Shhh!” I said, tears falling down my cheeks
and onto his face. “I’ll take care of this! Just hold on!”

There was just one thing to be done. I had
to do it quickly. The escaping shadow was too great. If I didn’t
hurry, he’d never make it!

My Song of Healing.

But Ardette knew what I was thinking, and he
reached a shadowed hand to my mouth.

“Silly cherry, weren’t you listening? Your
song won’t work . . . on a dragon.”

“But you aren’t a dragon!” I said. “Not
really!”

“A piece of me is. Therefore, the Song of an
angel will only bring me pain.”

“No! That can’t be true!” I brought my hand
to the side of his head. “What other way, then?! Drink from me! Do
something!”

“There is no other,” he said quietly.

That couldn’t be true! There was always a
way! But though I wanted to deny it, the truth of it was starting
to overcome me. Ardette was dying. He was going to die. These were
my last moments with him.

“W-what? N-no! Oh, Creator! Why didn’t you .
. . I never would have agreed to something like this!” The tears
were there before, but they now released from my eyes in a
streaming outpour. “You mean there’s nothing I can do?”

Smiling the smile of a man feeling complete
contentment, he shook his head.

“This is the end for now,” he said. “Death
couldn’t separate us before, though. Perhaps we’ll come back as
true Magirs next time. Perhaps we’ll see this new world together.
Maybe in your next life, you’ll be affected by my charms.”

Oh Creator! His charms?! Why did
those words cut me so deeply?

“No! Don’t say something like that! Stay
here!” I was pleading with him. “I don’t want you to go! Be my
friend! Always be . . .” But it was hard to speak. The sobs were
taking over, and with each word, I had to combat that heaving hurt.
“Always . . . my friend . . . please. Please. I don’t know
what I’ll do . . . if . . . if you aren’t by my side.”

“Silly Aura-”Ardette’s voice cracked. He
looked away from me and took in a breath before trying again. When
he did, he returned his eyes to mine and forced another smile.
“You’ve got another to be by your side. He’ll make you happy, and
if he won’t, I’ll find him in the next life and gut him. Just
remember, it’ll always be you. No matter how many lifetimes pass,”
– his voice cracked again – “you’ll be my only cherry.”

“Don’t leave . . .” I couldn’t finish that
one because it felt too painful in the back of my throat. “Don’t
go.”

But that was it. He was disappearing into
shadow before my eyes. I had no choice but to surrender. I tipped
my head and let that sorrowful water escape me. I willed the pain
to leave along with it, but something like that was too much – too
selfish – to ask for.

“I love you,” I whispered, whole body
trembling now.

“I know,” said his voice. The majority of
his body was gone. “You just love him more. But next time, you’re
mine. Next time, I won’t give you up.”

“. . . Ardette . . .” It was the only thing
I could manage.

But he couldn’t answer; he was nothing more
than drifting shadow.

I inhaled a breath of him, struggling to
hold on to whatever pieces I could. It clouded my head and made me
fuzzy, and I heard his voice whisper,

“I love you too, my cherry pit. I’ve loved
you for longer than you’ll ever know.”

And then he was gone. Ardette was dead.

 


~

 


“I’m a little scared. I don’t know what to
expect.”

“Why, peach, you’ll do
fantastically!” sang Miss Danice. “Now then, look at your
hair. It’s gotten all wind tossed again! You haven’t been spending
time with that young roughhouse, have you?”

“I-”

“Now, now, you don’t have to deny it! I can
tell by your complexion! You’re positively glowing!”

“Ehh . . .” I let her do her thing. I found
it was easiest not to resist in these sorts of situations.

“Who would have expected the Elves to
possess such fine fabrics?!” She pulled at the bottom of my skirt.
“This dress is amazing!”

It just so happened that the first annual
Meeting of the Races was taking place at Sredna this year. The
Yes’lechian officers, governed by Elder Pietri, had reinstated the
old ways shortly after the fall of Druelca and the defeat of its
lingering troops. Parnold Rekrap and Mayor Berfield had been chosen
as the representatives from Farellah, and they’d brought with them
a few friends. Unfortunately, Miss Danice was one of them.

She hadn’t left my side since arriving.

