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Prologue: Void & Gold

 


A slumber sweeps.

The colors rest.

 


All that does not glitter is Void.


Chapter 0: Sleepness

 


There is no time here. Everything blends.
Day and night melt.

I feel her.

She is close.

When the dark parts of this place try to
swallow me, she pulls. The mark on my shoulder pulls. We are
united. Still.

I think about whether or not she heard me on
the last day. I told her what she needed to do. Did she hear?

. . .

A creature crosses my path. It is an enemy.
I learn to fight it.

And then I fight it.

The creature is dark and has many heads. I
weave in and out. I move like she moves. I confuse the heads. One
of the heads opens its mouth to bite me. I slide beneath a neck.
The creature bites itself. Dark liquid leaks from the neck. The
creature falls.

I move on.

They say the world is different now. There
are some in this place that can see beyond. Many of them talk for a
price.

She is worth any price.

I barter a part of my soul to hear what she
needs. She must feel alone. She hates being alone.

A crystal.

That will help her. That will comfort her
until I can.

Some wonder why I bother. They call her my
servant. They call her my ruler. She is not my servant. She is not
my ruler.

I want her.

I need her.

 


I love her.
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Chapter I: Grim

 


There was once a time, not so long ago, when
the sky was blue by day, and gray by night. There was a time when
the world was ruled by a tireless cycle of color exchange. Bloőd,
Azure and Amethyst – these were the colors from which the
inhabitants of the Eternity Vessel drew their power, but the
greatest of these was Amethyst.

Long sought after by the three great nations
of the world, Amethyst, daughter of Bloőd and Azure, tempted mortal
and mythic alike, luring them with promises of superior
enchants.

No more.

Whilst the three nations warred, there was a
fourth force brewing in the shadows, unbeknownst to the mortals of
the world. The sphinxes, led by a being known as Ark and aided by
an unwilling boy-become-man, craved an end to that cycle which had
so long ruled the land. For their end, Amethyst was the means
needed. And so, under my instruction, Awyer, unwilling
boy-become-man, delivered the stolen color to them, and with it,
Ark, betrayer of the world, fueled the hair of the hellbeast and
cracked the Vessel. The three colors, which had so long exerted
dominion over the world, were lost and replaced by two new powers –
powers that we who remain in this sleep-stricken land must now draw
from.

 


~

 


“Hoop! Keep him straight, Mael! If you ain’t
careful, he’ll get on fallin’ into the canyon!”

 


It could once be said that I had not been
carried like a damsel in this lifetime nor in any other.

The same cannot be said of now.

It could also once be said that my prior
ward, he who holds my compromised heart, had not been carried like
a damsel, either.

How things have changed.

 


“Shup, Pedjram. I can do it fine. Ower’s
safe and secure. He’s not goin’ nowhere.”

“Like heck! Every time we round a bend, your
bonebags go a-shakin’! Be sure Mistress’ll have your nut if
anythin’ happens to him!”

A sound escapes my teeth, just as it has
more than ten times daily in the two weeks since leaving the Golden
Lands. A sound, soft and low and filled with my frustrations, that
sound is a sigh.

“Tell the zombie he need not address me as
Mistress,” I instruct the only one in our party who may hear it. “I
have renounced that title. Forevermore, I shall be known only as
Grim.”

Techton, my confidant, allows his lip to
move upward in a motion bemused. “You’re one to talk. That kid’s no
more zombie than you are faerie,” he says.

Again, a sigh. The Azurian-turned-witch
speaks truth. Pedj is no longer a zombie. If anything, he is . .
.

When only half alive, the Bloődite exerted
enough life for our entire party. And now that he is fully alive?
His boisterous tendencies have amplified greatly. Too greatly for
my liking, if I am honest.

Not that there would be any point in
complaining so. With Void now fueling his addictive veins, Techton
is the only one who can see and hear my griping. Lo, my pactor now
sleeps. Upon a bed of marching skeletons, the deliverer that is
Awyer rests.

“MAEL! He’s gonna fall smack in! I told you,
keep them bonebags steady!”

Aye, this time I share in Pedj’s unease. The
canyons of Jiik Anar are rugged, each rocky pass connected by only
a thin sliver of auburn land, serpentine in shape, bending here and
there and wherever it may please. Each step of mythic footprint
upon the dusty ground sends upward a flurry of red dirt fine as
powder.

But because I do not fully exist, my
footsteps do not kick up powder. My feet skim lightly the ground,
as freely, I fly in a hover. The dust does not settle upon my
silver skin; it moves through me, the way everything moves through
me. Everything but my resting pactor.

Ah. Thinking of him aches me. My chest
tightens and my teeth brush against one another, and lastly, from
my mouth, emits another of those dastardly sighs.

Dread.

Dread. Dread. Dread.

“Awful huff-and-puffy today, aren’t we,
Mistress?” Techton chuckles a chuckle that is darker than the ones
he chuckled when a mortal. These days, his raspy laugh most always
holds a hint of cynicism.

“Grim is fine, Techton.”

“Sure then, Grim.”

I speak to him nothing more, and settle my
gaze upon my sleeping pactor. Bathed in gold from the sky, his body
jostles upon his bed of clanking skeletons. Once, he spoke of the
blueness of the heavens, thinking the color unnatural in comparison
to the false lavender of Eldrade. What, I wonder, would he think of
this new sky? A sky that gleams gold by day and pitchest black by
night. A sky influenced by the same sleepness that now covers the
non-mythic cities of the world.

I close my eyes and concentrate on the
magicks in the air. A heavy, golden haze of dreaming settles over
the world, escaped by no mortal. Anyone without capacity for Gold
cannot hope to survive through this era. Mankind cannot hope
to survive through this era. They are as babes abruptly taken from
a mother’s breast without luxury of wean; and in each camp we pass,
nomadic or grandiose, it is the same:

The mortal world rests.

Only the mythics walk.

Not that we have encountered any other
mythics to speak of.

Rock imp. Merbabe. Witch. Necromancer.
Sphinx. Gloer. Naefaerie. Aged lochie. Silverfox. I scan my memory
– that of my old soul – for the faded races, those who are to
inherit the land if Ark has his way.

 


“AAARGH!”

 


From the front of the company, a shout
sounds.

Paltry.

It is nothing more than the shout of a
boisterous boy getting what he deserves.

“See, Pedjram?” Mael raises a brow at her
cousin. “If anyone needs to watch it, it’s you’s who it is.”

Indeed, the former zombie’s foothold was
nearly lost to one of the chasms of Jiik Anar.

Teeth grinding uneasily, he gapes over the
canyon to inspect his would-be fate – but is not long for the
gesture. At the realization of what could have been, he quickly
scampers away from the harrowing edge . . . and straight into one
of Mael’s marching skeletons.

It would have been better had he
plummeted to his death, for upon outside contact, Mael’s control
over the skeleton is interrupted, and it begins to sink, reverting
into a pile of bones.

I foresee what will happen if I do not act.
The imminent passes treacherously through my mind in a moment no
longer than a blink. With a portion of his weight no longer held,
Awyer teeters dangerously from the hands of the remaining skeletons
and over the edge of the canyon’s gaping mouth.

I cry out – “NO!” – but though I make haste
to flit to where he is, I am beaten by a blast of dark-colored
magic.

“I’ve got him, Grim.”

A thin string of inky blackness trails from
Techton’s palm and winds around Awyer’s ankle, pulling him evenly
back onto the skeletal army.

Techton’s witchy tendencies grow by the
day.

“H-how did you have time to incant?” I ask
breathlessly. “I did not even hear you– ”

“Easy now,” says Techton. “It was only a
minor spell. Honestly, I didn’t need much more than a thought to
cast it.”

A minor spell?! There was nothing
minor about that! And is it just my imagination, or does Techton
appear haughty over his claim?

“Oh yeah?” says Pedj, equally haughty. “A
thought, you say. And who’s that thanks to, eh? If I hadn’t told
you MY secret, you wouldn’t have the power shoot a puff, let
alone a–”

“You’re right. Just like it’s also ‘thanks
to you’ the lady’s enchantment went down in the first place,
right?” Techton retorts.

With that, Pedj is made quiet. Grimacing
guiltily, he rubs the backside of his pointy hair and looks on as
Mael busies herself with re-raising the fallen bones. Now without
Bloőd to guide her, she draws from the new power: Gold, in the same
way that Techton draws from Void. A blackness no man or god has
ever seen, and a place no mortal should ever touch, that is the
sort of force that now drives Techton’s enchants.

Although, Pedj does have a point: Whatever
secret he gave to the witches of Ensecré, he also spoke to Techton,
allowing the new witch the fuel needed to perform.

As I ponder on what that secret might be, I
notice that there, in the corner of the Azurian’s right eye, a
wrinkle has begun to form. It is my turn to show guilt. Because of
my suggestion, he has turned out this way. All because
I needed a confidant.

“I am sorry, Techton, that I do not exist
enough to be heard on my own.”

