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Chapter 1: A Daem’s Lament

 


Sil says I have a problem with
authority.

I say Sil’s a twit.

Technically, I have a problem with
certain authorities. But it isn’t my fault. Being the prince
of the underworld comes with a smidgeon of baggage.

Authority, on the other hand, would
disagree. He’d say I deserve whatever trouble I’ve encountered.
He’d say it’s my comeuppance. My comeuppance? What a farse. I
deserve nothing but the utmost respect. The utmost honor. A
treatment first class in nature. A plush pillow beneath my royal
–

 


“ARE YOU ALMOST DONE IN THERE, YOU LITTLE
DEMON? Because some of us mortals have morning practice, you
know! You better get outta there and let me brush my teeth or SO
HELP ME!”

That charming voice belongs to Sil. She’s in
love with me. She just doesn’t know it yet.

“For the last time,” I tell her, “I’m not a
demon. I’m a daem. The two races are unequivocally
different.”

“Whatevs,” she says through the squalid
bathroom door, “I don’t care if you’re an elf or an imp or a fairy;
your time’s up! I swear you’re worse than any woman!”

“Shut up, Sil.”

Yet Sil persists. “No matter how many times
you mess up your hair it won’t make a difference! We all know you
spend an hour to get it looking like you don’t give a hoot!”

I smile to myself. Not because I enjoy the
insult, but because Sil is leaning against the door. I can sense
it. And not based on sound or vision or experience, either. It’s
simple, really. I can smell her. She smells like mint. A
crisp, addictive scent. Delicious.

Very quietly, so as not to arouse her
suspicion, I put my hand to the knob. The knob is different than
the one on Sil’s bedroom door. They’re all different. Sil’s house
is a ramshackle mess of mismatched doorknobs and unmade beds and
uncompleted sets of things.

I reach to the sink and cover the sound of
the turning knob with running water. Sil won’t see it coming. For
her disrespect, she’ll be punished.

I let the knob click tiny-like. And then I
pull. But what I want to occur doesn’t. Sil anticipates what I’m up
to. She grounds her feet and pushes the door from the other side
with all her girlish strength – and for a girl, she’s quite strong.
The door barrels into me and I stumble backwards.

It doesn’t stop there. The tile of her
bathroom floor is slippery. I fall on my ass.

Wonderful. Really suave on my part.

Sil doesn’t laugh. She simply looks smug.
Why can’t she be more charming or civil or submissive? She’s that
way with other people. But with me, she’s nothing but crass and
imbecilic.

“Sorry,” she says. “Demonic trickery doesn’t
work on me. Guess it’s not that hard to outsmart the powers of
evil.”

“I am not a DEMON!”

This time the insinuation makes me angry.
Angry enough that I want to grab whatever sharp thing I can find in
her clutter of a room and stab her through her soft middle. But as
mortals may die from something like that, I resist the urge.

Sil walks past blasé and begins to brush her
teeth. And what flavor does the delightful girl use? Not
mint. Not even bubblegum. Grape. Revolting. Who uses grape
toothpaste? “Are you just going to sit there, demon boy?” she says
with a mouthful of lathered spit.

“Attractive Sil. Really attractive.”

She spits and wipes her chin on the back of
her hand. Vulgar. Of all the plum mortal women, why does it have to
be her? Why is she the one to whom I’m shackled? For another month
I’ll be forced with her twaddle. Piss.

She takes the dryer from the counter. A
large piece of the cord’s plastic is missing, giving way to the
wires beneath. I don’t think it’s very safe, but I say nothing.
Maybe if I’m lucky she’ll electrocute herself.

When Sil turns on the contraption, however,
any ill wishes I have for her are blown away with the heated blast
of air as it moves past her neck, for it pushes the scent of mint
directly into my face. I greedily take in a breath of the stuff.
Intoxicating. The scent of her is better than anything.

I can’t help myself. I move to the space
behind where she stands.

“What do you want, lurkey?” she says. She
sees me in the mirror, though I don’t know how – The damn thing is
smudged and dirty enough to blur any images shown.

“We only have a month left, Sil,” I tell
her. “Don’t you think we should . . .?”

“What?” She switches the dryer off. “What do
you want now? Can’t a girl get ready in peace, without a creepy
demon lingering around?”

No matter how hard it may be, I ignore her
insults. Were our situation different, I’d have offed her long ago.
“Do you want to try again?” I say through teeth that are
even tighter than my fists.

She stiffens. Good. I’ve made her nervous.
At least I have a little power left. And her response to the
proposition is a stammer. “N-no.”

Not very convincing. I’ll bet she wants to
try again. All she needs is a soupçon of persuasion. “Come on, Sil.
You know the deal. One month, so –” I take her wrist and hold it
against the cracked counter, then lean into her, bringing my mouth
close to the back of her neck. She shivers.

“So,” I say again. “Why don’t we try? Right
here. Right now.”

But Sil is a stubborn girl. She sidles from
my grasp.

“So that’s it then?” I ask her, dismayed and
maddening.

“I don’t know what you expect to happen.
This whole thing is unbelievable. Nothing’s going to change even if
we do try again. Sorry, demon boy, but your horns are gone for
good.”

She strikes a nerve.

My horns. I feel my hair where they used to
be. Their absence is something I’m not yet entirely used to.
Sometimes I forget and end up scratching at nothing. Those small
pointed things, they’re what this all about. This situation.
If I want to regain them I’ll have to follow the rules of the
deal.

Sil walks to her bedroom and leaves a trail
of mint. Watching her makes me reconsider. It’s more than just my
horns, isn’t it? They’re important, true, but it’s also about
authority. It’s about THE authority. The big one.

Authority says that I don’t know about
altruism. Authority says that if I want to become a ruler I must
first experience something sacrificial. And the greatest sacrifice,
I’m told, has something to do with love. For that reason the high
authority, my adoring father, King of Dhiant, has seen to it
that I’m exiled to this place, to the world of mortals, and pegged
me with the least affectionate girl imaginable.

Affectionate or not, I must make her love me
by the end of the month. No, that’s not all. WE have to ‘fall’ for
each other by the end of the month. Whatever that means. The only
thing I know for certain is that if I don’t follow the rules of the
deal, I’ll lose everything.

A penchant for deals. I suppose we have
something in common with the demons after all.

Sil is putting on a sweatshirt. It’s the
same one she wore yesterday. I shake my head and begin to dig
through the mire that is her bedroom floor until I find a blue one
I haven’t seen her wear before. “Here,” I tell her. “This smells
decent enough.”

Sil checks just to be sure. Finding no
offense, she shrugs and changes into it. How she can live that way
is beyond me. But then again, I live that way too now, don’t I?
There’s no helping it.

“Ready, little demon?” She picks up a plaid
rucksack formerly strewn over the back of a chair.

Little? Hardly. SHE is the little one. With
a small frame and a small mouth. A black ponytail that swings when
she walks. Skin that is tan. Arms that are toned. She’s average.
Beneath the interior lights anyway. And she remains as such all the
way to the front door, whose knob is as different as all the other
ones – a brass bobbin.

But when we reach the outside, Miss Average
undergoes a transformation. Today is sunny. And because it is
sunny, we are about to experience the magic of the mortal world at
its best. The sun hits Sil the way it always does and her eyes
become a transfixing sunlit blue. Electric, crystalline blue. A
quality that redeems. Under the influence of the sun, Sil is . .
.

Sexy. Really, really sexy.

“What?” The sexy girl wipes at the corner of
her mouth. “Toothpaste?”

I shake my head and try not to stare. I
can’t let her know what I’m thinking. It’ll only give her an
advantage.

We begin to walk. The air is cool. By
afternoon, the earth of the ground will warm, but for now, it’s
cool. It isn’t unpleasant, though. It’s just different. It’s always
hot in Dhiant. Unless it snows. Only then is it tepid. This world
is different. With a sky that’s changing and a horizon that’s
clear, this world itself isn’t better or worse than Dhiant. Just
different. It’s the mortals that make it unbearable.

We continue to walk, and as we round a
corner, the sun shifts to our backs. Sil reverts to normal. The
magic is lost, though the mint smell remains.

Were I to kill her, I’d leave her body in
the sun where it would glow forever. But in the mortal world, dead
things stay dead, and killing her would have adverse effects. What
other way is there to preserve her beauty but death?

It’s thoughts like those that remind me of
the morbidity of my nature.

We walk along the potholed road. Uneven.
Rough. It makes scraping noises beneath Sil’s shoes. She drags her
feet. She always does unless pursuing some end she sees
significant.

Other than the noise of her laziness, it’s
quiet between us.

“What do you think of me, Sil?”

I don’t know why I want to know. Suppose I’m
bored. Or maybe the fact that time continues to move has put me on
edge. Maybe I’m worried that we won’t make it before the end of the
month.

“Hah?” Her tone is skeptical. “What do you
mean?”

“Isn’t it obvious? What do I look like to
you?”

“Besides a demon?”

“Demons are vile, Sil. I told you, I’m a
daem.” But I won’t let her distract me from the question.
“What do you see when you look at me?” I ask.

She doesn’t give it any thought. “A pale,
sun-deprived transfer student?” she says. “Someone who cares about
his appearance way too much?”

“The only reason you say that is because you
don’t care at all.” Groan. “I mean specific physical traits,
Sil.”

She squints at me. “Hm. You don’t quite
match. Your hair’s like a bar of chocolate, but your eyes are black
like those gross black jelly beans. I dunno.”

Candy references? Of course she’d use
something like that. But that isn’t what I meant. I want to know if
she’s starting to feel attracted to me, but it doesn’t seem that
way. Frustrating.

I sigh. “My eyes are actually red, Sil.”

“Look black to me.”

Mortals.

We reach the school before most others.
Sil’s morning practice makes it so that we have to. The school is
an old school, in the way that the town is an old town. Count’s
Fieldbo. It was the scene of a great battle during the Samel Reign.
Not that any of the Earth dwellers are aware of it. The school is
the shape of a box, five stories high on a corner lot. In a town as
small as Count’s Fieldbo, all students are housed together. Two
classes of each level. We belong on the top floor. They call us
‘juniors’.

The title is insulting. There’s nothing
junior about me. Sil on the other hand . . .

“See you inside.” Unusually cordial, Sil
waves to me and trots to the fields across the street from the
school. Conditioning drills with her volleyball team. The reason
for her toned arms and small frame.

There she goes. My ticket to the glories
entitled me. More importantly, my ticket home. She jogs across
First Main without a second thought.

On impulse, I call after her. “Sil!
Stop!”

She stops in the middle of the street but is
in no danger. The road is clear.

I meet her where she stands. “Before you go,
Sil, we’re going to try again. Just one more time.”

Her mouth begins to stammer once more.
“N-no, demon. I told you it won’t change anything.”

But I grab her around the wrist. She
will try again. Right now.

I tuck some loose hair behind her ear and
bring my lips close to her lobe. “Do it,” I whisper. My mouth is
close enough to her ear to feel the warmth, the aura,
surrounding her body. The minty smell is strongest when I’m within
that field of her energy.

“I have practice,” she says meekly. She’s
shaking a little. I can feel it in the palm of my hand. Her eyes
have found a place to hide in a bush beyond my shoulder. I won’t
let them run. I spin her body to face her towards the sun. Magic
happens. Her dim eyes brighten. A dark islanded pupil surrounded by
a sea of blue ice.

I’m caught off guard. I swallow it down.
It’s just a reflex. That’s all. Not like it’s anything deeper than
that.

In the middle of the road we stand, in a
town that’s near dead. She and I stand and wait for something to
happen. A sign of affection from either of us.

“Try it,” I say. “I won’t let you go until
you do.”

She could very well pull away, but she
doesn’t. I don’t know why. I never know what she’s thinking.
“Fine,” she says. “But not here.”

“Then where?”

She is annoyed. “I dunno! How about . . .”
She looks to the fields. “Over there?”

It seems like as fine a place as any, so I
agree. Dropping her hand, I let her lead the way. The first field
is masked by a line of trees that have yellowed leaves, and a stout
brick building. Sil moves through the trees and to the other side
of the structure. So that’s it. She wants to make sure none of her
teammates see.

Stupid. It would do her reputation some good
for them to see her alone with a guy!

Sil stops beside the building and scans the
surrounding area before dropping her bag. “Okay,” she mumbles. “But
we have to make this quick, demon boy. I can’t be late again.”

Always in a hurry. But that’s to be
expected. With so little time on their hands, mortals have no
choice but to rush.

“What do I have to do again?” she says,
looking to the ground.

Timid girl. She knows what she has to do,
yet she asks every time. I smirk to myself. She stalls because she
is nervous. That’s acceptable. I can work with nervous.

I take her shoulder and gently push her
against the wall of the brick building. Scowling, she resists, but
it isn’t because she plans to weasel away again. She’s merely
letting me know she won’t willingly become submissive.

We are shaded at the moment, but even if I
can’t see her sexy eyes, it’s enough if she does her part. I hold
her to the wall and capture her gaze. The rules say we have to
maintain eye contact. “Okay, Sil,” I say. “Go ahead.”

Her scowl deepens. “You’re the worst thing
that’s ever happened to me,” she says.

“Likewise. Now do it.”

With her hand still trembling, she grabs the
bottom of my shirt. Her fingers are in a clutch. Her teeth are
clenched. Her brow is cross. Then she slowly releases the grip of
death and slides her hand beneath my shirt, upwards along my
abdomen and to my chest.

“Ah! Hands of ice!” I can’t hold back. Her
touch is frigid.

For the first time Sil’s scowl falls. “Heh.
Heh. Heh.” She laughs like an old man. Her eyes become satisfied
slits. “Mmm. Nice and warm,” she says, and cruelly flattens her
full cold palm against the center of my lungs.

“J-just get it over with, would you!? And
buy yourself some blasted mittens!”

“Why?” She shrugs. “I already have several
pairs.”

Right. Probably buried in that slop of a
house. I roll my eyes. “I’ll help you look when we get home.”

“Home?” Sil shows surprise. “You’re calling
it that now?”

Oh. It was a slip of the tongue. “Never
mind. Just say what needs to be said already. Hell, I thought you
were worried about being late.”

“Oh yeah,” she mutters absently.

Oh yeah she says. What a
birdbrain.

Her hand is still chilled on my chest, but
it’s warming. She’s borrowing some of my heat. When it reaches a
degree warm enough, she begins to recite the lines,

“Blood and smoke. Soul and shadow. Heart and
void. I . . .” She falters.

“Come on, Sil. Finish it.”

“But it’s so cheesy!”

“Don’t look at me. I didn’t make the
rules.”

Her mouth turns pouting. “It’s also
embarrassing, you know. Why don’t you have to say anything, demon
boy?”

“Because my part comes after yours, and only
if yours works.” I remove the hand holding her to the wall and use
it to tip her chin upwards. “Don’t look away,” I tell her. “It
won’t work if you look away.”

“It won’t work period,” she grumbles.

“Positive thoughts, Sil. Positive
thoughts.”

“If I say it and it doesn’t work, you’ll let
me go, right?”

“For the time being.”

With hand against the skin of my chest, she
clears her throat and begins anew, “Blood and smoke. Soul and
shadow. Heart and void. I . . . I . . .” She cringes. “L . . . love
you . . .”

She stops there.

But that isn’t the end. My name. She has to
say my name for it to work. I raise a brow expectantly.

“. . . Wayst,” she finishes, voice
small.

There it is. Wayst. My name is Wayst.

Pushing against the hand on my chest, I
bring my body to hers, my face to hers, and wait for the signal to
begin my part. Our energies are mixed. Our scents are mixed. But
the signal doesn’t come. Damn it all, it doesn’t come.

“Ugh! Piss!” I force her hand harder against
my chest. “Why won’t it work?!”

She shoves me away. “Hm. I dunno. Maybe
because it’s a big walloping LIE?”

Or maybe she isn’t doing it correctly. She
isn’t trying hard enough. “Stupid human,” I growl. “Why can’t you
just be cooperative?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means why can’t you just admit
that you love me?”

“Because I don’t! Obviously!”

I reach for my nonexistent horns. “Well, why
the hell not?”

“Seriously?!” She looks at me as though I’m
dense. “You’re kinda stupid. Have you ever even been in love?”

I don’t get it.

“I’ve loved plenty of women, Sil. I’m good
at it. I don’t get why you won’t let me love you.”

“Look, demon boy. I don’t know how things
are in Hell or wherever, but loving someone and ur, having . . .
making love with someone are two completely different
things.”

So she keeps saying.

“That makes NO sense,” I tell her. “And I’m
not from Hell. I’m from Dhiant.”

But Sil isn’t listening. With a stern
forehead she takes up her rucksack. “I don’t have time for this,
demon. I’m already way late. WHY I let you talk me into this
remains a mystery.”

While I stand and fume, she turns on heel
and trots away to the fields. Damned spry thing. Like a brawny
little rabbit. It pisses me off. I bang my head against the brick
of the stout building and slide into a slumping position. Two weeks
I’ve been in this place, and no progress has been made. Nothing has
changed.

Well, one thing has changed.

The trees are dying for the year. I can see
them from where I slump, yellowing, separating the fields from the
street. I’ve even seen some around Sil’s house that are painted
cranberry and amber. And the mortals find them beautiful. Even they
see the appeal of watching something wither. I can appreciate that
outlook. After all, I’ve contemplated killing Sil many times
before.

 


I wonder if I’ll kill her before the month
is through.

 


><

 


“There you are, demon boy. I was beginning
to think you’d returned to Hell.” I find Sil waiting for me at the
door to the classroom. “Suppose it was foolish to think I’d be so
lucky, though,” she adds.

Ugh. Her hair is all sweaty. What was the
point of fixing it? There’s nothing to be done but to wrinkle my
nose at her. Taking the hint, she lifts her arm and blatantly
sniffs her pit. “What? Do I stink?”

“No, you still smell like . . .” Mint. But
that’s my little secret, so I correct with, “You smell decent. You
just look sort of rank, that’s all.”

“Meh. No biggie.”

The bell rings and we take our seats. I’m in
the back corner, near the window. Sil’s on the opposite side of the
room. She sits with two of the girls from her team. Both are tall.
One is fat. Porked up on cow’s milk, no doubt. Mortals drink so
much damned milk. Sucking the juice out of creature with horns
seems a bit barbaric to me. Then again, I’ve always been a
sympathizer for things with horns.

I watch the two girls interact with Sil. Sil
is bright and cheerful and strange. The side of her personality she
never shares with me. Watching her is entertaining, but it’s also
dangerous. Sil’s ‘appropriate behavior’ receptors are broken. I’ve
only been here for two weeks and I already know they are. In the
midst of interacting with others, she usually begins to dance or
coo or sing or squawk, and I have to look away.

What a humiliating person.

Today, though, Sil isn’t too bad. She’s
reacting something from her earlier practice with a conduct that’s
milder than usual. Ah. I speak too soon. At the peak of the story
she puffs out her cheeks, places her hands above her head, and
begins wiggling her fingers, resembling some sort of bloated moose.
Her friends burst out laughing. The fat girl can’t contain what I
can only assume is brimming jolliness, so she doubles forward and
slaps her knee.

Sil has a way with people. People that
aren’t me.

“Staring at Sil again, are you?”

The copper-haired tick behind me has taken
an unusual interest in my relationship with Sil. I don’t know his
name. I’ve made it a point not to become acquainted with any of
them. I say nothing. The teacher’s started going over the week’s
mod schedule. Those of us taking Chemistry are to report to senior
classroom two.

“Come on, Tran,” the tick coaxes. “Share
your findings, man.”

Tran. Because I’ve made it a point not to
socialize, the natives have coined me with the name ‘Tran’. Short
for transfer student. Oh, the cleverness of humans.

I put an elbow over the back of my chair and
convey my displeasure at being bothered. “What findings?” I
say.

“We all know you’re staying with her. What’s
she like at home? The same way she is here?”

“For the most part.” I’m not sure what he’s
getting at, but my small patience is shriveling into something
nonexistent. “What’s your point?”

“You’re part of an exchange program, right?”
the tick persists. “And ever since you got here, you’re always
staring at her. Have you two . . .?”

“What?” My dryness is at full force.

“Are you gonna try to crack her?”

“Her skull?” I say the first thing that
comes to mind.

“What? Dude! No.”

Oops. I’ve said something inhumane. Luckily,
the tick takes it as a jest.

“Eh-heh.” He laughs uneasily. “Anyway, Sil’s
the most oblivious girl in Count’s. Poor Keek’s been her best
friend for years, and even he says it’s hopeless. I was thinking
you with your suave, out-of-towner charm you might be able to woo
her or something. Is that your endgame?”

Hm. Surprisingly accurate for a tick.

I’m finished speaking with him, though, so I
stop there and turn to face front. The teacher’s written some
undistinguishable scrawl on the whiteboard. I pretend to copy it
into a notebook.

“Psst.” But before I know it, the tick is at
it again.

“What?” I hiss, not amused.

“Best of luck to you, man. Never once has
Sil Tenor shown any interest in guys or chicks. If you
figure out her fancy, be sure to share the wealth. I’ll make sure
it doesn’t go unrewarded.”

But there is no reward he can offer that I’d
have even the slightest interest in, so I don’t give him an answer
one way or the other.

The teacher’s tosh continues to fill the
whiteboard. Everything remains the way it was. Out of boredom I let
my eyes travel to Sil. She looks to be paying attention, but I know
better. I’ve seen her notebooks. Nothing but doodles and the like.
She’s probably busy scribbling a deformed version of the instructor
complete with bulbous neck growth or billowing shoulder pads or
both.

Disobedient girl.

But while I’m right about my mark’s
disobedience, it turns out I’ve misjudged her intent. When she
looks up from her notebook, pencil in hand, she doesn’t look to
Señior Tosh for artistic stimulus.
Instead, the person her dimmed eyes drift to is . . .

ME.

Wait, is she drawing me?

What the –?

To make matters worse, the twit flashes an
evil smile before returning to her work.

I don’t know why, but it’s imperative that I
see that doodle.

 


I might end up killing her before the month
is through.

But not before I see that doodle.

And not before we try again.

We’ll try again and again, and only then
might I kill her.


Chapter 2: What’s a Heptagon Got to Do with
It?

 


“Ready, you little demon?” Sil kicks the
back of my chair.

An infuriating day full of trivial mortal
studies, Sil’s brashness is the straw that breaks the glashtyn’s
back.

 


Oh. Glashtyns don’t exist here? My
mistake.

 


Moving on.

Sil’s impatient foot against the back of my
chair is enough to set me off. Even so, however irksome it may be,
I can’t strike her. Not here. Not now. Not ever. One of the rules.
Technically, I’m not supposed to kill her either, but . . .

“I’m not a demon, Sil.” Sighing, I take out
my aggression on the pencil in my hand. It easily snaps in two.
After discarding the broken chunks beneath the table, I rise and
shove past her. She follows me out the door, through the mesh of
varied-age students, down four sets of boxy steps, and again to the
outside, which has indeed warmed since morning, though clouds have
found their way onto the formerly quixotic horizon.

“What’s wrong? You seem grumpier than
usual.”

Wonder why.

“It’s nothing,” I lie. She doesn’t need to
know why I’m bothered. She doesn’t need to do anything but fall for
me. That’s all she’s good for.

She gives an enthused hop to come beside me,
but the energy burst is short lived, as she immediately proceeds to
drag her feet with lethargy. “Come on, demon boy. Fess up.”

Fine. It won’t do any good, but fine. “I’m
tired, Sil,” I tell her. “Tired of getting nowhere. Tired of this
town. Tired of everything.”

“Whoa! Demonic depression coming your
way!”

I don’t feel like being patronized, so I say
nothing. I’m coming off as moody, and truthfully, I know I’m
pitying myself in an unprincely manner, but I can’t help it.
School’s a drag. Sil’s a drag. This quest is a drag.

“Urgh!” I scowl at the now gray-splotched
sky.

“Uh . . .” Sil appears awkward. “You’re
serious, aren’t you? Is this it? Are you giving up? Returning to
Dhiant?”

Dhiant? She just called it Dhiant. Of all
the times for her to . . .

“I’m not giving up. And I can’t go back.
They’ve revoked everything. I’m stuck here until the month is
through. You know that, Sil.”

“Yeah but maybe if you tell them the truth,
that there’s no way it’s gonna happen . . . maybe they’ll make an
exception?”

We are to the sidewalk now. Walking past a
neat green chain-link, fencing an equally neat yard. Within the
barrier, not a single leaf has gone unraked. I pick a handful of
yellowed death from the ground and toss it over. The leaves fall,
scattering, onto the tidy lawn.

Satisfying. Destroying perfection is beyond
satisfying.

Sil snorts. “Feel better?”

I roll my eyes. “Shut up.” But I do feel
better. A little anyway. Within my chest, a tight feeling has just
been released. It’s warm and it spreads outward and it makes my
breathing become off. One small act of release.

Sil is quiet, but contentment hides in the
corner of her mouth. She’d been worried? Ah, but not about me. She
worries what implications my return to Dhiant would hold for her.
After all, this isn’t an act of charity.

“What did the king promise you, Sil? If you
stick it out until the end?”

She hasn’t told me yet, though I’ve asked
before.

At the inquiry, the contentment of Sil’s
mouth leaves. I see it leave, and feel neither happy nor sad.
“Something important,” she says. But she won’t say anything
more.

It’s just like every time prior. And now
Sil’s the one that seems moody.

Two grumpy beings trapped in a deal stagger
side by side to a house that is dingy. The outside isn’t too bad,
though. It’s a two-story farmhouse with peeling white paint and
naked curtain-less windows. The yard is large and crabgrassed, but
Sil’s mum keeps it short. Sil doesn’t have a father. From what I’ve
heard, mortals – like daems – have both a mum and a father at
birth, so I’m not sure what happened to him. Sil never says, and I
don’t care enough to ask.

Before my arrival, Sil and her mum lived
alone in the shambolic house, but because members from Sil’s
wanderlust extended family frequently take up the main floor
guestroom, I was placed in a storage room across from Sil’s
chamber. The bathroom we share is through her room, hence our
earlier kerfuffle.

Right now, Sil’s mum’s cousin is visiting. A
creepy bloke with a curling moustache and an obvious lisp. He sings
in the downstairs bathtub and leaves the television box on all
night, and two days ago marked the overstay of his welcome –
according to Sil, at least. In my opinion, Cousin Stache overstayed
his welcome the day he arrived.

It was this hospitable disposition that lent
to an easy acceptance of me by Sil’s mum. As far as she knows, I’m
a normal student part of a month-and-a-half-long exchange program.
The end of my stay is to be marked by the Galtia, a celebration in
Dhiant that coincides with the mortals’ observation of All Hallow’s
Eve.

One month. One month is all we have
left.

“You turned grumpy again,” observes Sil. We
have reached the door to her home. Cousin Stache’s bathtub sonata
can be heard through one of the naked side windows.

I have nothing to respond. The bobbin-esque
knob sits idly.

Sil hasn’t turned it. She just stands there,
considering something unimportant, no doubt. And then –

“Do you wanna go somewhere?”

She asks this of me. I don’t expect it, so
it takes a moment for me to catch up. Somewhere? Somewhere, she
says. But why? Ever since I arrived, we’ve had the same routine.
Morning practice. School. Home. Cold shoulder. Morning practice.
School. And so on. This is the first time she’s proposed something
other than that. Chicanery?

Yes, I conclude that it’s chicanery of some
sort. I will refuse the offer. I’m bitter that she won’t cooperate
with me. I’m angry that she’s incapable of getting the ritual to
work. I dream of trapping her against the door and ending her
fleeting mortal life. With hands that are stronger than hers. With
bones more durable.

Effortlessly I could crush her.

But as she stands on the top step with her
apathetic hand moving not to the knob, a gust of autumn wind pushes
just a little of her mint smell into my nose. Inebriating. In the
midst of minty intoxication, I catch myself doing something
strange. Moving a step nearer to her, I lean in for a few
drags.

Sil senses my presence and spins around.
“W-what do you want?”

“I’ll go. With you, that is.”

It’s clear that my response is not the one
she expects, for her eyes hold a suspicious squint. “Oh,
really?” she says.

“What? Like I’m thrilled to listen to an
hour of that.” I nod to the window, where Cousin Stache has
just reached a crescendo of ambitious proportion.

“Right. Of course. So, uh, where do you want
to go? Someplace morbid and-or sinister would suit you best, probs.
Being a demon and all.” She tosses her rucksack at a bush and
scampers down the steps. I’m left alone, but the smell lingers.

“You’re racist,” I tell her.

She plays at being shocked. “I am not! I’ll
have you know I’m proud of both my mother and father’s ancestries.
My dad’s family immigrated to Britain from Kenya, and my mom is
half Irish, half Swedish. See?” She holds up a honey-colored arm.
“It makes for a handsome combination, don’t you think?”

“Handsome? Sil, you’re a girl.” I follow her
through the back of her yard, which is littered with leaves and
dead ferns. “And I didn’t mean you’re racist against Earth peoples.
I meant you’re racist against beings like me. Or maybe I should say
‘quick to stereotype’.”

“Sorry, demon. It’s only because I don’t
know any better.” She’s lying, as is made apparent by the sly,
maniacal smile thrown over her shoulder.

Oh well. I don’t actually mind; I was just
making a point.

Sil pushes through the woods at the back of
her yard and begins a rabbit’s scamper through the fallen sprays
and undressing trees. A swift change in demeanor. Apparently our
destination is as important as morning practice. She bounces from
hither to yon. Pile to pile. Her feet make a crunching stomp with
each leap.

“By the way,” I say, following less
enthusiastically behind. “What happened to your squishy minion? He
wasn’t in Calculus today.”

“Keek is home sick,” she says.

Funny she knows who I’m talking about with
only the term ‘minion’. What other name for him is there? Minion
sums it up completely.

Sil continues, “I’m gonna bring him his
homework later. Why the sudden interest?”

“I was hoping he might’ve died.” At least
I’m honest.

Sil doesn’t see it that way. She yells
something in the way of an insult, but because I don’t understand
the reference, it isn’t at all cutting. There is one thing to be
said about the girl. Though she knows my true identity – though she
knows what I am capable of – she never hesitates to affront, and
she never displays the slightest fear. Nervousness, but not fear.
Sil doesn’t imagine that I might actually harm her.

What a foolish girl she is.

“Yah!” Out of nowhere, she gives off a harsh
howl that is nothing like a girlish scream. I’d like it better,
were it a scream. “Careful!” she warns as she catches her step.
“There’s a sneaky dip there.”

A sneaky dip? I tread around the ‘sneak’,
which is nothing more than an inoffensive slope that would have
caused little strife if she’d just taken it at normal pace. Sil
walks only a tad slower in the aftermath. “Might you consider
behaving a little less sporadically?” I suggest.

“Sporadically?” Her voice is too innocent.
There’s no way she isn’t aware of her own erraticism.

“You’re here and there and have no sort of
rhythm to your life,” I explain, impatient.

She takes the comment with consideration.
More so than I’d expect. For a spell she is quiet, but for the
crunch of leaves beneath her feet. When she finds her answer, those
same leaves kick up in a flurry as she swivels to face me.

“The same could be said about you,” she
says.

“That’s untrue.”

“No it’s not. You get into these depressions
of yours, all emo and quiet, but then you’ll switch into seduction
mode without warning. Isn’t that sporadic?”

She waits for an answer, but the ‘sporadic’
part isn’t what I choose to respond to. It’s this ‘seduction mode’
business. I don’t know why, but the label strikes me. My ‘mode’ is
the means to an end, true; but hearing her call it ‘mode’ feels so
. . .

“I’m not made of robotics, Sil.”

“I know. You’re a demon.”

I frown at her, unimpressed. “And it isn’t
as though I’m choosing to be inconsistent. I merely must try at the
opportune moments. We’re running out of time.”

“That’s your problem right there, demon boy.
‘Opportune moments’, yada yada. You’re forcing it. Although,
I can’t really blame you; it would never happen on its own.” She
ponders our romantic likelihood. “And for that matter, it would
never happen WITH your help, either.”

“Then what would you suggest?”

She shrugs. “Dunno.”

“What?” I blub. She’s turned me dry. “Then
what was the point of even bringing it up?”

She shrugs again. “No reason.”

Sporadicality at its worst!

My teeth begin to grind. Sil makes me want
to be destructive.

“Almost there,” says the
destruction-inducer, clueless. While I mumble foul things to
myself, she obliviously draws up the hood of her sweatshirt. “I
hope this makes you less crabby,” she adds.

The interest in my wellbeing is something
new. Something ‘forced’, to quote Sil herself. And I won’t be taken
in by it. I’m positive she has an ulterior motive; I just haven’t
figured out what it is yet.

We push through the next leg of forest.
Therein resides a clearing. But it isn’t a clearing alone.
Surrounded by wood, a vacated building sits, no larger than a
convenience store. The place is dirtied gray and broken, and atop
its roof protrude a weathered steeple and cross.

A cross?

I shake my head. Another cleverless stab at
my ‘demonicness’. Now I understand.

“A church?” My voice shifts into a drone. A
thing of habit. “Hate to disappoint, Sil, but the joke’s on you.
I’m not bothered by crosses and the like. Nice go, though.”

“Huh?”

The twit appears genuinely unaware. She
looks to the cross for clarification. Several seconds, more than
necessary in my opinion, pass before she realizes what I’m
suggesting. “Oh! Hah! I get it! No, no, the church isn’t the thing
I wanted to show you.” She gestures to the side of the building.
“Over there. It’s kinda cool actually.” She continues to talk to
herself. “A church and a demon! Hah! I never even thought of
that!”

The fact that I, and not Sil, was the one to
bring up the stereotype makes my bad mood deepen. Annoyed, I follow
her around the forgotten building’s corner.

It isn’t only the building that’s been
forgotten. The whole of the grounds are overrun. Secluded. The kind
of place you could easily murder someone.

Sil’s ponytailed hair swings back and forth,
like a temptress baring her neck beneath. A warm thin neck that
could facilely be snapped. Were she an immortal, I’d steal up
behind her, slip my fingers around her sinewy throat, and . . .

But Sil isn’t an immortal. And she wouldn’t
recover from something like that. She’d be dead, and I’d never see
my horns again. What a frustrating situation, forced to behave like
a mortal without even knowing how mortals experience emotional
release.

I’ll make it a point to find out soon.

“Ta-da.” Sil opens her palm and presents our
endpoint.

Ununiformed stones – some light, some dark –
stand from the leaves in staggered clusters; ash-colored
commemorations marked by etched words. Names and dates – those are
the things the wind-worn faces of the stones claim, thought some of
them are too dirt-coated to make out completely. The land has
shifted in the time since the markers were placed, for they rise
unevenly, appearing to teeter and lean. The scene is drab beneath a
sky that’s continued to gray as the day’s progressed. Dull. Hollow.
But I appreciate it because something about it feels familiar to
home, though I can’t put my finger on what exactly.

“The dead are buried here,” I say.

Sil moves slowly and pensively through the
stones. “They are,” she says. “Does it suit you, demon?”