Up for discussion was the best way to go
about exploring the new land that had opened up after the
disappearance of the Mistlands. Everyone was anxious to know what
was on the other side, and so far, the existence of said land was
still only a rumor in most places. There were only a few of us who
knew. And those few of us were terrified of what waited beyond.
However, in hopes of not upsetting the balance any further, Pietri
had insisted we kept to ourselves the things that we knew.

Surprisingly, he wasn’t angry about the way
things had played out. Actually, he hadn’t even really seemed
surprised. Was I possible that he’d intended things to be this way?
That he’d sent us through the Mistlands with the hopes that we’d
make the decision we had?

No, it was unfeasible that someone could be
that sneaky . . . right?

Still, I’d tossed the idea around several
times already.

“Aurie Pie?” My mother was also on the list
of the representatives’ guests. She finished fiddling with my hair
and placed a slender-wristed hand on my shoulder. “You look lovely.
It’s just a shame your father couldn’t be here to see you.”

“No, Mother. It’s fine like this. I told you
not to make him come.”

I imagined my father quietly at the water’s
side where the willows dipped in. That was the perfect place for
him. It was where he belonged. After this was all over, I’d be sure
to go back to that place myself.

My mother stared at me a moment. Then she
said, “Aura, I can’t believe how much you’ve changed.”

“Simply astounding, isn’t it?!”
agreed Miss Danice. She threw her arms out in a wild expression of
‘astound’. “Why, she’s like a completely different person! You can
see it in her eyes. It shows there. She’s loved. She’s lost.”

Lost?

I hated that word. Each time I thought it –
each time I thought about him – my throat caught itself
trying to close, and my eyes found themselves wanting to wet. I
wasn’t ready to think about him yet.

Was it really possible that in our next life
. . . ? But that was silly. Even Magirs only had two lives. It’s
not like we’d really be given a third. It was a stupid notion I’d
allowed to stay because I knew no other way of coping with the
loss.

Ardette, my friend. I miss you.

“What’s wrong, Aurie Pie?” said Mother. “Are
you getting cold feet?”

“No! Of course not.”

“I have to say, I’m still surprised that you
found someone like him.”

“Mother, it is okay to say ‘Elf’, you know.
That’s what Nyte is. He’s an Elf.”

“It’s just going to take some getting used
to. But if he’s who you’ve chosen, then he must be special.”

“He is.” A smile stole onto my lips.

Thinking of Nyte wiped away that sadness
that Ardette’s memory caused. Well, not really ‘wiped’. Maybe
subdued? Stifled? Pushed away for a later date?

I turned to the two fawning women. “Could I
have a few moments? Alone? I need to clear my head.”

“Of course!” Miss Danice grabbed my mother’s
arm and whisked her away before she could protest.

I stared into the pond of Sredna that was
nowhere near as stunning as the enchanted one outside of Yh’tak,
and studied myself. I didn’t feel special. I still felt normal. But
I’d been the chosen. I’d been chosen, and I’d survived. And Nyte
had survived. And even Illuma had survived.

Not that that was common knowledge. At the
voiding of Ad’ai, Lusafael’s bargain with the moon had also been
made void. Much to our surprise, Illuma hadn’t died at the dawn’s
light. But though she’d been left alive, she was far from fine. She
was crazy and dangerous, and the Elven elders had had no choice but
to cap her. Her voice had been taken, and she’d been delivered to
Yes’lech. Until they could figure out what to do with her, she was
there.

I’d go and visit her . . . when I was ready
. . . when I was stronger . . . once I learned what repercussions
would come from the decision we’d made.

“Aura!” sang Miss Danice. “You’ve got some
visitors!”

“Visitors?” I asked. Avoiding ‘visitors’ had
been kind of the point of disappearing out here in the first place.
I didn’t want to speak to any intruders. I wanted to brush whoever
they were off . . .

But when I turned to see them, I knew right
away that these visitors were special.

“Hey, hey, Miss Aura!”

“GROTTS?!” I wailed. And he wasn’t alone.
“SCARDO?! KANTÚ?!”

The three of them ran to me. Grotts and
Kantú wasted no time in giving me a bear’s embrace while Scardo
looked on awkwardly in a proper half-bow. I released the others and
gave him an equally exuberant hug. He was stiff beneath my
arms.

“Miss Heart, it’s really not necessary
to-”

“Scardo!” I released him. “Your tux!”

“Hm? Pardon?”