Alas, he does not hear me. He, too, is
watching Mael work her spell. A hungry glimmer crosses his face
whenever she exerts such necromancy, for hers is a golden power
tainted with the Void he so ravenously craves. An
addict-turned-witch is dangerous company to keep indeed.

But keep him we must. It is a credit to his
power that we are even on this path.

“You sure we’re goin’ the right way,
Techie?” Pedj questions as he shifts focus from Mael’s handiwork to
the undesirable terrain we have found ourselves in. The land is
dry, the path narrow; and the overhead sun reds the exposed flesh
of those who exist.

Techton runs his fingers through the air.
“That’s what they tell me.”

They.

Pedj does not question what manner of being
‘they’ are. Deep down, he knows as well as I that tracking down
Count Bexwin is most important, even if by Techton’s dark means.
All the same, he goes on to ask, “And WHY’re we goin’ after this
croop, again?”

Techton defers to me.

Sigh.

“To seek an answer to the sleepness,” I say
via my confidant.

Pedj’s voice moves into mumble, “Yeah, but
we don’t zactly KNOW findin’ him’ll help us. Senses to say he’ll be
asleep like the rest of them. Twig it?”

Aye, before leaving the Golden Lands, I
foolishly believed there a chance the sleepness would spread slowly
enough for us to encounter Bexwin awake, but if our trek has been
any indication, this curse’s reach is fast and wide. Too fast. Too
wide.

“Tell the Bloődite: ‘If he has fallen, there
may be things on his person that will lead us to the answer. And if
he truly knew of what was to come, mayhap he found a way to remedy
the situation for himself, as . . .’”

But I cannot bring myself to finish with ‘as
Techton has’.

The witch fills in the blank himself. “As
I have,” he sneers.

“Yes.” I swallow. “It is a small comfort
that we did not encounter Count Bexwin’s sleeping frame on the
outskirts of the Golden Lands, at least. It stands to reason that
he may have found a way to go on.”

“Oh, right,” says Pedj, taking in what I
have spoken. Once more, he is reassured enough to go forth.

Upon inspecting the again-formed skeleton,
Mael dusts her hands on the thighs of her skirt. “There,” she says,
“the kitty’s all better.”

The skeletons resume their march, following
after their master. This time, Pedj falls safely behind, near to
Techton and me. He remains unsettled over his mishap with the
skeletons.

“You, too, could command them, you know,” I
say through Techton. “You are no longer half zombie.”

Pedj taps his nose. “Yeeeah, think I’s gonna
have to pass on that. Still not too keen on upsettin’ the
dead.”

A necromancer who does not wish to disturb
the dead? And to think I once considered Awyer, my cunningless
sphinx, the ultimate paradox.

“Phoo. How much farther’s this crankin’
ravine go, anyhoop?” Pedj asks at the next turn. Though his many
questions grow tiresome, his disdain is warranted. The next stretch
looks to be even narrower than the last, and with no discernable
break in the horizon, the canyon’s expanse is daunting.

Techton again moves his fingers through the
air. “A ways,” he says.

“Tch.”

The irritable ex-zombie may not delight in
my confidant’s answer, but it is the truth. Indeed, it is quite a
long, long ways before we end our cross of Jiik Anar.

 


. . .

 


When we finally reach the end, the ground
changes from dusty auburn rock to gritty brown soil, through which
a few measly sprigs have sought to spring. Pedj falls upon them
with relief.

“Ground! Sweet, sweet ground!” he cries.

I do not understand. “Were we not formerly
traveling upon ‘ground’? Why should he be so infatuated with
‘ground’ now?”

With a chuckle, Techton communicates my
inquiry. For now, his mood has reverted to pleasant, though I have
been with him in his witchy state long enough to know that the
change will not be long lived.

“Well, doy!” says Pedj. “This ground,
I love. That ground? Not so hot.”

“Ah.”

Likewise, to the ground go Mael’s skeletal
minions, and with them, the true necromancer, at last, lets herself
collapse. The journey through Jiik Anar was no small feat for her
small body to make.

“We’ll rest here, Lady.” Techton’s concern
over the girl shines through his hunger for her.

But such instances are becoming less and
less frequent.

“Thanks, Techt.” Mael gives her pursuer a
weak smile.

Falling prey to his newfound tendencies,
Techton indulges himself with a greedy sniff of her neck, for which
he immediately looks sheepish. “Whoops. I-I’ll get right on it.” He
moves to unpack his oversized rucksack.

I, however, am no longer concerned with
them. My pactor now lies upon a bed of fallen bones. I go to him,
kneeling beside the place where he sleeps, brushing his dark hair
from his forehead, admiring the way his lashes rest upon his
cheeks. My Awyer, holder of my young heart. Why do I ache for him
now, even more, that he is gone? He holds my heart, lays claim to
my heart, and at the same time, it is exiled from him. That is why
I ache: My heart seeks to torment me for separating it from
him.

I am my own worst punisher.

“You must wake soon,” I whisper to him,
“because when you do, I will tell you my greatest secret.”

I will tell him that I have fallen in love
with him. I will tell it to him over and over again until the end
of our days.

Not that my days will end in the way his
will. Not that I will grow old in the way he will. Not that I will
ever follow a normal flow of time. It is something I lament over.
Something that will never, ever change.

 


But then . . .

 


As I draw a finger along my sphinx’s jaw, I
notice something I did not before see. My fingernails – they have
changed?

They are longer! But I did not will them to
grow! I am sure I did not. Then . . . they have simply grown of
their own volition? But how? How, when my appearance may not change
unless prompted? How, when I do not fully exist!?

Never before have I aged.

Never have I truly existed.

Then again, never before has the balance of
nature been tipped so severely.

As I marvel over my own grown fingernails,
Techton seeks to move Awyer from his bed of bones. “We’d better get
him into the tent,” he says.

“No!” I zip to my feet and outstretch my
arms protectively between my confidant and my pactor. “Leave him as
he is. I will watch over him in the night.”

“You sure?”

“You know I do not require sleep.”

“Ummm, okay then.” With a shrug, Techton
returns to the pair of collapsed cousins. I observe the way the
three of them crawl into the tent’s blankets. I hear the way their
breathing changes from soft to heavy.

I do not require sleep as they do.

So I say.

So has always been the case.

Why, then, as I hover beside a sleeping
sphinx, do my eyes begin to feel . . . weighted? Why, long
after the others have retired, do I find that my nonexistent body
has become laden with something alike fatigue?

I am . . . drowsy?

That is not how naefaeries are meant to be.
It is all, all wrong! Yet, despite my better judgment, under a sky
rapidly turning from gold to black, I settle my cheek against
Awyer’s firm chest.

And before I know it, my mind descends.

 


My sight moves beyond the blackness of my
eyelids. The dark fog of reality rolls away and I see only things
that cannot be.

A stooped once-boy, now-man stands there,
gazing at the golden sky.

I know beyond doubt who he is, for my cheek
was just against his chest.

“. . . Awyer?”

Before he can answer, the dark fog that is
reality sweeps in once more, covering the image and replacing it
again with the darkness of my lids.

 


. . .

 


“A dream? It is not possible.”

Unable to speak to any other, I have
disclosed the vision to my confidant as we move away from Jiik Anar
and over the sparsely vegetated soil that is the neighboring
region.

“What else would it be? You said you closed
your eyes and saw your beau awake.” Techton glances to the hands of
the marching bonemen, which have again taken up their duty of
transporting Awyer’s sleeping body. “Apologies, but he looks to be
as out of it as ever. My bet’s that you, Mistress, had a
dream.”

“But I do not sleep! True, in the past I
have allowed myself to drift in the interest of regaining strength,
but never have I known sleep as man does!”

“Hallucination, then?” he suggests with a
shrug.

“That is not better! And for the last time,
call me Grim.”

Mael, in tune to Techton’s portion of the
conversation, offers, “Could be the sleepness affects mythics, too.
Could be we all sleep differenter than before?”

The witch in our company drags a thumb along
his bottom lip, where resides a patch of slate blue hair. “Now,
that’s an astute idea, Lady.”

I shake my head at the pair of them.
Although Mael’s clarity after losing nefarious naefaerie Chast has
allowed for these small spurts of logic, I suspect that Techton’s
praise has little to do with her ‘astuteness’.

“Hoop! Now you mention it, I slept full good
last night! Didn’t move a scrap ‘sfar as I can tell!” Pedj’s
contribution is least helpful of the three. I will not point out
that his deep slumber was only natural after traveling days through
a difficult canyon.

Surveying the horizon ahead, I predict that
our travel will be easier from here on out. Much easier than the
harrowing pass through Jiik Anar, at least. Over the land,
sprightly sprigs grow into denser thickets, and from there evolve
into small grove-like clusters, which eventually span into
‘forests’, if the word is used liberally. The trees offer spotty
cover where previously there was none, and the long stretch of even
ground is a welcome change.