I hate to admit that it does, so I don’t.
“I’m not a demon.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

My hands, which were stowed into my pockets
at some point, I now remove and rub along the top of a nearby
stone. It’s the smoothest sort of rough. Only a small divot ruins
the groove. I rest my fingertips there and scan the rest of the
cemetery. Bumpy, patchy ground marked by shaped rock. The dead are
buried below.

Mortals have an end.

Sil has an end. When she dies, her body will
be placed in a hole in the ground just like the rest of them. How
do I feel about that?

I’m not sure. I feel nothing.

Sil leans against the wall of the church,
eyes closed; head back. “Do you come here often?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “Not anymore. But I
used to come here all the time.”

“Until . . .?” But she won’t say anything
more on the subject. Fine by me.

I travel through the graves and read their
text. “The dates are what? Birth and death?”

Sil nods. “There’s a big cemetery at St.
Gregory’s down on Second Main. It’s newer. Well, newer than this I
should say. Some of those tombstones have open death dates. Like a
birth year and a dash and then nothing.”

“You mean the patrons have a grave, though
they’ve yet to die?”

She stares ahead. “Yeah . . . I’ve never
liked that,” she says.

“Morbidly awaiting their deaths.”
Scoff-worthy. “The lives of mortals are so trivial.”

“Oh, that’s not it,” corrects Sil. “They do
it that way because their spouse has already kicked it, and they
want to make sure they’re buried together. Sorta like, ‘Wait for
me, I’m coming soon.’”

“What’s the point in that? They’ll be dead,
won’t they?”

“Yeah, but it’s saying that death can’t
separate them or whatevs.”

Ah. I should’ve known it would be a thing
like that. “And still you say you don’t like it?” I ask. “Why?
Seems to go along with the paltry mindset of you humans.”

But again Sil refuses to elaborate. Why the
hell bring things up if she won’t follow through?

“Anyhow,” she says, folding her arms. “I
like it here. It’s one of those places you could get lost in, you
know? Like it would be a good place to slip off the face of the
earth.”

She was speaking more to herself than to me.
“I can’t wait to slip off the face of the earth,” I mutter.

“Oh. Yeah.” She bares a wicked smile. “Guess
it doesn’t apply to you, demon.”

“Daem,” I stand to rectify. Alas, what’s the
point in arguing with her?

Sil takes a rise and moves through the
grave-heads, sluggish now that we’ve reached our destination. Her
feet slog through the dropped tree-cover. Scraping. Scuffling. The
sound isn’t unpleasant. And when she reaches a stone she deems
worthy near the center of the cemetery, she slides to her bottom.
The leaves answer with a great crunch!

Sil’s sitting upon a dead person. She’s
sitting upon a dead person, and she doesn’t even care.

I study a few more of the etchings, until I
realize that I have no interest in the individuals concealed
beneath. I am only interested in the atmosphere. The stains left by
the dead. The scars of life.

Life and death. A tired cycle I have no
place in. This world is not my own. Aware of this, I instantly feel
exhausted.

“What now?” I implore Sil. Now that we’ve
gotten here, what does she intend to do? Surely she has some deeper
purpose.

No such luck. She takes up a handful of
leaves. “Dunno.”

Again?!

“Not amusing.”

She bats the leaves around like some sort of
cat. “What’s not amusing?”

Everything. The girl. The world. So why not
make it a little more amusing? I will use her. The day’s been a
bore. I need distraction.

“Sil?” I will make her my toy.

She suspects nothing. She continues to play
with the leaves. “What?” she says.

“Siiiil,” I draw her name out this
time. If I try hard enough, I can taste it. Fresh and minty,
the word travels over my tongue and pushes into the crisp air.

“What the fruck to do you want, demon
boy?”

“Fruck?” An uncommon word used only by Sil
and her minion, what’s-his-face. “Grow up, Sil,” I say. With
a languid tread, I approach the pile where she sits, skimming my
hand along the tops of the tombstones as I go. “Siiiil.”

“What?” Her voice is cynical. “Why are you
saying my name like that?”

How shall I play with her? I cannot harm
her; I can only toy. But by what means?

Ah. It comes to me. As I near her refuge,
she stiffens and backs ever so slightly against the front of the
grave. It’s nearly unnoticeable but . . . her nervousness is key.
It’s the only thing I have to go on.

Rooting my feet into the uneven ground, I
grip the top of her tombstone for support and lower myself into a
squat just before her shying body.

“What are you doing?”

“Tasting you, Siiiil. Smelling you.
Ingesting you.”

“H-hah!?”

I bring my nose to the side of her cheek and
slide it into position near her temple. From there, I blow a small
puff of cool air into her ear. Sil goes rigid.

The sight of it is wonderful.

I coo, “Siiiil.” To which she emits a
series of asinine babbles.

There we go. Amusing. It’s amusing.
And now for the biggest amusement of all. With wicked intent, I
open my mouth and bite down on the bottom of her unpierced lobe.
Just a little nibble, but it’s enough to set her off. She punches
me. Squarely in the jaw. With all the power of her toned athlete’s
bicep. “Hoooo-ya!”

The punch is enough to make me lose balance
and, though I’m ashamed to admit, topple over.

“Egad, Sil!”

“What was that, demon boy?” she asks. “You
just BIT me?”

“Uh –” Of course I had. But the way
she’s looking at me – like I’m an insane lecher – makes me want to
deny the undeniable. We can’t have her becoming derisive,
now can we? Using any skills of detachment I possess, I force
myself to remain cool and unaffected.

“What of it?” I croon, regaining controlled
stature.

“Why’d you go and do that? I thought you
were gonna ask me to try again or something, and then . . . KAPOW!
Seduction mode to the extreme!”

Seduction? That’s what she thought it
was? “I wasn’t seducing you, Sil,” I amend while brushing a few
clinging leaves from my sleeve. “I was playing with
you.”

Birdbrained, she inquires, “Oh. Was it any
fun?”

“Ur, it . . . was. Until you socked me.”

“Reflex. Sorry,” she tells me.

Hmph. Her smirk begs to differ. Evil
girl.

She dusts her hands and slinks to her feet,
then begins to wind across the rutted terrain. “More importantly,
can you really smell me?” She pulls at her collar and shoves her
nose into her shirt. “Is it bad?”

Tch. Always so concerned with her scent.
“Just awful,” I lie. “Downright dreadful.”

“Oops. Sorry ‘bout that.” She fans her
shirt. It does nothing but send a delightful wave at me.

If she only knew.

The aromatic little thing continues to weave
through stone and statue until she reaches the far side of the
cemetery. It isn’t necessarily getting late, but it’s getting long.
This outing is stretching on. It’s time to go.

However, when I am about to mention such to
Sil, she cuts me off with a startled yelp. “D-demon! Come here!
Lookie what I found!”

“Nope. Won’t do it, Sil. Not until you call
me by my proper name. Throw a ‘Prince’ in there, and you’ll earn a
few brownie points.”

“Shh! That’s not important, just get over
here, demon boy! For reals!”

“Ugh.” What can I do? She’s as excited as a
banshee and as noisy as one too. I strut to where she stands
between a miniature mausoleum and a decrepit gate.

“What do you want? Find a witty
tombstone?”

“Not exactly.”

She steps aside to reveal her findings. A
tombstone sits, sure enough, but before the stone is not uneven
ground sprinkled with leaves. Before the stone is . . .

“A hole?”

Sil nods. “Someone dug up the grave.”

Because I don’t know if this is normal
practice for mortals, I ask, “For what purpose?”

Sil shrugs. “Beats me. Probably some creepy
ritual. I should be asking you. Aren’t creepy rituals sort of your
thing?”

Hm. She has a point. “I wouldn’t call them
creepy so much as . . . mesonoxian,” I tell her.

“Midnightish? How are they midnightish?” she
says.

Damn. Hadn’t expected her to know what it
meant. “Never mind, Sil. So, are you to tell me that someone dug up
a body, but there isn’t a reason for doing so as far as you know,
besides an act unconsecrated?”

“Uh . . . yup! That’s basically what I’m
saying!” She crouches over the hole. “Weird. Must’ve been recent.
The hole doesn’t even have that many leaves inside.”

“Did they leave any parts?” I ask. “Of a
bodily nature, I mean.”

“I don’t think so . . . Here, let me
check.”

And without an ounce of hesitation, Sil pops
into the grave and begins digging through the small layer of
yellowed leaves. I stand awkwardly near the edge of the hole.

“Don’t see any limbs or bones or anything,”
she says after a moment of investigation, “but . . .”

“But?”

The wood around us rustles forebodingly. Or
perhaps it is nothing but my imagination.

“There IS this!” She pushes an arm from the
hole and holds within her peeling-nailpolished fingers a mass of
black.

“What is . . .?” But as my eyes adjust, I
realize it isn’t a mass of black, so much as a grouping of black
feathers attached to a small figure.

It’s a dead bird.

“Disgusting, Sil! That is highly
unsanitary!”

“Oh, psh. You sound like my Aunt Tish.”

I shake my head and respire a groan.

 


Sil is, without a doubt, the least ladylike
female I’ve ever met.

 


“Drop it, Sil. Just drop it.”

At my prodding, she releases the bird and
wipes her hands on the thighs of her pants. At least she has the
decency to clean them off somewhat. I extend a hand to help her
from the hole. She pulls herself up, but doesn’t release me.
Instead, she yelps again and begins to tug me towards the
church.

“Look! Something else!” she says
excitedly.

“Something else? What now?”

“There!”

I follow her gesture to the backdoor of the
church, which has been removed.

“So the door’s gone,” I observe. “Big
deal.”

“Not that, demon boy! Look beyond.”

Beyond the door is a room I can’t see
clearly from out here, but that isn’t the thing that’s gotten Sil
so excited. It’s the ground. At the base of where the door should
have been, over the threshold, a symbol’s been drawn in bright
white paint. Fresh. New. The symbol is a heptagon with a bit of
illegible cursive painted through the middle.

“What’s it mean?” I ask Sil.

“No clue,” she says.

She still has my hand. She’s loosened her
grip now that the excitement of discovering the symbol has worn
off, but my hand remains in hers. This is wrong. Aren’t I supposed
to be the one holding hers? This won’t do. It isn’t princely
and it isn’t manly.

I maneuver my hand so that it is on the
outside.

Sil shivers and looks at me suspiciously.
“What are you doing?” she demands.

“Making it right.”

“Making what right?” She tries to shake me
off, but I have no intention of releasing her.

“You need to calm down and succumb,” I
instruct.

“To what?”

“To the way things should be.”

“I don’t get it.”

Of course she doesn’t.

She studies our hands. “Huh. Okay,” she says
after a bit. Just like that, she agrees. What a scatterhead. She
returns to examining the mark on the doorway floor. “Seven points
and a scribble. Ooh! I bet it IS part of some creepy, midnightly
ritual!” She pokes her head into the church. “Doesn’t look like
they left the bones here, though.”

“How do you even know that the two are
related?”

“I don’t. But wouldn’t it be cool if they
were?”

“You’re such an imbecile.”

But Sil isn’t listening to me. Her thoughts
are elsewhere. “I gotta show Keek,” she tells herself. “We should
come back and investigate tomorrow.”

Yes. Sil simply must show her squishy
minion. I, however, won’t be along for the ride. I’ll make it
known:

“I shall pass.”

Sil sticks out her bottom lip. “But why?
We’ll need a demon expert while investigating cultish rituals.”

“That is precisely why I won’t offer
assistance. Because you assume things like that. Let you and your
minion figure it out. It doesn’t interest me at all, so –”

At that moment she says something that stops
my words from coming: “I’ll try again,” she says.

Mid-turn, I halt. “Excuse me?”

“If you return here and investigate with me,
I’ll try feeling up your chest again or whatevs.”

If I help her figure out the symbol, she’ll
try again? Without complaint? An appealing offer. A terribly
appealing one.

“I’ll consider it,” I tell her, restraining
myself. “Now let’s go. I’m getting hungry.”

She seems pleased with my response. A smirk
forms on her upper lip as she follows me away from the doorway.
Hand in hand, we move through the graveyard the way we came.

“You’re in luck; Mom’s making mac and cheese
hotdish,” she says.

Great. Cheese with noodles. Because THAT
dreadful concoction never gets old.

“Aw, don’t make that face, demon boy. You
know you always eat seconds of it. Although, I don’t get why. You
won’t touch milk, yet you love cheese.”

Love is a strong word. And I hardly consider
‘cheese product’ to contain more than trace amounts of milk. “What
I truly prefer are foods of the sea,” I explain. “The bones of fish
and sea snakes especially contain a desirable pliability.”

“Do they really?” Sil says absently.
“Huh.”

Vacant twit.

But at least she’ll try again tomorrow.

Tomorrow will be the day she admits her love
for me. I have that to look forward to, at any rate.

And if she doesn’t?

 


I might just have to kill her.


Chapter 3: Enter Squishy Friend Keek

 


There’s a thing or two to be said about a
man that lives not for himself.

Or so I’ve heard.

If ever there’s been a person to live for
the sake of another, it’s Sil’s squishy minion. The one called
Keek.

 


Sil’s underling is a thick, plushy boy with
a voluminous head of hair and skin even darker than Sil’s.
Emerald-eyed, soft-voiced, and with a mouth so smug it could make a
narcissist cringe, he’s one person I’d like to smite.

Well, he’s the one I’d smite first
anyway.

The minion is rude and boisterous and
constantly lurks around, but even more annoying than all of that is
his obsession with my mark. Their friendship is a thing
indigestible and imbalanced. In a most pestering way, he’s far more
concerned with her than she is with him. Many days since my arrival
have I been forced to cope with the minion’s presence. At Sil’s
home and at school. During his absence yesterday, I’d been hoping
for the worst. Slow, painful decline or sudden respiratory
distress. Either would do just fine. Unfortunately, after only a
day’s respite, he’s back to his pratful self.

“Sil! Sil!” Per usual, the plushy boy chases
us down after class in the hallway huffing. “Did you see it, Sil?
Mr. Henson rested his sketchbook on his belly for a full two
minutes and thirty-six seconds!”

“You were counting?” I say dryly. Dryness is
warranted whenever speaking with the minion.

“Oh,” says Keek. “Hello, Tran. Didn’t
see you there. You just sort of blended into the wall. I guess
that’s what happens when you’re ghostly pale.” He budges between
Sil and me. “You saw it, right, Sil?”

“Sure did,” says Sil. “Only my count was two
minutes, thirty-seven point five seconds.”

“What? Really?” Keek taps his digital watch.
“Suppose I might not have started the count right on the mark. Did
you include when his hand was still ON the sketchbook? Because I
didn’t.”

“Nope,” says Sil. “I started just when his
hand lit from the –”

Their prattle is abrasive. Too abrasive.

“HONESTLY WHAT DOES IT MATTER?!” A screech
that has just come from me cuts through the hallway, loud enough to
make even the other prattling humans stop and look edgily back at
us.

Perhaps it was a mite uncalled for.

“Whoa, Tran, whoa,” says Keek.

“Yeah, demon boy, whoa,” says Sil.

Keek matches Sil’s lazy saunter and the two
mosey ahead without looking back. I murder them in my mind. First
through strangling. Then via rusted pipe. And lastly using a
creative assortment of kitchen utensils. It does little to cure my
rage.

Paying no attention to my disdain, and
therefore failing to realize exactly how much danger he’s in, Keek
continues to engage Sil. The squishy human is more enthralled with
her than mortally possible. “So can we go see it right from here,
Sil? This mystery thing you found in the woods?”

Sil responds, “Are you sure you’re feeling
up to it? I don’t want you puking on me or anything.” She
pantomimes gut-wrenching vomiting, which, although I find
unnecessarily moronic, sets her minion guffawing.

“Naw, I’m all good now,” he says. “Got it
out of my system yesterday.”

“Oh great!” Sil brightens up. “The thing I
want to show you is not really in the woods, though, so much as
through them. You know that old cemetery way back behind my
house? Well, I returned there yesterday for the first time since
you-know-what, and you’ll never believe what I found! There was
this grave, and . . .”

Thus, Sil enthusiastically proceeds to
recount the events from the previous day. The dug up grave. The
heptagonal symbol. And yes, even the dead bird. Of course
she mentions a thing like that.

I look on in quiet observation. I pick up on
the things she doesn’t.

Sil doesn’t notice the way Keek’s green-born
eyes hungrily scan her face as she speaks. Likewise, she doesn’t
realize that he’s carefully timed his arm’s swing to move opposite
of hers so that every once in a while their hands graze ever so
slightly. And when we reach outside? She doesn’t see it, but Keek
stares at her with blatant lust, for her eyes have been lit to
sexiness by the temptress sun. He stares at her the way I try not
to stare at her.

 


The minion has his eyes on my mark. Odin be
damned if I’ll let him have her.

 


><

 


Contrary to popular belief, the underworld
isn’t dark or foul or murky or vile. It isn’t a place filled with
pain or sorrow. It’s bright. Brighter than one can imagine, with a
light that, without source, floods through everything. Different
from the sun that casts, Dhiant’s light exists through the entirety
of the material plane. It simply IS.

My skin isn’t pale from a lack of sunlight,
as Sil has suggested, but from a constant state of being wrapped in
a white under-light most pure. That under-light is what I miss most
about Dhiant. That’s why, while on the edge of dream last night, as
I lay craving that light of home, a thought occurred to me. A
revelation if you will, and I understood for what reason I
previously felt such comfort in the graveyard.

It is because the remnants of finished lives
– the lingering auras of the dead – give off a sensation alike the
light of home.

 


Knowing this, I am eager to return to the
forgotten building in the center of the clearing.

 


When we reach there, the cemetery hasn’t
changed since yesterday. While Sil and Keek snap photos of the
heptagonal symbol with their cellphones, I take to the far side of
the graves so as not to be bothered by either of them.

For some reason, the day is cloudy within
the graveyard, though the world was sunny just minutes before.
Maybe there is also some sort of atmospheric mysticism
associated with a place stained with the memories of the dead. Or
maybe there isn’t. One can’t be sure. Either way, the lost lives
flitter about in the air, infusing my mind with reminiscences of
home’s light. I am at peace.

But not for long.

Although I try not to hear the chatter of
the others, their antsy, childish voices reach me where I stand,
and I am forced to eavesdrop on their merriment.

“Naw, I can’t make it out either,” the
minion is saying.

“It is script, though, isn’t it?” responds
Sil.

“Yeah. Think so. And I think you’re right.
It probably has to do with that disturbed grave.”

“Right? That’s what I told Wayst! You just
get the feeling this symbol has to do with some kind of dark ritual
or something.”

“It’s more than that, though,” says Keek.
“This paint . . . it looks like the stuff they use to paint those
Dia de los Muertos sugar skulls. See?”

I can’t see what the minion does to show her
his theory, but whatever it is, Sil lets out an, “Aha!”

“It wipes right off and even tastes sweet,”
says Keek.

Oh. Apparently the lug has just sampled a
bit of the stuff.

To which Sil is annoyingly impressed. “Wow,
Keek! I never would’ve even thought to try that! How’d you
know?”

“Lucky guess,” he triumphs.

“What’s lucky is that it must not have
rained since they painted it,” analyzes Sil. “When was the last
time it rained?”

The minion counts, “Uh, week and a half ago
abouts?”

Wrong. It’s been more than a week and a
half. It rained the night of my arrival. I won’t correct them,
however. Why bother?

But Sil remembers even without my
assistance. “No, the last time it rained was when demon boy showed
up,” she says, thoughtfully. “So that would be around two weeks
ago. Know what that means, Keek ol’ buddy, ol’ pal? We can assume
that this mark was painted less than two weeks ago! And judging by
how few leaves are in that hole, I’d say it was more recent than
not.”

“Demon boy, huh?” Keek’s abhorrence is
evident. “You still haven’t told me why you call the transfer kid
that.”

Kid? Ahem. If anyone’s a ‘kid’, it is the
minion who has yet retained his baby fat.

“No reason,” says Sil. “Just something to
call him.”

“That so?” Keek doesn’t sound entirely
convinced. “Hmph.”

Hmph, indeed.

“Anyhow,” Sil says, “will you show the
pictures to your dad? He loves stuff to do with Halloween and Day
of the Dead. He’s bound to know if there really is a connection. So
will you ask him, Keek? Pleeeeease?”

“Sure! Sure I’ll ask him!” Keek is far, far
too livened by the thought of pleasing her.

 


Keek is far, far too alive in general.

 


It’s up to me to deaden the mood. I’m
perturbed. Because of them, I’ve been hardly able to enjoy the
under-light. In, what I’m ashamed to admit, is a sulk, I go to
where they are. Keek’s crouched over in the doorless doorway – a
thick nugget of a silhouette – while Sil’s looks on over his broad
left shoulder.

“If you two are quite finished, I’ve got
business with Sil,” I drawl.

Despite my lack of ‘demon’s’ advice, she
must still keep her end of the bargain. She must still try again.
At least I have that to look forward to. The more she tries, the
better the chances are that it’ll work. The better the chances are
that I’ll be allowed to return home.

“Butt out, Tran,” the minion offers his
regards.

But straightening, Sil comes to my defense.
“No, he’s right, Keek. He and I’ve gotta get going.”

Hah! Take that, minion! The minion glares at
me a glare Sil can’t see. I give him one she can.

“Stop it, Wayst.”

Oh? So easily she uses my proper name? She
usually only does so when she thinks I can’t hear.

“Of course, Siiiil.”

Keek cringes at the way I purr her name. He
cringes even more when I slip an arm invitingly around her waist.
“Shall we be going now, Siiiil?”

“Knock it off, demon boy.” Sil elbows me in
the stomach, forcing a drop of my hold on her hip. Keek hisses a
self-satisfied gloat.

Infuriating!

But not to worry; I’ll hold her even closer
than that in just a short while. Sil reads my thoughts. It’s
impossible, I know, but it seems as though she does, for her
shoulders begin to judder faintly. Anticipation, dear Sil?
Anticipation it is.

“S-so, I’ll see you later, Keek?” she
stammers.

Keek is suspicious. Naturally, he’s
suspicious. Thanks to her nervousness, Sil’s behaving incredibly
suspiciously. At least she continues to urge him along.

“But, Sil!” the minion protests. “You expect
me to just leave you alone out here with freaky, grouchy
Tran?!”

Tch. He’s concerned about leaving her
alone with me? He does know we LIVE together, doesn’t
he?

“Sorry,” says Sil, “I promised I’d help him
out with something personal.” Giving it a second thought, she adds,
“Something personal and also homework related. Truth is,
demon boy’s hopeless on his own. I’ll call you after dinner,
though, ‘kay, Keeker?”

The blub of a boy frowns. “Seriously?”

Seriously, minion. Seriously.

“Afraid so,” sings Sil.

“Erg. Fine.” With great strain and strife,
Keek eventually says his parting. “See ya, then.”

We wait for the sounds of his moping
footsteps to disappear, and then we are alone. Again alone in the
cemetery.

“Well?” I pull up the bottom of my
shirt.

But as quickly as I raise it, Sil pushes it
down. “Not so fast, demon boy. First I want a little insider
information from you.”

“What?” I eye her up and down with
staleness. Her outfit choice today is something chaotic. She’s
wearing pants that are tight at the ankle and baggy at the hips and
held in place by striped suspenders she most likely acquired from
Cousin Stache. Beneath the straps she sports a blue short-sleeved
shirt over a clashing long-sleeved shirt. Sil is alike a sideshow
clown.

Under my gaze of scrutiny, Sil is awkward.
Her arms gangle in a loose fold. She turns in her feet and furrows
her face.

Heh.

“What ‘insider information’ are you talking
about?” I ask, making sure to keep my appraisal all the more
intrusive.

“I want you to take another look at this.”
She points to the painted symbol. “I brought . . .” She shuffles
about in her rucksack – “Ta-dah!” – and ends by holding up a large,
chipped magnifying glass.

“Are you mad? I told you I don’t know
anything about your little symbol, Sil.”

“Yeah, but you couldn’t really SEE it
clearly yesterday, right? I figured maybe if you used this,” – She
shakes the magnifier before my face – “you might be able to pick up
something else.” She beams at me with a mixture of pride and
hopefulness.

Bet she’s pleased with herself for thinking
of something so clever. Can she not see it isn’t clever in the
least?!

“If I look at the damned thing through the
glass, you will, without any other hesitation or preliminary, try
again? Is that what I’m to understand?”

Sil bobs her head in agreement.

“Very well.”

I tear the thing from her flimsy hold, bring
it to my face, and lean over the symbol. Sil stands by in
apprehension. She’s vulnerable just there. A human toy that will
someday die. There is a lack of things to play with in this
existence. Thus I will play with the thing most accessible.

“Hmmm. Now that’s in-ter-est-ing,” I
tell plaything Sil. “I wonder . . .”

My false interest does the trick. It
captures her attention. “What?” she breathes. “What do you
see?”

“Come closer,” I tell her. I point to the
top right point. “See this part here?”

She examines the spot, which is no different
from any other part of the symbol. “Yeah! What about it?!”

“It’s that . . . the thing is . . . this
marking . . .”

“Go on, demon boy! Spit it out!”

“It looks the same as yesterday.”

Sil smacks me in the back of the head.

“What?” I ask, coy. “What do you want me to
say? It’s just a heptagon surrounding a nonsense scribble. There
isn’t anything unique or otherworldy about . . .” But I am moved to
stop myself, for I have just noticed something through the glass.
“Oh.”

“Oh?” repeats Sil. “Oh what? If this is
another of your tricks –”

“Quiet, would you?” Now I really am
intrigued. Enlarged, the scrawl still looks like nothing but
garble. However, there is something about the shape that I hadn’t
noticed before. “Your dwarf claims this is used in the making of
candy?” I say.

Sil nods.

“And what brought him to that conclusion?” I
ask.

“He tasted it.”

“Did you?”

Sil cocks her head. “Huh?”

“Did you taste it?”

“No, I . . .”

I take the liberty of sampling a bit of the
stuff myself. I recognize the texture. My findings confirm what
I’ve since guessed. “It isn’t candy, Sil. And it isn’t paint. It’s
white ash.”

Sil crowds in next to me and smears a bit of
the heptagon’s exterior. It leaves a chalky, powdery smudge of
white. “Ash?” she says. “It can’t be ash, demon boy. If it were, it
would have smeared black. Plus, the fact that someone made it into
paint . . . well, if it were ash, it wouldn’t have stayed white at
all. It would be black. Or at the very least gray. And it wouldn’t
look this smooth. It would be more powdery and less smeary, you
know?”

Sil is rambling senselessly about the
qualities of ash.

“I said white ash, stupid girl. And
it’s been mixed with liquid to make it easier to spread.”

“White ash?” Sil wipes another bit of
substance onto her thumb and begins to bring it to her mouth.

I grab her wrist. “I wouldn’t do that if I
were you.”

“Why not? You did.”

“Trust me.”

Her guarded eyes convey that it’s a heavy
thing to order, but in the end she submits. She lowers her thumb
and squints at the powder. “What’s white ash?”

“It’s an ingredient used in certain
spells.”

“Spells? For reals?” She mulls it over.
“Huh. Go figure. Know what kind this one was for?”

“I don’t. But I do know that white ash comes
from bones ground and burned over a shadow-brought fire.”

“Shadow-brought?” Sil begins there, but
quickly realizes the former part of my statement – “Hold on,
bones?” – and when she does, she hurries to clean her
fingertips on the sleeve of my shirt.

“That’s correct,” I tell her. But I won’t
reveal the most unsettling bit of ‘insider information’ because
there isn’t a reason for her to know. The heptagonal symbol has
just become my concern and mine alone.

There is only one species with the ability
to conjure a shadow-brought flame. Only one. And they aren’t of
Sil’s world; they’re of mine. They ARE mine.

 


Without a doubt, a daem made the white ash
used. And it sure as hell wasn’t me.

 


“What is it, demon boy? Why are you lost in
your head?”

I shake her care away. “Why did your minion
think it was candy?” I ask instead. “White ash does not taste
sweet.”

Sil thinks about it only briefly. “Maybe it
only tastes sweet to humans. You’ve got all kinds of other weird
food phobias, so maybe it’s just a matter of your taste buds being
broken.”

Yeah. Right. Either that or he LIED. I must
find out.

“Pay no regard to what I said before,” I
tell her. “Go on and have a taste, won’t you, Sil?

“Ick no!”

Fruck.

Wait, fruck? Dammit, what’s becoming
of me!? Out of frustration, I rub my horns that no longer exist.
Because they no longer exist, it only makes me feel fouler.

“Wow, demon boy. Turns out you did know
something useful. This stuff is made from bone – safe to assume
from the dug-up body’s bones. But the symbol is small, so that
means that the guy who drew it has either a bag of parts under
their bed OR a few jars of white ash. Whichever it is, you proved
yourself handy. Nice work. Guess it means I have to try agai-”

“Not now.”

“Hah?” Sil isn’t disappointed, just
surprised. “Okeydokey.”

“My curiosity’s been piqued,” I declare,
standing and handing her the glass. “Shadow-brought fire isn’t
something humans can conjure. As it was painted after my arrival,
I’d like to figure out the symbol’s function.”

“As it was painted after your arrival? Whoa,
you don’t think the spell has something to do with you!”

“Don’t get overly excited. I told you: I’m
only a little curious.”

But that isn’t true. The coincidence of a
daem’s substance being used so close to Sil’s house sometime in the
days since I landed . . . It’s upsetting. There are many spells
that use white ash. Locating. Summoning. Binding. The latter
is what has me concerned. As I’ve said before, being a prince of
the underworld comes with a smidgeon of baggage. And it also comes
with a cacophony of enemies.

Entrapment in this realm by said
enemies?

 


The worst thing I can imagine.

 


Pondering such, I storm away from the
symbol. The church. The graveyard. All of it. The chances that
there is some connection between the symbol and me are great – yet
there aren’t supposed to be any other daems around here on work or
on holiday. It isn’t exactly easy to access the realm of
humans.

Troubling.

Sil lazes behind. “Sure you don’t want to
try again?” she calls. “Final offer.”

“I don’t feel up to it.” The thought of
being stuck in this place is nauseating.

“Suit yourself, demon.”

I say nothing to combat the jab. I continue
to push across the leaf-infested soil, victim to my own unwanted
trepidation, until Sil’s feet come pattering through the brush to
catch up with me. From the corner of my eye, I catch her studying
me. With eyes that are gray. With a mouth that is small and
musing.

“I’ll help you if you want,” she pipes after
a bit.

I scoff at her. “I hardly need your
assistance.”

“But you’re worried, aren’t you? You’re
worried that a witch is after you or something?”

I stop and raise a brow at her. “A witch,
Sil? Really?”

“Well, sure. Who else uses spells?
Warlocks?”

Actually, there is a wide array of creatures
that use them, but that’s neither here nor there.

She goes on, “Look, I’m not real sure on the
specifics, but I can tell that you’re even more moody than usual.
And that means you’re uber worried. So if you let me help, maybe I
can . . . I dunno, distract you or something. Wouldn’t that be
good?”

“Ur. I suppose . . . maybe.”

“So it’s settled! We’ll work together to
figure out the mystery of the octagon!”

“Heptagon,” I correct.

“Right!”

But Sil doesn’t care about the
differentiation in the least. In the aftermath of our agreement,
she grins devilishly to herself, and I come to realize the truth:
She wasn’t worried about me at all. Rather, she wanted to gain my
help with figuring out the upturned grave.

I’ve been played by the toy.

Sneaky little –!

But as we break through the forest into
Sil’s sunlit backyard, her evil smirk is replaced by something that
almost resembles sincerity. “Really, Wayst, there’s no point
in worrying,” she says, and for a second of stillness her eyes
shine. I am caught. In the midst of transfixing on those sexy pools
of blue . . .

My mouth moves on its own. “All right,” I
mutter, spelled. “Let’s try again, Sil. Right here. Right now.”

Au contraire, Sil responds with
out-of-nowhere tenacity. “No way! You had your chance, Mr.
Demon!”

Cousin Stache’s bathtub sonata fills the
air. Sil joins his soundtrack with laughter on her teeth and simper
on her lips.

 


I’ll kill her. Before this is over, I’ll
definitely kill her.

 


But I might not get a chance. Depending on
what sort of spell was cast by that marking; depending on which
daem acquired the white ash; depending on their intentions . .
.

 


It’s more important now than ever that I get
home quickly.


Chapter 4: Bonding?!

 


Cousin Stache left four days from our
discovery of the heptagon. It was a parting I was none too
despairing over, for I do not lament the lack of bathtime warbling
in the slightest.

It’s rained since his departure. The symbol
is no more. And I am no closer to figuring out its meaning. Not
that I’ve had much to go off of. Memory and memory alone. And
memory hasn’t served me well. It doesn’t help that I’ve sensed no
netherworldy energy from any of Count’s Fieldbo’s population –
which, by the by, has just grown by one.

After a rare few days without intruder –
excepting me, of course – today we welcomed a new traveller to
Sil’s humble abode. I use ‘welcomed’ in the loosest of senses.
After only a brief encounter with her leathery body this morning, I
can already sense she’s a broad I ought to stay far, far away
from.

Lady Libido is a woman short-haired and
full-hipped and with all of the unsavory appeal of a pent-up,
has-been newsanchor. On this particular afternoon she sits at the
kitchen table, practically dripping with pheromones past their
prime, painting her toenails orange to match her eyeshadow.

Back home there is a term for youth-sucking
women like her. We call them succubae.

Oh, here the correct term is ‘cougars’? I
see.

Moving forward.

In celebration of the weekend, Sil’s chosen
to wear sagged capris accompanied by a ripped t-shirt and baggy
vest. The attire of a homeless person digging through the leavings
of a preteen’s garage sale. Sil is a slob through and through. Upon
entering the kitchen, she plops a heel into place beside her aunt’s
– or whatever their relation is – and begins to scrutinize her own
unpainted daggers.

“Gross, Sil,” I tell her. “Really, shave
your legs.” More so it’s for the sake of my sanity than for Sil’s
own good.

“Why? You don’t shave your legs, so why
should I?”

“Because you are a woman and are therefore
expected to maintain at least an ounce of feminine character.”

“Is that so?” Sil rubs a hand up her
prickled calf. “Well it’s only been a week or so. I plan to shave.
Just not today. Maybe tomorrow or something.”

Great. Tomorrow. Sil is alike a
caveperson.

Lady Libido takes no notice of us – of
neither our conversation nor the fact that we’ve entered the
kitchen at all. She simply continues to dip the sticky brush into
the vial and slather it onto her skeletal nails.

What an odd family.

Sil removes her foot, hairy toes and all,
then slumps to the cupboard and searches until she finds her prize
– some sort of toaster pastry, which I’ve dubbed ‘breakfast
bricks’. She throws the wrapper into the sink, and without
bothering to heat it at all, takes a gerbil-esque bite. “Help
yourself to milk, demon boy,” she sniggers, mouth full. “Try not to
destroy anything while I’m gone today.”

“Excuse me? Where is it that you’re going
exactly? We are without class.”

“Research. But don’t worry. I won’t make you
tag along or anything. You can just hang out here in a puddle of
your own darkness and –”

“Ahem. What research?”

“Nothing much. Just going to the library to
read up on that octagon we found.”