“It’s . . . it’s blue!”

“Yes?”

“But isn’t it always green?!”

“No. Well . . . I suppose it was
during the time we spent together, but I actually have an extensive
collection of fine tuxedos at my home in-”

“Oh come on!” said Kantú, hitting him in the
arm. “She doesn’t want to hear about boring old tuxedos! Today is
special!”

I scanned the three happy guardians that I
hadn’t seen in months. “What are you guys doing here?”

“Well, these two are here on official
business,” said Kantú, “but when I found out what was happening
today, I begged Grottsy to let me come too!” She leaned over as if
sharing a juicy secret. “I hate when he leaves me behind anyway, so
there was no way I was missing out on something like this.” She
perked up and batted me with her tail, which was much, much cleaner
than that last time I’d seen it. “Aura, I can’t believe you’re
actually-”

“Aurie Pie?” interrupted my mother. “There’s
another visitor for you.”

“Another? Who?”

But a meek figure walked into the space.

“Well, hey, guys.” He smiled, but it wasn’t
a beam, and he was nowhere near as peppy as he’d been before . . .
before it had happened.

“Darch.” Eyes watering, because I understood
what he was feeling, I ran to him and threw my arms around his
neck. “How are you holding up?” I whispered.

The chimbree in his pocket jingled. For some
reason, it had started to make noise again after Ard- . . . after
what had occurred.

“Oh, you know,” he said.

“Any luck?” I said, continuing to speak in a
hush so as not to alert the others.

He shook his head. “I can’t find
anything, actually. But that doesn’t change anything. I’m
still not content with the theory that the Creator just grants
second lives to some people for no reason. There’s got to be more
to it than that. Why those people? If I can find out why . .
. Oh!” He stopped because he’d noticed the look on my face. “I am
so, so, so sorry, Aura! This isn’t the day for me to be talking
about him. Just forget it.”

Forget it? How was I supposed to forget my
best friend?

“So have you guys heard from Trib at all?”
asked Darch, raising his voice and attempting to make up for the
inner torment he’d just caused.

“Actually, yeah,” said Grotts, rubbing the
back of his head. “I guess she’s first in line to join the new
world expedition. Doesn’t really surprise me none.”

“Won’t she be conflicted, since she’s, you
know, one of us?” I asked.

“Rend’s joining it too, ain’t she?” said
Grotts.

“SHE IS?!” Kantú and I cried in stunned
unison at the shocking revelation.

“Yeah, I dunno. That’s what I heard.” Grotts
shrugged. “I’ll tell ya one thing, though, I’m guessin’ the
Easterlanders are gonna find us before we find them.”

“What I don’t understand,” said Scardo, “is
why they haven’t done so yet. If they truly are an advanced people,
you’d think that an event as big as their Mistlands disappearing
would be enough to warrant some curiosity. Yet, there’s been
nothing reported of a foreign people entering the Westerlands.”

“Ya know, though, the races are all just
startin’ ta get on their feet after being suppressed by Druelca fer
so long. Who knows? Maybe we just haven’t noticed it yet. Maybe
mekanix is already-”

“Shhh!” Kantú wacked him in the back and
looked around nervously. “Don’t say the ‘m’ word!”

By her gusto, I’d have guessed that she’d
been threatened multiple times to have her memories suppressed by
Elder Pietri.

“You’re right Kantú,” said Darch. He tried
his best at a smile. “We shouldn’t talk about that stuff. Today’s
important. How much time’s left before . . . ?”

“Actually,” I said, “I’m sorry, guys, but
soon, I think. You’re all staying here for a while, though, right?
We should only be gone a week.” I crossed my fingers. “If things go
well, that is.”

“Sure, we’ll be here when ya get back.”
Grotts beamed. “Take care of our boy, would ya? Treat ‘im real
nice-like?”

I rolled my eyes. “You mean the way Kantú
treats you?”

Growing red, Grotts let out a trail of
mumbles and started to be very interested in the ground.

Kantú let out a chitter. “You’re gonna do
great, Aura! I’m sure things will go well! You have nothing to
worry about!”

“Thanks, Kantú.” I gave her another hug.
“Thanks to all of you for coming here. It means a lot.”

Scardo bowed low, Darch gave me a
halfhearted wave, and together the four of them returned the way
they came. My mother and Miss Danice also left. It was almost time,
and I was supposed to be allowed at least a few moments of
privacy.