It is here that we make our mark, we passers
of unknown fate, in search of a sleeping count whose intentions
have yet to be verified.

 


On the third day after leaving Jiik Anar,
Mael complains. “Is hot. Is TOO hot.”

The sun burns through the bristly forest,
baking them in a way it does not do to me. I flit to Awyer’s
resting side so that I might share in the corporeal experience.
Placing a hand upon his arm results in transferred heat.

Yes, the day is hot.

I do not care that the others suffer; they
can take care of themselves. It is only Awyer that holds my
concern. Pulling from our shared Gold, I rise into the sky, flying
just ahead of him, so that my shadow will shield his skin.

Though the others see only the shifting of
my shadow, Techton observes my effort. “Huh,” he says, with
considering. Then he moves to the front of the group and walks
closely before Mael. Combined with his rucksack, his shadow
provides a wide strip of shade. “Better, Lady?” he asks.

“Uh-huh.” Mael’s ponytail bobs with her
nod.

Pedj looks from my shadow to Techton’s
shadow, and then to his own searing flesh. “H-hey!”

“Oh, please,” I say. “It is not as though
you will melt. You have outgrown that quality, have you not?”

This time, Techton’s chuckle holds not a
hint of cynicism. He gives out a grin meant for me. At least
someone yet appreciates my opinion.

But our camaraderie does not linger for
long.

Mael’s skeletons stomp in unison against the
grainy ground. Their march resounds upon the skinny trunks
surrounding us. Techton’s ears perk with each thudding echo because
it is a conspicuous reminder of Mael’s strength. I see it in his
eyes.

“Do not think of it,” I scold him.

He looks at me shrewdly. “What?”

“Do not LUST for her. You cannot afford to.
If you are to be of any use, you must keep your head.”

There is quiet. I assume that is the end of
it.

 


I am terribly, terribly wrong.

 


“Before you begin ordering me around, don’t
forget I’m not your ward, Grim. I wouldn’t want to end up
like HIM, would I?”

Truly!? I look at him twice to make sure I
heard him correctly. Did those words just escape the kind-hearted
Azurian’s mouth? Never did I expect a response so spiteful!

But I cannot let him see how he has hurt me.
The only way to retain control is to make my voice steady.

“True,” I say, eyes stern, “but what would
be worse than being my ward would be being my enemy. You will be
put to rest if you grow out of hand. I need the necromancer as much
as I need you. Leave her be.”

“A threat?”

Placing my gaze firmly on his, I nod. “Do
not jeopardize Awyer’s awakening.”

Techton looks at me darkly a moment before
shaking his head to shake away Void’s influence. “Sure . . .” he
mutters. “Apologies.” He can feel two suspicious Bloődite glances
upon the back of his neck, so he diverts, “We’re in Azurian
territory now, by the way. Looks like the good count headed to the
city.”

The diversion does nothing to subside Pedj’s
suspicion. “What’s got you two arguin’?” he asks.

“A faerie’s favor’s a right hard thing to
keep,” says perceptive Mael.

Techton glances over his shoulder at her.
“Something like that.”

The witch’s nonchalance annoys me greatly.
Speaking of me as though I am not there – Awyer would never do
that! And that is precisely why I take such great offense. Awyer
would never do that . . . were he awake.

“Say Mael, can you still see Mistress’ light
without your agent?” Pedj asks.

Mael shakes her head. “Uh-uh. Was Chast what
put a marker on her for me. Without Chast, the marker’s gone out.”
A whimper accompanies the admission; the necromancer grows maudlin
whenever she thinks on her past transgressions.

More dangerous than a hungry predator is a
vulnerable prey. At the sound of Mael’s sadness, Techton’s impulses
get the better of him. Halting abruptly, he turns and throws his
arms around the grieving girl, and in the process, interrupts her
control over the skeletons. While Techton stands coddling, the
bones begin to crumble, carrying Awyer along with him.

“Careless!”

I zip to lessen the fall.

Again, I am beaten to it. This time it is
not by Techton.

THUD! Pedj has thrown himself into
the mess of falling pieces to stop my pactor from great impact.
Lacking grace, he lands between Awyer and the ground.

“Ahh.” In the aftermath, he rubs his
shoulder while letting out a sore hissing sound.

“Zombie! You have my gratitude!”

He cannot hear me, of course, and no sooner
do I move to enchant the bones from him than he rolls Awyer from
himself and hops to his feet. “Aha! Couldn’ta done that before!
Solid as a knurl!”

So he says, but the action causes his
wounded shoulder another bout of pain. He lets out a new series of
hissing ahhhs.

And anyway, a knurl? As in a
protrusion?

No matter –

“Awyer! Are you unharmed!?”

The lean sphinx lies beneath bits of bone,
arm turned this way, neck turned that way, hair tossed over his
face. As I lean over his crumpled form, I imagine him sternly
telling me not to worry. I imagine him brushing my cheek and asking
about my wellbeing.

I am driven to anger. I am angry at Techton,
yes, but more so I am angry at our situation. Since I cannot
reprimand the latter, my aggressions fall on the first.

“What are you thinking, Azurian?! Dare you
behave compulsively when my pactor’s life is–”

I stop, for there is a more pressing
issue.

The witch responsible for Awyer’s fall has
taken hold of Mael’s dainty wrist. He has forced her body close to
his, and he has proceeded to –

“What the crank?!” Pedj says it best. “Is he
lickin’ her?”

Indeed, Techton has proceeded to hungrily
lick away Mael’s tears, from the bottom of her cheek to the corner
of her eye. He laps them up and once he finishes, he pulls away,
rubs his thumb along the inside of his bottom lip, and giggles
drunkenly.

What in the Vessel?!

Sadness subsided in consideration of what
has just happened, Mael blinks at him twice and then rubs her
cheeks with the backside of her hand. “Slobber,” she says.

“You’re off your nut, Techie,” says a very
wide-eyed Pedj. He is unsure whether to be defending of his
cousin’s honor or outright shocked. “Right off it’s what you
are.”

It seems that we are in agreement.

Techton merely continues to touch his bottom
lip and stare at the golden sky in ecstasy, laughing sickly to
himself. His shoulders quiver as his weight shifts back and forth.
He takes no notice of our concern. He is ill, and he grows more ill
by the day. Mael wrinkles her face at him. “Maybe we outta rest
here,” she says, head cocked. “Pedjram?”

“Keep an eye on him,” says Pedj. “I’ll set
up camp.” Giving Mael a nod, the ex-zombie turns his attention to
my shadow. “You seein’ this, Mistress?” he says through the
side of his mouth.

Yes, I see it. And it worries me.

I make my shadow bob.

Pedj persists, “Think it’s gonna get
worse?”

Definitely.

Once more, I dip my silhouette.

“Phoo.” A tired sigh emits from the
ex-zombie’s mouth. I know the sound all too well, for it has just
escaped my own mouth as well. I tire this day as I did the first
night out of Jiik Anar. Will sleep welcome me again? Unnaturally?
Imposingly?

The thought of it scares me. I am a
naefaerie and naefaeries do not, by nature, sleep. If I have truly
begun to sleep, what does that make me?

Shadows do not sleep. Shadows do not get
to.

The Bloődite is scared too. But it is for a
different reason entirely. “Don’t know what we’re gonna do if that
loonsie gets worse,” he says, speaking of Techton.

Aye, it would be practical to devise a plan
in preparation for the worst.

Pedj clicks his tongue. “I just keep
thinkin’, you know? That it’s a downright shame . . .”

A shame? What is a shame?

“. . . That I ain’t the one who can see you,
Mistress.”

I am startled by his declaration. If given
the choice, he would willingly choose to see me? Moreover,
there is someone besides Awyer who even now desires to interact
with me?

But that is just–!

Too unlikely.

I do not really exist. I do not. I do not. I
do . . .

Pedj tips his head and speaks his mind:
“What it boils down to is, too bad I can’t be your ward, Grim.”

Grim.

The zombie now deems it appropriate to call
me Grim.

An offhanded comment to him, but one that
stays with me throughout the night.

No, I am no longer a naefaerie. What, then,
am I?

 


. . .

 


In the midnight hour, when my hair has
turned to black and my eyes have begun to fall, I see a movement in
the trees. A silver flash darts in the nearby wood.

Or maybe it does not.

I am too tired to be sure.

 


For the second time ever in my existence, I
descend into sleep.


Chapter II: Alliance

 


Beyond the blackness of my lids, I see
Techton standing there, as he was, staring at the golden sky with
that ecstatic look upon his face.

And then he is no longer Techton.

“Grim.”

Someone says my name. My real name.

“Pedj?”

No, the voice is not Pedj’s, just as the
body is not Techton’s.

It is my sphinx who stares at the sky,
muttering my name as softly as a willow bough dipping into a
stream. I stare at him, disbelieving, and as I do, the clouds roll
and the sun sets, and in comes night. “Grim.” Again, my name laps
upon the still, inky sky.

I do not run to him, for fear of trickery.
“You are asleep,” I tell him.