“Heptagon.”

“Whatevs. Anyhow, stay out of my room while
I’m gone. And I WILL be gone for a long time. You know, getting
important research things done. Unless . . .” Sil fakes being coy.
“You have nothing better to do? Unless maybe you want to
come along? I mean I can’t really blame you. It’s not like you have
hobbies or friends or . . .”

Oh. I get it. This is another one of her
games. She’s attempting to bait me. To tempt me.

Well, I know a thing or two about tempting,
and there’s no question I can outwit a stupid girl like her.
Keeping a cool face, I respond,

“No thanks.”

I pick up the litter from the sink and toss
it into the proper receptacle and wait for her to change her snide
little demeanor.

But she does nothing of the sort.

“Okay. Later.” After an uncaring shrug, she
waves to Lady Libido before promptly heading out the front
door.

WHY THAT LITTLE –!

I’m at a loss. Of course I wish to go with
her. The mystery of the symbol is still hanging over me like an
alp’s veil. Regardless, there’s no way in hell I am chasing after
her – especially not after that crafty, pigheaded display!

“You’d better hurry, pancake,” Lady Libido
gives her two cents. “Otherwise you’ll be left all alone with
little ol’ me. All of that idle time together in this empty house .
. . I wonder whatever we’ll find to do.” She draws her finger
seductively along the edge of the table.

Egad! Not with her aged body! Shuddering, I
shun the cougar and run chasing after Sil. I’m not opposed to
random acts of sex . . . but cringe!

The twit hasn’t even made it past the front
walkway. “Oh?” She smirks. “What’s this? You’ve decided to come
after all?”

“How old is that woman!?”

“In there?”

“Yes, in there! To whom else would I
be referring!?”

“No clue. Maybe like early fifties? Why,
what’s wrong?” Expression goony, she adds, “Pancake.”

She heard. The idiot girl heard! Mortifying.
And what’s worse is she’s acting cocky about it.

“Make no mistake,” I hiss. “Call me
‘pancake’ again and I’ll choke you in your sleep. Horns be
damned.”

“Geesh. No need to get so uppity. Thought
you’d be pleased to have a woman’s affection, pancake.”

“Don’t test me, Sil.”

I’m not joking. My veins are beginning to
bubble.

But Sil won’t heed my advice. “Come on.
Lighten up, pancake.”

The autumn day is bright, but still it is
lacking. Without Dhiant’s light I am hollow. Without my horns I am
powerless. Without my throne I am common. And without my pride?
Without my pride I am dangerous.

Sil is nicking at it like a little pest.

“I’m warning you, Sil. Shut up, won’t
you?”

“Whoa.” Sil pauses at the fence of the house
two doors down from hers and squints at me. “You were right, demon.
Your eyes are sorta red, aren’t they? Blacky red.”

Is that all? Has she decided to heel? Wise
choice, Sil.

Things are fine. I begin to contain myself.
Killing her would be satisfying, but she knows of a place to
research the symbol. It would be inconvenient to kill her now. I
resolve to ebb.

Until she foolishly adds, “Must mean you’re
all hot and bothered, pancake. You know, if you wanna go back
inside and take her up on her offer –”

That’s it. I can hold back my fury no
longer.

I seize Sil’s shoulders and push her against
her neighbor’s neighbor’s fence. Before I can think, my hand is on
her neck. On her small, tender, easily breakable neck.

Once she catches up with what is happening,
her body goes stiff. “D-demon boy?”

My hand is on her throat, but my fingers do
not close.

The sun is warm on my neck, though the day
is cool. Likewise, Sil’s neck is warm, though my skin is chilled.
To squeeze would be satisfying. To squeeze her neck would be a
release. If I do so, however, then that’s the end. I’ll have
failed. My horns will be lost. My return to Dhiant will be forever
out of reach.

Well so what? I say to hell with all of it!
If my father won’t let me return, I’ll go on a killing rampage
until his attention is caught! Until he can no longer ignore it! I
will massacre my way back into Dhiant!

“W-Wayst?” Sil looks at me and is afraid.
Truly afraid of me for the first time. Good girl, Sil. This is the
way you should have felt from the beginning.

My body casts a shadow on her, blocking her
from the sun. In a similar way, I will cast a shadow of death on
her lifelight. For Sil, this is the end.

I intake a breath in preparation for the act
– that which I have lusted after; that which will be more
satisfying than anything – but as I do, my head shifts backwards
just enough to allow a bit of sun to find Sil’s eyes. Blue.
Attractive, magical blue. How can such a grotesque person hold
hidden beauty of this quality?

While I am distracted for a minute, I can’t
shake the urge. I am angry. Frustrated. My hand wants to destroy
her. My everything wants to squash her. I must kill her.

 


ARGH!!!!!!!!!!!!!

 


I go in for the kill.

And at the last minute, my hand slides. It
slides from the front of her neck and takes up residence at the
side nape, for I have just done something unexplainable.

I have just kissed Sil.

Beneath my lips Sil makes a sound like a
confused duck. She is too startled to push or slide or wiggle away.
Her lips are soft and chilled from the brisk air. Though she wears
no makeup, her chapstick is minty. Like her scent. Like her
taste. Sil tastes as good as she smells. The chapstick is
artificial compared to her natural flavor. My thumb finds her
cheek. My free hand finds her waist.

Siiiil.

I pull my face from hers. I have not
strangled her, but my tight chest has loosened. I have been
relieved. How? And also, why? Why didn’t I follow through? Why did
I resort to . . . But thinking about the kiss makes me want to go
back for seconds.

Sil is clearly not up for it. Holding her
neck in one hand, she stares at the ground angrily and pushes her
hair behind her ear with her other. “Okaaay, crazy. What the
heck was that? You DID just kiss me, right? I didn’t imagine
that?”

“I . . .”

She locks eyes with me and wipes her mouth
on her shoulder. I feel doltish. “Your punishment,” I recover. “For
ticking me off.”

Sil is dense. She buys it easily. “Oh. Well,
you didn’t have to go that far, perv.”

I place a finger beneath her chin. “I can do
it again . . . if you’d like.” Despite the fact that I’m now
playing with her, I can’t help but notice that I desire to
follow through.

That’s different. What the fruck is wrong
with me?

Fruck? Again? Sigh. I have to get
home.

Sil doesn’t take me up on the offer. She
merely touches her lip and says, “Huh.”

“Huh, what?”

“Nothing, I just thought . . .”

“Well?” I prod.

“I just thought kissing would be . . . never
mind.”

What the hell does that mean? She thought
kissing would be . . . BETTER? Appalling! I’m a perfectly practiced
kisser! I’ve loved masses of women in Dhiant and they’ve all
enjoyed it fine enough. There’s something wrong with Sil. That
aside, her statement suggests that . . . this was her first kiss?
Such a short lifespan and this was her first kiss? What the hell
has she been doing with her time?

But she won’t give me the decency of
elaboration. She pushes onward to the library.

We walk in silence the rest of the way
there. Down First Main. Past the neat, chain-linked yard. Past the
school. Cut across the fields to Second Main – where lies the
library. A dilapidated brick building with barred windows. Barred
windows? That isn’t normal for human establishments, is it? This
was quite possibly a city jail at one point.

A bell rings to signal our entrance.

Inside are ceiling-high shelves housing
threadbare books and standing upon a carpet that is as dirty and
scratchy as sand; at the far back sits a librarian appearing ready
to keel at any moment; and to the front are a few round tables for
studying alongside a pair of ancient green-screen computers.

Yeah, lot of good this junker will do
us.

What’s worse, the bell isn’t the only thing
to signal our entrance. “There you are!” The moronic voice of a
puff pudge boy calls out to Sil joyfully. Thankfully he is gleeful
to be spending time with her only until he sees that I am also
along. At that point his tone becomes deliciously sour. “Oh. You
brought him.”

“Careful, Keek. Piss him off and he might
try to kiss you,” says Sil.

Cute, Sil. Cute.

Keek curls his lip. “What?”

“The perversion is strong in this one,” Sil
adds in a strange, cartoonish voice.

Outlandish. Keek and I become locked in a
battle of glares. “I wasn’t aware your minion would be joining us,”
I say curtly.

“Did I forget to mention? Silly me?” Wicked
Sil slithers away to speak with the librarian. Keek waits until she
is out of earshot before running his mouth.

“What are you doing here, Tran?”

“What are you doing here, pudge?”

“I have a right to be. Unlike some shifty,
untrustworthy, freeloading strangers.” He checks to make sure Sil
is fully distracted. She is. She’s asking something of the
on-death’s-door librarian. Keek goes on, “And what was Sil talking
about your perversions? If I find out you’ve been trying
stuff with her, you’re dead meat!”

The minion is threatening me? Hah! “Listen,
Keek. Menace me again and I shall steal into your room in the
middle of the night and slit you open from groin to throat using
whatever serrated object I happen to find in your mum’s bathroom.”
I smile pleasantly. The minion is horrified. “By the way,” I add,
“Siiiil tastes like spearmint. You should have a lick
sometime.”

Keek balls his squishy fists.

“Ah-ah-ah,” I say. “My Sil returns.” Indeed,
she is nearly within earshot again. Nay, she is within
earshot.

“Who’s yours, demon boy? Certainly not
me.”

Hmph.

She continues, “The librarian gave me the go
ahead to use the computers. Keeker, why don’t you start over in the
Religion section. Your dad doesn’t think the symbol has to do with
Day of the Dead, so start by looking at cults and stuff.”

“Sure thing, Sil.”

Ever the eager pleaser. Sick.

Sil takes a seat at the rubbish computer.
“Demon boy, you can go look at the Mythology section. I figure it
suits you best.”

There she goes again with her blatant
racism. And she even has the audacity to order me around? You’d
think she’d have learned her place; after all, I already came yae
close to killing her today. No matter. Mythology IS the section I
would have chosen myself – many of the truths of Dhiant are seen as
myth by the ignorant mortals – thus I refrain from speaking against
her. Suppose I’ll humor her for now. But before that, I have to ask
something.

I wait for Keek to leave. “What’s that boy
doing here, Sil? You didn’t tell him anything, did you?”

“About?”

“You twit. The white ash, of course. The
shadow-brought fire?”

Sil doesn’t look up from the computer.
“Well, I really don’t have anything to tell him, do I? You haven’t
exactly told me much.”

True. “So you’re saying that if I told you
something you’d immediately share it with that troll?” I
implore.

“Not necessarily. And calling my best friend
a troll isn’t very royal of you, is it? Maybe you should try
something nicer?”

And just how often does she use my proper
name? “You’re one to talk, Sil.”

“Well, I’m not a prince now am I?” she
says.

‘Prince’? Not ‘princess’? What’s wrong with
this girl?

“No, Sil. You aren’t a prince.”

She stares at the screen and begins to chew
her lip. I linger there, admittedly like a lurker, and watch the
chewy bit of flesh move between her teeth. Siiiil.

It’s almost as though she’s doing it on
purpose.

Holy piss! IS she doing it on purpose? The
thought occurs to me. I know Sil is nefarious, capable of
manipulation and the like, but is there a chance she’s toying with
me this very moment?

“What do you want, creeper?”

I want to rebuke her, but she has a point.
My behavior is . . . unsettling. Even to me. No, especially to me.
I answer her nothing and tartly stomp to the Mythology section.
Keek is nearby in Religion, already surrounded by towers of books.
In his hand he holds a small slip of paper. Most likely taking
notes on his findings.

Brownnoser.

The Mythology section proves to be lacking.
Nothing more than a shelf and a third all butted up next to the
fairytales. I can already tell this isn’t the section for me.
Religion isn’t either. Nor History. Nor Self-help. In fact, this
whole endeavor’s most likely a waste of time. What are the chances
of genuine underworld knowledge being contained in any of these
books?

“Sil! Check it out!”

I speak too soon. Keek seems to have found
something worthy of crying out obnoxiously in the center of the
library. It should warrant some sort of discipline. The nearly-dead
librarian’s hearing is shot. She says nothing.

Sil looks up from the computer. “What is it,
Keeker?”

“This!” The minion proudly bobbles to her
holding a dark plum book in front of his fat face. “See?!”

Sil squints at it first. And secondly –
“Wow, Keek! Where’d you find this!?” She turns the book over with
fervor.

“Right over there!” he beams.

“In with the other books?” Sil asks,
surprised.

“Yeah, why?”

“Because . . . this isn’t a library book.
There’s no barcode or anything.”

“Weird! I didn’t even notice that. Maybe
they just forgot? Anyways, this is it, isn’t it? That’s what you’re
looking for?”

“Think so!”

I edge a little closer to them, but can see
nothing, for Sil has taken the book and transferred it to one of
the study tables. Keek leans over Sil so that his arm is resting
against hers and his nose is within sniffing distance of her hair.
Maggot.

“Hold on, is this handwritten?” Sil
leafs back and forth through the pages while Keek pretends to be
interested – all the while stealing drags of Sil’s mint. My
annoyance is piqued. So, too, is my interest. The pair of them are
positively giddy.

“Well, well,” I drawl. “What has the minion
found?”

“Come see, Wayst!” Wayst. In her
excitement Sil’s forgotten to insult me.

I ask for repetition, “Come again? I didn’t
quite catch that, Sil.”

“I said: Come see, Way- . . . demon
boy.”

Uh-huh. That’s what I thought. I stifle my
interest and walk to them nonchalant.

But at the edge of the study table, I cannot
contain myself. This is no ordinary book. It is not like the others
on the stacked shelves. Not only is the cover dark plum, its pages
are written in deep colored ink – a purple so dark it is almost
black. And yes, they are written by hand, not press. The edges of
the pages appear burned, while the exterior is heavy and of a
strange binding that is alike the softest leather.

I snatch the book greedily and flip page to
page.

“About halfway through,” instructs Sil.
“That’s where it is.”

Halfway through I find the thing the humans
were so eager about. There it is. Drawn at the bottom of the page,
the heptagon waits filled with scrawl – a perfect copy of what was
once at the cemetery.

“Too bad none of it’s in English. What
language is that anyway?” Sil’s inquiry catches me by surprise as I
realize: There’s something wrong. This script. I recognize
it. But I cannot read it.

“It’s from . . .” I can’t very well say
‘Dhiant’ while the minion is about, so I resort with, “I’ve seen
this before.”

“Can you read it?” Sil wants to know.

“Uh. Hm.” How might I explain it so that the
minion doesn’t become suspicious? “I should be able to read
it,” I tell her. “I . . . studied it once. But it seems I’ve
forgotten.”

The truth of the matter is I can no longer
understand what I once could. Without my horns, the ancient
languages of Dhiant are lost to me.

“So what you’re saying,” Sil says slowly.
“Is that this is something from your old . . .”

“Country,” I finish.

Keek looks between Sil and me, unconvinced.
“I thought Tran was from North Carolina,” he says.

“Yes, but I’m originally from . . .” While I
try to think of a plausible lie, lovely Sil interjects,

“Botswana.”

Botswana?! That’s hardly believable!

Even so, the minion simply says, “Oh,
weird.”

Of course it’s weird, you numbskull!

I can’t leave this book with the likes of
them. “Well then, I’ll be taking this.” I slip it beneath my arm
and make a move for the door. Naturally the minion sees the need to
speak his piece.

“You can’t just take it, butthead!”

There isn’t time to brutalize him for his
disrespect. The book is too important. I give him the benefit of
pausing at the threshold, though I have no intention of listening
to a word he preaches. “And why is that?” I say.

“Don’t know how it is in North Carolina, but
that’s not how it works here.”

“He’s right,” agrees Sil. “You’re supposed
to check it out.”

“AND,” continues Keek, “since there’s no
barcode, that probably means it CAN’T be checked out. We’re
just gonna have to make a photocopy.”

The minion makes an attempt for the book,
but I hold it out of reach. “Twaddle.” I tell him. “Because it’s
lacking a barcode, that simply means they won’t notice if it’s gone
missing. And besides –” I look to the librarian who appears to be
either asleep or dead on her feet. “It isn’t as though that old
creature will come running after us.”

Without giving them another chance to spout
their idiocy, I move through the belled door. Keek and Sil don’t
come after me, and although I find their absence strange, I persist
home all the same. This book is unquestionably a tome of my people,
and there’s no way I’m leaving it behind. The second I reach Sil’s
home, I’ll figure out a way to translate it. I ought to have a
little power left at least. And if Sil’s sex-deprived relative is
still there? I’ll bring the book to the cemetery where it shall be
translated in peace – away from the prying eyes of dreadful Sil and
her squishy friend.

But that dream is shot down even quicker
than it comes. Sil catches up with me at the school’s corner. She
is both without breath and minion.

“What?” I turn up my nose. “What took
you?”

Panting, she holds up a large, flat book
titled Tide’s First Climb. It does nothing to explain. “I
felt bad leaving without checking out anything, so I just grabbed
the first thing I saw,” she says.

I eye the book. Colorfully decorated with
cartoon drawings, it is clearly intended for young children. “You
plan to read this?”

“Well . . .” She stands dumbly and scans the
book’s cover as though seeing it for the first time. “N . . . No.
Not exactly.”

Not exactly? Come now, Sil. Let me get this
straight. She rented the damned thing solely to make that croon
feel . . . needed? I can’t help but find that . . .

For some reason, the absurdity of the matter
makes me laugh. Once. Twice. Five times or more, I laugh. She is
such a fool. Such an incorrigible stink! And as she stands, holding
the children’s picture book, she is the most humorous thing I’ve
seen since arriving in this place.

“Huh? What’s with you, demon?” Sil doesn’t
understand.

Neither do I. The moment of humor passes
easily. “Come along then, Sil.” With a firm hold on the newfound
book, I take the lead.

 


Today I came awfully close to killing her.
Awfully close, and yet she lives. Will that change, I wonder, in
the days to come? Will Sil breathe her last at my hand?

 


These are the things I ponder as I walk a
few paces ahead of her, lit by mortal’s puny light, surrounded by
the ground-running leaves of fall, and filled with bouts of stolen
mint.

Delicious, Sil. Simply delectable.


Chapter 5: Choose Your Weapon

 


Sil is out.

I, on the other hand, am in.

And in an attempt to avoid Lady Libido for
as long as possible, I’ve holed myself up in Sil’s room. Not for
fun, mind you, but because I’m on a mission. A mission to find
Sil’s dastardly notebook.

And just what brought on this ardent
search?

It happened again today, whilst sitting in
the middle of class, listening to the intrusive buzzing of the tick
behind me. Sil was sketching with roguish deportment. But not only
was she sketching; she was also looking back and forth from me to
said sketch and smirking a smirk so maniacal I couldn’t help but
become obsessed. Today is the day. Today I’ll figure out what she’s
been doodling. I must.

The plum tome sits mockingly on Sil’s bed –
a reminder that I’ve accomplished nothing since coming to this
mortal-infested place. I bring it with me wherever I go in hopes of
igniting a bout of memory, per chance I come across a bit of
netherworldy power to borrow. Until then, the writing’s gibberish.
Frustrating, tiresome gibberish.

At least it’s still in my possession. I’ve
had to keep my guard upright to make it so, as Keek wants more than
anything to try his hand at translating the thing. He eyes my
rucksack voraciously on the way home from school each day. He
wishes to solve the mystery first, so as to appeal Sil.

How much time is left now? Two and a half
weeks? Is that really all there is?

Sigh.

Sil and I haven’t tried again since
discovering the symbol. Suffice it to say I’ve been preoccupied.
For all I know, a binding spell may have already been cast, and if
that’s the case, even if we get our mission to work, it won’t do a
damned bit of good. There’s no way of knowing for sure.

Truthfully, I’m feeling inadequate. Quite
possibly that’s the reason it was so easy for me to become obsessed
with this new mission. Not that it’s new, really. I’ve been
wondering about the doodles for the better part of my stay.

Now then, where the hell did she stow the
nipper? Could be anywhere in this slop of a room. I choose to start
at the place most obvious – her rucksack. No such luck. Because
that would’ve been far, far too easy. I move to the dresser next.
Sil’s dresser holds not clothes, but trinkets. Pens. Empty gift
boxes. Fishing lures. Her clothes, contrariwise, are in mounds
sprinkled about the floor, the biggest of which sits at the base of
her closet, blocking a few perfectly good unused bookshelves.

I switch to the desk. And then to the
sidetable. And by the time I get to the space beneath her bed, I
realize:

This is pointless.

In such a filthy place, I wouldn’t be able
to find a rabid centaur, let alone a single flat notebook. I need
to approach this another way. I’ll start at the closet. The bane of
all things orderly. If I can move the clothes from the floor to the
empty, mismatched hangers, I’ll be able to shift the random books
littered about the room to the bookshelves at the back of her
closet. A majority of these loose books are beneath the bed, and
the notebook may very well be among them.

I search through the ominous mound of attire
and begin to sort. The clean ones I hang. The smelly ones I toss
into a cardboard box I’ve deemed a suitable temporary hamper. The
bottom of the pile has a strange stale smell. All of those clothes,
clean or not, find a home in the box.

From there, I move to the underbelly of
mire, Sil’s below-the-bed cave of wonders. Book after book I pull
and stack into the now accessible shelves. For the rest of the
rubbish I commission her desk – previously a holder for stray socks
and unopened granola bars.

The underbelly of the bed is empty. Yet the
notebook remains to be found.

The dresser? I’ve already checked therein,
but there may be a chance I’ve missed it. The cycle begins anew as
I begin to shift through the drawers. The top drawer becomes a
receptacle for all things office-related. The notebook will join
them, should I ever find it. The bottom drawers I appoint for CDs
and the five videotapes Sil forgot to return to the rental store
back when they still carried VHS. Conventional utilization of a
dresser? No. But I don’t really give a damn.

At this point I stop. Much of Sil’s bedroom
floor has been cleared, so . . . where the fruck is the blasted
thing? Not beneath Sil’s pillow. Nor in the folds of her blankets.
And the bathroom? I cleaned there last week, vanity and all. Surely
there’s some corner of this room I’ve yet to look. There must be
something I’ve missed.

No. In the darkest parts of Sil’s closet I
find nothing but a few more CD cases; behind the now-overflowing
trashcan, a pair of black panties I fling into the hamper box with
the rest. The remaining furniture hides a handful of other
stragglers that forewent my attention on first runthrough. All of
them are paltry. None of them are the notebook.

Piss.

I fall onto the bed that’s been made for the
first time in . . . forever maybe, and swear at the ceiling.

Is it somewhere else in this hovel of a
house? God, I sure as hell hope not.

“Did you . . . did you clean my room?”

I bolt into a sitting position. I didn’t
hear the stealthy bit enter, but there she stands in the doorway,
arms crossed and mouth agape.

“Of course I didn’t!” But as I look around
the room, it becomes terribly obvious that I’ve cleaned the
entirety of her room. That wasn’t my intention at all!

“Wow, demon boy. You must’ve been pretty
bored.”

“Not at all! I was . . .”

Grumble. There is nothing I can say. If I
tell her I was searching for the notebook, it’ll only push the
thing further from my reach.

“I could hardly let you continue to live
like swine. Any bugs you attract will swiftly move on to my
chambers. It was merely an act of self-preservation.”

“Oh.” Sil believes it easily. “Okay then.”
She slumps into her cushion-worn desk chair and begins to spin.
“Still, ever consider the fact that I might have liked it
like that, Mr. Demon?”

“Hm?” Why would any person in their right
mind like it that way? Then again, Sil isn’t at all in her
right mind.

“Never mind.” She shoves the question away
with another wild spin. “Anyhow, that brings me to my next
question.” She halts her spin to preen at me with a look that says
‘I-know-all-of-your-perverted-perversions-you-big-demon-pervert’.
“And that is: What exactly are you doing in my bed while I’m
out of the house? Seems a little suspicious, eh?”

“Quit it. That expression is appalling. And
I’m not IN your bed. I’m on it.”

She keeps it up, making her top lip to
wriggle and pulling down the bottom lid of her right eye. “So then
what are you doing ON there, deviant?”

“Really, Sil. Stop.” I push myself from her
bed because I can’t stand to see her make that face any longer.
“Goodbye, Sil.”

Inside, I’m shaking. Today was a complete
waste of time. I head to my room to sulk. Sil stops me at the door.
“Hey, demon boy, do me a favor.”

“What?”

“Bring me your backpack, will you? I threw
my homework in there at the end of class because I was sore from
practice and I didn’t feel like carrying it.”

I turn to face her slowly. Dangerously. She
can’t be serious. “You didn’t.” Somehow I manage to keep from
lashing at her.

“Oh come on, you big baby. Bet you didn’t
even notice the extra load. It’s just two textbooks and my
notes.”

. . . YOU’VE GOT TO BE JOKING!

I choke back the words I want to say and the
things I want to do. “I’ll be right back, Sil.” I grind my feet
into the hardwood with every step of the hallway. When I reach my
chambers, I give it up and tear to the rucksack sitting on the
floor near my nightstand. I turn it upside-down and let the books
within fall heavily to the ground. Sil wasn’t lying. Two textbooks
are hers. Or maybe she was, for the notebook is nowhere to be
found. I check twice and then once more, but the damned thing
hasn’t slipped between the pages of another book. It isn’t being
concealed in one of the side pockets. It’s nowhere.

Still, I hold on to my rage.

With deliberate steps I return to Sil’s
room. “Here you are, SIL. Afraid to say your notes were not
ther-”

But when I see that Sil is indeed now
writing in said notebook – the very one for which I spent all
afternoon – I must stop myself. WHAT THE HELL?!

“Yeah, guess it was in my room after all,”
she says without looking up. Sil is the pinnacle of innocence. The
most unobservant, ignorant, naive person in the world. I don’t
understand how that can possibly be. Until she gives me the
tiniest, evilest sideways smirk and I know: She’s planned this all
from the beginning.

Sil is a malicious mastermind.

My body lurches to where she sits. My hands,
like talons, clamp to the armrests of her chair. My forehead
settles against hers. “What are you drawing, Sil?”

Sil produces a hiccup. Good. She is
affected.

“Siiiil?”

“N-nothing,” she peeps.

“Show me.”

“N-”

I slide my mouth to her ear. “Show
me.”

“. . .‘K-kay.”

Shifting my face so that our cheeks are
flush, I release a talon and pry the notebook from Sil’s trembling
fingers. I fan through the pages. Sil doodles more than she takes
notes. At first I find no evidence of me, for in the days before my
arrival, Sil simply drew her classmates in various embarrassing
situations. Even the tick makes an appearance with an enormous head
and a tiny body and two sets of limbs.

A third of the way through I find it.

There I am. And I look . . . normal. Sure,
it’s a cartoon version of me. My eyes are cynical black dots
suspended from horizontal lines, and my hair resembles sticks of
spaghetti flat out from my scalp. Other than that, though, I can
notice only one oddity.

In the drawing, my right bicep contains a
tattoo. A black heart crowned by what appear to be . . . my horns?
Sil’s never seen my horns, and yet the illustration of them is
surprisingly accurate. Small, striped, pointed, curving inward. How
does she know what they look like? Two pages later I find the same
thing. And there it is again after a spell of Chemistry notes.

Strange.

“What’s with the tattoo, Sil?” I remove
myself from her so that she might answer with composure. “And do be
precise.”

“Geesh. You’re so bossy. It’s just a regular
old tattoo. I dunno.”

On one particularly large portrait, I point
to the things jutting from atop the blackened heart. “What are
these?”

“Your horns, I guess.”

As I thought. Now I am the one who must keep
composure. “Pray tell,” I say, strained, “how do you know
what my horns look like?”

Sil is quiet.

“SIL!”

“Ugh. Fine, okay?! Don’t get cocky or
whatevs, but I had some dreams about you, is all, and in all the
dreams you had that tattoo. The heart with the horns.”

Sil . . . dreamt of me? That’s all it is?
The doodles are simply a manifestation of the subliminal desires
she has for me? Hah! How trite!

“What happens in these dreams, Sil?” I
press.

“Nothing! You’re just there.”

“Don’t be shy.”

“I’m serious! You’re just standing there in
the cemetery and then you push up your sleeve to show off your
muscle or something – I dunno – and there’s the tattoo. And you get
all, like, surprised, I guess.”

The dream is meaningless, I’m sure. The only
questionable thing is the fact that her depiction of my horns is as
they are. I’ve never described them to her, and knowing Sil, she’d
have drawn them as curling ram’s horns or the like if left to her
own volition.

Peculiar.

“You done with your interrogation now,
paranoid?” she asks.

“Not quite.” No, there’s something I wish to
try. I begin to unbutton my shirt. Sil reacts by sliding herself,
in chair, as far from me as possible.

“Whoa, demon boy! W-what’re you doing
there?”

“Try not to get so excited, Sil. I merely
wish to try something.” I toss my overshirt to her bed. I’m left in
my t-shirt. I roll up the right sleeve.

“Come here, Sil.”

“What?”

“We’re going to try again. And we are going
to alter the rules a bit.” I know not if Sil possesses any seer’s
powers, but on the off chance she does . . . “One hand on my chest.
One hand on my arm,” I instruct.

Sil doesn’t get up from the chair. “Now,
now, demon boy, it’s not like the dream means anything.
You’re silly if you think –”

“I’ll be the judge of that, Sil. Start by
revealing how many times the dream has visited you.”

“Uh . . . since you arrived here?” She chews
her lip. “Maybe a dozen?”

A dozen?! That’s nearly every other day! And
there’s something else – “What do you mean since I arrived
here?”

“Huh? Well . . . that is . . . I’m sure it’s
nothing, but . . .”

“SIL?!”

“I had it twice before you came.”

I am shocked. Really? I hadn’t expected
something like that. Either she’s lying or there really is
something to the dream! I stare at her, analyzing her intent,
reading all of those little subtleties her grayed eyes reveal. No,
she isn’t lying. That much is clear. She’s alarmed. She’s afraid.
Not of me. Of the dream.

“Might you not have told me about this, I
don’t know, BEFORE NOW?!” I scold.

“What? Why? You don’t seriously think –”

“And you don’t? Twit!” By the wrist, I yank
her from her chair. “We’re trying again now, Sil! Prepare
yourself!”

“For reals, demon boy?” Sil is reluctant,
but I’ll stand for none of that. She deserves whatever discomfort
the act gives her.

“Stand here.” I position her in the center
of the room. She slides her hand beneath my shirt and to my chest.
Unlike last time, it is warm. That’s a welcome change. The other
hand she places obediently on my arm where the mystery tattoo
appears in dreams and doodles. Then she stares at the ceiling and
spouts,

“Blood and smoke. Soul and shadow. Heart and
–”

“Ahem. Look into my eyes, Sil.” Moron. She
knows as well as I that it won’t work unless she keeps contact.

Timidly meeting my vexed gaze, she begins
again, eager to be done with it. “Blood and smoke. Soul and shadow.
Heart and void. I love you, Wayst.” She says it so quickly that it
sounds like one word. No matter. The incantation is out. Our eyes
are locked. Her positioning on my body is true.

But despite the precision of our attempt,
nothing happens.

“Damn,” I mumble. “Damn it.” It’s never
going to work. Sil’s hands slip away. My head falls. “Damn it,” I
say again. “Damn all of it.”

I melt into a pile on her floor. Why not?
There must be a pile of one thing or another in here, mustn’t
there?

Sil is awkward. She just stands there and
stares at me. “Sorry, demon boy. I want you outta here as much as
you do. Sorry I can’t get it to work.”

“I’ll bet you’re really sorry,
Sil.”

“You’re a jerk.”

“You’re a slob.”

“Not anymore! Just LOOK how clean my room
is.”

I venture to look up, and she is grinning
with spirit. I shake my head. With something on her mouth that is
either humor or mockery, she settles onto the floor beside me. “You
know, for a demon, you’re surprisingly tidy,” she says, scanning
the room.

“I’m not a demon, Sil. I’m a daem.” Why she
cannot grasp such a simple concept is beyond me.

“So you keep insisting. I don’t get it,
though. Isn’t ‘dame’ just a fancy word for lady?”

“That’s dame. I’m a daem.”

“And how is that different from a
demon?”

“Daems are legendary men of shadow. Although
that, too, is a falsity. Within my veins runs not shadow, but
smoke.”

“Huh?” Sil is not convinced.

“Believe what you want. Daems are the
descendants of dragons. Thus, our veins are filled with smoke.”

Sil raises a skeptical brow. “Dragons
exist?”

“Not anymore,” I tell her. “The last one
died to save a foreign world – neither Dhiant nor this one. Though
I’m told he was reborn in your world. . . . Never mind. It doesn’t
matter.”

“So you’re saying that if you were to cut
yourself, you wouldn’t bleed?”

“That is precisely what I’m saying.”

“Right!” laughs Sil.

I shrug. “Like I said, believe what you
want.”

“So daems are the descendants of dragons.
They bleed smoke. They have horns. What else?”

I look at her suspiciously. Why the sudden
interest in my people? Cautiously I further, “The horns are for
taking spirit. When a daem uses a spell, we deplete our spirit.
Thus we may borrow some from each other or from other beings by
drawing it in through our horns.”

“Weirdness. What else?”

“What do you mean ‘what else’?”

“Are all of you guys pale?”

“We all have a fair complexion because of
the light that surrounds us constantly.”

“Ur. ‘Kay . . . And you all have black
eyes?”

“Red. Red eyes. For some reason, they appear
virtually black here. It’s most likely part of my father’s
seal.”

“Hmm. I see. So you said ‘spells’. What sort
of spells can you do?” she presses.

“Well, I can’t do any in this state. But I
should be able to turn to smoke, pull malevolent ailments from
people, blur a person’s thoughts . . .” I glide a finger up her
honey-colored arm. “And also slip inside of a person and control
their movements. Things that wouldn’t interest a mortal like
you.”

“Control them?” Sil folds her violated arm
into herself. “So you ARE evil.”

“If anyone in this room is evil, it is you,
Sil. Not me.”

Sil chews on the things that I’ve told her.
Afterwards, she lies back on the floor, hands behind head, and
throws a leg over her opposite knee. “Well, it’s a good story,
demon boy. Who knew you could make stuff up like that?”

Oh? That’s how she wants to play?
Smartass.

“Choose your weapon, Sil.”

“What?”

“Choose your weapon,” I repeat. “Something
sharp, mind you. I’m feeling bored, so I suppose I’ll show you a
trick.”

Sil doesn’t question it. “All right.” She
rolls to her feet. But because she doesn’t know where anything is
in her room anymore, I watch her roam about like a myling without
prey.

“Try the bathroom,” I suggest.

“Oh. Right.” She begins to do so. However,
she stops at the door. Her skin is pallid – like mine, for once.
Her eyes are round. “Wait a minute! You even went through my
underwear?!”

“Ugh. Please. Like there was anything
excitable.”

“PERVERT!”

Sil slams the dirty bathroom door behind
her. I smile to myself because it feels good to get under her skin.
Which reminds me . . . I eye my hand. If I had my powers, I’d be
able to get fully under her skin. I’d be able to manipulate
movements. Dizzy her mind. That would be almost as satisfying as
outright killing her.

When Sil appears moments later with a
tweezers, the color has returned to her cheeks. How quickly she
gets over her anger. A stupid person’s emotions are not as potent
as the rest of ours apparently.