I returned to the edge of the pond.

Our lives would all be different from here
on out, and I had to be prepared to take responsibility if things
got bad. Luckily, the council of Sredna knew everything. They were
the only ones, besides us, that did, and they’d agreed to follow
peaceful procedures whenever possible. It wasn’t much, but it was
good enough for now.

I wasn’t really ready for today. I was still
mourning the loss of Ardette. I was still mourning the absence of
Illuma. I was still trying to come to terms with everything that
had happened, but if I’d learned anything since leaving Farellah,
it was that unexpected things were constantly waiting along time’s
line. I didn’t know what was to come; all I knew was that I had to
do this today. I wasn’t certain about much, but I was
certain when I came to this. This was right. I’d just
have to get beyond everything else.

I stepped back from the pond and drew in a
mouthful of autumn wood air. Refreshing. That was the only way I
could describe it. Perfect. That would work too. Those were the
sorts of feelings I was meant to feel on a day like today.

Two hands slipped themselves over my mouth.
The touch made my veins dance just a little.

A gentle, male voice with a strong accent
whispered, “I need to take you from this place. The safety of your
village depends on it . . . or something.”

The sound of his mouth so close to my flesh
made my stomach tumble. It twirled and skipped and flew to my
chest.

My chest . . . The place where the
small something still lived. But I’d get beyond that too, someday.
Or at least I’d learn to live with it.

“Do not be sad, my Heart.”

“I’m not sad.” I let him continue to hold me
against himself. “How can I be sad today?”

“You are being dishonest, but I will
overlook this transgression. After all, is it not to be expected
from someone who is evil-ish by nature?”

“True.” I smiled and it was genuine and
easy. A step forward.

Without an invitation, Nyte picked me up and
started to run.

“Rend sends her blessing,” he said.

“Blessing? Did she really say
‘blessing’?”

“Ah . . .” He bit his lip because he’d just
been caught. “I paraphrased.”

“Hmph.” I raised an amused brow at him.
“That’s what I thought. By the way, you’d better be careful. We’ll
need your strength if we hope to get through the task ahead of us,
and you know, your age has really been starting to show
lately.”

“When will you believe that I am not an old
man?” He grinned his grin that was so full of mischief. “As I
explained before, would an old man do this?” He started to slide
his hand down my neck.

“Nyte!”

He laughed and I glared, but then he
frowned. “I do not like this. It is still my opinion that we should
travel only at night.”

I rolled my eyes for the second time that
day. “Oh brother. I think it’s about time you experience how the
rest of us feel.”

Nyte set me down and took my hand instead.
That was okay. I didn’t need to be carried like a damsel. I was
content walking alongside him. With his hand in mine, I felt
stronger. I didn’t feel fixed, but I felt better. I felt hopeful.
Everything was better when we were touching.

“Are you ready, my captivating Aura?” he
asked.

I took in another deep breath of autumn.
“Yes, Nyte. I’m ready.”

I wasn’t ready. But I was. I wasn’t ready to
give up the past. But I was ready to move forward. Today was the
first step.

Nyte brought his forest eyes that I loved to
the horizon where our next big task waited for us. “Then come,” he
said, excitement building. “Let us go . . . to the Wood of
Erow.”

 



Chapter 23: The Deal

 


“I do not usually allow that sort of thing,”
said the smug witch. “I am surprised that you are even here.”

I’d wanted to kill her. I’d wanted to rip
her to pieces for mess she’d gotten us into, but there was nothing
I could do. I couldn’t kill something as powerful as her,
especially not like this. At least I felt better now that that
stupid heart was gone for good.

“Don’t you think you owe us?” I said. She
did. The Creator-damned thing did!

“Perhaps. It is true that because of you, I
am back in the Creator’s good graces.”

“Got that right.”

“Just where would you have me put you?”

“Hell if I care! All the little bastard’s
been thinking about lately is some place called Philadelphia. Can
you send us there?”

It was silent a moment and then, “So be it.
However, there shall be a price.”

“We’ll pay a bigger price if you arrange it
so that she-”

“I cannot. However, that soul might find you
on its own.”

“Fuck. Fine. Let’s strike a deal then,
witchy moon.”

 


The air was filled with the shaking sound of
chimbree bells.
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