“So are you.”

“I do not sleep, for I am not real,” I
say.

“You are real to me,” he says.

He is real too, his voice as present as the
last time I heard it whisper my name. Beneath its call, I can hold
myself back no longer. I flit to him, but find that I am out of
hover. As I was in the Golden Lands, I am forced to walk upon
unaccustomed legs. I trip over them and fall to the ground, and
still Awyer remains as he is, staring at the sky.

“You will need this,” he says, and plucks
from the sky a thing that begins to glow.

“What?”

Alas, the thing from the sky is bright. So
bright that it swallows the whole of the night in an uncountable
instant.

 


“Grim?”

It is bright. It is day. Techton stands over
me, rucksack upon shoulder and dark eyes inquisitive. “Are you
awake?”

“Waking would require sleeping, and I do not
sleep,” I say in groggy denial.

“Sure. Look, I wanted to talk to you as soon
as you got up. About yesterday, I didn’t mean to–” He stops
himself. “Er, what are you doing, there?”

I am confused. Waking is not something I am
accustomed to, just as sleeping is not something I am accustomed
to. Only after Techton gestures to my hand do I understand what he
means.

“Ah!”

Somehow, my fingers have become drawn down
the inside of Awyer’s shoe.

I am quick to remove them. “I-it happened
again,” I dissuade, hiding the guilty hand behind my back.

“Why were you feeling up your Amethyst boy’s
foot?” Techton persists.

“Do not focus on that!” I bark, embarrassed
by the situation. “I saw him! He tore something bright from the
heavens and thrust it at me!”

“You saw . . . him?” Techton nods to
sleeping Awyer who has not moved since yesterday.

“Aye.”

“And he thrust something at you?”

“Indeed.”

Techton does not respond to my urgency.
While he stands staring at me dully, Pedj stumbles over with a yawn
on his mouth. “Sleepin’ out here’s a real pit, I tell you.” He
pulls his moistened shirt from his chest. “Would you look at this?
Was sweatin’ all night thanks to this hotness, and I swear a
centipillar the size of a small cat went wigglin’ across my face.”
He shudders. “What’s a thing need with a hundred legs,
anyhoop?”

“Grim had her hand down Awyer’s . . . you
know,” says Techton, not taking his eyes from me.

“Down his . . .?” Pedj pauses to eye my
pactor from waist to foot. “NO! Really?!”

I do not understand why they skirt the
issue.

“Mmhmm,” says Techton.

Pedj scratches his ear. “You don’t say?
Didn’t figure her for the type. Must be lonely’s what’s what.”

“What’s what?” Mael says, poking her head
from the tent. From the look of her hair, she tossed about much in
her sleep.

“Nothin’,” says Pedj, “just that Grim had
her hand down Awyer’s–”

“Boot!” Techton shouts. Uneasily he glances
at me.

Still, I do not understand.

“Boot?” says Pedj. “You made it sound like
it was down his–”

A silky string of blackness shoots from
Techton’s palm and directly into Pedj’s open mouth. The ex-zombie
coughs as though he has just inhaled an insect.

I do not understand the play of boys.

“His boot?” says Mael. Sleepily, she totters
to where Awyer lies. With nothing in the way of warning, she drops
to her knees and begins fishing around in his shoe.

“M-Mael! I do not think it considerate to
place your hands recklessly upon my–”

Before I may finish – though it is
pointless, as she cannot hear me anyway – she pulls from his shoe a
bright, shining thing and holds it above her head. “This.”

It is alike that which I saw in the
dreamscape!

“A crystal?” says Pedj, peering in for a
closer look.

“An everglowing one,” expounds Techton.

An everglowing . . .

“That is right!” I speak rapidly to Techton.
“When we left Fetra’s Nerve, I instructed Awyer to take one with
him, lest we had need for it. I had forgotten, in lieu of what has
happened.”

“Dodgy, never seen his boot glowin’ or
nothin’ like that,” observes Pedj.

Indeed. How could I have missed it in the
night? Surely the light from the rock shone through his shoe . .
.

I cannot delve too deeply, for Mael has just
begun to rifle through my pactor’s other shoe.

“Enough!” I say. I do not like the way they
crowd Awyer. “Techton, tell them away.”

As penance for his actions the previous day,
my confidant is obedient. “Okay, now. Give the sphinx some
space.”

At his command, the nosy cousins recede.

Pedj pats his stomach twice. “So we ‘bout
ready to head smack outta here or what?” he says.

Mael answers by commanding the bone heap to
rise with a swivel of her wrist.

“Whoa-ho! I didn’t mean before breakfast,
Mael! Shoot, you mean to starve me?”

The no-longer-half-dead boy insists on
eating at least three helpings of stew – made from whatever
ingredients Techton can scrounge – before allowing us to set off
again. Once Mael’s skeletons are again in march, I take it upon
myself to call to my confidant. “Techton, it might be best if you
stay near to me,” I tell him.

It is my intention to save him from himself.
The way he watches the necromancer’s skirt sway from side to side
is not safe. This, he surely realizes. All the same, he makes a
grumble in his throat before complying, “Sure,” and falling back,
taking up position beside me. “Look, about yesterday–” he starts
again.

“There is not need,” I say.

“Fine, then.” The atmosphere is awkward.
Small talk is his remedy. “Another dream, huh?” he says.

I nod. A dream or not, I will not divulge
that it featured him.

Ever awkward, Techton covers with a chuckle.
“I was tripping pretty bad, myself. Thought I saw a star whizzing
around in the trees.”

“A star?”

“Or something. It was silver, whatever it
was.”

Huh, a silver whizzing . . .

It hits me. “I do not think it was a dream!
I had a similar experience. There was something silver in
the trees.” It hits me harder. “Oh no! I fear that my newfound
slumber is leaving us vulnerable! If I cannot keep watch there will
be no one to announce when danger comes!”

“I wouldn’t worry about that. Lady’s been
sleeping light ever since losing her faerie.”

“You mean ever since you killed her
naefaerie,” I correct.

Techton ignores me. “All it takes is one
rustle in the weeds and she’s wide awake. I’m sure if she ever saw
a real threat . . . she’d . . .” He trails, most likely in thought
of Mael’s tempting power. Again his eyes settle upon her swaying
skirt.

The time for formality is gone.

“Keep hold of yourself, witch,” I say
without restraint.

This time, Techton is the one who is hit.
“Witch?” He blinks at me thrice. The title is severe, and it is the
first time he has been directly called such.

“That is what you are now, my confidant, and
you must work to retain your morality. Void is fueled by secrets
and malice – an accumulation of the evil thoughts thought but never
carried through; and the secrets kept in shame, never to be shared.
If you do not work hard to counterbalance that malice, it will
overtake you. As honorable as you were before, you must strive to
be tenfold. It is your only hope.”

The confession affects me, for I know that I
am responsible for his state. It was I who suggested he drink from
the vial of Void, even if Mael was the one to carry it through.
Mael . . . Does she feel guilt as I do? Mayhap that is the
reason for her sleepless nights.

Techton may be contemplating the same as I.
He stares at her with a new expression – one I do not
recognize.

We are broken from our shared thoughts by an
insufferable shout.

“Ho! There’s somethin’ over here!”

Mael raises a hand to halt her bonemen.
“What’s it, Pedjram?”

“A blade!” says Pedj, his excitement
great.

Techton glances at me. “The city is still a
few days away. What would a weapon be doing way out here?” he
says.

“Naw, not that kinda blade! A
grass blade!” says Pedj.

“I hardly think it appropriate to exclaim
for a blade of grass.” So I say. But when I glide to where the
excited ex-zombie stands pointing and hopping, I understand. It is
not any mere blade of grass; it is a strikingly silver blade of
grassweed, springing knee-high from the browned ground, alone,
amidst a forest of deadened trees and pathetic bristles.

“Any clue what it is, Grim?” Pedj asks the
space far to the left of me.

“Tell him I do not,” I instruct of
Techton.

“She doesn’t, and neither do I. And she’s
over here, Pedj.”

“Oh. Right.” Pedj swivels so that he is
facing the space just to the right of me. “Should we get on pickin’
it?” he persists.

“I do not think it wise–”

Behold, Techton is not hasty enough to relay
my instruction. Mael has taken it upon herself to pluck the blade
from its resting place. Airily, she brings it to her nose. “Mmmm.
Smells like handsome.”

“Lemme see.” Pedj takes a sniff and agrees,
“Now you mention it, it does kinda smell like a man.”

Mael nods fervently. “A handsome
man.”

Jealous Techton does not take kindly to the
opinion. He leans in for an analysis of his own. “Smells like
playboy.”

“Playboy?” I am not familiar with the
term.

“Umm . . . philanderer?” says Techton.

“Ah. That aside, one thing is certain: that
stalk is not natural. We must leave it where it lies–”

Bother. Once again, Mael acts without
direction, tucking the blade firmly between her . . .
knockies.