I turn up my nose. “That’s the weapon
you choose?”

“Yup.”

I think not. Sighing, I tell her. “You’ll
have to chisel away if you use those. Could take a while. Just run
to the kitchen and find a knife.”

Unusually complacent, Sil trots away and
returns with a butcher knife. From feeble tweezers to the largest
knife in the house. Only Sil would make a leap of that scale.

“Now what?”

I flatten my palm. “Now, you cut me.”

“All right.” Sil bares a toothy grin and
holds the knife as though she’s about to murder someone.
Frightening. But after only a short charade, her maniacal
expression falls. “Hold on,” she says, losing her nerve. “For
reals? You actually want me to cut you!? Why?”

“For God’s sake, Sil. It isn’t like I’m
asking you to slit my throat. Simply cut me enough to make me
bleed. I’ll prove to you that I’m a daem. Demons bleed blood that
is black. Daems bleed smoke. That, among other things, makes us
unequivocally different from those savages.” If I can prove it to
her, it’ll finally put an end to her ridicule.

Sil glances from the knife to my hand and
back to the knife.

“Well? Go on,” I prod.

“I don’t really feel comfortable slicing
you. Guess I’ll sorta poke you.” Sil lays my hand in her lap.

“Wait, poke? As in stab!?” Suddenly
I’m rethinking this strategy.

“No, you baby. As in prick.” She takes the
enormous blade and pushes just the tip into the top of my middle
finger, where it breaks the skin. Sil squints at the small opening.
Sure enough, a small trail of black smoke hisses out.

And Sil’s antiphon is . . . well . . . a tad
over the top.

“HOLY HECK!” She throws both the knife and
my hand from her lap with a vigor so intense it can only be thought
of as frantic. I hold the smoking wound in front of her face a
moment before bringing it to my mouth and sucking the stuff
away.

“You-you-you really are a demon, huh?”

“NO. I’m a d-a-e-m.” I groan. “I give up.
For whatever reason, your brain seems to be too small to grasp the
concept.”

Sil pulls my hand from my mouth. She wipes
away any spit onto her pantleg before bringing my finger close to
her face and putting a little pressure against the prick point to
make the smoke rise again.

“Whoa!” On a switch, Sil turns from afraid
to amazed. She drops my hand and scooches closer to me.

Too close. I lean away. “What do you
want?”

She orders me to open my mouth. And when I
indeed open it to tell her off, she takes my jaw in her hand and
peers down my throat. I slap her off. “Stop. What are you
doing?”

“Trying to see if you’re just all full of
smoke in there.”

I study her blankly to see if she might be
joking. When I find that she isn’t . . .

“Imbecile! Are you ‘all full’ of blood? If I
peer into your mouth, will I see a pool of the sticky stuff? No. So
why should you expect the same to be true for me?”

“Oh.” Sil contemplates it. “Guess you’re
right. But still! This is all too crazy! I never would’ve thought .
. .”

“Sil, you knew I wasn’t like you.
After all, my father performed several otherworldly acts in getting
you to agree to this arrangement, didn’t he? He made your mum think
I was a transfer student solely by whispering into her mind. You
experienced it too. You spoke with him even though you never met
him, correct? He spoke into your thoughts. Surely you knew I wasn’t
deceiving you when I said I was not of this world. Surely you
didn’t expect that I’d bleed as you do.”

“Sure, I knew you were different,” she says
offhand. “Seeing it for the first time was surprising, that’s all.”
She sniffs at my smoke curiously.

“Careful, Sil. Even without my powers, you
just might let me in on accident.”

On second thought, why the hell would I want
to warn her against such a thing? It would be ideal if she let me
in by accident. It’s too late, though. The damage is done. Sil fans
my lingering smoke away as though it might infect her at any
moment.

“Since we’re on the subject,” I digress in
an attempt not to take offense and lose my temper, “what did he
promise you, Sil? The king, what did he promise in exchange for
your cooperation in this endeavor?”

At the question, Sil looks through
me, and I know. Immediately. Without a doubt. That I won’t get a
proper answer. “Something important,” is all she’ll say. The same
response she gives every time. And, like all times before, she
refuses to tell me more.

On this occasion, however, something
additional happens. Upon answering and reflecting, Sil looks around
her orderly room and shivers. Not a frightened shiver, mind you. A
shiver of desperation. In short, Sil is sad. My mark, so headstrong
and harsh and ungirly, is sad and vulnerable for the first time
ever in my presence. I am not thinking clearly. I utter the first
thought that comes to me:

“I’ll kill you if you’d like,” I offer. My
solution is primitive. The girl is sad. Shall I put her out of her
misery?

But the offer only serves to put Sil off.
“Excuse me?” she says, stodgy. “You can leave now, thank you very
much.”

Fine by me. I’ve spent far too much time
conversing with the sloppy human. Without another word, I take my
leave of her.

 


><

 


Later that night, as I travel to the
bathroom to brush my teeth, I notice that Sil’s dwelling has
changed. It remains clean for the most part, but the space around
her bed has been filled. Several pieces of furniture are butted up
to her bedframe, and at their tops, mounds of clothing now reside.
Sil’s made herself a nest.

And that isn’t all.

From within the nest I hear something. A
whimpering, soft and injured. From the pit of her bed Sil is
crying. She remains unhappy? Even though hours have passed? Most
certainly.

And how does that make me feel?

I feel . . . perplexed, mostly. It’s not
that I’ve grown to like Sil. That isn’t it at all. I haven’t even
grown to tolerate her, really. It’s just that today is the first
time I’ve thought of her as anything but a means of annoyance or
convenience or diversion.

 


Though I’ve wanted to kill her many times
before, today is the first day I’ve wanted to kill Sil for Sil’s
sake.

Shall I kill you, Sil? Say the word and I
will.


Chapter 6: The Almost

 


“Keeker and I are heading to the cemetery.
You coming?”

I look up from the plum tome to see Sil
standing in my bedroom doorway wearing cutoff shorts over
long-underwear and a poof-sleeved shirt displaying a cartoon cat
that looks rather self-satisfied.

Charming? Not.

“Oh, I don’t know, Sil. Staring into these
pages for the thousandth time and getting nowhere but frustrated
makes for an exceedingly enjoyable day off, wouldn’t you
say?”

She stares at me, birdbrained, and then –
“Suit yourself.” She jocundly gallops away.

I cannot hold back. “St . . . stop!” And
before I know it, I’ve just called for her like some eager playmate
afraid to be excluded from hide-and-seek. The outburst happens
without leaving adequate time for me to swallow my pride; thus, it
becomes lodged uncomfortably in my throat.

Feigning innocence, Sil pokes her head
around the corner. “Yes, demon boy?”

My pride slips down my esophagus like a
handful of sand. “I’m coming,” I tell her foully.

Sil shrugs. “If you want.”

Manipulative girl. Before following her
through the door, I stow the tome beneath my arm. No chance I’m
leaving it unattended with questionable characters about, present
company included.

When we reach the cemetery, the sky has
already begun to turn amber. “It’s a little late in the day for an
outing, don’t you think, Sil?”

While answering, Sil shows all of her teeth.
“That’s the point, demon boy. Can’t you feel the mesonoxian power
starting to stir?”

Mesonoxian? Well played, Sil. Well
played.

The evening is chillier than usual. The
leaves crack beneath our feet. The birds of the wood flee from our
path. We travel halfway through the rugged stones before settling
between a pair of cousins. Maybe they’re cousins. Or maybe they’re
siblings or spouses. Either way, the oldest of the pair lived to
the ripe old age of forty-seven.

Laughable, really. What’s the point in
living such a short lifespan? I want to ask Sil, but I fear the
answer may be more depressing than I care to hear. “Now what?” I
ask instead. “What are we doing here? The heptagon hasn’t
reappeared, has it?”

“Nope.” Sil looks about furtively. “But that
reminds me – before the others get here, we gotta figure out our
gameplan. Like, if anything weird happens tonight, you should be
prepared to make something up. The others still think you’re just a
regular person. I thought you probably wouldn’t want me to tell
anyone anything about your shadow blood, so I didn’t.”

Is she serious? Good god! Of course I
wouldn’t want her to tell anyone anything! I simply refrained from
ordering her not to because I honestly didn’t think she was stupid
enough to consider giving anything up. That aside –

“First of all, my blood is smoke,” I
reiterate. “Not shadow. Common mistake. And secondly, what do you
mean others?”

“Oh, uh . . .” Sil stalls.

I madden.

“SIL? Who other than your minion is joining
us!?”

But I don’t have to await her answer. Lo,
from within the amber-stained church, a voice, loafing and dense,
invades the graveyard. And it is a voice I’ve heard all too much.
One that whispers into my ear in the middle of the day, at the
least opportune of moments, causing me nothing but strife. “Well,
look who the Sil dragged in,” it says. “Tran-a-lan! Didn’t know
you’d be here too, man.”

And who should appear at Keek’s side but the
goddamned tick.

On usual occasion, I only ever see the chap
from the corner of my eye, as I try to avoid him as much as
possible; at this moment, however, his presence is inevitable. It’s
him, the pest that sits behind me in class. Of all the people Keek
could have brought, why the fruck did it have to be him? He is a
scruffy person – bony and lanky, and with black earrings in both
ears and a large mouth that never ceases its efforts at
beguiling.

“You,” I say, unamused. “Sil? What’s he
doing here? Earned yourself a new minion, have you? Apologies,
Keek. It would appear you’ve been replaced.”

Keek refuses to speak to me directly. “You
brought HIM again, Sil?”

“Sure did,” she says.

“Why?” Keek crunches through the leaves to
us, very much resembling an ogre or some other lesser beast.

Sil doesn’t think about her answer at all.
Automatic, she says, “Because I like him.”

Ah? . . . Very funny, Sil. So clever is she.
I wait for the punchline. So, too, does Keek. But the punchline is
slow to come.

“Since when?” says Keek. “I thought you said
he was weird.”

“He is weird.” Sil nods. “And that’s why I
like him.”

I don’t understand. Where’s the humor? When
comes the twist? I stare at her and wait. Meanwhile, the tick has
entered my personal space. He lands a few elbow jabs into my side.
An attempt at playfulness, I’d gather.

“Looks like it’s working, yeah? You really
are cracking her. Betcha Keek is jelly,” he says.

Because he’s touched me without my
invitation, I’d like to harm him, but I’d rather not under the
circumstances. A disturbance may keep Sil from revealing the
punchline to her cleverless joke. Balling my fists, I give him
nothing but, “Jelly? I hardly see what fruit spread has to do with
it.”

The tick lets his mouth hang open rudely. It
would seem I’ve just spoken something out of place. “What, they
don’t say ‘jelly’ in North Carolina?” he asks as though I am
ludicrous. “As in jealous? Get it?”

Trifling. I ignore him and continue to watch
Sil, whom Keek is pestering to no end. Sil holds her ground. Keek
huffs querulously. A satisfactory end to their tiff.

Then Sil approaches. “Should we get
started?”

With what exactly? I scan the cemetery, but
as for clues, it gives none. It looks the same as usual, barring
that maybe a few more leaves have joined the fold. “If you would be
so kind as to explain what we’re doing here with these two morons,”
I say.

The tick is entertained. “Nippy as ever,
Tran.”

Sil makes her way to the back of the
graveyard, neither rabbitish nor languid. Whatever we’re doing is
of medium importance to her, it seems. We follow. Keek sulks. The
tick is relaxed. I am unenthused. At the edge of the undug grave,
Sil halts. “We’re having a séance,” she says.

“A séance?” I fold my arms. “Isn’t that
where mortals attempt to contact other deceased mortals?”

“That’s exactly what a séance is, demon
boy,” says Sil. “Good job! A treat for you!” She throws a fallen
acorn at my head.

My powers of restraint are being stretched
to their limits.

The tick peers into the hole. “Yup, it’s
just like you said. Bones have been clean dug up.” He straightens.
“Now I’m getting excited.” Suspicious. Why should he be concerned
with contacting the dead?

“What’s your interest in this?” I ask
him.

Sil answers, “Before you get all paranoid,
demon, me ‘n Keek asked him to come. Chif’s done this before.
Séances, I mean. Keeker told him about the missing body and he
agreed to help.”

Well, that’s fine and all, but . . . “What’s
a chif?”

“Harsh, Tran!” The tick appears wounded.
“I’M Chif. Ba-dang! Can’t even remember my name? And we’ve been
tight for like . . . a month now!”

Tight? Hardly. And does the tick know
my name? But it does bring up a valid concern. If we’ve been
‘tight for a month’, that means I’ve only two weeks left. The
Galtia and All Hallow’s Eve are only two weeks away. And that’s
roughly.

Dammit.

“What’s your goal here, Sil?” I ask
tepidly.

“We’re going to ask the spirit of the open
grave who took their bones and for what purpose,” she explains.

“And does that sort of thing actually work
here? Communicating with spirits?” I ask.

Sil hands me off to Chif.

“Eh-heh.” He laughs uneasily. “It worked
once . . . until we realized it was just my brother playing a trick
on us.”

So, no then.

“Siiiil? A word?”

She plops down beside the hole. “Just go
with it, Wayst. ‘Kay?”

Keek hobbles into palace beside her. “Yeah,
Tran. Just shut up or get up.”

“Alas, I’m already standing.”

Keek scowls. I am pleased.

Holding the book securely in my lap, I
settle at the foot of the grave. Keek sits too closely to Sil at
the grave’s side, while Chif takes his place opposite them. The sun
is sunken now, nearly to the earth’s crust. The ground is dry and
cool and hard. The air is stark and chilled. Three mortals and one
immortal convene, ready and willing to connect with the dead.

Well, not willing per se; although
admittedly I am a bit intrigued as to whether or not it’s actually
possible to converse with the departed.

I didn’t notice previously that there is a
small duffle hanging over the tick’s arm, which, once we are all
seated, he begins to rifle through. He pulls out four candles and a
lighter. “Light one, pass it on,” he instructs me.

I don’t take kindly to being ordered about.
Chif senses such and adds, “If you’d please, man.”

Ah. Now there’s a human that knows how to
behave. I light the candles and pass them along, and when we are
all with light, Chif claps his hands. “Yokay?” He looks to each of
us. I do nothing, though Keek and Sil both nod intently.

“Hold on. Shouldn’t we hold hands?” Keek
suggests. “Isn’t that how it works?”

Naturally he’d want something like that.
Grubby slug. He wishes for an excuse to hold Sil’s hand.

“Sure. I suppose that would work,” says
Chif.

Hm. He doesn’t sound like much of an expert.
Keek hungrily takes Sil’s hand in his own, then reaches for mine.
What? Mine? No thanks.

“Sil,” I command. “Switch places with
him.”

Her minion takes the offensive. “Really,
Tran? You’re gonna make a big deal about it? Just take my hand and
be done with it. I mean really, Sil! Get a load of this guy!”

But Sil is already swapping places with him.
“Next time ask nicer, demon,” she says.

Take that, minion! I revel in the fact that
his eyes are daggers. Is that a sign of him being ‘jelly’?

In the meantime, Chif is preparing some sort
of incense. “It’s an offering,” he says. “The spirits like stuff
like this. Unfortunately my mom used up all of the lavender, so
we’re stuck with grape.”

“I love grape!” Sil sings.

“Right.” Chif smiles goofily. “So you three
join hands.”

“What about you, Chif?” Keek asks, still
pouting.

“I’ve gotta hold the book.”

“The book?” I instinctively pull the plum
tome closer into myself. He’d better not be speaking of MY
book.

Luckily for him, he is not.

The tick holds up a stack of papers. “Well,
in reality it’s some pages I printed from the internet and stapled
together. I figure it should work just the same, though.” He winks
at me. “Make sure you keep the candles directly in front of you the
whole time. . . . Tran? You gonna take Sil’s hand or what?”

“Hm?” Oh. So it would seem that Sil and her
minion have already rejoined hands and Sil is now waiting for me
with her hand awkwardly outstretched. I roll my eyes and snatch it
with force. Whatever. This probably won’t work anyway.

Sil’s hand rests in mine like a child holds
her father’s. I feel nothing. And then it changes. Sil weaves her
fingers through mine and butts her palm flushly against my palm.
What’s this? I attempt to catch her in a sideways glance, but her
thoughts are elsewhere. She is focusing full attention on watching
the tick light the incense. Keek, on the other hand, is staring at
their touching hands and swallowing obviously.

Pathetic. He can barely keep his composure.
It’s just a hand. Just the hand of a bizarre, attractionless girl.
A girl with . . . slender fingers . . . and soft skin . . . and . .
. Before I know it, I have also swallowed awkwardly.

Hell! What’s wrong with me?! It is only Sil!
And the sunlight is no longer around to light her eyes! Why should
I think anything of this? Because. Though the sun no longer
remains, the night breeze lingers, and it’s a seductress. It moves
surreptitiously through Sil’s hair. It overshadows the repulsive
grape scent with the desirable smell of Sil’s mint.

Taking initiative, I hold Sil’s hand more
tightly.

She’s mine.

Keek strangles me in his mind – it’s
apparent by the look on his face. I do the same to him, but don’t
stop at strangling. Afterwards, I gut him too. And when it is over,
Keek lies dead at Sil’s side, trailing out his bits. Mmmm. A
wonderful scene indeed. In my mind Sil and I are alone. In my mind,
we are about to try again.

“Siiiil,” I inadvertently mutter
audibly.

“What do you want? Try not to interrupt Chif
while he’s reading. And you’re supposed to have your eyes closed,
you know. Quit staring at me.”

Damn. She’s right. I’d been staring. I shake
the invasive thoughts away. Had the tick been reading aloud? I
hadn’t even noticed. I do now, though, and I hear that he is
‘invoking the spirits’. Whatever that means.

“Draw from us, O spirit force, and tell us
what became of you. Lead us to your body so that we might give it a
proper burial. Reveal the one who performed these heinous crimes
against you! O spirit, we wait now. Wait for a sign of your
presence. Come to us! O come!”

I’ve yet to close my eyes. The rest of them
have. A sign? What sort of sign are they waiting for exactly? A
flailing, translucent creature to rise from the hole? Nothing
changes for several seconds. And then . . . I pick up on something.
Keek, the minion – he’s behaving strangely. At second glance, his
eyes aren’t closed. Not fully. They’re slightly open and gazing
fixedly on his hand in Sil’s. He accompanies the action by
breathing through his nose in small huffs. It seems to me like . .
.

Perversion?

Whatever it is, it isn’t appealing to the
eye. Thus, I close mine, and pull Sil’s hand a smidgeon closer to
me. Siiiil. I desire to breathe her in. I desire to make her
try again. Siiiil.

“What a lustful child. They don’t make
them like they used to.” From behind the blackness of my closed
lids, an aged voice, clear as day, speaks.

“Excuse me?” I throw open my eyes. “Who just
said that? And what’s more, what do you mean lustful?” But
opening my eyes reveals nothing new. Chif, Sil, and Keek, are as
they were. Only now, Sil is glaring from behind her lids.

“Wayst! Quit interrupting the séance!”

I look behind me through the darkened
stones. “Who just said that? Who called me a child? Was it one of
you smartasses?”

“You’re the only one who said something, you
lunatic,” sneers Keek. “He’s nuts! Am I right, Sil?”

“Shhhh,” says Sil. Her eyes remained
closed.

“What about you, uh . . . Chif? Did you not
hear something?”

“Sorry, man. I think you imagined it.”

Ugh! He is as doltish as the rest of them!
Chif begins his chant anew. Warily I close my eyes once more.
“There you are,” the old voice says. “I can’t see you
when you open your eyes.”

“WHAT?!”

“SHHHH.” The three mortals reprimand me in
unison. They can’t hear it? Truly? Then it’s . . . in my head!?
That’s never a good thing, even in Dhiant. Sourceless voices are
universally bad.

“You’re a timid child, aren’t you?”
the voice concludes.

“I’m not timid. And I’m not a child,” I say
under my breath. I try to make my words as low as possible, in
hopes that the others will think I’m simply muttering
foul-temperedly.

“Is that so? Why, then, are you carrying
on in such a sulk? I half expect to see tears escape your
ducts.”

“How dare you!” I mouth. “I’ll have you know
I am a prince of Dh-”

“Prince? Hear me, child. All I want is
for you to shut your gape so that I might sleep in peace without
your horny thoughts flying about.”

H-horny thoughts!? Scarcely.

“What are you?” I mouth.

“I am an urnk.”

“Urnk?”

“Yes.”

“What the blazes is an urnk? Sounds like
some breed of mummy or –”

“Ah? Oh, I suppose someone from Dhiant
wouldn’t know about us. Only mortals experience true death, as it
stands. Your kind only experience non-existence when their immortal
lives are forcibly taken.”

I know all about forcibly taking immortal
life. Urnks, contrarily, I know nothing about. “What are you
exactly? You aren’t this so-called spirit the boy’s conjuring,
correct?”

“That is accurate,” says the voice.
“We urnks shadow the living. We rest in open graves in place of
those who are to die or those whose bodies are never
found.”

“You wouldn’t happen to know what happened
to the body that used to reside here, would you?” Maybe, just
maybe, I’ll be able to pull a spot of usefulness from this uncanny
encounter.

“Afraid not. I found it empty.”

“Then I’ve no time for you.” I let my eyes
fly open. The others are yet waiting for the spirit to present
itself. Chif has turned to rereading the passages from his paper
stack. Keek remains in a strange pose of concentration. A quick
scan of the graveyard reveals nothing out of the ordinary.

With great caution, I let my eyes close
again.

“Rude. Rude. Rude. Not even a farewell
from the spoiled prince?”

Egad! Even though I expect it, the voice in
my head is nonetheless unsettling. “I’m leaving you alone,” I tell
the urnk though tight lips. “Just as you asked.”

“Fine. But don’t expect me to share a
morsel of helpful advice with you then.”

“Advice? What do you mea-”

“Goodnight.”

“Wait!”

There is no response from the urnk.

“Hello?”

Still, I get nothing. So I boot the edge of
the grave. A bit of the earth crumbles into the hole.

“You’re likely to get cursed if you keep
up that behavior.”

“Tell me what you know.”

“I think I won’t.”

“But –!”

“Not with that attitude.”

“Oh. Very well. Please or something?”

“Or something? Cheeky. All right.”
The urnk sighs boorishly. “You should be aware that that person
is attempting to pull in your power as we speak. I can hear his
intentions. Rather loudly, mind you. I’d suggest cutting off his
supply before he discovers the small reservoir your body’s
hiding.”

The reservoir of power? The idea is too
tantalizing to resist. “Beware, Urnk. If you’re jesting, I’ll find
a way to punish you where you lie. Tell me now; of what reservoir
do you speak? Do you know how I can access it?”

“That isn’t what you should be concerned
with, child. If you don’t do something soon, you’ll lose
it.”

“Where is it!?”

“Shhh! I’m trying to sleep.”

“WHERE!?”

But there is nothing in the way of a
response. The urnk has reached a state of slumber. I’ve reached a
state of panic. For the third time, I snap open my eyes. Things are
the same. Sil’s hand is in mine. Keek’s hand is in hers. The tick
is reading from his pages. Keek’s staring at Sil’s hand
peculiarly.

Staring? That’s it then, isn’t it? Keek is
attempting to pull my latent power through Sil. But why? He
shouldn’t even know I possess power! And if it’s true he does, that
doesn’t explain what he would want it for. Notwithstanding, one
thing is certain: I must drop Sil’s hand, therefore cutting off the
line of power.

Easy enough.

Though, when I think about dropping Sil’s
hand . . . I am reluctant. I enjoy the contact. It makes me feel as
though she is mine. As though she is under my control.

Siiiil.

But the urnk’s words ring in my head. I
don’t entirely believe them, but on the off chance that Keek is
somehow aware of my power and trying to steal it . . . I gingerly
slip my hand from Sil’s. Keek’s gaze snaps to me. Sil, too, opens
her eyes and tips her head to the side. “What’s wrong now,
demon?”

I cover it up by playing annoyed. It isn’t
hard to do. “This is ridiculous! Clearly nothing is happening. And
I for one do not intend to stay out here all night!”

“You’re just gonna give up so easily?” Keek
stands to ridicule me. “What a lame-o, Sil!”

Surprisingly, Sil comes to the defense.
“Naw, he’s right, Keeker. We should get heading home. Sorry, Chif.
It was a good try.”

Chif shrugs. “We should do it again
sometime. It’s pretty spooky out here if the mood is right. I’m
sure Tran enjoyed it too, isn’t that right, man?” He eyes me with
expectation, most likely thinking of the gains I may have made with
Sil.

“A delight,” I sniff.

Sil and her minion help the tick gather his
things. I don’t offer assistance. I can’t help but feel off put. My
views of Keek have just changed greatly. It’s more than a little
suspicious that a supernatural thing warned me of his attempts to
steal my power within such close proximity to finding a symbol made
out of white ash – a symbol which also happened to be found in a
book of my people. Not to mention that white ash comes from
shadow-brought fire that can only be made by a daem. It’s all far
too suspicious.

No, it’s more than suspicious. It’s obvious.
Obvious that there’s more to the squishy idiot than meets the
eye.

 


Before Sil, before anyone else in the human
world, I might have to kill the minion.

 


><

 


“What did you think of that?” Sil asks with
a mouth full of grape-flavored lather.

“What do you mean?”

“It was more than just a séance, demon boy.
Duh. I wanted to see if being in a cemetery at night would help you
remember how to read the book. Did it?”

I look up from cleaning my face to study
hers. Sil did all of that for . . . me? My chest tightens ever so
slightly.

“No, it didn’t help,” I tell her.

“Sorry.”

“Why are you sorry?” I inquire of her.

“It’s clear that you’re more invested in
that book than we are,” she says. “Sorry that you can’t figure it
out.”

“But you care about the heptagon too.”

“I do, yeah. I dunno. Just seems like you
care about it in a different way. A more serious way, I guess.”

She can pick up on that? Surprising. It’s
possible that she’s only dense when she wishes to be. Then again,
that may be more frustrating than if she were unable to choose.

Sil wipes her mouth on her sleeve, then
inspects her teeth in the mirror. I slip into place behind her.
Many times in the earlier days of my arrival did I grab her arm and
force her to try the spell. I don’t feel up to it now, though. I
want to seize her hand for a different reason.

Taking her wrist from behind, I rest my
forehead against her back.

Sil becomes stiff. “W-what?” she
stammers.

“Two weeks, Sil. That’s all we have left.”
It is impossible to conceal my depression.

“O-or else what?” Sil wants to know.

“It’s the end. I’ll kill you probably.”

Sil spins around and backs herself against
the vanity. “You won’t really.”

“It’s hard to say.” I again take her hands,
from the front this time, and press into her. Our bodies are flush.
“I don’t know what I’ll do.” I am vacuous. The mortal world is
affecting me. “Would you be unhappy to die?”

“Of course I would,” she says
protectively.

“But are you not unhappy to live?”

“Sometimes,” she says. “But that’s just part
of it. You have to experience sadness if you want to fully
appreciate happiness. You know?”

I do not know. I cannot relate. I know
desire and hate, but happiness and sadness seem so trifling – even
for those with short lives. Nay, especially for those with short
lives.

“It could happen at any time anyway.” Sil’s
voice becomes a whisper. “That’s why every day counts. Every
minute.”

Hm. An interesting concept.

I hold against her for a minute more. Sil
does not fight. She doesn’t do anything but stand and peer at the
place over my shoulder. She doesn’t want to look at me, for it will
surely make her nervous. It doesn’t bring me satisfaction, however.
I am merely enjoying the moment near her mint, which so generously
pours out of her skin in delectable waves.

When I have overstayed my welcome, Sil
speaks up:

“Demon boy?”

She wants to know what I’m playing at. But
there’s nothing. My mind is blank. My soul is blank. I release her
and leave.

Then, at the doorway, I offer her this:

“Goodnight, Sil.”

She takes a moment to answer, and when she
does, her tone is troubled. “G’night, demon boy.”

And there’s something more. When I’m in the
hallway, nearly at my bedroom’s door, I hear her try again,
“G’night . . . Wayst.”

 


Sil. I am not certain what she’s thinking,
nor am I certain what I’m thinking, but there are a few things to
consider before killing her.

 


It is with this thought that I settle atop
the covers of a borrowed bed and flip through the pages of a tome
that is deeply purple.

I don’t make it far before giving a start.
And why oh why do I give a start?

Because the words! Though they remain murky,
I can make parts of them out. Somehow, someway, I am able to cut
through the fog and pick out random collections of letters.
Rabidly, I turn to the page with the heptagonal symbol.

 


A . . . nt of S . . . . . ing:

. . an’t . . never,

Vanished or . . . . aid,

A . . . . . of them,

. . ven corn . . . of Dhiant.

 


Dhiant. This confirms it. A daem spell was
cast.


Chapter 7: Let’s Try Again

 


“Sil!”

I cannot think. I cannot rest. I plow into
Sil’s room.

In an oversized t-shirt and pair of gray,
calf-length sweatpants, she’s just absconding into her nest. “Ho!
Demon boy! Where’s the fire?!”

Clearing a path by knocking aside an
innertube, I slide in next to her – an action that greatly alarms
Sil. In an attempt to put as much space between her and me as
possible, she is against the wall in no time flat.

“Is that any way to welcome a prince?” I ask
wryly.

“It’s the way to welcome a rapist!”

“Har. Har. Relax. I’m not here to rape you.
I’m solely interested in women with sex appeal.”

“Oh.” Sil calms down. “Okay.”

Really, Sil? No offense taken? Not that it
matters. I begin again, “The reason I’m here is I can read.”

“Wow, demon. Good going. Bet your
kindergarten teacher’s real proud.”

“No, you twit. I can read THIS.” I show her
the book.

Sil’s eyes grow wide. “Even better! How’d
you do it!?”

“It came to me. Not all of it, mind you.
Just parts.”

She smiles arrogantly. “I knew the
mesonoxian power would work. Well, go on then.” She turns onto her
side and waits for me to read like a child awaiting storytime.

“A light perhaps?”

“There.” She points to a contraption clamped
to her bedframe. A press of a button reveals that it is indeed a
lamp of sorts. It gives off a hazy beam of light. I flip to the
page with the heptagon and read to her the bits I can.

“A . . . nt of S . . . . . ing: . . an’t . .
never, vanished or . . . . aid, a . . . . . of them, . . ven corn .
. . of Dhiant.” I am able to make out no more than last time.

Sil thinks on it. “So a singing ant never
vanished or aided any of them corns of Dhiant? Hmmm. Must be
code.”

“Dimwit! There are other letters missing,” I
tell her. “Clearly.”

“OH. See, here I thought you were sounding
out the words. . . . With just learning to read and all.” She’s
lying. Her mouth’s malevolent twitch betrays her so. “Heh,” she
adds. “At least it’s a start, right? Wonder what changed. That
séance was kinda bunk, so I doubt it was that.”

“No, it certainly wasn’t that. Although the
urnk on the other hand . . .”

“Urnk?”

“Never you mind. And since there’s nothing
more to report, I’ll be taking my leave of you now. Pray that the
morning reveals a bit more of the spell’s writing.” I search for a
way out of her nest. Somehow it seems as though the hole I entered
through has since closed. Maybe it’s for the best, though. Sil
seems chatty.

“Pray?” she inquires.

I turn to face her, ever scanning the
borders for away out. “Yes?” I say. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing. Seems a bit strange coming from a
creature of darkness, that’s all.”

I won’t give her the satisfaction of a
reaction.

“And there’s another thing,” she continues.
“You’re leaving so soon?”

This query makes me give up my search
completely. Due to excitement, I am in her bed, unannounced and
uninvited. A moment ago she was worried I’d rape her, and now . . .
she wants to know why I’m leaving? Could it be that . . . I may be
getting ahead of myself, but I can’t help thinking that . . . Has
Sil finally decided to love me? When I take into
consideration the details of the day, it doesn’t seem likely.
Still, I am intrigued.

“I was planning on it,” I tell her. “Why do
you ask?”

Sil answers honestly. “Just that this seems
like the perfect opportunity to practice your seduction, you know.
And I’m wondering why you aren’t.” Her quizzical expression is
enough to convey that there is no deeper meaning behind her words.
She’s merely curious, as she says. That doesn’t stop me.

I take a lock of her hair as it sits loosely
against her neck, allowing it to dangle over my finger. Obsidian
pieces that shine when they slide – Sil’s hair is alike the hair of
a siren, in the way that it moves. I never noticed before, for it
is usually stuck to her head in a sloppy ponytail. “Might it be
that you want me to seduce you?” I ask with suggestive
eyes.

She falters. “N-no. You know that isn’t the
case.”

True enough. But now that I’ve started, I
won’t quit. Sil has awakened my toying spirit. I do two things at
once. One of my hands switches off the light. With the other, I
reach for the revealed calf of Sil’s leg. “Have you shaved yet,
Siiiil?”

She has. Her leg is smooth. Not that I’m
able to feel it for long. At my touch, she promptly begins to
flail. “Yah! T-tickles!” she cries.

She kicks me in the jaw – among other things
– and I am pushed against the backside of the dresser that’s been
positioned at the side of her bed. “Calm yourself, Sil! It was a
jest!” I hurry to return light to her nest. Light reveals that she
has formed herself into an impenetrable ball.

I rub my head where it’s started to smart.
“Egad, Sil. Why have you built yourself into a hole anyway? This is
highly unsafe. What if there is a fire?”

Sil raises her brows. “You’re worried about
my welfare? Weren’t you the one who recently offered to murder
me?”

She has a point. I don’t have an explanation
to give, so I turn it around on her. “You’re avoiding the question,
Sil. Why the shell?”

Sil holds herself tighter before answering.
“Tch. It’s all your fault, demon boy! You had to go and clean my
room and now I can’t sleep. So I fixed it. I like being closed in.
It makes me feel safe.”

“For that reason you created a hovel?” I
ask. Sil is a burrower.

She nods. So does her shadow against the
wall. A giant Sil. Quite possibly the most terrifying thing I’ve
ever seen.

“I don’t understand. I despise the chaos of
clutter.”

“It’s . . .” She shrugs. “That’s just how it
is. I’ve been this way ever since . . .”

“Since?”

She shakes her head. She’ll tell me nothing
more. It’s one of those topics. Sil’s forbidden tales. Who
cares? Not I. I’m bored of this. I’ll leave now. Though it is hard
to leave with Sil like that. Curled and vulnerable. A thing waiting
to be played with. How can I leave when she so earnestly presents
herself?

How shall I play with her?

I reach for another piece of her hair. The
one hiding at the edge of her face will do. I take that one and Sil
gives a tiny, nearly-unnoticeable jolt in return. Rewarding. She
stares at the outskirts of her nest angrily.

There, there, Sil. Your anger only makes it
more enjoyable.

I hold her hair over my finger and inhale.
The whole of her hovel smells like her. Like mint. And I am
stricken by idea. The hair in my hand – I bring it to my face. Nay,
I bring my face to Sil’s hair and greedily inhale. Intoxicating
mint fills my nostrils. The scent of Sil – I’ve said it before and
I’ll say it again – it’s better than anything.