“Oka. Fall out!” she shouts, and the
skeletons parade away.

“Impulsive little thing, isn’t she?” says
Techton.

“Are we certain she is no longer possessed?”
I say.

As we press on, the tree cover begins to
thicken and green. The branches sprout bulbs of fruit and stings of
vegetation. A common growth dotting the forest is a tree ten feet
or so in height, which, in place of leaves, harbors waxy green
balls strung together. Alike strings of pearls, the beads dangle
fully, springing from the center of the trunk’s top and cascading
down around the base, making for an umbrella of beaded strands.
Pedj and the others brush their fingers through them as they pass,
and the beads respond by rebounding against the rest. The tree
shakes.

I am tempted to enchant one of these bead
trees to receive me. But my power – Awyer’s power – will be
better spent elsewhere. Gold is nowhere near as powerful as
Amethyst. I should not be wasteful.

Two days from the city, Pedj discovers
another silver piece of grassweed, which Mael plucks and tucks
between her breasts. The second stalk is even more striking than
the first, so silver that it gives off a faint glow. Pedj shares
his concern:

“Careful so’s you don’t go on catchin’
somethin’ from that. Could be poison, for all you know.”

“Is fine, Pedjram.”

“Tch. Don’t blame me if your knockies start
a-itching. That’ll look real fine, Mael. Red and blotched up
knockies. That what you want?”

Mael peers downward at her chest. And then
she gives it a poke.

The witch in our company, whose self-control
lessens by the day, cannot handle the action. He lurches forward,
but is caught in a cloud of Gold. These are the moments for which I
have preserved power. Casting the enchant feels good. And natural.
And pulling from the power through Awyer’s obsidian tattoo
reinforces our diminutive bond. By Thyst we are bound until death.
I delight in the fact that it is so.

“Do not do something that you will regret,”
I tell Techton. Even after the sleepness, the rules of enchants
remain the same. Gold will not attack Gold. Fortunately, Techton is
not like the rest of us. He is fueled by another power
entirely.

Surrounded by my golden cloud, his shoulders
give an unnatural twitch, and then he twists his neck to look at
me. His eyes, once purest, brightest blue, have since become
tainted dull, and today, they are even darker. “Grim.” His
voice is a snarl.

“You grow worse by the day. Place your hands
into your pockets and your teeth against your teeth. Set your jaw
and breathe and do not approach the necromancer. If you do, I swear
that I will sic this Gold on you faster than you can speak a
syllable of incantation.”

Techton’s ferocious expression lingers a
moment more, and then it falls. “Apologies.”

Mael takes no notice of what has transpired
behind her back. Pedj, on the other hand, sees the whole of it –
Techton’s portion of it, at least – and he grinds his teeth in his
uneasy way.

Aye, zombie. Things grow more and more
dangerous by the day.

An understatement, I find, once blackest
night has set. While the others sleep, I, too, tire. Casting
enchants proves more draining than ever before. Tucked beside my
sleeping sphinx, I am also in preparation for descent, when
something rustles from the tent where reside the mortals and
witch.

A moment later, a body emerges from the
flaps of canvas.

Techton, showing only slightly in the
blackness of night, moves to the edge of camp, within his hand a
grassblade of silver. He holds the grassblade to his face, allowing
its light to illuminate his expression, which has become twisted in
a manner most unsettling.

Mumbling something to the grass, he scowls
and froths, and in the next moment the grassweed catches fire. It
falls to ashes in his palm. He licks them up and turns to me.

“Are you awake?”

I speak to him nothing.

“Good.”

With that, he returns to the tent. There is
another mythic awake in there, apparently, because as soon as he
does, a fury of muffled whispers erupts.

I can make out one of them:

“Need to get on takin’ a piss!” says angry
Pedj. “Back off, you!”

Now, a second body emerges from the tent
folds, but this time, he is not wrapped in darkness. Clasped in
Pedj’s hand is the everglowing crystal found in my pactor’s shoe.
In this darkness, my shadow is hidden. I am all but invisible.
There is no way for me to communicate with anyone but Techton. That
is what I think, anyway.

Pedj moves a short distance away from the
tent. Then he holds the crystal above his head and surveys the area
around Awyer.

“Mistress?” he whispers softly. “That is –
Grim?”

“Yes?” Out of habit, I answer him.

Unable to hear me, he merely shines the
stone around the ground. What does he seek? He will not be able to
see me, no matter how much he searches. Unless . . .

“Move around or somethin’. Can’t see
it.”

My shadow! Pedj seeks to cast light upon me
so that my shadow will show. In a flash, I rise from the ground and
move my shadow into his light.

“There you are. Gotta talk to you. Let’s get
over there.” He gestures to a grouping of bead trees a short
distance away. I do not delight in leaving my sphinx, and for a
moment, I stall. “What’s is?” says Pedj.

I raise my hand so that my shadow will point
at Awyer.

“Oka, oka, I twig it. Don’t want to leave
him. I don’t really feel so hot ‘bout leaving Mael, either, but
it’s only for a skosh. They’ll be fine. ‘Sides, this is important
stuff we need to get on discussin’, so’s you better get movin’,
BEFORE that guy gets suspicious.” By ‘that guy’, he surely means
Techton.

Very well.

I bob to show my compliance and together we
move toward the tree of beads. Once there, Pedj opens the strands
for me to move through. A proper gentleman, all of a sudden. There
is naught I can do to convey that his gesture is unnecessary. I do
not exist. I may move through them with ease.

Within the tree’s umbrella, we are
contained. As is the light from the crystal. Pedj scratches his
head while attempting to figure out the best way to place it so
that my full shadow might show. Settling on a fork in the tree’s
trunk, he situates the rock, then motions for me to move
within.

It is not perfect, but it will do.

“Oka,” says Pedj. “Here’s the idea. I’s
gonna ask you questions. For ‘no’, throw your arms in the air. For
‘I’m not sure’, put your hands out at your sides. And for ‘yes’ . .
. oh, I dunno, jiggle yourself around.”

Jiggle myself around? I would, if his talk
of knockies was not within recent memory. I fold my arms to show
disagreement.

“Oka, oka!” Pedj puts his hands up in
defense. “For ‘yes’ just bobble up and down then. How’s that
sound?”

Is that better?

Because I am anxious to return to my
sphinx’s side, I bobble in agreement.

“First of all,” he says, “what’re we gonna
do about Techie?”

Right from the start, he does not present a
question that I can answer through his system. Fool. I do
nothing.

“Right! Eh-heh. Forgot ‘bout that. Do-over.
Somethin’ needs to be done with him, doesn’t it?”

This time, I bobble for ‘yes’.

“He’s gettin’ worse.”

Another bobble.

“Any ideas how to stop it?”

I put my hands above my head. There is no
solution that I can think of aside from smiting him.

“Oka, so I know you need someone what can
hear you and all, but don’t you think it would be better if he
wouldn’ta turned like what he is? Wouldn’t it be better if
he was asleep like Awyer?”

Disheartened, I bobble. True. It would have
been better. But it is too late now. He is on this path, forced
onto it by us, and there is naught to be done to change it.

“Can you turn him back?”

I raise my hands.

“Crank,” Pedj swears. “Is there anyone what
can turn him back?”

Because I do not know the answer to that, I
place my hands outward at my sides.

“Better than a ‘no’, I guess.”

Futile. Our conversation is futile. I shall
return to Awyer’s side. I shall –

“We could run away from him. Only till we
figure out how to fix him.”

Pedj offers a reasonable option. One too
reasonable. I did not expect it to come from him. Still, I do
nothing. Guilt is a human emotion I am not fond of. Guilt is a
thing a naefaerie should not rightly feel.

“Don’t like that idea, eh?”

Defeated, I put my hands out at my sides.
No, I do not like the idea of abandoning the monster I had a hand
in creating.

“Well, ‘least he’s not all bad. Not all the
time, anyhoop. Sometimes he’s just like he was. Maybe we can just
keep hopin’ he’ll keep it together.”

He will not. He will get worse and worse
until he is just as the witches Hamira and Gorma are. I was foolish
to assume that his goodness would be able to counterbalance the
malice of the Void.

“If you ain’t keen on leavin’ him behind, we
better at least come up with a plan, case we got no choice. Not
gonna lie, I’ll kill him before I’ll let him eat Mael.”

Eat her? Is that what Pedj thinks the
Azurian wants? Then again, it is unsafe to say what he wants
to do with her.

Pedj wrinkles his forehead in concentration.
“What we gots to work on is comin’ up with a way for me to
see you, Grim. Supposin’ you don’t gotta rely on that guy, it’ll
make things easier. What say you?”

It is alike what he said the other night. I
am unable to bob or shift. My arms prick at the thought of someone
willing to converse with me.

“What’s is, is you’re probably lonely, being
Awyer can’t chatter with you no more, and . . . well, he’s stony as
hell, but everything’s off now without him. Guess what I’m sayin’
is I . . .”

What, that he misses my pactor?

The ex-zombie shows embarrassment in his
no-longer-gaunt cheeks. “Naw, forget it. Just, let’s find a way.
Not like what Techie is, but a different way. Oka?” He waits for an
answer. “Or not. You don’t wanna? Oka, guess I can take a
hint.”

That is not it! I was simply caught
off-guard by his suggestion!

I bob up and down and up again, not because
I believe there is a way to accomplish what he says, but because I
am appreciative of his interest. I care for no one but my
pactor.

 


. . . But is that really true?

 


Pedj beams, followed by a tense laugh. “So
that went good, eh? Was nervous to boot. You’re one scary faerie .
. . er, sometimes.”

Scary? I pass through him to prove his
point, and he shivers upon cold, nonmaterial contact.

“Yeah, that’s it right there,” he says,
teeth grinding.

Point proven.

We recess, out of the bead tree’s cover and
into the dark night.

Only, the night is not so dark.

Zipping here and there, through the trees, a
silver light flashes. The light I saw, the ‘star’ Techton saw, it
zooms around in the bushes fervently.

“What the heck is that?!” Pedj hisses.

I do not know, but I cannot take the chance
that it is dangerous. With all of my might, I will that Pedj’s hand
would receive mine. I will that his existent flesh would accept my
nonexistent flesh. The enchant is born of the Gold shared by Awyer
and me. My hand makes contact with Pedj’s, and before he can so
much as jump, I am whisking him back to the campsite.


Chapter III: Silvie

 


“Waah! Grim?! That you?!”

Really, who else would it be?

“Wake them!” I fling Pedj at the tent and
take stance over my pactor’s sleeping body, prepped to cast
enchants. There is movement in the not so distant brush. It is not
the silver thing, though. It is a peach thing, barely
visible in a space unlit by the flitting silver.

Techton was correct. Mael sleeps lightly.
Having perceived the threat, she now extends her hand toward the
pile of resting bones, at the ready to command her army.

A helping of seconds later, Techton, laden
with grog, spews from the mouth of the tent, followed closely by a
frantic ex-zombie. The silver thing is alerted to their movement.
It halts between two trees before going out completely.

“Where the crank did it go?!” Pedj holds the
everglowing crystal above his head and squints, in search of the
foreign silver.

“Quiet!” orders Techton. There is a
shuffling sound, and the crystal, stuffed into some piece of Pedj’s
clothing, dims.

Everything is soundless.
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And then –

“Ha!”

Mael cries out the cry of a warrior.

WHAM!

The sound of a large thing making contact
with the ground is followed by more silence.

“Nice going there, Lady!” Techton speaks up.
“Did you get it?”

“Uh-huh.”

The campsite lights, for the crystal is
freed from its hiding place. Techton and Pedj are crouched beside
the tent, while Mael stands dusting her hands together. “Wasn’t
sure if he was Gold or not,” she says, “so I had one of my kitties
get him just in case.” Gesturing to a fallen ribcage, she trots to
join her cousin and witch. Resourceful. Her manipulation of Gold is
as skilled as her manipulation of Bloőd.

After making sure that Awyer is unharmed, I,
too, zoom to join the others.

Upon the ground, a few yards from the
outskirts of our camp, lies a man with hair so fair it appears
silver in the light of the crystal. He sports silver-blue mail that
is marked upon the chest by a swirled sigil of deep blue.

Pedj’s eyes widen. “Hey, isn’t that–”

I am caught by memory:

 


A fair-haired man of princely stature stands
before an army numbering several dozen men and women armored in
brilliant silver-blue mail, each of their chests marked by a
swirled sigil of deep blue.

 


“The Maestro Feligo.” I finish.

His brows are darker and thicker than is
natural for his fair complexion, and his hair is longer than I have
previously seen on a man. It falls upon his downed body, covering
his chest and shoulders like a veil.

Pedj is set into outrage. “THAT
MOTHER-CRANKIN’ CRANKER! HE WAS LEADIN’ THAT ARMY AGAINST OUR
COUNTRYMEN! ATTACKED THOSE FOLK SMACK BEFORE OUR EYES! AND THEY WAS
NEXT TO DEFENSELESS!”

“So this is the knight you talked about,
huh?” says Techton. “Never seen him before.”

I suppose that is not all that surprising.
The Azurian was not with when we first encountered Feligo at Count
Bexwin’s side in the Bloődite Rusticlands. Moreover, it makes sense
that a self-exiled citizen would not be up to date on current
political figures, even if from his nation of birth.

I think back to that which the gloer’s horn
showed me in the Gloerlands.

 


Their leaders have split forces. Maestro
Feligo is upon the Bloődite Capital with an army of thousands,
while this much smaller collective, lead by Count Bexwin of
Eldrade, is charged with searching for Amethyst deposits hidden
deep within the Reck.

 


“Supposedly, this man was overtaking the
Bloődite Capital at the time of the sleepness. What is he doing in
the outskirts of Azurian territory? And how is he not asleep?” I
ask via my confidant.

“Maybe the sleepness didn’t hit here yet?”
offers Mael. She is far less outraged than her cousin over the
violence against her people.

“Or could be he ain’t a normal croop?” says
Pedj. He sets off muttering a string of curse words under his
breath.

We will not know until we ask him. “Be
prepared,” I issue. Then I swoop to the ground and pass through the
fallen stranger. The action does as it is meant to. As the cold
tingling of my body passes through him, Maestro Feligo jolts awake.
The bolting open of his eyes allows for a view of their quality.
Faintly blue, mixed with silver, they shine in the night.

At once, a rant settles on the awoken
commander’s tongue. “You knaves! How dare you ambush me, Maestro
Feligo of Azuria!?”

“Ambush?” Techton chuckles darkly. “That was
hardly an ambush. If I’m not mistaken, you were the one
sneaking around our camp in the dead of night.”

Mael nods in agreement.

“Nonsense! I was only searching for what you
stole from me!”

Pedj puts on an act that is tough. “Hoop! We
didn’t steal a thing from you, you old croop! Better watch what you
say–” But before I can think him too tough – “Or Mael’ll ring you
through!” He defers the responsibility to his cousin. How
expected.

“Hah! An empty threat! You have never met my
strength! Don’t be so quick to threaten!” The Maestro points a
vindictive finger at us. “You took my agion, and for that
you will pay!”

Growing annoyed, Techton waves his fingers
through the air. I have seen that countenance upon him before. He
thinks to conjure the aid of dark spirits.

“We need him, my confidant! Do not act with
haste!”

Techton appears to have no intention of
obeying me. Thankfully, Mael has a bit more clout in that regard.
She steps between Feligo and her witch. In response, Techton drops
his hand.

“What’s an agion?” she asks.

Feligo points to her chest. “That!”

“These?” says Mael.

Techton’s eyes flare dangerously.

“No! Of course not those! Between
them! You stole it!” Feligo accuses.

“Guessin’ he means the blade?” says
Pedj.

“Oh, this? Oka.” Mael gingerly nips the
grassweed from her chest and hands it to the Maestro.

Feligo is confounded over her easy
cooperation. “And . . . the other one?” he says with
uncertainty.

“Gone missin’,” says Mael sadly. “Tried to
keep it safe, but it got on missin’ when I slept.”

That is because a certain jealous witch
disposed of it. Not that I am able to communicate so to the
others.

“For real? Where’d it go?” Pedj asks.

“Dunno. Had it when I went to bed, but . .
.”

“I’ll get rid of him.” The guilty party
seeks to take the focus from the missing grassweed. He does not ask
for permission, merely opens his palm and begins to mumble under
his breath.

“Wait, wait, wait a sec!” says Pedj. “Sure
that guy’s a bad guy, but you can’t just– I mean, you wouldn’t just
. . .”

I am in agreement.

“Whatever happened to heloõs brolee,
aquis brolee?!” I charge.

But it does no good. While Techton continues
to mumble, a darkness weaves in and out between his fingers.
Perceiving what is to come, Feligo hops to his feet. From his
sheath, he unveils a sharp blade of silver. This blade is not
grass. It is metal. Cold, steely metal.

I ready myself to cast Gold at my confidant.
There will be repercussions, yes, but I cannot allow Techton to so
quickly dispose of this man. His ties to Count Bexwin are proven;
not to mention, he has survived the sleepness in some way. His
knowledge is valuable to us!

“This is your final warning, witch. I
implore you to speak peaceably with this man!”

Feligo’s silver blade shines unnaturally.
Around the exterior, a gilded cloud forms. It holds Gold!?

“We do not know what power this man may
possess! His hostility is spurred from your own!”

My words land upon unwilling ears. I am
ignored like the nonexistent creature that I am. As Techton
furthers his incantation, the blade lights greater. The two great
powers of the world are on the verge of clashing, Gold and Void,
and there is no telling which will be victorious.

If this continues, disaster will rain
down!

I alter my plan to one of defense. To my
pactor’s side, I go. I will shield him from the offsprays of power.
I will defend him when he cannot defend himself. Awyer is most
important. He matters more than the rest!