“Are you sniffing me?” In lieu of interest,
Sil draws her eyes away from her angry stare. “I shouldn’t be too
stinky. I just showered.”

Just wretched, I want to tell her.
But it is a lie too great even for me. Releasing her hair, I crawl
closer to her. Sil’s shadow gives another jolt. There isn’t as much
pleasure in this one, though. I’m set on a goal. Another smell of
Sil. A closer one.

Sil’s ball hasn’t loosened in the least. She
remains as tight as ever. A brawny boulder of a girl. “C-can I help
you? I think it’s time for all good demons to go to bed now.”

I near my face to her cheek. “I’m not a
demon, Sil.” Within Sil’s nest, the air is warm. “What am I?”

She remains firm. “An ass?”

I touch her cheek with my nose. In the
dimness, the shadows above and behind us do the same. “Try again,”
I say.

She allows a moment to pass. “A
gatecrasher?” she says, and though she attempts to hide it, her
body gives off another miniature shiver. For a person like me, it’s
fuel.

I slide the tip of my nose towards her ear.
Slowly and deliberately. The air outside of our bodies is still. I
hear Sil’s breathing as she draws it in and pushes it out; and the
remaining thickest parts locate themselves between us. Between us
there’s a wall of nothing that’s noticeable above all else. It is
my strongest desire to cut through that thick naught.

“Once more, Sil,” I instruct in a whisper.
“You know the answer. So tell me what I am.”

“A daem?” She whispers to match me.

My lips are nearly to her ear. “Almost,
Siiiil.”

She allows the longest pause here. I wait,
lingering against her ear, heaving drags of her mint, in the warm
nest that is Sil’s. In the stalled time, it feels as though we may
sink into the soft top of her bed. Her bed is melting earth. A
sinking of all things corporal. Dissolve with me, Sil. And tell me
what I am.

“A prince.” At last she says it.

But the admission doesn’t give me any sort
of joy. Sil says it out of nothing but confusion. It’s trial and
error for her. She doesn’t know what I’m doing. She’s too dense to
understand. Likewise, I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m too mistaken
to understand. The moments that bring me pleasure are never what I
expect anymore. Getting Sil to love me . . . is it a game? Is it a
task? What is it?

And why in this moment, while I wish to grip
her round the throat, do I also wish to pin her down and kiss her
softly beneath the falling blackness that is her hair? Why do I
wish to possess her and kill her, too, but above all, to crack open
her balled posture? And I don’t desire to do so in a violent way
either.

Oh, it’s possible this is what the tick
meant by cracking her.

I don’t like the way I feel. It doesn’t
agree with me. Sil’s presence is confounding my own.
Understanding this, I draw a conclusion. There’s only one thing to
be done.

With my mouth still on her ear, I tell her,
“I think I have to kill you now, Sil.” And, like the time before, I
take her throat in my hand.

The skin of a neck is perhaps more welcoming
than all other flesh. The bone and sinew beneath – the throbbing
beneath – they beg to be dealt with.

“That isn’t funny, demon boy. It’s morbid,
even by your standards.”

I have nothing to say to that. “Your neck is
warm, Sil.”

“I’m sure yours is cold,” she says
smartly.

Misconceptions galore. “I assure you it
isn’t. Feel.” I offer to her my throat, and when she doesn’t budge,
I use my loose hand to pry hers away from her tucked knees. “Feel,”
I command again.

This time she obliges. She places no more
than three fingertips against my Adam’s apple. “Would ya look at
that?” Her voice rings of fake surprise. “Demon boy’s got a pulse
after all.”

Play all you like, Siiiil, and I’ll
do the same. I slide my hand up and down her neck. It fits
perfectly in my clutch – as if it were made to be squashed at my
will.

She isn’t resisting. Either she doesn’t
believe that I’ll kill her, or she welcomes death. I search her
eyes. Though they refuse to look at me directly, I am able to read
them where they hide. In contrast to the other time I tried to kill
her, her pupils show no fear.

Because I did not follow through last time,
I have lost my merit? Because last time was a failure? That’s
right. Last time I ended up unintentionally kissing her. And all
she said was,

Huh. I just thought kissing would be . . .
never mind.

I’d yet like to know what that meant. I’d
like to know why she found no pleasure in my contact, when I
unpredictably found pleasure in hers. Before I end her lifeforce,
I’ll ask.

“Sil. Do you recall when we kissed?”

She meets my eye after all this time only to
send a look that expresses exactly how much concern she holds for
my sanity. “Uh, it wasn’t all that long ago, demon boy.”

My hand remains on her neck, though it
slacks ever so slightly. “What were your thoughts?” I want to know.
“Regarding the kiss?”

Her expression doesn’t get any better. “Hah?
For reals? Why are you asking something like that?”

“Curiosity.”

She pushes my hand from her neck, thereafter
returning to her ball. She contemplates it a moment – sincerely
attempting to remember the way my kiss felt. When she answers, she
chews her lip. “To tell you the truth, I thought it’d be
different.”

I cringe and manage to spit out,
“Better?”

She shakes her head. “Grosser.”

And I am henceforth stupefied.

Sil goes on, “I mean, one time Keek tried to
kiss me, but the thought of it was just so nasty, you know? I never
really saw the appeal of it before. Guess I’m broken that way or
something. It’s like, people used to try to hook me up with Keeker
all the time, and you’d think that’d make the most sense since
we’ve been close for so long – he’s practically my brother – but
the thought of kissing and stuff like that has always been . . .
puke, so I was like, what’s the point?”

I cannot believe what I’m hearing.

To make matters worse, Sil concludes with,
“I just assumed it’d be that way with everyone. That’s why it was
weird when we kissed. Wasn’t it weird? That it wasn’t gross?” Her
browline furrows. She is sincerely pondering this as a dilemma.

Good God! I knew Sil was stupid. But I
didn’t know she was this stupid! All I can do is shake my head at
her. “Truly? Are you truly brooding over this?” But there’s no need
to ask. It’s obvious she is. “You numbskull!” I cry. “You felt that
way because you weren’t attracted to your minion! Of course it
would be repugnant to think of kissing someone that is alike a
sibling!” To myself, I insert, “Not to mention, I don’t think any
woman would be interested in a worm like him.”

“OH.” It dawns on her. “Is that what it
is?”

I want to pull out my hair. “Of course
that’s what it is! Surely you’ve felt as though it might be
pleasurable to kiss someone else?”

She shakes her head. “No, not really. I
never thought about it before.”

I don’t know how to properly react. What can
be done with a scatterbrained person like her? She is unbelievable!
An utter fool! And yet, for some reason, it is like the time she
checked out the children’s book. It is a moment filled with
humor.

I laugh. Quite a few times, actually, and
when I finish, Sil is still reflecting on what I’ve just told
her.

“So if that’s true, does that mean I’m
attracted to you?” She asks this of me with a straight face.

“How am I to know, Sil? Recall you were the
one lecturing me on the difference between loving someone and
making love to someone – a concept I still don’t understand, by the
way.”

“True . . .” She rubs her face in
concentration. “But I was sorta thinking of love apart from
attraction. It’s possible to love someone without that, right? I’d
even say I love Keeker to a degree.”

It doesn’t make me understand any further.
Sil notices and expands,

“For instance, when my dad told the story
about falling in love with my mom? It sounds like something that
transcends physical stuff. So I never really thought love and
attraction had to go together.”

“Your dad?” It is a rare occasion when Sil
speaks of him.

She clams up at the mention. I will get
nowhere again. Not on that subject, at least.

I defer to, “You’ve never felt as though you
wanted to . . .” I refrain from using have sex with in
consideration of Sil’s ignorant state of mind. “As though you
wanted to kiss any men before?”

“Not a one,” she says.

“Sil . . .” How shall I phrase this? The
situation forces I try my hand at tact. “Do you enjoy the company
of females?” I ask. Sil is vacant. Was I too vague? I rethink the
question. “Sil, do you ever think about girls naked?” She cocks her
head. Still too vague? Damn. I go for the direct hit:

“Sil, are you gay?”

“Huh? No, I don’t think so.”

She doesn’t think so? How can she not know!?
It’s downright baffling. But at the same time entirely funny.
Before I know it, I am overcome with laughter again. Sil responds
by being perturbed. Clearly she is not appreciative of the
amusement I’m taking at her expense.

“You can leave now,” she says, cross.

“Very well. I won’t kill you tonight.” I’m
interested to know more about the slobbish girl’s fancies. Fancies?
Weren’t those precisely what the tick had been inquiring about? I
won’t be revealing anything to him, however. Anything I discover is
for myself and myself alone.

“Great. I’m SO sarcastically relieved that
the little demon price hath shown mercy.”

“Watch it, Sil. There is yet time for me to
change my mind.” My sight settles on her neck, which is curved
forward in an attempt to be included in her ball. “Would you like a
goodnight kiss?”

“That’s the last thing I want,” she
declares.

I give her one anyway – at the glossy end of
her siren’s hair – before turning in for the night and leaving her
to roost in her nest.

 


It’s possible my mark is reachable after
all.

 


><

 


Lady Libido stands eating yogurt and looking
illegal in the kitchen. “I heard you up there last night. Messing
around,” she says to me. There is a forlorn aura about her. “If you
want company . . .”

I shake the cereal box in my hand
vigorously, so as to block out any propositions the aged thing may
be making. Sil comes to the rescue, trotting down the stairs,
wide-eyed and rabbity. “I’ve got to get to morning practice, Wayst.
You ready?”

Ready to get away from the matron succubus.
As we pass, said succubus licks the end of her spoon much more
erotically than necessary. Shudder.

“When’s she leaving anyway?” I ask once we
are safely outside into the overcast morn.

“Actually tonight, I think. My cousin
Tally’s coming this week.”

Another traveller? “Why is your family in
constant motion?” I ask tiredly. “Are all human households like
that?”

“Nope. Just ours. My family likes to roam.”
And faraway Sil goes. What’s she ruminating on in that undersized
brain of hers, I wonder.

She doesn’t say. Not on the way to morning
practice, nor after. I meet her at the door of the blocky school
and together we make strides to the classroom.

“What do you think of him, Sil?” I ask while
pointing to a clean-shaven mortal ahead of us in the hall.

“Think of him?”

“Would you like to taste him?”

“As in kiss?”

Sure. If that’s what she takes it as.

“Nope.” Sil is sure of it. Her mouth curls
downward at the thought.

“What about him?” I gesture to an
angst-ridden boy with long hair and patched jeans.

“Naw.”

We make a game out of it.

“Him?”

“Nope.”

“Her?”

“Nope.”

“Just me?”

At this point, Sil stops to scrutinize my
lips. After a sincere moment – “Guess so,” she says with a
shrug.

“Really?”

“What do you want me to say, demon boy? If I
had to take my pick, I’d pick no one. But if I was forced to make a
decision, I guess kissing you wasn’t so bad.”

I’ll take it. My lips curve upward at the
thought. Any daydreaming is halted abruptly, though, when Chif the
tick comes pestering. “Tran-a-lan! Last time I saw you, we were
conjuring spirits!”

“That was last night, Chif.”

“So it was.” He rubs his jaw with leisure.
“So I was thinking if you aren’t doing anything after school, my
buddy and I are gonna head to –”

I put up a hand. “I’m going to have to stop
you right there. I assure you that anything you offer will be
turned down.”

“Harsh, man.”

Sil pushes on ahead. Her fat teammate is
flagging her over. Chif catches me as I watch her go. “Ah,” he
says. “I gotcha. Right on. You’re gonna kick it with Sil tonight,
aren’t you?” He doesn’t stall for long enough for me to answer.
“No, no. I understand. Just remember our agreement. You can play
the outcast as long as you share your findings with the
masses.”

That won’t be happening.

He takes his seat behind me. “Godspeed,
Tran.”

The teacher at the front begins his garble.
I do not hear him. My train of thought is a loud humming that
flushes out everything. Neither do I see him. Resting my cheek
against my fist, I am staring at Sil. The odd creature that is my
mark. She pokes the person in front of her in the neck with a
pencil and whispers something silly. The person reacts with
shoddily-stifled giggles. The teacher clears his throat.

I cannot look away. I have two weeks left
with this person. Two weeks to crack her, as the tick says.
Siiiil. She feels my drilling eyes on her neck. She tells me
to piss off with a vulgar hand gesture. Classy, Sil. First and
foremost, Sil is a gentleman. The gesture isn’t offensive or
threatening enough to make me shy away. I continue to stare at her.
I am aware that it makes me appear as a lurker, but I don’t give a
damn. I want to watch her. Today and until the day this is over, I
want to watch her.

Sil notices that I won’t look away. Trying
another solution, she openly challenges me to a staring contest.
Eyes locked, she begins to make grotesque facial expressions that
result in her resembling someone suffering a neurological
ailment.

Still, I do not falter.

There is a thin string of existence between
us. I cannot see it, but I can feel it there, stretching across the
room. I wish to pull the sting and draw her in. I wish to seize her
body and push it under, into the darkness that is the ground
beneath our feet.

Siiiil.

I’m sucked from the moment by a shrill
shrieking clamor. A banshee has entered the room.

 


Oh, it isn’t a banshee at all – but rather
an alarm to signal fire? Very well.

 


The shrieking sound that isn’t a banshee
fills the room. The teacher instructs something of the students in
his usual gibberish, and the students rise and begin to file from
the place. The tick lobbies for my attention, but I dismiss him
with a rude flick of the wrist and begin the all-important mission
of seeking out Sil. Alas, before I can locate her, she disappears
into the crowd of exiting students.

Sil is lost to me. I am forced to return to
Chif.

“Why is this unholy noise sounding at this
time?”

“It’s a drill,” he explains. “No reason to
worry, even if it does sound like dying seagull. They do it every
couple of months ‘round here.”

I observe the horde of students that are
alike a flock of animals dumber than swine or bison or any other
land mammal. They are mindless fish. Or maybe mudskippers. “To
where are they relocating?” I ask with distaste.

“Outside through the cafeteria.”

“Sil will go there as well?”

Chif croons at me. “You’re really into her,
yeah?”

“I haven’t gotten into her, no.”

“Not what I meant, but okay if you wanna go
there.”

I see the swaying of Sil’s ponytail through
the sea of chittering teenage humans. “There!” She is there, being
pushed from behind by her two tall female friends. The fat one is
between us. She blocks my view. So do a great many more of our
classmates. I maneuver through, without softening my blows, and
throw aside any who are in my way.

Exerting careless force against the mortals
is a pleasing release all on its own. They protest and whine, but I
don’t care. Sil’s ponytail bobs before me. It swings and jumps and
it is all I see through the throng. My sight is locked on it. Sil
is my goal.

I’ll stop at nothing to catch her. I shove
aside a skinny boy in my way, and a red-shirted girl after that.
Sil’s ponytail disappears around the corner. I’m practically
swimming now, pressing through the sticky bodies in the way. The
cafeteria – a place reeking of stale bread and unclaimed stink – is
in view. There Sil goes into that place. I run after her, but am
caught behind a sluggish toad. The toad moves slower than piss
through sand. I slip round the side of its bulky frame in time to
see Sil disappear out the door.

A few seconds later, I join her into the
dreary exterior. She stands in the parking lot, surrounded by
admirers. Keek is there, along with her two teammates. And there’s
someone else. The someone else makes me abandon my original goal
completely.

Tall. Thin. Full-chested. With hair that is
straight and chestnut and held in place by a horizontal band around
her forehead. The girl at Sil’s side is dripping with girlish
charm. Her lips are glossed with a pink sticky substance. Her skin
is even and dark. She wears a neat, muted dress that shows off her
legs – which, even without venturing to feel, I’m willing to bet
are cleanly shaven.

“There he is,” Sil says when she sees me.
“There’s our demon boy.”

The lovely, dainty stranger looks me from
top to bottom and purses her lips. A reserved reaction. I like
it.

“And who is this fine creature?” I ask.

“That’s my cousin – the one I told you
about. I didn’t realize she’d be here so soon,” Sil says.

“You may call me Tally,” says the girl.
Young Tally. By far the most appealing of Sil’s wanderlust
relatives. She extends her hand to me, though she does not extend
it so that I might shake it. She holds it with a more regal
expectation. I take her hand, which is neatly groomed, and kiss the
top.

“Wayst,” I tell her. “There is pleasure in
our meeting.”

“So you have a proper name after all? I was
beginning to wonder.” The way she speaks is articulate. This is a
girl who’s obviously been raised with proper etiquette. This is a
girl who would fit in with the women of my kingdom.

“Yes, your cousin has an uncanny penchant
for nicknames,” I tell her.

“You’re one to talk,” mumbles Sil slyly.

“She has always been that way, I’m sure,”
says Tally, folding her hands. “And she also has a tendency to
exaggerate. My, she had me thinking you were some barbarian.”
Tally’s voice is even. A woman of composure.

“I can imagine,” I say.

Keek lingers peevishly around Sil’s left
side. For a moment I think about telling him off. I refrain,
however, under the circumstances. Tally holds my interest for
now.

“Silvestra tells me you are leaving soon?”
she asks. This is news to Keek. He gives a hop of what I can only
assume is petty glee. Tally stops to look at him sideways with
evident annoyance. Ah. A woman after my own heart. “How much longer
may we expect your company, Wayst?” she goes on to say.

“A mere two weeks or less,” I tell her.

She smiles. “Grand. Then perhaps our
acquaintance shall be made.”

Yes, perhaps it shall be made indeed.

“You see, I am on break from university for
the greater part of a month,” she explains.

“A university student?” In addition to our
sophistication, we share something else in common. “I am also of
higher education,” I tell her. The minion flares his nostrils.
Oops. My statement – while true of my life in Dhiant – does not
match up with my North Carolinian exchange student story. Sil
covers for me:

“Through post secondary, right Wayst?”

I haven’t a clue what that means, but Sil is
urging me to agree, so I nod.

“Is that so?” says Tally. She sets her eyes
firmly on mine. “That must be why you are of such mature
bearing.”

I give her the grace of a smile. “I suppose
that could be said.”

Hearing her speak is refreshing. A
conversationalist of royal likeness.

“You comin’ or what?” Keek brutishly calls
me from Tally’s company. During our conversation, the other
students have begun to recede into the schoolhouse.

“It was nice of you to swing by. Be seeing
you at home, Tal?” says Sil.

Tally sends her answer not to Sil but to me.
“I have a visitor’s pass. I may stay, if it would be to you
liking.”

“Do stay,” I tell her without hesitation.
“This place could use a little refinement.” She flutters her lashes
darkly. Mmm. Something tells me that she and I will get along in
more ways than one. I offer her my arm. “Might I escort you
inside?”

“I’m certain I’ll be fine. Perhaps a
raincheck?” Again, she eyes me from top to bottom, ending with a
kittenish leer that tells she likes what she sees. I know that
look. That’s the look Sil should be giving me.

Speaking of the slob –

“Come with me a sec, demon boy.” She cuts me
off as I am about to accompany Young Tally into the building.
Bothersome.

“I was under the impression we were to
return to class,” I say, tart.

“It’s important. You come too, Keeker.”

Just how important can it be? Not important
enough to demand my attention away from her charming cousin.

“It’s fine, I’m sure,” Tally says with a
cute drawl. “I was just on my way to the ladies’ room.”

“See, demon? It’s fine.”

While I am reluctant to oblige her, Keek’s
reaction to Sil’s invitation is idiotically optimistic. He hustles
to her side like a newborn pup. Sil draws us away from the rest of
the students, to the side of the building where the wall goes
inward, forming a boxy indent.

“She was right!” Sil exclaims.

“What are you on about?” But I do not have
to ask. I see it there, painted in white against the depression of
red brick wall that would have otherwise been hidden. A new
heptagon has been painted.

It is widely like the first – only something
is different. The scrawl within . . . Where it was beforehand
unreadable, I am now able to make out the last word:

 


Tenor.

 


Tenor? Where have I heard that word
recently?

“Whoa! Who told you about this?” Keek is
perched onto Sil’s shoulder, butting his chubby chest against her
back.

“Mantha,” Sil says. To me she adds, “One of
my teammates. She said she found it ‘cause her scarf went blowing
into here.”

“What luck!” Keek leans ever more into Sil’s
backside. “You can’t see this part of the wall unless you actually
poke your head in.”

I continue to squint at the wording, hoping
I might be able to come to a bit more understanding. I press my
mind’s eye to its limit, but still I get nothing but a sharp pain
behind the eyes, so I try reading it aloud instead.

“Tenor.”

Sil glances at me. “What?”

“Nothing that concerns you.”

She answers with a, “Hmph.”

“Tenooooor,” I say again, this time
dragging it out.

“WHAT?” Sil puts a hand to her hip.
“Whaddaya want, demon?!”

“I said it’s nothing that –”

“Then quit saying her name, butthead!”
interjects Keek.

Sil’s . . . name? Sil’s name. What is Sil’s
full name? Sil . . . Tenor. Yes, now that he mentions it, that does
sound right. “Sil Tenor,” I command at the wall, half-expecting to
be able to read the rest of the scribble by uttering the needed
password. Nothing of the sort happens.

“Wait . . .!” Sil understands at once. “Is
this like the book, Wayst? Does it . . . does it say my name?!”

“Well, it says Tenor. I can make out that
much. Mind you, that’s ALL I can make out.”

“Why should it say MY name?!” She raises a
good point.

“Hell if I know.” Maybe they’re trying to
keep me here by binding me to Sil?

Keek shoots me an acute glare. “Thought you
couldn’t read it, Tran!”

I shrug at him. “I couldn’t.” But the
nonchalance is an act. The minion is noticeably provoked by the
thought of me reading the scribble. First the urnk warns me against
him trying to ‘steal my power’, and now this? It is incredibly
suspicious.

A piece of me – no small one – is beginning
to think that maybe, just maybe, the minion was the one to craft
the symbol. No matter how unlikely it is, I can’t help but feeling
that he is the one responsible. But if that is true, there are a
multitude of other questions that must be asked in conjunction with
the revelation.

For one, WHAT END IS THE SQUISHY HUMAN
TRYING TO REACH? For two, WHERE DID HE GET THE WHITE ASH USED? And
for three, WHY WOULD HE EVEN HAVE KNOWLEDGE OF A DAEM’S
SPELL?

Both he and Sil are watching me. They can
tell I’m mulling over something, and they’re waiting for me to
share it with them. Sil is hopeful. Keek is worried. He shoves his
hand into his pocket and begins to fiddle with something
therein.

Why should he be worried? Because he is the
culprit?

I’ll worry about that later. There’s an
urgency that arises within me when I look at the white ash. Last
time, Sil and I did not think to try again our task while in
proximity to the symbol. Perhaps we might be able to borrow any
power it possesses and use it to get our own spell to work. It’s
worth a shot, anyway. And the best time is now – before it is
washed away again or is sabotaged by the untrustworthy person
within our midst.

“Sil, we have to do it. Right now.”

She doesn’t object. There is no gripe to
deal with. She knows as well as I that we’re running out of time.
“Keek, find my cousin and keep her entertained, would ya? Wayst and
I gotta do something quick.”

Keek acts as though Sil has just driven a
stake through his layers of plush and straight into his heart.
“Please, Keeker?” pleads Sil. “Promise I be there in a jiff.”

“You sure, Sil?”

She nods.

“Ack! Fine!” Keek pulls his hand from his
pocket and crumples what looks to be a small slip of paper. A page
torn from Sil’s diary? Oh, the angst. Then he departs, head
downward, stomping a trail of tantrum.

I ignore him and turn to my mark. “Let’s try
again.”

For the first time in her life Sil answers
the proposal with conviction. “All right, demon boy. Let’s try
again.”

Making contact with my flesh, she slides her
hand up my stomach to my chest; and as she fastens her eyes on
mine, I can’t help but notice: Though the sun shines no light on
this day – though overcast is the sky’s diagnosis – Sil’s gray
irises are hauntingly sexy.

 


To kill or not to kill?

 


The smoke moving through my veins slithers a
mite faster than normal.


Chapter 8: Magic of the Mortal World

 


DAMN. FRUCK. PISS.

My mood is foul. Even I know it to be so.
Midweek has come. Less than a week and a half remain. I needn’t
mention that the ritual failed, as all times before, even at the
site of the newfound heptagon.

It is with the full weight of that truth
pressing upon me like Atlas’ celestial sphere, that I am en route
to the cemetery. Again. No, I do not seek some mystical
reappearance of the original heptagon. I am, in fact, intending to
make contact with the one who first warned me of Keek’s treachery.
I am intending to speak with the urnk.

That enchanting spirit.

Alone for the first time, I enter the place
marked by a dying church and cracking steeple. Yes, please, Urnk.
Do share what you know. Of the minion. Of daems. Of the mortal
world.

Alas. The cemetery holds nothing but further
disappointment. I speak at the spirit with eyes properly closed. I
speak at him under my breath, replicating the time before, yet the
urnk does not respond. I try for ten minutes or more of dreary
dissatisfaction before giving up and kicking the open grave’s
stone.

“Curse me all you want, you bugger.”

See if I care.

But cursing does not happen. And reading the
book alone with the stains of the dead doesn’t reveal anything new.
Home again for me it is.

I pass Sil in the backyard.

“What is that? Some kind of smock?” I
ask.

She looks down at her bizarre choice of
apparel that looks suspiciously like a pillowcase that’s been made
to fit a body by cutting holes for her arms and head. “It’s a
shirt.” She shrugs.

Ah, of course. I see now that she is also
wearing tan leggings. “You’ll be cold in that, Sil. Grab a
jacket.”

She looks to her arm for verification.
Goosebumps signal that I am not mistaken. She follows me into the
house. I wait in the kitchen while she fetches a garment from the
heap at the bottom of the hall closet.

“Where are you off to anyway?” I ask.

“Secret,” she says. “You stay here. Tally’ll
be bored if we’re both gone too long. I told her you’d probably be
around tonight.”

Delightful. Young Tally and I shall
participate in civil conversation. And if I’m lucky, something more
might be offered. “Take your time,” I tell Sil, preening.

Reentering the kitchen, she buttons the
front of a too-large flannel. “Be a good demon while I’m out.”

“Naturally. Demons will be demons.”

She sends a peculiar look my way and leaves
me to lean against the side of the counter. I pick an apple with
bruised spots from the bowl and begin to toss it into the air. I
don’t believe it’s inaccurate to assume that Tally’s been awaiting
one-on-one time with me ever since she got here. It’s easy enough
to identify when she sends me those concealed, voracious glances
from behind Sil’s back whenever we’re in the room together. I, too,
have thought about what might happen if left alone with her.

Time to find out.

Now then – wherever might that pleasant
creature be?

Almost on cue, Tally enters the kitchen in a
belled skirt and fitted shirt. Her ears are adorned with pearls.
Her calves and neckline are tactfully exposed. Mmmm.

“Greetings Wayst. Are you enjoying a
late-day snack?” she asks.

“Not particularly.” I sniff at the rotting
fruit and return it to the bowl. “You caught me as I was just
getting in.”

“I know.” She smiles to convey that she’s
been aware of my movements. “And where, might I ask, were you?”

I think before answering. Small talk could
dangerously become something close to true interest. Tally senses
my reservation.

“I don’t mean to pry,” she says. “I’ve
simply been starving for cordial company all day. You see, Aunt is
scarcely around.”

True. It is a rare occurrence that Sil’s mum
is seen. . . . Very well. As long as she isn’t attempting anything
so pedestrian as bonding. Airs must be kept. But then, she’s
as good at keeping them as I. That much is certain.

“I was at an old church’s graveyard,” I tell
her starkly.

“A graveyard? How morbid. Do you make
regular practice of entertaining yourself in such places?”

I chuckle. “Not usually. I went there for a
task. It’s difficult to explain.”

“I see,” she says. Folding her hands
properly, she slides onto one of the breakfast bar’s stools. She
crosses and tucks her legs at the ankle.

It is so easy to spot a proper upbringing
even in a world apart from my own.

Once situated, Tally continues, “That must
be why Silvestra was so anxious while you were away.”

“She was anxious?”

“She certainly was. Frankly, I was concerned
for her wellbeing.”

Strange, Sil didn’t seem anxious at
all when I crossed her path. “Why should she experience anxiety?” I
ask, flummoxed.

Tally looks into her lap. “Oh?” she says.
“You aren’t aware?”

“Of?”

“Silvestra’s complex regarding
churches.”

What’s she playing at? Ensuring a bit of
dominance remain in her hand? If that’s the case, then it is a good
sign for me. It means that she’s preparing me for an act that
requires distribution of dominance. With that in mind, I play
along.

“I’m afraid I’m not aware of any such
complex. Enlighten me, would you?”

Staying true to the dominance game, Tally
brings a hand to her mouth. “My apologies. It isn’t my place to
say.”

Despite the fact that I know it’s all a ploy
on Tally’s part, I am intrigued. Sil has a complex regarding
churches? If I’m not mistaken, churches, although hollow and
daunting, are meant to be places of comfort for mortals. Why should
Sil . . .?

Tally intuits the threat that I am now the
one dangerously close to true interest. She diffuses, “Your concern
for my cousin is sweet. Silvestra is such a darling girl, isn’t
she? Even if a bit on the unusual side.”

Unusual is putting it lightly. “She has her
moments,” I suppose.

Tally stands from the bar and, hands folded
politely behind her back, glides to the side of the kitchen where I
yet lean. “So Wayst, if you aren’t making a snack, what other ways
will you be spending your evening?” Her lashes bat an extra time.
“I fear I am afflicted with boredom, and something tells me you are
as well.”

She is good at this – at moving things
forward. A vixen, undoubtedly.

“I . . .” Of course I wish to take her up on
the offer. It’s just that Sil’s complex remains in my thoughts, and
it keeps me from answering immediately.

Tally glides over my hiccup. “Join me in the
foyer?” she suggests. “There’s an old movie showing tonight. It’s
half over, but if you don’t mind missing the beginning – which I
assure you was nothing but tiresome character build – it might make
for an interesting relief to our boredom?” Walking her fingers
flirtatiously along the countertop, she waits not for me to answer
before strolling to the living room.

There is no decision to make. Following her
is the only viable option. I was not aware that humans could be so
agreeable. Nor so willing.

Not everyone’s a prude like Sil.

In the foyer, the television box is showing
a picture in black and white. Tally waits for me to take a seat on
the tatty loveseat in the corner before settling into the wooden
rocker opposite. She turns her knees to the side and rocks only
very gently. The squeak of the chair isn’t as annoying as one might
think; rather, it is a welcome intrusion into the tinny sound
emitting from the uninteresting movie.

Tally makes small talk with me and I with
her, until at some point, she stands to fetch a glass of water for
each of us. When she returns, she sits not on the rocker, but next
to me on the loveseat.

Mmm. Yes, moving along nicely.

Tally’s dark skin is illuminated in the
television’s dim glow. There is a smooth, earthy quality to it that
is enticing. I wish to touch her. But that isn’t a bad thing, for
she wishes to touch me in return. I can see it in the way her knees
are tilted ever so slightly in my direction.

Were we in my kingdom, I’d command her to
come to me. I’d tell her what to do from beginning to end, and
she’d happily oblige. After all, serving a prince is a noble
endeavor. In fact, I’d argue that it’s the noblest. Were we
in Dhiant, order her I would. But I’ve been here long enough to
know that that sort of thing doesn’t work on earthly women, Lady
Libido excluded. There is more to it than issuing commands based on
birthright. Within this realm, a prize must be won, and if this is
a game – which it indubitably is – it’s my move. I try something
else.

Reaching for the water, which is out of
range just enough to make for a plausible scenario, I graze her not
at all on accident with my elbow. I make contact with her knee that
Tally’s so slyly exposed for me.

There it is. I’ve sent an invitation that
can only be deciphered by someone housing the same desires as
I.

I stop and pretend that the motion has
somehow affected me, letting my arm touch her leg noticeably longer
than necessary. Then, “Pardon me,” I say, playing roused. I hide my
face behind my hand in a gesture of fake embarrassment. If she’s
clever, she’ll know that I’m feigning. And if she’s devious, she
won’t care.

I’m hoping for both. I wait for her to
accept the invitation.

It works like a charm.

Tally’s fingertips softly touch my wrist to
bring my hand from my face. “I don’t mind,” she coos, voice sexy. I
uncover my face and find her eyes as they look at me through
downward lashes. I search them, not to appear too eager.

It is a smart move. The one she wants.

“Truly I don’t,” she says, eyes agleam.

I smile to myself because I have been given
free reign. The reins are in my hands.

As a prince of Dhiant, I have loved many
women. Few are fairer than Tally. And I have been powerless for far
too long.

Flipping my hand upside-down, I slide my
palm upwards along her arm. Tally stays still. The movie continues
to play. When I reach her elbow, I shift my caress to her back, so
that I might have better control over her movements.

It has been too long. There are few things
better than holding a submissive woman.

In the dark foyer, I lean towards her, and
she obediently tilts backward into the loveseat. Her pretense is
coy, but it is a lie. The eyes behind her innocent lashes are
hungry – maybe even hungrier than my own. She’s no virgin. In fact,
I’d say she’s well practiced in the art of keeping a man’s
company.

Wonderful. Then there’s no need to teach her
anything.

I bring my mouth to her lips, and as I do,
her true nature is awakened. She immediately begins to kiss me
back.

I was right. Unlike kissing Sil, Tally knows
what she’s doing. She grabs the back of my hair and forces my face
into hers. She forces my body against hers. I respond by giving her
what she’s after. I hold her with imitation lust.

I stopped experiencing the real thing long
ago.

On the loveseat, she’s beneath me. Her kiss
is practiced and varying, but at the same time, it’s passionless.
Not that that bothers me in the least. Mine’s most certainly that
way too. This encounter is purely physical, as she and I are both
aware.

While she occupies herself with biting at my
bottom lip, I put a hand beneath her skirt, find her pantied hip,
and position her waist directly against mine. The true test to see
if we are on the same page. Sure enough, she wraps a knee around my
hip.

Mmm. Now that that’s settled, I slide my
hand beneath her shirt. Her brassiere matches her panties. Trimmed
silk.

She was right. This is a grand cure for
boredom. The black and white film continues to play. A trite
entertainment for trivial people. I ignore it, as I have been all
evening. Tally’s body is enjoyable. Soft. Warm. Small. And when she
moves her zealous kissing to the side of my ear? I have to admit,
that part arouses me a little.

It’ll take more than that, however.

I feel her stomach and try to think about
the slim body beneath my hand. I try to envision it. I shut my eyes
and slide my hand from abdomen to ribs to chest. Think. About the
girl eagerly beneath me. About the submission about to take place.
About the naked flesh soon to be against my own. Think. Think.

My mind is blank, as far as images go. Tally
doesn’t notice. She continues to suck on my neck.

Think.

Think.

About . . .

Sil’s sexy eyes flash into my mind,
uninvited and unexpected and unintended. They are there but a
moment of briefness, yet a shiver runs through my skin from top to
bottom. A shiver which Tally feels. A shiver which makes Tally
begin to unbutton her blouse.

Well, that’s getting somewhere.

If it works . . .