I am worn from the day and from my various
exertions of power. The rupture of the Eternity Vessel has thrown
everything into chaos. I am nowhere near as powerful as I once was.
That is why it takes every ounce of will within my veins to drive
power from Awyer and into existence.

“Do not worry, my sphinx! I will not let you
come to harm!” But I find that moisture has settled into the bottom
of my eyes. Dewey tears form out of frustration over our situation.
All I want is to be heard and seen by he who holds my heart. All
that I want is to exist alone with him away from the chaos of the
world.

“Please awaken. And then I will tell you the
words that you need to hear.” This I issue, just before I clench my
spine and pull my will and begin to conjure a cloud of Gold.

 


“Don’t, Techt. Don’t.”

 


Salvation comes in the form of a breezy
voice. I am not made to cast the last of my energy away – Mael has
taken it upon herself to lay a hand to her witch’s arm. “Don’t,
oka?” she says again, then turns attention to the sword-bearing
newcomer. “Stop too, you. I’s gonna help you.” Her previous
willingness to return the grassweed is rewarded. Feligo exhibits
trust in the form of a dimming weapon.

“I can’t leave without my other agion.
Reveal it, mancer,” he says.

Without questioning how the stranger knows
that she is a necromancer, Mael hangs her head. “All my fault.
Didn’t know the blade was yours. Shoulda left it alone. We’ll look
all night if we gotta. Won’t we, Pedjram?”

‘Pedjram’ jumps over being addressed
unexpectedly. “Uh, y-yeah! ‘Course.” His vendetta against the
Maestro melts in favor of avoiding disaster.

Eyes set upon hostile Techton, Feligo lowers
his head darkly into a nod.

From my protective stance over Awyer, I lay
charge at my confidant. “Did you not hear them, witch? They say
that they will search all night if they must! Do you not think it
time you told them what you did!?”

Techton does nothing to show he has heard
me. Meanwhile, Feligo returns the sword to its sheath and offers a
hand to Mael. “Aid me and your transgressions shall be forgiven,
mancer.”

It is an unwise move. At another man’s touch
upon his lady’s hand, Techton pitches forward, throwing his arms
around puzzled Mael. “Don’t touch her. You won’t need her
aid. Apologies, but the thing you’re looking for doesn’t
exist. I got rid of it.”

“Got rid of?” asks Pedj. “Meaning . . .”

“I destroyed it,” sneers Techton.

The confession turns the Maestro livid.
“CAD! How will I find my way back without it?!”

“Whaddaya mean?” says Mael, tearing gently
from her captor’s arms. In the aftermath, Techton’s sneer
curdles.

Rubbing his forehead, the Maestro begins to
pace about animatedly. “Agions are used for enhanced acuity! When
placed, they give me a better sense of an area, but without all of
them I can’t move on from here. Until they are returned to me, my
perception will be off!”

Pedj mulls it over. “So what you’re sayin’s
you’re easily lost?”

“It isn’t a matter of being lost easily,
ignoramus! It’s that I can’t accurately acclimate my body to the
environment without them near! Thanks to the rash stupidity of your
colleagues, I’ll be uncoordinated until it regrows!”

“Regrows?” says Mael. “Ooooooo.” She gives
out a coo. “Like whiskers.”

Pedj snorts.

“Of course not!” But Feligo does not seem to
be able to refute the comparison entirely. “Just . . . at least
tell me where you destroyed it!” Again he supplies an
aggressive finger, this time directed at Techton. Fortunate for
him, the witch’s mood has cooled greatly. Either that, or he is
putting on an act.

“Hey now, no need to get bossy,” says
Techton, his old self again. “If you want to know what happened to
it, look no further.” He bares his stance open.

“You . . .?”

He opens his mouth to further portray the
agion’s fate.

“YOU CAD! YOU ATE IT?!” Feligo marches up to
the culprit, taking Techton’s collar in his fist. “No wonder I feel
hot!”

Techton grins evilly.

So it was an act after all and now that
Feligo’s guard is down, the witch strikes. Ignoring Mael’s cry and
Pedj’s stammered protests, he grabs Feligo’s wrist and begins to
wrench. The skin of the Maestro’s arm, where held by
Techton, begins to darken.

“Enough of this, Techton!” I say to him.
“You have wronged this man! He may possess valuable information
regarding our situation! Do not shame yourself further! Do not give
in! Set eyes upon the necromancer! You will no longer hold her
favor if you continue as you have!”

Aye, Mael is the key. In the days following
the murder of her naefaerie and the fall of the world, she has
shown weakness, silently mourning her contribution to the state of
the Vessel and her clouded trickery of us all.

No more.

Her thought is cleared. Although she has
hidden behind her former nature in the weeks following the
sleepness, her mind is not as it once was. With the fall of Chast,
Mael’s mind is free. It is time she release her façade. It is time
she stop relying on the comfort of the past. As I watch Techton
fold under the pressure of the Void, I also see something else
folding – a transformation that gives me renewed hope in the
company I keep.

Mael releases her guilt, turning instead to
clarity of mind, and as she does, her eyes turn from teary to
firm.

“Stop it, Techton! You should be stronger
than what you are!” Her mouth speaks not with a voice of
disconnect. As I have heard only in glimmers until now, her words
are grounded and rich and filled with force. “Let him go, or you
go.”

The ultimatum hits Techton with shock. Also
hitting Techton is a blast of golden power from Mael’s palm. In the
wake of the blast, Techton is pushed to the ground, allowing Feligo
to go free. For him, freedom means unsheathing his sword.

Pedj watches with admiration. “Decided to
get rid of that blind eye, eh, cousin?” he mutters.

Even with Techton on the ground, Mael does
not appear to be finished. She takes stance over him, straddling
his torso, while he looks up at her without sufficient reply.

I fear I must monitor the situation. There
is no telling what the fury of a witch might drive him to do.
Leaving my pactor’s side, I flit to where they are.

“Keep hold of yourself, Techton! The rage
you feel is not your own–”

But here I find I am wrong.

There is not rage upon Techton’s face. There
is dumbfound. His prey is over him, no longer prey, really. More
so, it is she who is the predator. Not waiting for
invitation, she drops onto her hunter, knees on either side of his
waist. “Can’t watch anymore. Gotta be stronger. Me and you,
Techt.”

And then she kisses him. Deeply, her mouth
moves with his.

Ah.

AH!

I am quick to return to resting Awyer. If it
were he and I in that position, I would not appreciate careless
on-looking!

If it were he and I . . .

My cheeks flush. In Awyer’s absence, I risk
forgetting the way it feels to exist as a girl – to lead with my
young heart over my old soul. I risk it each day of his slumber.
But imagining intimacy with him, I am returned. I will not fade. I
will exist as much as I can so that when he awakens, he will make
me feel real again.

It is with jealous remembrance that I watch
Mael and her witch from afar.

Not so discreet is Pedj. With an open jaw,
he ogles the pair of them, looking as though he wishes to speak
something, but unable to muster. Instead, he makes a few strange
noises whilst frowning at the Maestro in our midst who has yet to
return his weapon.

“I’s responsible,” Mael pulls her moistened
mouth away to say. “I’m the one who made you drink the black
stuff.”

“Whoa now, Lady. You were only trying to
make up for what your faerie did. I don’t blame you.” Techton’s
mood really IS cooled this time . . . or mayhap his heat is merely
spent elsewhere. He goes on, “If it wasn’t for you and Mistress,
I’d be out cold over there with Awyer. What you did was probably
for the best.”

Truly? He cannot sincerely think so.

The dishonest Azurian diverts with a
chuckle. “I’m just having a hard time keeping it down, you
know?”

Mael nods. “I’ll keep you good. I’ll
feed you.” And with that, she presents her palm before his
face, where rests a small conjured ball of Gold.

The declaration arouses the party.

“Are you crankin’ NUTS?! Put that away,
Mael!”

“Look away, my confidant!”

“DON’T!” Even Techton protests and scoots
backward from her. “I’ll lose it if you tempt me like that . . .
Don’t . . . Just . . .” Too late. The power has caught his darkened
eyes.

“It’s oka,” says Mael. “This’ll connect us.
This’ll give you a little to tide you, and then I’s gonna give you
more when you need it again. Only till we figure out a way to get
you back, oka?”

I cannot tell the naïve girl that there is
not a way to revert him to what he once was. All that I can do is
offer an objecting, “DO NOT!” as, wrists shaking, he takes her hand
in his, brings it to his face, and inhales the cloud of Gold.

The addict indulges, first swallowing the
enchant, then licking the place where it once was. He does not stop
there. With a growl, he continues up Mael’s arm, settling upon her
neck and sucking at her skin.

“Oka, Techt. That’s all.” She pushes him
away.

When his face is shown again, his eyes are
golden for a brief passing of time. His mouth sports a stupid,
ecstasy-ridden vacancy. Pedj’s attitude has not increased in the
least. Upon his face rests an expression of disgust. The newcomer
in our presence fares no better. Off balance, he sways under the
weight of his sword.