Without giving consideration as to why it
should work, I think of Sil again. It isn’t hard to do. And
this time, more than just her eyes show in my mind. It is all of
her. She is squatting and looking up at me with a wrinkled lip. A
lip. Sil’s lips. Shaking, I put my hands to Tally’s face and kiss
her again – a kiss different from the first. This one possesses
true lust. And something more. Something that makes my chest
tight.

Siiiil.

But something isn’t right. The kiss tastes
stale. There is no mint. There is nothing but the artificial flavor
of an artificial lipgloss.

I stop and open my eyes. So does Tally.

“What’s wrong?” she inquires. She’s
beautiful. She’s willing. And she also happens to be half-dressed.
So what’s wrong?

“Nothing.” I shake it away and begin to kiss
her again, returning a hand to her bosom. But like before, my chest
tightens. Siiiil. Where is her scent? Where is her taste? I
seek it out.

And then I find it. Distant, Sil’s smell is
there. But it isn’t coming from the girl below me.

A second time I halt my expedition of Tally.
I halt because I no longer want it. I halt to look to the source of
Sil’s mint. It comes from the doorway of the living room.

From the doorway? That’s specific. As soon
as I realize why, my body turns to stone.

The source of Sil’s mint, as it would turn
out, is nauseating; for the source of Sil’s mint is Sil herself.
While my hands are against Tally’s flesh – while my body is pressed
firmly against hers – Sil stands in the doorway, expressionless and
holding a small paper bag.

Sil? I wish to speak her name, but her name
will not come. It is lost in my throat of stone. Everything is
lost.

When Tally notices what I notice, she gives
out a shout, “Silvestra!?” and fumbles to hide herself behind me.
“Cripes!”

Cripes? So much for prim. Then again,
Tally’s primness went out the window approximately seven minutes
ago.

“Sil?” I manage her name this time. “You . .
.”

“Oh,” is all Sil says. “Sorry to interrupt.”
She is emotionless. Expressionless. Caring not. Like me, she is
made of stone.

This is when it all goes to hell.

I know myself better than most, perhaps; but
in this moment, I transform into something unrecognizable. I am a
stranger. An unsure, wavering, commoner. I stare at Sil and Sil
stares at me, and I . . .

I don’t know how to be. I . . .
regret that she’s seen this. I care that Sil stands in the
doorway. I care that’s she’s seen.

But why? Why should I care if she has? It
isn’t her business. She has no claim over me. How dare she make me
feel regret for seizing hold of something I wanted?

In no time at all, I am angry, but no matter
how I try to defer it, I know without a doubt that my irritation
isn’t for Sil. No, I am angry with myself – furious that I care!
It’s preposterous! Why should I give a damn if she’s seen?! She is
merely a stupid, inconsequential mortal that refuses to love me! So
why then, as she stands there made of stone, does my chest ache?
Why do I search her eyes for hurt and hope that I find nothing but
obliviousness? Why am I remorseful that this has happened?

“Sil!” I can’t help but call to her.

Her name is a chisel that cracks through the
stone of her body. At once, she is in motion once more. “This if
for you, demon boy,” she says like she is made of robotics. “I’ll
leave it here.” She drops the bag at her feet, then takes off
clunking up the stairs.

“Sil!” I push myself from Tally, who is in
the process of redressing – Tally, who is annoyed that our
performance was interrupted.

“Raincheck?” she says, scowling in a way
that is unbefitting of her.

“By all means . . .” I don’t mean it. I’m
preoccupied. The sound of Sil’s footsteps is over my head. She’s
reached her room.

Damn.

From above a door slams.

Fruck.

There is also the faint sound of a click to
signify a lock being bolted.

Piss.

Tally gathers herself and goes sulking into
the first floor guestroom. I, on the other hand, haven’t a clue
what to do with myself. I hate the way I feel. Uncertainty?
Remorse? A combination of a few unwanted things. It is the worst
thing I’ve experienced since losing my horns.

In the doorway, the paper bag still sits,
taunting. I kick it. How dare it remind me of what just
transpired?! From the bag a small vial rolls. The vial is filled
with a chalky white powder mixed with grains of red.

What is it? I bend down to inspect, taking
the vial between my fingers and holding it to the light.

It is . . . white ash? White ash mixed with
red. But what’s the red?

Ah. I understand. This is reused white ash.
It has been carefully scraped from the side of a red brick
building. Sil’s spent her evening collecting ash from the side of
the school.

The tight feeling in my chest worsens. Vial
in one hand, plum tome in the other, I dash up the stairs after
her.

“Sil?”

I walk to her closed door and stand
awkwardly. She doesn’t answer.

“Sil?” I say again, putting a hand to her
mismatched knob. A turn of said knob validates that the door is
indeed locked. I shouldn’t care. It shouldn’t affect me. Yet it
does. My knees buckle and fall.

I rest my forehead against her door and am
consumed with the big question: Why? Why do I care that
she’s seen me with Tally? It is her fault anyway. She shouldn’t
have come in unannounced. Then again, the house is hers. It’s
normal behavior for a person to enter their own house unannounced,
isn’t it?

Yes.

So that means . . . I am in the wrong?

No. Not necessarily. Yes, there would be a
bit of awkwardness that would accompany walking in on a pair of
people indulging themselves, but that doesn’t mean the act
was in any way heinous.

So why does the scene of stony Sil standing
dumbly in the doorway continue to replay in my mind? Why . . .?

“Sil, are you angry?” I ask.

I wait a full minute there, crumpled with my
forehead against her bedroom door, before receiving an answer:

“Why should I be?” comes her question.

“THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT I’D LIKE TO KNOW?!” I
spit venomously.

Oops. Uncalled for. Sil is quiet. I squeeze
the vial in my hand. “Why did you gather this ash, Sil?”

Another minute passes.

“I thought you could use it,” she pipes,
muted from behind the door. “Sprinkle it on your book or something.
I thought maybe it would make the rest of the words clear up for
you. Worth a shot, eh?”

“Sil . . .” Her secret task was for me? In
the cold, in the night, Sil went to the school for me. My throat
swallows. Along comes more pressure than would usually be
associated with a swallow. Like my chest, my throat hurts. “Open
the door, Sil.”

“N-no,” she stammers.

“Why not? You said you aren’t angry.”

Sil thinks on it. “I’m . . . sick?” She
concocts and obvious lie. “Yeah, I’m sick!”

“You are not. Open the door.”

“I can’t. I’m . . . naked. Yeah, that’s
right! Sick and naked.”

Naked Sil? The shadow beneath my skin
writhes at the thought. What the hell?!

“Then put on a shirt and open the door,
Sil.” I force containment of myself.

This time, Sil is quiet for two minutes at
least. And then –

“Goodnight, demon boy.”

Goodnight? . . . “Sil?” I press
against her door. From the sound of bedspring, she has most likely
absconded into her nest. “Stop! SIL!”

But she won’t answer.

Pathetic, I sit outside her door for a time.
She won’t answer. I know that. Yet it takes dozens of minutes for
me to give up and retire to my room. I lie in bed and stare at the
ceiling and replay the footage of Sil’s expressionless face staring
at half-naked Tally and me. Sil’s face . . . My chest is annoyingly
tight. It is almost hard to breathe!

I cannot sleep.

I want to be with Sil.

I don’t know why – in fact, it’s a nuisance
that I’m even feeling this way – but I want to see her face again,
to make sure that it doesn’t truly hold the pain I imagine it
does.

ARGH! It’s so vexing! I crave release!

In my angst, I turn to the book, which rests
on the bed beside me. Sil’s gesture of retrieving the white ash was
an uneducated one. Sprinkling used ash over the pages will do
nothing. Without even trying, I know it is a lost cause.

Even so, flipping to the heptagon’s page
reveals something more than I expect.

 


A Chant of Searching:

. . an’t be never,

Vanished or . . . . aid,

A pi . . . of them,

Seven corners of Dhiant.

 


Most of the letters come easily. Only a
handful remain blurred.

A Chant of Searching? Not of binding. A
relief, to be sure. But it also arises new questions. The minion
was searching for something using a daem’s power. What reason for
that would there be?

What reason . . .?

Siiiil.

Even in the light of discovery, I am
distracted. Anguish plagues my sleep. Remorse riddles my
thoughts.

Siiiil.

 


If I kill her, will it end?

 


><

 


The following morning, I go to her door.
Though it is open, Sil is not there. She has left without me, it
would seem.

Not angry, my ass.

I travel to school alone. Along the
leaf-spotted sidewalk. Past the neat yard. To the corner where the
boxy building sits. Sil is probably already at morning practice. I
envision her rabbit-ish frame hopping through the line of trees
along the fields. I imagine that I see her off, per usual. Instead
of heading to the front, however, I steal around the back, to where
half of the heptagonal symbol remains. The ground below is peppered
with bits of red and white.

When I think of Sil standing here, scraping
away . . . my chest answers with pain.

Dammit.

But to rub in my guilt isn’t the reason I’ve
decided to come to this place. It is to see if I am able to read
any more of the symbol’s scribble.

All of it. I can read all of it.

 


Galvin Tenor.

 


“Who the fruck is Galvin Tenor?” I ask no
one. Although I should ask it of someone. For someone has been
watching me.

I notice it only when the window above me
shuts.

The window directly above me?

I may be mistaken, but I believe that’s our
homeroom classroom. Instinct tells me to hurry. On a whim, I go
bolting inside to investigate.

The search turns up nothing. The classroom
directly above the symbol is ours, true. But it is also empty,
though one of the windows – the window in question, to be
precise – is unlocked. I scratch my nonexistent horns.

Unsettling.

 


And if I find out someone’s been spying on
me, heads will roll.


Chapter 9: The Urnk Knows Best

 


“What’re you wearing for Halloween, Tran?”
The tick is in my ear at the end of class, as he has been for most
of the day.

“I’m not.”

“Nice! Going commando, yeah?”

I disregard him.

He keeps at it, “Only a week left. Better
find something quick.” He leans in closer. “And just to warn you,
man, Halloween’s a pretty big deal for Sil Tenor.”

Sil Tenor? Sil Tenor who sits yonder and
refuses to look at me. Sil Tenor who hasn’t spoken a word to me in
days. The tick’s picked up on it.

“Vibe seems a little different between you
two lately,” he says.

I don’t need to hear that from him. I know
better than anyone that Sil’s been avoiding me – ever since the
incident with Tally. The twit said she wasn’t angry. A lie
apparently. If she weren’t angry, what cause would there be for
avoidance?

Bing bong bing.

“There’s the bell, Tran. I was thinking
–”

But I am already out of my seat. Gone to
catch up with Sil. In the hallway, she disappears into the crowd.
It’s a hidden talent of hers – evasion. Out the school’s door, I
push against the swarm of bumbling students. Again she eludes me.
With the help of pudgy Keek, no less. I see them in the distance,
hobbling away. I begin to take chase, but am waylaid by the tick,
who has decided to continue his harassment by popping in front of
me and blocking my path.

“So Tran, if you aren’t doing anything right
now, would you want to head over to my buddy’s place?”

“Not now, Chif.”

“You sure? He’s got this great –”

“I said not now!” Sil and Keek are fading
fast.

“Yokay. Yokay.” Chif gives me a laid-back
pat on the shoulder. “Later then, man.”

Thanks to the tick, I’ve lost much leeway.
By the time I reach the house, Sil isn’t in sight. Not in the
kitchen or her room. When I hear Tally sweep through the parlor, I
duck out the front door. Just as Sil’s been avoiding me, I’ve been
avoiding the vixen. Tally’s a whole other urn of problems.

Sil isn’t in the backyard or the shed. The
cemetery? Perhaps she’s gone to the cemetery. Either that or the
pair of chums evaporated. It’s highly unlikely, as Keek possesses a
great amount of density. The cemetery, it is.

Through the crunching leaves and naked
trees, I travel there.

“Sil?” My voice echoes through the wood.
“Sil! This has gone on long enough! Stop acting a child, would
you?”

I haven’t even had the chance to ask her
about Galvin Tenor. That’s how evasive she’s been.

“Sil? SIL?!”

But more calling only leads to more silence.
She and her minion aren’t around as far as I can tell. Perturbed, I
slump beside the open grave.

“You haven’t seen any brainless boy and
stocky girl journey through here, have you?” I demand of it.

Naturally, I receive nothing in the way of
answer. Like the time before, the urnk speaks not. Maybe the damned
thing moved. Skipped to another open grave, never to be heard from
again. Seems to follow the trend of nothing working in my favor
since entering this blasted realm. “Speak now or forever hold your
peace, Urnk.”

Then, when I am about to give up, an idea
comes to me. I close my eyes. “O ghoul of the ground. O dead mortal
scum. Answer my call!”

Not exactly the way Chif spoke it, but I
figure it’s close enough. Perhaps there was a bit power in the
conjuring incantation he used. Perhaps that is what I’ve been
missing.

“O ghostly being whose life was all too
short – meaninglessly so, really – answer me now or suffer the
wrath of this tiresome chant! Etcetera, etcetera, etcetera!”

“Greetings, rude child. Back again to
disturb my slumber?”

There we go! Like a charm. The voice
intruding my thoughts is much more welcome the second time
around.

“At last the ghost chooses to show itself,”
I say aloud. “Why, how courteous of you, indweller.”

The unrk protests, “I am not a ghost. . .
. But then, you already knew that, didn’t you, boy?”

Right he is. My aggression flows in the form
of banter.

“Oh?” The urnk gives an emission of
surprise. “What do I read in your thoughts? The spoiled prince
has performed a wrong?”

A wrong? Now wait just a moment! I open my
eyes to force him from my thoughts. It is an extremely trying
experience to speak with someone so smug. But I need to persevere.
To find out what he knows. I return to darkness.

“Your hormones got the better of you, and
the deed was done. Shame. Predictable, but a shame
nevertheless.”

“I didn’t! I didn’t do that. Not that
it matters. She has no say over whom I have relations with. Why
should she care?”

“Does she care?”

A reasonable question. “I believe so. Never
you mind.”

“A bold front for a sniveling child on
the verge of watering his cheeks.”

“Shut up, you!”

“Is that any way to speak to your elder?
Have some respect, child. Your duress stems from the fact that you
are wrought over your wrongdoing, but refuse to accept that you
are.”

I don’t feel like being counseled by a
bodiless fiend. Therefore, I choose not to comment on his
evaluation. Instead, I defer to,

“Since you’re awake, Urnk, tell me what you
know of my situation. How did you know that minion was attempting
to steal my powers?”

“Minion? He didn’t seem like much of
minion. I told you before; I could hear him. You are not the only
one whose thoughts I can read. Opposingly, you are the only one who
can read mine.”

“Lucky me.”

“What an attitude to have with a being
that has information for you.”

Information? It’d better not be a jest.
“What information?”

But the urnk reverts to silent just to piss
me off.

“WHAT INFROMATION?” I enunciate. “Spill your
secrets, you cad!”

Still, the urnk says nothing.

If I must . . . “Please, O elder spirit of
Earth, what information have you to share?”

I wait atop the hard, autumn ground until
the urnk deems me worthy to be trifled with.

“The boy was using two languages. The one
we are using now, and another I did not understand. It was not a
language of Earth.”

I grip the side of the grave and lean
forward. “You think it was a language of Dhiant!?”

“How should I know?”

Ugh. Something else then. “Did she and her
minion pass through here just before I did?” I ask.

“I was sleeping. If people behave as they
should – with consideration – I will not waken. As of late, your
aura alone is grating enough to stir me.” A chilled bout of air
rushes past. “Brrr. To sleep again for me. Keep shut your gape,
and let me rest.”

Sigh. “Fine by me. You are worthless if you
have nothing more to divulge. Be gone with you!”

The sound of a yawn invades my thoughts. An
urnk’s yawn. “Worthless? Rude to the core you are, foolish
prince.” And just to prove me wrong – “How’s this for
worthless? Be careful, lest you fail. That boy’s words are his
clout.”

Keek’s words? You mean his ‘thoughts’, dear
Urnk. I stand from the grave and leave the mistaken creature to
rest. It is another cool day of lacking light. A week’s time
remains before I’ll be returned to the all-encompassing under-light
of Dhiant. A week’s time . . . or my fate shall be sealed; I’ll be
doomed to tread the dark earth forever.

No. I will find out what Keek knows.
And then I’ll destroy him and take Sil for myself. If she sees how
serious I am, she’ll have no choice but to give in. She’ll have no
choice but to love me.

But when I think deeper on it, I realize
it’s easier said than done. If Keek’s thoughts are his power . . .
How am I to combat something neither seen nor heard? How am I to
combat thought?

Cutting off his head seems about right.

But is it worth it? Sil would be sad to see
the head of her beloved minion fall. I know she would. Then again,
I’ve heard Sil’s sobs in the night. She is already sad. What’s a
little more despair to a despairing girl?

 


Either way, one thing good will come of it.
If I kill treacherous Keek, Sil will have no choice but to pay me
mind.

 


The next thing on my agenda? To find an
ax.

 


><

 


Axes, as it would turn out, are extremely
hard to come by. In Sil’s abode, at least. I search the yard,
garage, and shed, but remain empty-handed. Sil’s owns not an ax or
scythe or tomahawk. She does, however, own plenty of yard art. I
rarely pay attention to specific pieces within Sil’s clutter, but
after an hour of avidly searching for a suitable weapon and coming
up dry, I begin to study the statues and cutouts tossed aside
during my search, the things kept so systematically within her shed
and garage.

Many are made with recycled garbage.
Fitting, when you think about Sil’s lifestyle. Painted bottles and
shaped metal strips all in all make for tawdry décor. Regardless, I
can’t help but wonder why they don’t keep them out – visible to the
rest of Count’s Fieldbo. Within their messy life, the pieces stored
in the garage seem to be the only things Sil and her mum keep
orderly.

Hm. Even slobs are meticulous about certain
things, it would appear.

No ax hides behind any of them. It’s fine,
though. At the end of the hour, I am no longer in a murderous mood.
What sort of mood am I in? It’s hard to say. I want to speak to
Sil. Does that mean I wish to . . . reconcile?

Entering the house itself by way of bobbin
knob, immediately poses a problem. Young Tally sits in the kitchen
grooming her fingernails. Her skirt is ironed; her blouse is
tucked; her hair is smooth. It is a wide contrast to Lady Libido’s
pheromoneous table pampering.

When I enter, Tally does not hesitate to eye
me up and down in her way. “The elusive Wayst makes an appearance,”
she says.

It’s a tragedy. A fine creature like her
lingering around, yet all I can think of is – “Sil. Have you seen
her?”

Tally purses her glossed lips.
“Upstairs.”

Such terseness from the proper lady. Or
maybe tempestuous brevity would be more accurate. I can speak to
whether or not I deserve it – frankly, I don’t care enough about
her to waste time contemplating it.

I send a nod her way, and in return, Young
Tally locks my gaze and bows her head. “If you get bored,” she says
suggestively.

I am to her what she is to me. A cure for
boredom. I feel no guilt in abandoning her to seek out Sil.

At the top of the stairs, I groan. The door
to Sil’s chamber is shut. A dastardly indication that tonight will
be as unrewarding as the past several. Lately, I’ve had to use the
first floor bathroom for any and all needs, for Sil refuses to
comment or budge though I jiggle the knob and knock the wood and
call her name.

Keeping to routine, I call to her:
“Sil?”

No answer.

Next, I try knocking.

Even after allowing time for her to
consider, I hear nothing.

Lastly, I attempt the knob. Not that I
expect it to work. Sil’s been disconcertingly adamant about keeping
the lock hitched.

But, as luck would have it, the lock is
undone. I hardly believe it when Sil’s door pushes open with
nothing more than a small prod. A trap? A trick? Something is not
right. It shouldn’t be so easy to enter the twit’s forbidden
dwelling.

I enter with caution, half-expecting the
floor to give way so that I should go crashing down atop of Tally.
I check for signs of misconduct, but it doesn’t take long for me to
conclude that Sil isn’t in her room. I check her nest and her desk
and even her closet. She is in none of these places, but her mint
loiters fresh, as though she were recently here.

And then I notice that the bathroom door is
also shut. My routine begins anew.

“Sil? I must speak with you.”

Nothing.

I knock.

Still nothing.

And now, for a jiggle of the handle and then
to retire to my room with nothing more than disappointment and
frustration. I give the handle a turn. Locked.
Tremendous.

But before I can withdraw, something
happens. Routine breaks again. After attempting the knob, I am
rewarded with a,

“Just a sec!” It’s Sil’s voice. Her words
and her scent reach me through the squalid door.

I am not certain what to do. After behaving
humiliatingly for days, I am about to come face to face with the
person plaguing my thoughts. Searching my memory for how I was
before this entire debacle, I pause and try to recover my lost
self.

Wayst. Prince of Dhiant. Royal immortal.
Outcast to Earth. Shackled to Sil.

A moment later, I am overcome with a blast
of white steam as Sil opens the door and allows for an escape of
her leftover shower vapor. I have several beginning points
rehearsed, but when I lay eyes on her, everything I wish to say
flees. Sil stands, encompassed by steam cloud, wearing a bright
yellow shirt that goes to the ankle.

“What the fruck is that?” I ask.

Sil puts her chin to her chest in an attempt
to see what might possibly be unbecoming of her apparel. “It’s a
nightie,” she says, shrugging.

Of course.

She shoulders past me. “‘Scuse me, demon
boy. Gotta grab a binder for my hair.”

My mouth falls open. She behaves so
normally! I was expecting . . . Well, I’m not exactly sure, but it
wasn’t this. “You’re speaking with me again?” I ask watchfully.

“Again? Ur, guess so.”

Hm. I’m not entirely sure. It’s as though
she’s speaking in my direction, but not necessarily TO me. I keep
up a guard and expect the worst.

Sil gathers her siren’s hair into a wet
ponytail, then turns to face me with non-enthusiasm. “Can I help
you with something?”

“I was able to read more of the book,” I
tell her, squinting. I squint because I’m sizing her up. Is she
angry? Is she annoyed? I cannot tell what she’s thinking.

“Really?!” Sil is excited. “That’s great!
Just now?”

“N . . . no. Last week. The night that . .
.” I stop.

“For reals?! Why didn’t you tell me
sooner?”

I blink at her. Once. Twice. Three times or
more. Honestly? She is honestly asking why I didn’t tell her
sooner?! She cannot be serious! But by the looks of her unmindful
expression, she is.

“BECAUSE YOU’VE BEEN AVOIDING ME FOR DAYS,
HAVEN’T YOU?!”

“Oh.” Sil cocks her head in contemplation.
“Yeah, forgot about that.”

So she admits it! “You have been
avoiding me! What’s more, you’ve been avoiding me when we’re so
close to our deadline! Fool!” I stomp to her and take both arms
with force. “Tell me why! Are you angry that I and your cousin . .
.” I can’t finish. My rashness subsides.

“Angry?” She thinks about it. “No, I told
you I wasn’t angry.”

“But you WERE avoiding me?”

“Yup!”

Unbelievable! Yup, she says, treating it
like it’s no big deal! I, on the other hand, am more desperate than
I care to admit. “If you weren’t angry, then why!?”

“I dunno.”

“SIL! There has to be a reason! I have been
in peril for days!”

She looks at me head on and wiggles her nose
a few times. And then she chuckles evilly. “For reals? In peril,
even?”

“Well –!” Damn. I’ve made myself out to be
dependent.

Sil shakes my grip away and begins a slow,
calculating pace of her room. “You know, I’ve been wondering about
it myself. Yeah, I was avoiding you – guess you could say that –
but I’m not sure why. I wasn’t mad at you or anything. I mean, why
should I be, right?”

My thoughts precisely!

She continues, “But I had to avoid you. I
wasn’t trying to be mean. I didn’t have a choice! Because every
time I looked at you . . .” Her voice trails.

“Yes?”

“Every time I looked at you, I’d think about
you.”

I don’t understand. “When you looked at me,
I’d cross your mind? That’s hardly unusual, wouldn’t you say?
Thinking about someone within your view is ordinary.”

“Yeah,” she says, “but I’d be thinking about
you . . . like how you were with Tally. All pervy like.”

I choke on an obtuse piece of spit. NOT what
I wanted to hear. “Oh. I see.” I grit my teeth and stare at the
ceiling and try to even my breaths. “But you wouldn’t get
angry?”

“No, I’d get . . . I don’t know what the
feeling is,” she says.

“Sil . . .” Something occurs to me. Maybe,
just maybe . . . “Would you get jelly?”

Sil stops her pace between her bed and her
desk. She is silent for a minute or more of deep pondering, and
when she is finished, she shows revelation. “OH.”

Oh? Oh, she says. Birdbrain! Incorrigible
moron! How could she not be aware of her own feelings?! How can any
person be so disconnected?! But in spite of the ridiculousness – or
perhaps due to the ridiculousness – it’s humorous. Sil is the most
entertaining creature in existence.

“You’re – just – so – unbelievable!” I huff
because I cannot contain my laughter.

Sil rubs her forehead. “What?”

I shake my head. Explaining it to her would
be all too exhausting. In place of reason, I walk to her and place
a hand atop her damp head. I allow my guffaws to subside before
asking her coolly, “Are you yet jealous, Sil? Is it still difficult
to look at me?”

Sil averts her eyes stormily to the ground.
I’ll take that as a yes.

“Shall I cure it for you?” I ask.

Sil brightens. “Can you?”

“I believe I may.”

Sil searches my eyes before returning her
stare to the rug. Once there, she gives permission by a slight nod
of the head. “If you say so.” Although she isn’t at all
motivated.

I waste no time putting my lips nearly to
her earlobe, “Siiiil,” and selfishly breathing in a bit of
mint. “My mark.”

Under the spell of her taste, my debonair
air abandons me. I waver. The rest comes out choppily: “For some
reason, I have experienced remorse over the action of pursuing your
cousin. I can only assume that it would have been better had I
not.”

Experienced remorse over the action? No,
that isn’t how I want to put it. That isn’t what I wish to say. Sil
waits for me to finish – waits for me to ‘take away’ her jealousy –
but the rest won’t come. The true words are lost in my throat.

What does it mean, I ask myself, to feel
remorse over something?

Sil stands stiffly, neither objecting my
lips on her ear, nor embracing them. She possesses unexpected
jealousy over my interaction with Tally – and what’s worse, I
care that she does. What am I to say for her sake in this
situation? What am I to say for my own? How can things be changed
so that she no longer avoids me? So that I am no longer consumed by
her?

The answer reaches my tongue before my
brain:

“I’m sorry, Sil,” I speak into her ear with
a voice as quiet as a whisper and as uneven as an earthquake. “I do
not know why, but I am sorry.”

I remove my mouth from her ear and tip her
head upwards so that it cannot shy from me. I wait for her eyes to
find mine. In time, they do.

“Your irises went red again,” she says.

“They’re always red,” I tell her as I begin
to near my face to hers.

She pulls away just enough to make me wince,
and asks, “Whoa there. What are you doing?”

“Making it even so that you’ll be
fixed.”

“How do you figure?”

I answer by closing the gap between us and
landing a kiss on her bottom lip – her full, soft, minty lip –
until I am forced to stop. Sil’s mouth has just unexpectedly
uncapped the tightness in my chest.

Apparently it has not done the same for
Sil.

“More punishment?” she says, demeanor
unsure.

It is pointless to answer. I’ll kiss her
again until she no longer needs to question what I’m doing. I press
my mouth to hers again, fully this time, but Sil does nothing but
stand limply. I don’t care. The taste of her is better than
anything. The greatest release of any and all frustration I have
regarding my circumstances – Sil’s taste takes it all and warms my
stomach with a thawing sensation.

I pull away for the need to exhale.

Sil remains confused. “Done?” she asks.

Throughout this process, she’s been so
submissive. I should be done. I should be satisfied. And I am, to
be sure. Indeed, if it were only me, I’d be satisfied enough to
take my leave of her. But . . . I am at the same time, unsatisfied.
It’s a foreign concept, but if I’m not mistaken . . .

“Done? Are you, Sil? Do you want to kiss me
more?”

I think I might want Sil to experience the
same thing I do. Sil’s mine. She’s all mine. And as someone that
belongs to me, I want her to be . . . full. I want her to have her
drink of me, as I’ve had mine of her.

“Uh . . .” Sil wrinkles her mouth. “What do
you mean?”

There’s no use explaining it. I don’t really
know how to describe it, for I don’t fully understand it myself.
But I feel like I may be able to show her. I drop my hold of her
face, and instead take one of her hands that are wilted in
bewilderment. Like at the graveyard, she weaves her fingers through
mine. An automatic response, perhaps?

Let’s hope for another.

I bring my mouth near to hers, but do not
force my kiss on her, leaving a small space between us.

You decide, Sil.

. . .

She does. She makes her decision.

It does not include kissing me.

“So . . . is that it then?” She slips her
hand away. “Is your experiment over, demon boy?”

Experiment? The dense girl hasn’t taken
anything from what I’ve just done. We are clearly on different
wavelengths. It is even possible Sil is on a wavelength all of her
own.

I sigh. “We have a week until All Hallow’s
Eve, Sil. Do you know what that means?”

She nods. “We need to find you a
costume.”

Um, no.

“First, though,” she goes on to say, “tell
me what else it says in the book.”

The book . . .? HOW COULD I HAVE
FORGOTTEN?!

“SIL! Do you know someone named Galvin
Tenor!? Are you of known relation to any such person!?”

Sil’s face becomes contorted. “G-Galvin?”
she sputters. “W-why? Why do you ask?”

“First of all, the book’s heptagonal spell
is not a spell of binding, as I previously worried. It is, in fact,
a spell of searching. Someone . . . Ahem.” I refrain from saying
Keek. “Someone is searching for . . . someone. And I
think the person they are searching for is named Galvin Tenor. Ring
a bell?”

But there’s no need to ask. Sil’s cheeks
have turned insipid – a stark contrast to the rest of her golden
skin. She surely knows this Galvin person, and if I had to guess,
I’d say he is someone of importance to her.

“I know Galvin Tenor,” she says once she
gains balance enough to speak without stutter. “Because Galvin
Tenor is my dad.”

Sil’s . . . father?

“He was last seen in the graveyard behind
the house five years ago. He was last seen by me.”

 


Sil’s wanderlust family. Complete with a
wanderlust father who went for a walk one day and never returned.
This wanderlust father, who was last witnessed entering the wood at
the far side of the cemetery, hasn’t been seen in five years.
Behind was left a wanderless daughter to chase after him.
Wanderless Sil was left alone. A child alone to sift through the
marker stones until exhaustion.

She was found curled in a ball at the wall
of the church.

Sil tells me the tale, then tells me to
go.


Chapter 10: Murdering the Milkman

 


“Hey, Tran-a-lan. What’re you up to tonight?
Being that it’s Friday and all, any chance you’d want to come
–”

“Not today, Chif. I have plans.”

“That so?” The tick looks past me to
the girl I’m staring at. “Right on. With Sil Tenor?”

“And her minion. We’re to look for
costumes.” Costumes. Each time I say the word, it slides
against my tongue with great friction. Too great. I fear my mouth
may start on fire.

Sil, on they other hand, rejoices over the
word. She’s been squawking it all day with birdy delight. She
slinks to my desk the instant the bell rings to signal our release.
“Excited, demon boy?” She makes her teeth wide so as to show off
all of her wickedness.

She already knows the answer.

Not at all. I do not feel a single, solitary
drop of excitement over dressing up in some droll disguise. The
only reason I’ve agreed to join their outing is because I plan to
confront Keek as soon as I am able to isolate him from Sil. I’ve
thus far refrained from telling her my suspicion, and I plan to
keep it that way. If Keek is using a daem spell to locate Sil’s
lost father . . . well, that’s hardly a bad thing for anyone but
me. It’s almost noble of him. And if Sil knew, it would only
make her think more of the squidgy scoundrel.

However, noble or not, that doesn’t mean
Keek’s completely innocent. There’s still the matter of him trying
to steal my power. I won’t stand for it, even for Sil’s sake.

The urnk’s warning hangs heavily over
me.

His words are his clout.

I must find out what he knows. Which daem
gave him the white ash. Where he learned the spell. And what he
plans to do from here. And when he confesses his plot, I will make
known to him that Sil is mine.

Tomorrow is All Hallow’s Eve. My time in
this world is coming to an end.

It’s been a frustrating week, as weeks often
are in the mortal realm. Though Sil and I have tried our task again
nightly, it is to no avail. The words won’t work. She hasn’t come
to love me yet. My only hope is to use this faceoff with Keek to
win her over once and for all.

“Love me, Sil.”

“Did you say something, demon?”

Oops. I meant only to think it, but the
words found their way through my teeth on their own. “You imagined
it, Sil,” I lie.

I was lost in my head. I focus now on my
surroundings to find that I am lagging behind an enthused pair of
morons on the front lawn of the school. Sil and her minion are just
about to cross First Main.

“What you got there, Keeker? A love letter?”
says Sil. She paws at his hand.

Whatever it is, the minion shoves it into
his pocket with haste. “Nothing! Just a shopping list.”

Suspicious.

“So you already know what you’re gonna be?”
Sil pries.

“Uh . . .” Keek stumbles for an answer.
“Yeah, I’m gonna dress as a . . . a . . .” He scans the distance,
ultimately settling on, “A tree.”

Sil raises an unimpressed brow. “A
tree?”

“Treat!” Keek hurries to correct. “I
said treat.”

“Treat?” Sil is no more impressed.

Keek rubs his neck abashedly. “Yeah . . .
like a giant piece . . . of candy?”

Giant? Shouldn’t be too hard for a boy of
his stature.

“Sorry, but that’s kinda lame, Keeker.”

“Hah. You’re right. I should probably think
of something else,” says Keek.

“Don’t worry, we’ll think of something.” Sil
hooks him round the neck with her elbow. And with that, Keek lets
his gaze settle on her face for peevishly longer than
necessary.

All of this I watch from behind with tight
curled fists that want nothing more than to strike the mortal in
his plushy gut. Argh! If only Sil were a little less dense! It is
painfully apparent that her friend is a brute. A golem! A
hibagon!

But Sil adores him. Together they bobble
down the sidewalk, laughing and making unbecoming noises while I
trail behind bitterly.

On Second Main, beyond the library, there is
a store that sells used goods. A place called ‘The Club’. Displayed
out front are several shovels, a rack of rusty bikes, and a strange
antique machine with a loose belt hanging from it. When she sees
it, Sil squeals, “Look, Keek. A fat jiggler!” and proceeds to make
vibrating sounds with her lips. In addition, she stands in place
and convulses as though being electrocuted.

There was once a time I wished for exactly
that. Now, however . . .

“Enough of that, you.” I prod her along.

A chime signals our arrival. Upon entering,
I am surrounded by a strange, stale smell similar to the one Cousin
Stache used to secrete. Grand. Heaven forbid I should return to
Dhiant without ever smelling THAT again.

The Club is a mismatched cluster-fruck of
odds and ends, coupled with rows and rows of old musty
clothing.

“I do most of my shopping here,” explains
Sil, slumping lazily down one of the aisles. “Well, here or our
attic,” she adds.

Explains a lot. Today, she’s chosen to dress
in a pair of pants that button at the ribs and continue to grow
bigger as they approach the foot. She’s tucked a tiny tank top into
the top of them, and she covers it all with a sequined sweater
packing quite a bit of panache.

Sil is an odd bird.

The bird flies to the opposite end of the
store, where a fatigued father and overzealous son are also
searching for a last minute costume.

There it is again. Costume. Even
thinking the word is too much.

Sil is away. The time to act is at hand. I
spin to confront Keek, but the plumpy human is not to be found.
He’s already waddling off after Sil. Eager lump. He isn’t down the
aisle directly before me. He’s gone around another way – one lane
over from where I stand. We are separated by a row of clothes.

The maneuver of a boy terror-stricken at the
thought of being left in my proximity? If so, it is wholly
warranted.

Through the hangers, I see his head bobbling
– making its way toward the back wall of accessories. I make haste
to follow, but I fail to pay attention to where I am going, and end
up ramming into a shopper crouched to feel if her ‘new’ shoes allow
for adequate toe wriggling room.

“Hey!” the woman has the gall to yell.

“Piss off.” I pause only to deride her
before carrying on as I was.

Thanks to the impediment, I’ve lost several
feet of gain. I begin a sprint. Criminal Keek senses my intent and
responds by speeding his hobble.

Now we two are racing down the store. The
aisles are our parameters. The back wall is our goal. Sil is our
prize.

I will not let him have her.

Faster. Faster!

Sil is mine.

I close the gap and reach the wall!

Alas, it is no sooner reached by me than by
him. A draw? Keek shoots me a foul-looking frown. Sil, on the other
hand, gives a hop. She’s taken no notice of our competition. She’s
been busy keenly perusing the wall of used wares.

“Lookie what I found!” She presents a
plastic headband that has two plastic horns sticking from the top.
Red and shiny, they are hardly an accurate depiction of the horns I
once had.

“I’ve got it all figured out,” continues
Sil. “For Halloween you’re gonna be the devil,” she says to me.
“I’m pretty sure there’s even a pitchfork in my shed you can
use.”

There isn’t any such suitable weapon in
there. I should know. I’ve scoured the place well enough. Not that
I’ll correct her. Let her come to that finding on her own. And then
her All Hallow’s Eve merriment will be no more.

How ideal.

While I am distracted with thoughts of Sil’s
costuming plans coming to ruin, the girl in question plops the
horned band onto my head, then steps back with chin in hand. “Hmmm.
So that’s what you look like with . . .” But Keek is all ears. “A
costume,” she finishes.

Clever, Sil. For once.

I feel at the horns. The band is annoying,
sitting against either temple with just a little too much pressure,
but I have to admit it’s better than the unsettling feeling of
reaching up only to find nothing there at all. The tips are far
blunter than my real horns. And lighter too. When I tap them, Sil
shows self-satisfaction.

“Find anything for us?” asks Keek, butting
in. How quick he is to draw her attention from me.

“Sure did! We’re gonna be . . .” Sil fumbles
about on the shelf. “THIS!” She pulls out a fake knife.

“Chefs?” says Keek.

“Nope,” says Sil.

“Murderers?” I suggest.

“Close,” says Sil. “I’m gonna be – bum ba da
dum! – a stir-crazy fifties housewife. And Keek, you’re going to be
the milkman, whom I murder one day when my insanity gets the best
of me!”

She halts to dance an unflattering jig
before resuming,

“What do you think, Keek? I pulled my
inspiration from that old fat jiggler out there! I already have
most of the things at home for my costume – a dress and duster and
stuff, and my mom even has one of those old milk bottle holder
dealies, so all we need to find you is a decent milkman’s hat.
Sound good?”

A terrible idea.

But Sil’s glee is too much for Keek to
handle.

“Great thinkin’, Sil!”

“And the whole devil thing is entirely
unrelated?” I surmise.

“Oh! Right! Nope, you’re part of the
scenario too! Because after I murder Keek, in comes the devil to
take me away for my sins.” She claws at her ribs and lets out a
shriek of false agony. “No! Get behind me horned one!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter.

Sil narrows her eyes. “What’s that, demon
boy?”

“Nothing. Nothing. A wonderful idea, Sil.
You trot along to ask the owner of this quaint establishment
if they have any such hat. Your minion and I shall in the meantime
peruse the shelves to see if we cannot find one ourselves.”

Sil wants to know why I’m being so helpful.
She snuffles at me, like my scent might reveal any ulterior motives
I’m hiding. It doesn’t. She gives up after only a brief sniffing.
“‘Kay then,” she says. “I’ll be back in a jiffer!”

Contrary to what you’d think, Keek doesn’t
protest. Perhaps he isn’t afraid to be alone with me after all.

What a humorously uneducated assumption.

I scan the store. Plastic knife aside, there
are plenty of apt slaughtering devices within reach. Knitting
needles. Walking canes. And even a bag of marbles brings a creative
‘mode of’ to mind.

Before starting my accusations, I wait for
Sil to trot out of earshot. Keek, however, also has something to
say.

“SO, dumbass.” His demeanor is uncouth when
out of the presence of his master. “Your time’s about up here,
isn’t it?”

Ah, yes. What Tally let slip before.

“That isn’t something that concerns you,” I
tell him curtly.

“Hmph.” Keek folds his arms. “Shouldn’t you
be packing or something? I mean, I’ll help you if it means you’ll
get outta here faster. Why wait ‘til tomorrow? You could just leave
tonight. Save Sil’s mom another meal. Don’t get me wrong – we’ll
all be SO devastated to see you go. All of us but Sil, that is. It
seems to me like she’ll be happy to be rid of the freeloader.
Better luck in your next town. I’m assuming you’re going to find a
new girl to leech off of?”

“Enough.”

Sil won’t be gone for long. Reasoning
demands I cut right to the chase. So I do what ought to be done. In
one fell swoop, I take the minion by the neck and easily push my
fingers into the squishy flesh.

Only . . . it isn’t so squishy. Keek only
looks plump. He’s actually quite solid.

Not matter. I am fueled by angry adrenaline.
Taking him on will be no challenge at all.

At first Keek is overtaken by surprise and
does not fight back, but I know better. The weak often squirm when
placed in compromising positions. I wait for it to come. Sure
enough, he struggles. I ram him against the section of belts.

“Tell me now, and tell me quick,” I hiss
into his face, “or so Odin help me I will choke the life out
of you and leave your body in a tubby pile! What do you know of
Dhiant?! Why were you trying to steal my power?!”

Keek sputters something, but whatever it is
it is choked away by my hold. I have no choice but to loosen enough
to allow him speech. “Try that again, mortal,” I say
sardonically.

But given free reign, the minion is
fresh.

“C . . . crazy!” he sputters. “You’re
frucking crazy!”

Wrong answer. He is punished by a knee to
the stomach. Again, it is more solid than expected. What a dense
being! Surely there is not hidden muscle beneath that soft looking
skin?! Annoyed, I demand,

“How did you learn to siphon power?”

Keek looks up from his doubled-over recoup
with cluelessness. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about!”

Wrong again. And again he is punished. I
take a brief moment to make sure Sil remains preoccupied. She is
entertaining the clerk with a jig similar to the one she just
preformed for us. Keek glances that way too. I’m not worried that
he’ll call for her, though. He is too worried of appearing a
wuss.

I resume my clench on his neck. “Spit it
out, kid,” I order. “You know of Dhiant, do you not? And you are
also conspiring to steal my power.” I force him into the wall.
“Admit it!”

“I . . .” He coughs. “Crazy . . .
fruck!”

“Damn.” I am suddenly panicked for I see Sil
through the racks of clothes. It appears she is just finishing with
the clerk. “Tell me NOW!” I put all of my aggression into the hold
on Keek’s neck. “I know you know!”

“I – do – know – but – I – don’t –
know!” he pants.

“What the hell does that mean?”

I let him go with great reluctance, and he
thumps to the floor. So close. And yet I can’t chance Sil
witnessing the encounter.

Coughing, Keek rubs his throat and seethes
at me. “You’re a lunatic! You could’ve killed me!”

“Better tell me what you know, lest I finish
the job.”

Keek glowers. “I don’t know anything about
your stinkin’ power, okay?! Geez! Frucking loon!”

“Still playing dumb?” Not a wise decision. I
lurch at him. He throws his hands up in defense, crying,

“Stop! Listen, would you?! Fruck! I don’t
know anything about your ‘power’, but I do know about that place
called Dhiant. Though I don’t know what the heck it has to do with
you!”

“That’s a moronic untruth,” I say. “If you
were going to lie, the least you could do is deny it
completely.”

“I’m telling you the truth! I don’t know
anything about you, except that you’re a freeloading creep trying
to get it on with my girl!”

“Your girl?” I release a dry snicker. “Your
delusion is laughable, really.”

Keek grinds his teeth because he knows it is
true. “Shut your facehole!”

“You mean to tell me that you supposedly
know nothing of me or my power, but you do know of Dhiant? Pray
tell, O squishy one, how is that possible?”

“I just do, okay?” Keek feels his pocket
insecurely.

Although he attempts to do so in discretion,
I notice it anyway. “What exactly do you hold in your po-” I
start.

He cuts me off. “She’s back!”

A glance over my shoulder confirms it. Ugh.
Sil’s picked an annoying time to return.

“Sorry,” she says. “I got distracted on the
way back ‘cause I thought I saw a . . . a . . .” She is diverted,
as Keek yet holds his neck. “Whoa! What’s wrong, Keeker?”

“He choked on a fly,” I tell her. “Isn’t
that right, Keeker?”

‘Keeker’ sends me his heartiest glare yet.
Even so, he nods. Sil buys it with hesitation.

“Ur, ‘kay . . .” she says.

Just leave it alone, Sil. Leave it
alone.

Taking my unspoken advice, she goes on, “Sad
to say we’re out of luck on your hat. I’m sure I can piece most of
the rest of your costume together with stuff I’ve got at home, but
I know I don’t have a hat like what we need, and Ms. Aakhus said
she hasn’t seen one come through here either.”

“Pity. I suppose we’ll just have to call off
–”

“Now hold on a sec, demon boy. Even though
she doesn’t have one here, Ms. A did suggest we try the theater
department at school. Her granddaughter’s part of it. Don’t know
why I didn’t think of that before. Sure they’d be fine letting us
borrow one, being as it is for a school related event.”

“School related?” This is the first I’ve
heard of anything like that.

“Yeah, you know, the community party? We’re
supposed to hang out and help the seniors run the games and
stuff.”

Still not ringing any bells.

“Come on, demon boy! How have you not heard
any of this? It’s for the kids of Count’s? They do it every year?
Aw man, don’t you pay ANY attention in class?”

No. I’m usually just watching Sil. Not that
it matters. Tomorrow night I won’t be in Count’s Fieldbo. I’ll be
in Dhiant. At the Galtia. Ripe for sentencing.

“Anyhow, Keek, I want you to run and check
with the dramies.” She turns to me. “That’s what we call the drama
kids.”

“How crafty.” My words have never been
drier.

Keek puts up a bumbling protest, “Why just
me?! What are you two gonna do?”

“We gotta go scrounge around in the attic
for the rest. Let’s convene back at my house tomorrow afternoon.
Sound good?”

The minion is obviously disappointed to be
separated from his master. And it’s also clear he doesn’t like the
idea of Sil and I ‘scrounging’ around together in a small dark
attic.

“Unless you’d like to come along with me,
Keeker,” I propose. “Send Sil to the dramies? I’m sure you
and I will have loads to talk about.”

“OR,” says Keek. “You go to the school, and
Sil and me’ll look for the other stuff.”

“Don’t be silly.” Sil shakes her head. “That
won’t work because none of them even know Wayst. They won’t just
hand off a perfectly good hat to a stranger.”

Stranger? Gee thanks, Sil. But her logic is
undeniable, and eventually Keek agrees.

 


Damned prat. He admits that he knows of
Dhiant, yet claims to know nothing of me. And what’s worse, his
confusion on the matter sounded genuine.

I hate to say it, but I believe him.

 


><

 


“Yup! This’ll do it!” Sil models a
full-skirted dress around her bedroom. “Now alls I gotta do is dig
out the imitation blood, and we’re golden.” She looks to the pile
of clothes at my feet. “Aren’t you gonna try yours on, demon
boy?”

I’m lean against her dresser watching, arms
crossed and mouth skeptical. “Clarify something for me, Sil.”

“Hm?”

“This is an event for children?”

She smoothes a wrinkled pleat. “Yeah,
why?”

“And you’re going as a murderer?”

“Uh . . . yup!”

“Just checking.”

She shrugs and continues to twirl about. I
watch her for several more minutes. She is gleeful and strange, and
hums a made-up song that is out of pitch. She is relaxed around me.
More so than when I first arrived. She’s been that way ever since I
showed her the smoke of my veins. That smoke’s been acting up
lately. At unexpected times. When Sil is at her most moronic. Or
when I am trying to sleep.

It slithers about even now.

“Sil?” I break through her humming.

She stops.

“Are you worried?” I ask, reflective. “Or
rather, do you care at all that our task has failed? There was,
after all, ‘something important’ in this for you, correct?”

Sil stares out the darkened sky through her
window. “I’m not worried. And you shouldn’t be, either.”

Her insouciance catches me off guard. “And
why is that?”

She shrugs again. “Because none of it
matters.”

“None of it matters?” I repeat.

“Because your dad didn’t keep his end of the
deal.”

I am at a loss. For many reasons, I am
unable to speak. Surely she is jesting. Surely she KNOWS how
important the rules of the deal are.

“Come again?” I say, struggling to keep
composure.

Sil digs her toe into the floor. “He
promised me the means to accomplish my deepest desire, and he
didn’t follow through. So I figure, when you go before him or
whatevs, you just tell him that we decided not to go through with
it.”

I stare at her and say nothing. A minute
crawls by. And then –

“ARE YOU INSANE?! Have you any idea what
you’re suggesting?! Dare you claim that my father went back on his
word, there WILL be hell to pay!”

“Ha! Hell to pay.”

“This is no laughing matter, Sil!” I cannot
fend off my panic. It comes streaming out of me, flooding the air
of Sil’s bedroom. “I am not aware of what delusions you have
regarding this ordeal, but that is a heavy claim to make! And there
will be consequences!”

Sil turns defensive. “Well what do you want
me to say?!” she lashes. “He DID go back on his word! He said he’d
deliver the means to make my desire happen, and when the means
finally showed themselves, they were no help at all! Granted,
someone’s been trying in my place, but that isn’t what the
agreement was! So your dad’s a big, stinking LIAR!”

“SIL!” I heave from my lean on the wall and
take her by the wrists. “Stop speaking this instant! Those
allegations are . . .”

Unspeakable. Utterly unspeakable. A penchant
for deals. A thing daems have fatally in common with demons.

I release her so that I might rub my
temples. “You need to tell me exactly what you’re speaking of.
NOW.”

Sil’s eyes flee to the ground.

“NOW, SIL! We have only a night left, and
one thing is clear to me! You have been gravely mistaken. These
means you speak of? They are surely here. And they will surely do
what you need them to do!” Something occurs to me. Something that
makes me resume my hold of her wrists. “Is this why you’ve refused
to cooperate with me?! Why you won’t love me?! Because you’ve
simply given up?!”

Sil meets my eyes. “Even if I hadn’t given
up. It’s hopeless. It isn’t about cooperating or refusing. I can’t
force myself to love you. And the fact that you don’t understand
why, makes it clear that you’re incapable of love yourself. So it’s
hopeless.”

Why? We’d been making progress. Sil was
attracted to me. . . . She still IS attracted to me – I’m sure of
it. And I’ve got a strange affinity for her as well, so . . . What
am I not getting?

But there are other matters to deal
with.

“I need you to tell me: What terms did you
and my father agree to? It is irrevocably important.”

Sil is incredulous. She chews on the things
I’ve told her.

“You must tell me, Sil.” I give her a shake.
“I command you to tell me!”

She rips herself from my clasp. “I’m not one
of your subjects!”

I think about it. I must calm down. This is
too important to let slip. “Please, then,” I say through my
teeth.

Sil responds with one of her evil glares.
“Fine. I don’t really want to, but fine.” She slumps onto the
ground and her dress’ bottom encompasses her. She puts her elbows
to the floor and makes a pouting face.

“Well?”

“It’s that book.” She nods to her bed, where
I’ve placed the plum tome.

“What about it?”

“Your dad tricked me. He said that after you
got settled, he’d send my means. He said that with them I’d be able
to do a spell that would get me what I wanted. He didn’t tell me
what they would be specifically, just that they would be something
‘out of place’. That was why I was so excited when I saw the
octagon in the cemetery. I thought it was the ‘means’ he was
talking about.”

“Heptagon.”

She rolls her eyes. “Whatevs. Thing is, it
wasn’t the symbol, ‘cause I could never figure out what it was for
or anything. Then Keek found that book at the library, and I was
like, oh THIS is what papa demon was talking about. Except . . . I
couldn’t read it! It was so frustrating because I had this feeling
in my gut that that was the key, but I couldn’t read the darned
thing! Even though your dad said that everything would be clear!
And your head was broken so you couldn’t read it either!”

Broken? That’s a mite unfair.

Sil continues, “I kept waiting and waiting
but nothing else revealed itself. And then I figured it out: It was
all some mean trick. Your dad’s probably floating on a piece of
brimstone down a river of lava laughing his tush off at us right
now!”

Brimstone? Lava? “You’re incredibly racist.
You do know that, don’t you, Sil?”

She says nothing in her defense.

“My dad sent the book to you, and you
couldn’t read it. And someone else beat you to the spell.”

I think through these things. A spell of
searching. Galvin Tenor. The conclusion is obvious.

“Your deepest desire is to find your
father.”

She winces.

Sil’s ‘something important’ – the thing
important enough to make her enter a deal with an otherworldly
being – is her father?

Strange. I’d be so grateful to be rid of
mine.

Sil brings her knees into her chest and hugs
them. And her confession begins. “I always worried, you know?” she
says. “That he just left me and Mom. But . . .” Her voice cracks.
She hides her face in her skirt. “When your dad said that my dad
was taken away by the spirits, I got hope for the first time since
I was a kid, thinking maybe he didn’t abandon us. Maybe he didn’t
have a choice, you know? And when I realized that it was all just a
game or something . . .” She can say no more.

“You’re wrong, Sil,” I tell her. “It is a
capital offense to go back on a deal. Something else went
wrong.”

And I’m beginning to piece together just
what it was. But something warns me not to say it just yet. Sil is
in a ball, like she was that time in her bed. She’s broken.
Vulnerable. Fragile. And she’s never smelled more delicious.

Before I realize it, I’ve crouched to her
level and placed a hand atop her head.

“It’s a real thing, Sil. It happens more
than you’d think.”

She sniffles into her knees. “What is?”

“If your dad was spirited away, it means he
was of some value. They only take them if they need them for
something. He would have had no say in the matter.” I feel her
stiffen beneath my hand. “And,” I go on, “if my father told you
he’d send the means to get him back, then the answer is in that
book. There’s still time for you.”

Sil unburies herself and reveals that the
corners of her eyes have been moistened. Eyes that are gray and sad
stare through their tears into mine. Damn, she looks good. Good
enough to consume. But I hate it. I hate that she has such power
over me. I hate that it’s one-sided.

Regardless, I cannot stop myself.

Taking a long draw of mint, I wrap my arms
around her ballish frame.

“Love me, Sil. Stop resisting, and love
me.”

But Sil reacts to the charge with anger. She
pushes me from herself and flares her nose at me crossly. “You’re
the same! Just the same as your lying dad! It’s all just a ruse to
get me to follow your impossible demands!”

“You’re wrong, Sil.”

“What is it, demon boy? An annual sport?
Let’s see how much we can make the lowly mortals suffer!?”

That does sound appealing. But for some
reason, her allegations are cutting.

“It isn’t like that at all!” And now I, too,
am angry. Furious, even, at the thought of being rejected.

“Don’t shout at me!” says Sil, shouting
herself.

“Why not, Sil?! If you’d just come to me
sooner, I could have helped you! Instead, you’ve been bitterly
holding back all this time, all paranoid thinking the whole
underworld’s out to get you!”

Sil shows disbelief. “Holding back? You
think I’ve been holding BACK?! You psycho! You act like I should be
able to love you on a whim! I told you before that it isn’t how it
works!”

“It is! Plenty of women have loved me!
What’s more, you practically admitted that you were attracted to me
and no one else! So why, Sil?! I’ll tell you why! Because you’re a
bitter old crone! And if you keep this up, you’ll never get a
man!”

“If it’s so easy, then let me ask you this,
demon boy! Do you LOVE me? Well? Huh? Do you?!”

Her words hit me squarely in the jaw. Oh. Of
course I can’t answer something like that. We haven’t even had
sex.

“SEE?!” she yelps triumphantly.

The fact that she’s caught me answerless is
more infuriating than anything else that’s happened tonight. Thus,
I respond with . . . unpleasantness.

“Don’t act all high and mighty, Sil! You’re
nothing more than a commoner. And a complete moron at that! You
can’t even see what’s SO obviously before you! That your little
minion sabotaged your ‘means’! That he got his grubby hands on that
book before you somehow and has been trying to find your father all
for the sake of getting into your pants! HE is the one who ruined
everything, not me!”

Sil looks at me dumbfounded. “Keek? What’s
he got to do with this?”

“Think about it, Sil! Someone’s been using
the spell from the tome to try and locate your father! Who else
would want to? Hm? YOUR MINION selfishly took the means my father
sent you in order to play hero! He’s been deceiving you! How else
would he happen to ‘find’ that book in the library? You said
yourself that it hardly belonged there! And spouting off that
nonsense about the symbol being made with candy or whatever he
claimed. Just ridiculous! All to throw you off, no doubt. White ash
can only be made by shadow-brought fire, and the only beings
capable of producing shadow-brought fire are daems. My father sent
that book AND that ash for you, Sil! Ask yourself how it ended up
in that brute’s grubby hands!”

“You’re . . .” Sil’s eyes dart about as her
mind races. “You’re lying!”

“I’m not! You’re simply too stupid to
realize!”

“ARGH! JUST GET THE HECK OUT OF MY ROOM,
SLIMY DEMON!”

Slimy demon? Slimy DEMON?! “FOR THE LAST
TIME, I’M A DAEM!”

“If it looks like a demon. Talks like a
demon. It’s probably a . . . What is it, Wayst? You tell me.” Sil
is snide, of all things.

“I’m finished with you.” I grab the tome and
stomp from her annoying presence. It isn’t my fault if she never
finds her father. She deserves to be left all alone for being a
complete, intolerable twit!

In the hall, I find that Curious Tally is
halfway up the stairs, listening in on our argument.

“My,” she starts, “whatever was that
abou-”

I answer her with a door slam.

 


I’ll kill them all. All of the mortals will
die by my hand. If my father won’t listen – as he surely won’t –
I’ll begin my killing rampage. Sil. Her minion. Her vixen cousin
and garbling teacher. All of their bones will turn to ash under the
fury of my shadow-brought flame.

 


I am fuming. Livid. Thinking of Sil and her
idiocy. And her naivety. And her rejection. And it is with
those thoughts that I am finally able to read all of the tome:

 


A Chant of Searching:

Shan’t be never,

Vanished or mislaid,

A piece of them,

Seven corners of Dhiant.


Chapter 11: Time to Die, Sil

 


“YOU’D BETTER OPEN UP IN THERE OR SO HELP
ME!”

Satisfying. Sil’s anger is satisfying.

I am pleased with myself, for my revenge was
well plotted; although, some credit must also be given to vacant
Sil. My scheme wouldn’t have worked had she not, in her ire,
forgotten to lock her bedroom door.

Lucky me.

In the morning, while she slept, I stole
into her bathroom and sealed myself in. And then I waited. Waited
for her to roll out of bed and trudge to the door. Waited for her
to lazily fondle at the knob, find it locked, and retort a hoarse
bellow.

Heh.

It is not as though I’m doing anything of
importance – merely sitting on the vanity and examining my teeth in
her soiled mirror – but getting under her skin has never been
better.

She continues to rap on the door, as she has
been for some time now, and when that doesn’t work, she resorts to
kicking. Kicking, kicking on the base. It goes on this way for
several minutes, and when I still won’t budge, she throws her
entire body into the wood.

The frame gives a shake.

Uh-oh. Sil’s home is so rundown that a
strong enough plow might be enough to send it all crashing.

 


Then Sil would be homeless. Oh well.

 


“Go away,” I tell her coolly. “I’m busy. We
slimy demons simply must scrub and scrub to remove the filth, you
know.”

“UGH! YOU’RE THE WORST PERSON I’VE EVER MET!
I CAN’T WAIT UNTIL YOU’RE GONE!”

“Likewise, Sil. Likewise.”

Bam! The frame gives another
shake.

“Careful, Sil. Wouldn’t want you to knock
yourself senseless. Oh? You’ve no sense to lose? My mistake.”

“ARGH! DUMMY DEMON! WITH YOUR DUMMY SHADOW
BLOOD!”

“It’s smoke Sil.”

She gives a shriek and then I hear her stomp
away. Probably gone to use the downstairs bathroom. There is no
further sound from beyond the door. I gloat to myself. Revenge is
sweet.

But in her absence I grow bored. She is gone
for ten minutes or more when I decide I must do something to
relieve myself. I won’t give up my post, but . . .

The costume she picked out for me is in a
pile just outside the door. Very cautiously I undo the lock, and
checking first to make certain Sil is not around, I snatch up the
pile and retreat again into the bathroom. I refuse to try on the
rest of the attire, but the horns . . .

I slip them on.

The mirror’s grime distorts my reflection,
making them to look semi-normal.

My horns. If Sil hadn’t sabotaged our
chances, I’d get to see them again tonight. No, if Keek hadn’t
sabotaged Sil’s chances. It is all that pudge’s fault.

Speaking of whom –

Sil’s doorbell, which works only a third of
the time, buzzes to signal the arrival of a visitor. Since it can’t
be another wanderlust family member – Tally isn’t due to leave for
another week – that leaves only one person.

Sure enough, after a few minutes I hear them
both bumbling up the stairs.

“In there,” says Sil’s voice, muffled.

Ah. She’s just instructed her servant to
fish me out. I prepare for another ram. But the ram does not come.
Instead, there is a peculiar clicking noise coming from the lock.
In addition, the knob is jiggling.

“Almost got it,” says the minion, and I
understand. He is picking the lock. I’ll be damned if I let him go
through with it.

Can’t have him feeling superior, now can
we?

I casually walk to the door and open it
myself. Better me than him.

“So, you’ve finally decided to come out.”
Sil is cross. With folded arms and slitted eyes, she beams me with
disapproval. But there’s something more. Impossible to ignore.

She’s in costume. A full dress. Hair that is
pushed to the side and curled at the bottom. And lips red to match
the fake bloodstained handprints wiped upon her skirt. It is a
bizarre thing to see Sil with makeup – even if her lipstick’s been
made to look like she was interrupted in the middle of application,
trailing off at one corner – and I find myself paying too much mind
to the phenomenon. Even her eyes are lined and winged.

“What are you staring at, demon?”

I shake my head and fumble for a smart
response, which does not come.

“Nice horns, by the way,” Sil sneers. “We’ve
decided to make you a bovine instead.”

I cough to stall, and next, “Splendid for
you. Then you can drink right from the tap, milk-sucker.”

“Hear that, Keek? Seems demon boy’s feeling
threatened. His last line of defense is insecure sarcasm, don’t you
know?”

“Are you aware, dear Sil, that you
are using just as much sarcasm as I?”

She grinds her teeth.

Keek is also in full garb, complete with
milkman’s hat and fake stab wound through the middle. If only it
were real.

He watches us with wonder, for the mood
between us is stormier than ever. “What happened to you guys?” he
says in awe, before snapping to, “Er – yeah! I see it, Sil! Tran’s
got no good comebacks or anything!”

Good one, minion. Really smooth. The delay
is a nice touch.

“Now then, Keek.” I mosey around him. “Since
we’re all gathered, how about you confess your sins. Sil is dying
to know where you got the book meant for her.”

Keek gives a start. He is noticeably
uncomfortable. He is left without answer.

I’ve surely caught him.

But Sil spoils everything by whapping him on
the back. “Ignore him, Keeker. Demon boy’s got all of these
paranoid conspiracy theories.”

“R-right.” Upon meeting my accusing stare,
Keek lets his eyes fall. The guilty are quick to collapse.

“Anyhow,” says Sil. “Are you coming with us
or not? Because Keek and I are going to head to the school to set
up.”

“Are you inviting me?”

“NO! I’m informing you. I don’t care if you
come.” She takes her minion’s hand. “Come on, Keek.”

I’d like nothing more than to stay away from
them until the hour of deadline. However, I know that my last
chance to act is now. Before the sun falls, I have to convince Sil
of her minion’s fault. I have to get her to sincerely try
again.

Thus, I sulk after them.

Sil and Keek ignore me as they dawdle along
the leaf-blanketed ground to the school – the ground basked by
golden and orange. Gray the days have been lately. Gray and laced
with grayer bouts of cloud. It seems I won’t get a chance to see
Sil’s eyes turn electric again.

So what?

The brick box of a building looks the same
as usual on the outside. On the inside, however, things have . . .
changed. In the entryway, the locker stalls have been adorned with
spiders webs and hanging pumpkins. Students are in the process of
hanging more of both, and one boy’s gotten himself tangled in the
webbing. He is wrapped in white around the neck and middle, and
attempting to swim out to no avail.

Sil ambles to his aid. I am left with
Keek.

“Time’s running out for her,” I tell him
under my breath.

“Tch,” says Keek.

“I assure you, it’s true. Tonight is all she
has left. I suggest you confess what you’ve done before it’s too
late and Sil’s father is lost forever.”

Keek gives a start for the second time.

“Jumpy are we? Yes, Sil’s last chance is
quickly slipping away,” I tell him. “Think of how much she’ll hate
you if you let that happen.”

“What do you know?” He is bitter.

“Unsurprisingly, a lot.”

Leaving him to stew, I saunter to Sil, who’s
yet helping untangle the webbed boy. “I’ll be out back, should you
need me.”

Sil says nothing.

I depart from her. But before I can make it
far – only to the end of the lockers – my personal space is
intruded by a person whose sole purpose in life appears to be
bothering people.

“Tran? Yo! Didn’t expect you to come help.”
It is the tick, dressed to be some species of . . . super reptile?
Most likely something of mortal pop culture. “Sil dragged you here,
yeah?” he babbles, fully blocking my escape route. “Wonder how Keek
feels about that.”

I groan loud enough to let it be known. The
tick either doesn’t notice, or simply chooses to ignore it as he
closes in for discretion. “I saw that just then,” he says hushed.
“Are you and Miss Sil in a fight? Man, I feel for you. Sil Tenor
can turn to ice when she wants to.”

“Goodbye, Chif.” I feel no contrition to
step around him, thus abandoning his friendship once and for
all.

But it isn’t that easy. He persists.

“Where you going?” comes his call from
behind. “Need any help?”

I tell him nothing. I certainly do not
require assistance for the task at hand.

Like smoke, I slip away. Away from the
costumed students. Away from the reptilian tick. Out the back door
of the school. And to the hidden indent of wall where the rest of
the symbol has been scrubbed away. By some nosy janitor? Or by Keek
himself. It matters not. I’m hoping that a bit of the ash’s power
lingers.

The book I’ve kept with me all this time.
Glued to my side since its retrieval, it unquestionably holds the
key. And now that I am able to read all of it . . .

There’s yet a chance I can get Sil to
cooperate.

I place a hand to the brick, rough and
jagged to the touch. Finding the thickest part of remaining white
is my goal. That part will have the best chance of containing
power. I spread my fingers and close my eyes.

The words of the spell are clearly in my
memory. I spent all night reading and rereading them, and now they
are as versed as my homeland’s mantra.

“Shan’t be never, vanished or mislaid, a
piece of them, seven corners of Dhiant.”

I say the words with eyes that are tight,
trying to pull from the ash. When that doesn’t work, I instead try
to force my latent power into the ash and again I say, “Shan’t be
never, vanished or mislaid, a piece of them, seven corners of
Dhiant.”

With a focused mind and fallen lids, I push
and wait. I concentrate on my hand on the washed away symbol – on
the bones of the deceased. And then I say his name. “Galvin Tenor.”
And then I say her name. “Sil Tenor.”

Find him. For her. For me. Find him.

But though I press and pull and push and
draw, nothing comes of it. There is nothing to symbolize that the
chant has worked. I am left disillusioned. I land a fist against
the wall.

It smarts, and a few seconds later, a bit of
shadow escapes the skin I’ve just torn.

A pointless move. An attempt at release. But
who am I kidding? The only thing in this realm to do that is Sil’s
kiss.

Siiiil.

I want the spell to work so that she’ll love
me. So that I can reclaim my horns and rights. But there’s another
part. Something that surprises me even as I think it. Sil curled in
a ball. Sil building herself into nests. Sil weeping at night.

It would also be nice if she were no longer
so . . . pathetic. Is that word I’m looking for? No, not quite. She
isn’t so much pathetic as . . . It is difficult for me to think
through it. So I talk it out. To myself. At the back corner of the
boxy school.

“I think it may be nice if . . . in those
moments . . . she were instead . . . smiling. Or glaring. Or even
bungling. It might be satisfying if in place of experiencing
distress, she would . . .”

“What are you doing out here, Tran?”

A crisp voice infiltrates the crisp air.

And who DARES interrupt me with such
abrasive crispness?

I turn to find who else but Chif, standing
there between the wall and a naked tree of middle age. Hell! I
didn’t even hear him approach! Weasely bastard.

“Smoke break,” I lie.

“I can see that.”

He can see . . .? Fruck! My wound yet
trickles. I hurry to hide it behind the wall.

“Forgot to tell you before,” he says,
approaching, “nice horns.”

What is this? Small talk? Out
here?

“Yeah, well. Sil’s doing,” I say.

“Hey, man.” He holds up his hands in
surrender. “I get it. The way to a dame’s heart is never easy.”

“D . . . daem?”

“Yeah, DAME. Fancy word for lady. Lass.
Girl. Woman.”

“Oh. Of course.”

“Although,” says Chif, ever nearing. “I have
heard – now correct me if I’m wrong – that there’s another type of
–”

Another voice intrudes.

“Whatcha guys doing?” Sil’s swoop-haired
head pokes around the corner. In the nick of time, too. Chif was
breaching again on my personal space. At Sil’s intrusion, he takes
a step backward.

“Smoke break,” he says.

“You don’t smoke, do you?”

“Not me. That guy.” He couples it with a
salute – “Later, man.” – and continues walking backwards until he
disappears around the corner. I’ve a bad vibe from him. And it
almost sounded as though he were referring to . . .

“Are you back here smoking for reals?” asks
Sil.

“For reals,” I repeat, and show her my
hand.

She stomps on over to inspect the gash.
“Yikes, what happened?” she probes. Her concern is genuine. “Looks
like you punched someone . . .” And then it occurs to her: “WHERE’S
KEEK?”

“Relax. I punched the wall. And I haven’t
seen your minion. I was under the impression he was with you.”

“Huh. Must’ve gone to decorate the
cafeteria.”

Sure. Either that, or he’s hiding
feebly, afraid to face me after our confrontation.

Sil continues to inspect my hand, and even
goes so far as to take it up in hers. “It’s so weird.” She is
speaking of my smoke. She puts a finger just above where the cut
is, letting the cloudy blackness trail over her finger.

“Would you like a taste?” I offer.

“Ew. No.” She releases my hand.

“Are you certain? Because if you let me in,
I’ll be able to force your undying cooperation regarding our
task.”

“Naw. Doubt it’ll work. I’m no expert but I
really don’t think you can control someone into falling for
you.”

Falling for you? Falling for each
other. Those were my father’s words precisely. The goal of my
mark and me. An impossible goal set for an exiled prince and
affectionless girl.

To her I say, “You aren’t in a mood anymore?
Come to ask for forgiveness, have you?”

Sil shakes her head. “I came because I knew
you were slacking off.”

“I see.”

Sil is looking into my smoke, chewing her
lip, and letting herself be absent. In my experience, absentness is
easy to coerce.

“Let’s try again, Sil.”

“I told you. Your dad lied, so I don’t see
why I should.”

“Did it ever occur to you that your means
might not come until our task is successful?”

“Meh,” says Sil.

Great. “And I suppose asking you to do it
for my sake would get us nowhere?”

“For your sake?” Sil’s gray eyes travel to
mine.

“That’s right.”

“Because it’s something important to you.”
She isn’t asking, merely stating.

Naturally it is important to me. The most
important thing to me. Rather, ONE of the most important things to
me.

Sil contemplates something – I’m not sure
what – taking fair time to weigh whatever it is. “Okay,” she says
when finished. “Guess it can’t hurt.”

It comes as no small surprise. Before I can
ask for restatement, she slides her hand beneath my shirt, and
without so much as a prodding, positions her hand against my chest.
Like someone under the spell of a gorgon, she sets her gaze firmly
on mine and begins at once:

“Blood and smoke. Soul and shadow. Heart and
void. I love you, demon boy.”

Demon boy? She is supposed to say my name.
But her deviation isn’t troubling at all. What’s troubling is my
reaction to the change. While she stands still, palm spread
on my chest, I observe my fingers feeling their way around her
waist – an action entirely their own.

I love you, demon boy. Though they
aren’t part of the incantation, spoken that way, her words hold
something over me.

“Try again, Sil.”

Sil is nervous. My fingers on her waist make
it so. It’s been a while since I’ve made her rise. “D-demon?” she
stutters.

“One last time,” I speak into her ear.

“D-don’tcha think we’ve tried enough?”

“Do it, Siiiil.”

She growls, and I feel her tremble ever so
slightly.

“B-blood and smoke.” No longer under the
control of a gorgon, she holds her eyes to mine only unwillingly.
“Soul and shadow.” These words come as choppily as the first time
she spoke them. “Heart and void.” She swallows. “I love you, . . .
Wayst.”

The spark to signal my part of the deal
doesn’t happen.

There is no pulse or flicker or spark.

Not a visible one, at least.

But there is something.

Something has happened.

I am kissing her. On her red-painted lips.
With my hands around the back of her waist.

Were I to think with reason, I’d think it
ridiculous.

I am not, however, thinking with anything
other than impulse. Sil’s mint is siphoning into me. And I am not
sure whether I kissed her or she kissed me. All I know is that I
don’t really want Sil to die any longer. Her mint is too valuable.
A precious thing that must remain in existence. The taste . . . the
scent . . . and I can also feel the mint through my fingertips. The
taste. The scent. The feel of Sil is better than
anything.

Sil doesn’t do much to speak of, but stand
and keep her lips loose. Loose is better than tight, I suppose, as
far as lips go. She keeps a hand on my chest. I am painfully aware
of its existence, for it feels as though it might turn strict at
any moment and force me away. Rejection again. The other hand she
dangles flaccid.

I hold her and kiss her and don’t press my
luck, for I know the moment of minty indulgence will be over all
too soon.

And then a miracle happens. Sil . . .
unthaws. Her rigid, prudish nature melts, and she opens her mouth
just little. Just a slight shift into relaxation. Barely
noticeable. But it’s enough of an invitation for me, for I am
hungry for an invitation.

Siiiil.

And now we are kissing deeper. Aside the
scrubbed away symbol. On the night of our sentencing. The warm
feeling of release returns to my stomach, melting the frustration
and annoyance I’ve felt.

Release.

Sil is the only release.

One of my hands finds her cheek. I hold it
and take in breaths of Sil, and at long last, Sil’s hand on my
chest finds its way out of my shirt. Both of them are around my
neck. I pull back the darkness of my closed lids to see what her
reaction is to all of this. To see if she’s obliging me or
indulging herself.

What I see is no comfort. Her brows are
furrowed – almost as though she’s in pain or the like. It is nearly
enough to make me stop. Almost. In the end, I am too
selfish, thus I keep going. But still . . . pain? We can’t have
that, now can we? No sorrow for you, Sil. You’re mine. All mine.
And I don’t want you to make that face while you’re kissing me. I
fold my arms around her. Her brows soften.

Very good, Sil. That’s better. That’s . .
.

I am dizzy. Slowly it comes, but once it
hits, I must stop what I’m doing. I pull Sil’s bottom lip along
with me before separating our mouths. Suddenly I am top-heavy. I
sway to the side.

“What’s wrong, demon boy?” Sil catches my
elbow. “Are you swooning?!”

“No, . . . I’m not swooning, . . . you
twit.”

But I am falling. My mind is careening down
a deep, spinning hole.

“Whoa! Your hand,” says Sil through the
darkness. “It’s bleeding – smoking a lot more than it
was.”

When I discover what she’s talking about, I
understand the reason for my weightless head. The smoke is
henceforth billowing out from my hand. Like a chimney’s exhaust,
the smoke is rising up in a straight line. Too straight. Something
isn’t right. The smoke is trailing straight into . . .

“The window?” Sil sees it too. “Of our
classroom?” she says.

“Someone is . . . pulling it . . . out.”
This is highly unmanly. Were it not for the brick behind my
slumping back, I’d topple to the ground.

“Dang! You’re even paler than usual,” Sil
says. “Wait, what do you mean, pulling it out? Someone’s
doing this?”

“I feel like . . . I’m . . . about . . . to
pass out.”

Sil glares at the window. “I’m gonna go see
what’s going on up there.” She gingerly releases my elbow. “You
stay here!”

No, that isn’t a good idea at all. But
before I can protest, Sil is gone. Gone running up to the top
floor. Though I want to stop her, I can barely stand. I am being
bled out. Drained. Quickly, too.

Darkness swallows me. The opposite of
Dhiant’s under-light. An icy, wet darkness slips over my body like
a glove.

I am cold and shaking.

Death is not supposed to happen. I am an
immortal. We do not die. But our lives CAN be forcibly taken. And
when that happens, we are no longer daems. We turn into something
inhumane. Non-existent ones. We are . . .

“Demon.” I can’t become a demon. Sil hates
demons.

The coldness pours over me. I am numb,
starting at the hand forsaking me. Though I have tried to stop the
rushing of shadow, it continues to flow, forcing aside anything I
hold against it.

Cold. Numb. Dark. Without Sil. Without mint.
Without light.

. . .

And then a plushy arm is there, helping me
stand. A squishy body is making me to lean against it. The person
to whom the parts belong to is stealing the tome from my limp hand.
The person begins to read from a page, using words that are of
Dhiant.

“Shan’t be taken, wounded or weak, a piece
of them, protection of Dhiant.”

The words are certainly otherworldly, but
when this person speaks them, they sound like mortal tongue. It is
the same thing that happens when I read from the tome. But this
person is much too plush to be a daem.

What follows is a sprinkling of a white,
chalky substance into my leaking smoke.

Keek has just performed a spell using white
ash.

The shadow begins to flow backwards into me,
and the more it does, the more I regain consciousness. The minion
stands at my side, holding me up, and looking with concern at the
overhead window.

“How . . . are . . . you . . . here?” I try
to focus on his face. “I . . . thought . . . you . . . were . . .
the . . . one . . . up . . . there.”

“Up there?” He frantically looks to the
window. “Sil just ran by me in the hall and ordered me to come out
here. What’s going on?”

Damn! “Up there,” I huff. “Sil . . . is . .
.”

But I needn’t say more. Using all of his
goblin strength, Keek hoists me up and proceeds to pull me back
into the school. A trail of smoke follows us, ever receding into my
body where it belongs.

We hobble up a set of steps. And then
another. And midway up the third, we hear a scream. Not a girlish
scream, but a girl’s scream, nonetheless.

Sil.

I have regained some strength on the labored
climb up, though not all of it has returned. Not by a long shot. I
use whatever I have to push past Keek and run to the source of
Sil’s cry. Keek is close behind, breathing heavily over my
shoulder. Fighting to be first, we barrel through the door of the
classroom I share with Sil and Chif.

Both are in the room.

Both? I’d expected to find Sil, but what the
hell is Chif doing there?!

The off feeling I had for the tick comes to
full fruition as I lay eyes upon the placement of his hands. Using
all upper-body strength to subdue her, he has Sil forced halfway
out the open window.

“Tran-a-lan!” he declares when he sees me.
He acts as though I am a comrade just arrived to a party. “What
happened, man? Looking a little pale there. You might want to sit
down.”

I rush him.

“Whoops!” He falls against Sil, pushing her
further over the window’s pane.

Sil cries out again and I have no choice but
to halt.

“Yeah.” He wiggles his nose. “Better not
come too close. Sil Tenor looks about ready to fall.”

Sil’s legs shake. She can tell as well as I
that the tick is serious; dangerously so.

“Release her or I shall gut you using
nothing more than the nails on my hand!” My teeth are tighter
than they’ve ever been. Bared. Pressed so tightly that they feel on
the verge of cracking to pieces.

“Eysh. Quite a temper, man,” says Chif. “And
I suspect not healthy in your state. Haven’t you ever heard that
smoking’s really bad for you?”

Ugh! Intolerable tick! I glance sidelong at
Keek. If we both go at Sil’s captor, surely one of us will reach
him before he pushes her.

But looking to Keek is fruitless. Keek is .
. . grim. Sporting the expression of a boy who’s just been betrayed
and the stance of a squish who’s exhausted all his energy, he
stands doltishly. “What are you doing, Chif?” he whines. Pathetic.
The only word for him is sniveling.

“What am I doing? Why, carrying out my end
of the bargain there, Keek.”

And in that moment I realize. I understand
what is happening here. Keek and Chif exchanging unspoken words.
Keek looking trodden. I had it wrong. Keek is not Sil’s minion. . .
. He’s Chif’s. The pair of them are in frucking cahoots!

Keek has been slaughtered many times in my
mind, but this time is by far the most violent, most brutal, most
soulless imagining of it.

“The bargain?” I question with
rage.

“No! You said that if you gave the book to
me, you’d go after HIM. Not HER. Let her go right now!” the
deceptive minion pleads.

Sil whimpers.

“Shhh,” shushes Chif, unnervingly calm. “You
know what happens if you misbehave, Sil Tenor. Humpty Dumpty had a
great fall.”

How dare he speak to my . . . my mark that
way?! How dare he threaten what is mine?! How dare he force her
into submission? The only one allowed to submit her is I!

“What is the meaning of this?!” I
look between the pair of crooks. Crook number one cowers. Crook
number two is amused.

He beckons to Keek. “Well, go on. Tell Tran
what we’ve done. Be sure to say it loud enough for Sil Tenor to
hear.”

Keek shakes his head, which has since fallen
into his chest like a disobedient mutt.

“Fine,” says Chif. “If you wont, I will.” He
pauses to push Sil a little further, to which she responds by
sobbing. It is all I can to do to root my feet as the bastard
begins his tale:

“Do you remember when I told you I performed
séances before?”

He won’t continue until I respond, so I do
so with bottled wrath. “Yes?”

“And that it worked once, but that it was my
brother playing a trick on us?” He giggles a creepy, light-hearted,
joyous laugh. “Little scat.”

“I hardly see what that has to do with
–”

“Thing is, little bro is dead. Has been for
years. He was messing with us from the misty beyond! So great!”
Chif’s delight is apparent. “Anyway, he told us what happened to
him. I always figured he was abducted by some man with a fat neck
and a liking for boys his type. But no, he was . . . what’s the
word? Spirited away? Yeah. That happened. He was spirited away. And
he even told us the name of his offender. Daem. He was
spirited away by a daem.”

This is absurd. Sil hangs out the window,
and I’m to listen to this mortal’s tale of revenge?!

“So what?” I lash, stepping toward him.
“Expect me to apologize on behalf of daems? There is a select sect
of us tasked with issuing those sorts of orders. Thinking I had
anything to do with it is incredibly naïve!”

“No, no. I know you didn’t. To be honest, I
don’t care what happened to my brother. I never really liked that
little scab anyway. But I was intrigued. He told me all sorts of
things. About spirits. And daems. You could say my eyes were
opened. Cliché? Yeah. Cliché all right. But it’s true. After that,
I learned to LOOK for things – things that didn’t belong.” He
giggles again. “And then one glorious fall day I found one. On Sil
Tenor’s desk.

“It was a week after you got here, Tran. I
got to class early. I like to get here early to watch people. See
them wiggle about in their bodies. I was sitting, minding
their own business, when I saw it. Resting neatly on Sil
Tenor’s desk was this purple book. It was just the sort of thing I
watch for, if you get my drift.” He raises his shoulders
sheepishly. “So I took it. The book and the note.”

“Note!?” Sil makes the mistake of
blurting.

Chif punishes her by putting more weight
against her unsteady frame and forcing another scream.

“STOP THAT!” yells Keek.

“Go on and show him the note, Keek,” Chif
responds, giddy.

The prat is reluctant. Distraught over Sil’s
situation, he snivels and cowers and pats his pocket
protectively.

But it is a disrespect. The bloated punk has
no right to feel that way! He is the cause of Sil’s strife! I do
not know his complete contribution, but his hand in this is
certain!

“SHOW ME!” I take my fury out on him, a
majority of it, and tackle him to the ground.

He lets me. Maybe he wants to be punished.
Maybe he thinks it will offer pardon. Defeated, he reaches into his
pocket and removes a small slip of paper. The thing he’s been
hiding in his pocket all this time. I’ve caught glimpses of it in
the past, but never has it so much as been offered to me. The
moment my fingers graze it, something mystical happens. All
languages of Dhiant are returned to my knowledge.

All is revealed.

The note is blank, but its message is in my
head. They are familiarly voiced words, my father’s words. I speak
it aloud so that Sil can hear.

“Thou’st relation lives no longer as thou
knew him. For his service he hath been transformed into a new
existence, neither spirit nor hume. I hath done my part and brought
him to the place of the great battle of the Samel reign. I hath
brought him to Count’s Fieldbo. All thou need do is summon him
further using the ash between the pages of this, the Tome of Nix.
All that thou need lies within, excepting the smoke of Dhiant. That
thou must find on thou’st own.”

The spell to find Sil’s father, it requires
me?

“Now that last part,” Chif interjects. “I
knew what that meant from what I’d heard from my brother. Dhiant
was the home of the all-powerful daems capable of ripping mortals
from their world.” Chif winks at me. “Sil Tenor was meant to use
smoke from a daem? What daem? I thought on it, and my first suspect
was . . . maybe Tran-a-lan: the person who mysteriously arrived a
week before the book. Not to mention, he was the one always staring
at her. Seemed fitting. AND when I took a peek inside Sil Tenor’s
notebook and found Tran drawn with horns? Yup, I figured that’s our
guy!”

“Your point?” I boil.

“The point is obvious. The fearsome power
lil bro spoke of! Power that could be bottled and used for all
sorts of nifty things? I thought I’d try my hand at getting me
some!”

There are instances where I get the inkling
that a creature is born to wrong species. This is one those cases.
Chif has a vampire’s mentality.

“That’s when I made a deal with Keek,”
explains Chif. “I’d give him the book so that he could work on
summoning the dead relation. I convinced him that once he contacted
lost Pa, Sil’d be like butter. In exchange, he’d arrange it so me
and the new kid could have some facetime. I already knew you
weren’t a very personable guy, Tran, so I thought you’d let your
guard down better if it was a group affair.”

I frown. “The graveyard.”

“Yup. I was trying to use the spells from
that book, but for the life of me, I could not get the smoke out of
you! After that, I kept following you around, waiting for my
chance. But no dice, man! . . . Until tonight.” He turns squealish.
“And now we’re going to pick up where we left off!”

“You knew what the smoke of Dhiant was the
whole time?” Keek’s devastation is great. “You said it was probably
just code for nighttime!”

Chif giggles in his way. “Oh, sad. Yeah.
I’ll admit it. I knew it was Tran’s blood the whole time. I
couldn’t let you have any, Keek. You understand, I needed it all
for myself. And now, if he doesn’t want Sil Tenor to die, he’ll
give the rest to me willingly.” He shifts his attention to me.
“What do you say, Tran-a-lan? Seem like a fair trade? Sil Tenor’s
unspilt blood for your smoke?” He nods to a jar sitting on the desk
nearest him. “All you gotta do is let it flow into that container
there.”

I eye the jar. Willingly? I am to give Chif
my smoke in exchange for Sil? Ludicrous! I will never do something
like that! Sacrifice royal, immortal smoke for the sake of a
mortal! What care of it is mine if . . . if . . .

Sil’s mint. A precious thing. A thing that
should not be erased. And also, Sil herself, with all of her
tendencies. Do I wish her to die? No, I do not. But am I willing to
turn into a demon for her?

“A moral dilemma?” Tran sighs. “Let me make
it easier. I will push Sil out the window if you don’t answer in
five . . . four . . .”

Sil’s annoying, filthy, dimwitted
habits.

“Three . . .”

Sil’s bobbing, rabbiting, slouching,
slumping, crawling, absconding, dancing.

“Two . . .”

Sil’s mint. Sil’s electric blue eyes. Sil’s
kiss.

“One!”

“DO NOT!” My mouth cries out at the same
time as his. “Take it then, you tick!” What am I saying? I will not
die for her! “Simply let my Sil go!” But I am willing to let
him take some of my blood if it means stalling. If it means sparing
her for the moment.

If only there were some way for me to take
control of him while he’s pulling my smoke . . .

But I am not made to think of a tactic. For
just then, we are enveloped in the warmest, purest, whitest light.
The under-light of Dhiant swarms the room, blinding my
mortal-adjusted eyes and evaporating any images of the tick the
minion and Sil’s peril. When I am able to see again, my mark and I
are alone in a brightened version of the cemetery behind Sil’s
house. Were we transported, or is this an illusion?

Either way, I’m relieved. Utterly furious,
mind you, but relieved.

Sil is on the ground, shaken and distraught
and searching the place with eyes that are different than normal.
They aren’t gray, or even electric. They are glowing blue.
The under-light augments them even more than the mortal sun.

When I am caught up with the moment, I hurry
to her side. “Sil.”

“Demon boy?! How’d we . . .?”

I am unsure of what to do to her. I am . . .
glad that she is all right. That her mint will exist another day.
That she will live another day. But that aside, I do not know how
to treat her.

Things are complicated further when a voice
rings through the white-blasted gravestones.

“Prince of Dhaint,” it booms around the
yard, “as stated by the rules of the deal, this endeavor, thou’st
exile, was a test of sacrifice.”

I know the instant I hear it: It is the
authority. The big one. My father, King of Dhiant.

“And now, on this night of Galtia, in order
to finish proving thou’self, thou must sacrifice something thou
hath deemed precious. Thou must sacrifice thou’st mark.”


Chapter 12: The Meaning of Sacrifice

 


Sacrifice . . . Sil?

I am to kill my mark?

 


I have thought of killing Sil using many
different weapons – household utensil or otherwise – in many
different settings on many different occasions.

I’ve killed her with a knife, a rope, a
serrated piece of grimy mirror, and even a spoon. I’ve killed her
in her sleep, as she eats, in the middle of class while the others
watch, and on the ground of this very graveyard. I’ve killed her
feeling no remorse, feeling purest pleasure, and even while
experiencing ecstasy.

Sil’s death is something I’ve lusted
after.

But . . .

Those were in earlier days.

Now . . .

I yet lust for Sil. But it is no longer for
her death. I yet long to oppress her and possess her and coerce
her. I long to restrain her and own her and force her into
submission.

Love me, Sil. Do it already.

But why do I wish for this? Is it solely to
experience the warm release that comes with kissing her? Is it
merely to find humor in her stupidity? Is it to forever take my
fill of her minty essence?

She is mine. My thing.

Then why do I also wish her to be . . .

To no longer . . .

For an end to her nested tears.

 


Why do I wish Sil to not only live, but to
also be happy?

 


Sil also heard the voice move in the air.
And she recognizes it, for it was the one that first spoke into her
mind and made the deal. She knows it is my father’s order; she’s
heard the task I am charged with; and she is frightened.

Authority says that I don’t know about
altruism. Authority says that if I want to become a ruler I must
first experience something sacrificial. And the greatest sacrifice,
I’m told, has something to do with love.

Sacrificing something that . . . I love?

Do I love Sil?

Certainly not! I merely wish to be with her
at all times. And to kiss her. And to brutally slaughter anything
that makes her unhappy – the tick and minion and vixen
included.

So, no. I do not love her.

I merely wish to become one with her. To
push my smoke into her and control her from within. To pull in her
mint and let it mix with the smoke of my veins that writhe at the
thought of touching her.

“Demon boy?” Sil quivers. She’s asking me
without words if she should run. But where to, Sil? Where do the
edges of the white under-light lead? What will happen if you fall
out of them? Are we still in the classroom? Will you go tumbling
out the window?

“Don’t run,” I tell her. Slowly and
meticulously, I warn her, “Remain.”

And then I slip my hands around her neck.
She is stiff. A thick little rabbit quickly turning angry and
defiant.

I shake my head.

The authority says that if I want to rule;
if I want to return to my life; if I want to regain my horns, I
must experience sacrifice.

 


But I am far, far too selfish for something
like that.

Sacrifice something so precious as Sil? Like
hell. LIKE FRUCKING HELL!

 


Hands still around the shaking girl’s neck,
I bring my mouth close to her lobe. “I won’t harm you, Sil. But I
can’t save you, either. If we break the deal, we’ll both be
sentenced.” I pause to nibble at the bottom of her ear because it’s
too satisfying.

No longer afraid, she grunts an angry
grunt.

Right. Focus.

“I need power. If I get my horns back, I’ll
be able to break us out of this warped reality.”

“Warped?”

I nod. “This is light of Dhiant. But it
appears a mortal plane. I’m not sure what will happen if we flee
from it.”

She scans the white surroundings, church and
graves, and shows blatant skepticism. “How are you supposed to get
power?”

The answer is obvious to me. “Let’s try
again, Sil,” I tell her. “Right here. Right now.”

But while I am sure, she is unsure. She
wrinkles her nose in detest.

Don’t look at me like that, Sil.

“I will protect you.” I tell her. “Because
you’re mine.”

“I’m not yours.”

“Then become mine.”

She remains unsure. After everything – our
kiss, Keek’s betrayal, the truth of it all – she doubts that we
will be able to make it work.

“Love me, Sil,” I urge. “Stop being
so pigheaded and love me.”

She rolls her blue-glowed eyes. They are
cynical. But her lips? They have faith, for they remember the taste
of me.

“Oh poo,” they say. “If it’s all we have
left.”

Excellent.

The white, unnatural graveyard surrounds us.
Still and quiet, there is no noise of brush or wind or bird. The
only audible thing is our breathing. Every breath is amplified. The
ground feels like nothing, though the leaves show in the image.
Nothing feels like anything except for our flesh touching – my
hands removed from her neck and hung awkwardly over the back of her
shoulders; her fingers crawling up my abdomen.

“Cold!” I cringe. “Damn, Sil. It feels like
you’re dead after all.”

She smirks a sadistic smirk. “Heh.”

And when her palm finds its rightful place
against my chest, she lets her mouth fall serene. She locks the
blue upon mine, but they are so bright that it is hard to keep
their peer.

Sil is an enigma.

I wait for her to say them. She takes her
time.

“Blood and smoke . . . soul and shadow . . .
heart and void.” It is here that her blue gems wince.

Wince? What for?

She finishes with hesitancy, “I . . . love
you, Wayst.”

There is something different about the way
she says it this time. She loves me? I search her eyes because I am
curious. Does she really?

Thought takes me. Sil grows impatient. Out
of nowhere, she scathes at me. “Geez! I frucking love you, ‘kay?”
she says again. And again she winces in frustration. “‘You happy
now? Well, get over it, you spoiled jerk! It’s not like I want
to!”

It is painful for her, but she loves me. It
is painful for me too. My chest tightens and aches. Sil loves me? I
don’t understand what it means exactly, but there is something
frustrating and satisfying about it all at the same time.

She loves me, but I see now that it is not
something by choice. She doesn’t WANT to love me any more than I
want to love her. Love is a tragic thing, it would seem. Something
heinous a person cannot escape. When it guts you, it consecutively
tears at both pleasure and agony, in turn toying with opposite
sides of the ego.

I hate Sil. And I love Sil.

And upon understanding that one simple
truth, I see red. A spark of sanguine.

In response, Sil’s eyes widen. Her hand
falls from my chest and retreats into her lap. “Whoa! Demon, your
eyes are REAL red now! Redder than I’ve ever seen ‘em!”

At last, the time has come for my part of
this bothersome deal. My role in the task is at hand. My fingers
trail themselves to Sil’s chest.

I am emotionless for fear of being
reckless.

“Smoke and blood,” I utter. “Shadow and
soul. Void and heart.” I swallow back my pride, which obstinately
forces its way up my throat. “I suppose it might be said that I
love you as well, Sil. For the record, I also hate you. But –” Blue
and red are locked in captivity. Fire and ice. Love and hate. “But
. . . really, I do think there’s a possibility that . . . I love
you, Sil Tenor.”

And again we are kissing. This time I know
for certain:

I did not kiss her. She did not kiss me. We
kissed each other. We are both headstrong enough to seek the
upperhand. Neither of us will give in, and so we kiss each other
with vicious, hateful love.

 


I don’t yet notice, but a mark is beginning
to form on my right bicep. A red heart crowned by darkened
horns.

 


><

 


There’s a thing or two to be said about a
man that lives not for himself.

Or so I’ve heard.

But what I’ve come to understand – and I
assure you I’m right – is that there’s even more to be said of man
that lives for his sake as well as the sake of another. Harboring
the concern for two people is quite a challenge.

That’s fine. I’m always up for a
challenge.

 


“YOU’D BETTER OPEN UP THAT DOOR, DEMON BOY!
OR SO HELP ME!”

Ah. The voice through the squalid bathroom
door belongs to charming Sil. She loves me. And she knows
it. And that makes her all the more disagreeable.

I smile to myself, not because I enjoy the
insult, but because she is leaning against the door. I can smell
her there. Her mint warns me of her presence each and every time,
leaving me one step ahead.

Careful not to alert her to my intentions, I
tiptoe to the door, undo the lock, and . . .

Sil stumbles, floundering, into me.

This time, we both fall on our asses. I
scoop her into my arms in a knight’s hold. Damsel Sil isn’t much of
a damsel to speak of. She isn’t much of a lady to speak of, either.
But then again, that quality in a woman is something I find . . .
appealing.

Today, she’s broken out the suspenders for a
second appearance. Suspenders clamped to skinny jeans and a shirt
of a rainbow missing half of its sequins. Sil is a slob. But she’s
my slob. I kiss her neck.

“Let’s try again, Siiiil,” I
suggest.

“You perv. There’s nothing to try
anymore.”

Hm. Right she is. For who could have guessed
that the true test of sacrifice was something so trite as
sacrificing my pride? Pedestrian, really. But upon sparing Sil, my
test was aced and my exile was over.

That doesn’t mean I need to go running home
to daddy, though, does it?

Not in the least.

“Ugh.” Sil squirms away. “What were you
doing in there for HOURS?”

Hours? Let’s not exaggerate now, Sil.

“Cleaning your mirror,” I tell her. “And
you’d better not smudge it up again. Good god, Sil. What do you do,
smear you body greases all over it each day?”

She shows off a heartless grin. “Maybe.”

Appalling. And yet adorable in some twisted
way. Something’s wrong with me. My pheromone receptors are
broken.

“Let’s go, you twit. We’ve got an
appointment, and we mustn’t keep that pleasant old-timer
waiting.”

Sil and I are off to the cemetery. The field
of wind-worn stones through the woods behind Sil’s house. The woods
are all but naked now. And in the mornings, they are tipped by
frost. As it is now morning, Sil inches closer to me for warmth. I
take hold of her hand, and she weaves her fingers through mine.

Mmm. The feel of Sil is better than
anything. Nay, Sil is better than anything.

“Have you spoken to your minion lately?” I
ask. I don’t refrain, though I already know the answer, for hearing
the answer is more satisfying than most things.

“Nope,” says Sil. “I still haven’t forgiven
him.”

“And the tick?”

She shrugs, unaware. “Nobody’s seen
him.”

Nobody, huh? Well, I have. Or rather, I saw
to it that he was extinguished from this world. As one of the
mortals most recently spirited away, he is one of Dhiant’s newest
inhabitants.

“Brrr,” says Sil.

“Nearly there,” I tell her.

I am able to feel our destination before I
see it. It’s been stained by under-light that reaches me through
the trees. Stained? Or perhaps it’s always been there. Perhaps it
was just magnified. I am drawn to it. I am eager to enter, to see
if Sil’s eyes shine brightly under its recently powered-up
influence.

They do.

And so do mine.

Blue and red, we search each other, and we
both experience reluctant happiness. The corners of our mouths
twitch in unison. I want to kiss her. I always want to kiss her.
But not yet. Our associate is waiting.

The cemetery is empty. “Wait here a moment.”
I set Sil beside the church before making my way to the back of the
graveyard, where the open grave is now full of fallen leaves.
Checking first over my shoulder to make certain that Sil cannot
hear my methods, I then close my eyes and give the headstone a
kick.

“Wakey, wakey, Urnk. We’ve arrived.”

“The spoiled prince, come to disturb my
slumber? To what do I owe the honor?”

“Now, now, no need to play fatuous. Surely
you heard us summon you last night. I told you we’d be
coming. Imagine my surprised when I learned it was YOU of all
things.”

“Keep in mind, fool daem, that if your
words were untrue, your cursing will be inevitable.”

“Right. I assure you I’m entirely scared.”
My voice drips with sarcasm. “NOW, would you like to see her or
not? Because if you don’t trust me, I have no problem taking my
mark and leaving.”

“Fetch her.”

“Then behave.” I open my eyes and call over
my shoulder, “All right, Sil. It’s fine for you to come now.”

Unenthused, she saunters over. She does not
hurry, as she is afraid to believe this is real. Getting her hopes
up only to be disappointed would do nothing but result in more
treacherous night cries. For that reason, I too am hoping for the
best.

When she reaches the side of hole, I don’t
hesitate to pull her into my lap. “Close your eyes, Sil, and
listen.”

She obliges. “I don’t hear anything.”

“Wait a moment,” I tell her. “And whatever
you do, don’t open your eyes.”

Of course Sil deems it necessary to do the
opposite of what I instruct of her. Her eyes snap open and with
them comes a burst of blue. “What are you planning to do to me,
pervert?!”

“Just close them, would you?”

Sil is tiring.

With a growl, she obeys. I wave my hand in
front of her face to make sure she isn’t cheating. Seems just the
sort of action naughty Sil would execute, and if she is, I’ll have
an excuse to scold her. But alas, she cheats not. Bittersweetly
satisfied, I pull from my hind pocket a switchblade retrieved from
Sil’s shed.

I know what must be done. Without delay, I
press the blade to my skin, slice open my palm, and let my smoke
flow into her face.

“Take a deep breath, Sil.”

“A BREATH? Why? Did you fart or
something?”

“Classy, Sil. Really classy. If you’d like
to continue being rebellious, we can give up on this whole –”

She breathes in a large noseful of me. My
smoke slides fluidly through her nostrils and into the deep parts
of her lungs. Mm. At last within her. Were I yet living for my sake
alone, I’d give in to the urge to take control of her movements.
Ahhh, the things I would make her do, if given free reign.

I’d force her to . . .

And also to . . .!

The thought is too tempting. I shake it
away.

This is something important for Sil. The
smoke of Dhiant is to be used to fulfill her deepest desire. Still,
I can’t help but inquire –

“Taste good, Sil?

“Ur . . . I’m afraid to say so, but yeah.
What is it?”

“Magic,” I lie.

“That so? Huh. It tastes like . . .
mint.”

Mint? Seriously!? How ironic. Not to mention
arousing. The smoke responds by flowing more quickly out of my
wound. I attempt to contain myself. I cannot allow her to have too
much.

“Now what?” Sil becomes impatient.

I close my eyes so that I will be able to
hear what happens in the darkness. “Go on,” I instruct her. “Speak.
Haven’t you a speech practiced for an occasion like this?”

“Psh. No!”

She stalls because she is worried of a bad
outcome. I give her body a squeeze. “Do it, Sil. You’ll be glad for
it.”

“Um, h-hello? Is anyone there?” she says
with apprehension.

There is silence. Sil sniffles. And then
–

The urnk speaks in a tone far softer than
he’s ever used with me. “Ducky? Is that really . . .? If I find
out you are deceiving me, foolish prince, you’ll pay for –”

“Why don’t you have a look before you go
making pointless accusations and empty threats? Hmmm?”

This time, the urnk takes a moment to
appraise Sil. I assume that’s what he’s doing, anyway. To me, it’s
all just blackness. It’s the same for Sil. She waits in darkness,
holding her breath, and afraid to recognize the urnk’s voice.

“D . . . ducky? Ducky! But you’ve
grown!”

There it is. Sil releases the tap and lets
herself be vulnerable. Her tears come. I can hear them. “D-daddy?”
she pushes through the blubs. “Daddy!”

“My duck! I couldn’t imagine that you
lived! An eternity feels to have passed since I was human!”

Yes, that would be the jetlag between
realms.

I open my eyes, thus exiting from the urnk’s
view. It isn’t that I wish to pay them respect by removing my
intrusion into their reunion; rather, the situation is sweetly
moving, which makes it unbearably uncomfortable. I cannot stand
it.

Sil rocks in my lap, muttering at the
invisible being. I wrap my body around hers and keep her
secure.

In the meantime, there is also someone
searching for me.

A quiet voice finds its way through the
light-stained cemetery. I don’t know if it is audible to anyone
else or not. With Sil preoccupied, there’s no one else to ask. It
doesn’t matter. The message is intended for me, and me alone.

“Thou must return sooner or later,” it
says.

“Piss off, Father.”

I hold Sil tighter.

I am enjoying my exile. Much more now so
that I know I can freely return whenever I please. The tattoo on my
arm is proof that my horns have returned, and even though they
cannot be seen in the mortal realm, their power is with me.

So, too, is Sil with me.

Sil is mine.

And at the end of her short, fleeting life,
I’ll spirit her away with me.

Sil will always be mine.
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