“Techton, there is something wrong with the
Maestro!”

Alas, my confidant cannot hear me in his
state. Dread. What is worse than being heard and seen by no more
than one is being heard and seen by no one. I feel more unreal than
ever.

Awaken, my Awyer. Awaken and return to
me.

Luckily, Pedj notices Feligo’s demise even
without prompt. “Hey, hey, are you oka? H-Hey! Mael, mind stoppin’
your snoggin’ and gettin’ over here? The croop’s all dizzy or
somethin’.”

Mael arises, wipes the saliva from her neck,
and rushes to the teetering stranger’s side. “What’s is wrong with
him?”

“Unhand me!” In an attempt to step away from
them, Feligo stumbles and drops to a knee. He places his hands out
from his body to steady himself. I was correct. He is off
balance.

“This is what he meant!” I shout at no one.
“Recall! He spoke of losing acclimation for the environment! I
believe he suffers from vertigo! Aid him, for he may hold the
answers we seek!”

No one. Not a person acknowledges me. But
there is something that they will acknowledge because they
will not have a choice. I am frustrated. After being heard and seen
and felt, I cannot go unnoticed in this way.

From my palms I will that a series of Gold
blasts would erupt.

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Sparklers of Gold flash into existence.

“KWAH!” The commotion is enough to startle
Pedj. Not that it is difficult to do so.

“What was THAT?” Feligo garbles, swaying
this way and that and trying to remain upright.

“THAT would be our naefaerie . . . I think,”
the ex-zombie says, once recovered.

Mael shrewdly surveys the campsite.
“Grim?”

“I am here!” I stand before her, jumping,
but my shadow is distorted by the angle of the crystal yet within
Pedj’s hand.

“You have a fae?” says Feligo. “Is it . . .
safe?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say she’s safe, per
se. She ain’t zactly tame, if that’s what you mean . . .” Pedj
picks at his hair in reflection of my disposition.

Tawdry boy.

He is punished by a cold chill passing
through his body. “KWAH! She got me!”

“Shup, Pedjram.” Mael comes to my defense,
assuring Feligo, “Grim’s safe. That boy sleepin’ over there’s her
ward, see, and them two’re . . .”

Again, I experience a flushing in my
cheeks.

“Don’t really think you need to go into it
now, Mael,” says her cousin, under his breath. I am grateful for
his interference. To have my relationship with Awyer spoken of by
another is . . .

Arms folded, the Maestro taps his feet with
impatience. Thoughts run over his face and mind, and when he
reaches some sort of conclusion, he lets out a triumphant, “Aha!”
He pounds his fist into his opposite palm – a gesture which sets
him immediately off balance again. “She can assist me! Have her
enter that man’s stomach and extract my agion!”

Enter . . . Techton’s . . . STOMACH?!

“Absolutely not!” I shout at no one.

“That’ll work?” Mael asks.

“If she is powerful enough, she can find the
fragments and extract them.”

Pedj tips his head. “What do you think,
Mistress? . . . Er, Grim? Should be fine, shouldn’t it?
Senses to say, you go through my stomach all the time.”

Ah. So I do. But this is different than
passing through someone. To focus on the abdomen alone – to
fish about in another’s body in search of partially digested goods
– it is crass. However, if I am honest, it will be worth it if we
can also ‘extract’ something from the Maestro Feligo in
exchange.

I need a communicator. And of the two people
who can hear and see me, one of them is asleep and the other is
under the influence of a drug most powerful. I will have to trust
that this so-called ‘knight’ will demonstrate valor and offer
knowledge in return for my cooperation.

The others have no idea what my opinion on
the matter is. They do not see it when I tepidly approach Techton.
They do not see it when I inhale a breath and exhale a breath. Nor
do they see it when I plunge a hand through his exterior and will
the contents within to receive me.

It takes not more than an instant for me to
regret the action. I was wrong to enchant the whole of his innards.
Slimy. Wet. Wriggly. “Ah!” With a cry I remove my power from them
and instead focus on the image of the grassweed’s ash in my mind.
As it was in Techton’s palm, so I picture it. Receive me, ashes,
and ashes alone. Receive me.

After much concentration, I have them, dry
and magickally separated from the rest. Disgusted, I take them from
the belly of a confidant who is not perceptive to what has
transpired. He gazes at the black sky with madness.

“You see that?!” cries Pedj. “Somethin’
moved smack outta him!”

“Here.” I present the reclaimed goods to
their master, and their master accepts them with an open palm.

“My gratitude is yours . . . even though
your colleague was the one to wrong me in the first place.”

Mael sticks out her bottom lip. Taking no
notice, Feligo, self-proclaimed Maestro of Azuria, holds the ashes
delicately in his uneven palm. From his shirt pocket he removes the
other, intact piece of grassweed. Dipping the fuzzy tip of the
blade into the ashes in his hand, he rambles a sting of words
behind his lips, and as the shadows fall chastisingly upon his
face, tips his head back, and, instead of swallowing, mashes the
mixture of ash and grass against his forehead. But the mixture does
not meet resistance of skin; it passes through his flesh and bone
and is absorbed into his being.

Afterward, he straightens. More than
straightens, he perks. To his feet, in one fell and swift motion,
he does prance.

“My equilibrium! It hath returned!”

Hath? An archaic term even by my
standards.

He bows at Mael. “You’re forgiven, mancer.”
Next, he does a pivot so that he is facing me. “And you, fae, thank
you.”

He can accurately detect my
positioning?!

As if to answer, he continues. “Yae, I sense
her now. She is . . . full, for a fae.”

“Full?” says Mael.

That is because I am not as I should be. I
am not the naefaerie I once was.

Feligo struts about the area, trying out his
newfound balance while the zombie watches with misgiving. “By the
hoo, what are you?” says Pedj. “You ain’t asleep, so that
means you’s a mythic, right?”

At last! At last someone thinks to ask such
of their own volition! The Bloődite has earned favor. I award him
with another pass through his body, not giving care to the fact
that he might read it as punishment.

“Wahk! Someone’s got on excited . . .” he
mutters, mid-shudder.

Feligo, again at full potential, points to
each of us in turn. “Mancer, fae, mancer-ish?” Pedj does not read
as full necromancer to the Maestro, apparently. Even more ambiguous
is Techton. “He reads as common sorcerer, but . . . there’s
something else, isn’t there?”

“He’s a baby,” says Mael. “A baby . . .”

Say it.

If she truly wishes to ‘keep him good’, she
must admit that which she has refrained thus far from admitting.
Speak it, Mael. Speak the name witch.

But say it, Mael cannot.

“Mm. A dark thing,” says Feligo. “I see.
That’s why he reads as mortal, but smells of . . .”

Witch.

Feligo trails off.

Will no one else speak it!?

“And I,” says Feligo, “am a silvie.” It is
more than a statement; it is a proud utterance of proclamation.

“Not somethin’ I ever heard of,” says
Pedj.

Neither have I. Not until –

“Silverfox,” expounds the Maestro.

“A silverfox!” I exclaim. I have encountered
silverfoxes before. Prior to my days in Eldrade, they roamed the
mountains and sequestered themselves within small burrows. They
were keepers of lore and seekers of weaponry, always searching for
elusive metals and gods. “But where are his ears?! Where is his
tail?!” My questions reach no one.

“So you’re one of those,” says Pedj.
“Explains a lot.”

Dusting his long hair over his shoulder,
Feligo swivels to inspect Awyer. “Almost forgot,” he says. “A
partial sphinx. Now that is worthy of note. Just what is a
company like you doing in Azuria? Hmm. It does stimulate a few
theories.”

“‘Bout that . . .” says Pedj, shifting
uncomfortably.

“Long story,” completes Mael.

“Well.” Feligo drums his fingers along his
belt. “Isn’t anyone going to initiate? Duty goes to me, then?” He
does a spin and points forcefully between the two of them. “Do
you know what has caused the world to fall!?”

The cousins sport equally dumbfounded
expressions.

“Uhhh . . .”

“You mind hangin’ out here for the night?
I’m sure Grim’ll wanna talk to you, and seein’ as we can’t zactly
hear her now, we’d better wait for that guy to wake up,” Pedj
says.

“The dark thing is able to hear the
fae?”

“Yeeeah,” says Pedj. “Another one of those
‘long stories’.”

“I see. As you wish. I’ll stay here for the
night. Be advised that my detection skills are heightened right
now. There is a snake behind that rock, a burrower here, there, and
over there, and a dozen earwigs hiding in that tree. If you try to
pull anything over on me, I’ll have your hand cut off at the wrist
before you can snap.”

Pedj eyes his wrist before answering, “Oka,
oka, no need to be gettin’ snippy.”

“A precaution, only, I assure.”

Mael disregards the weightiness of the
conversation. Making her lips full and showing signs of her
previous airiness, she asks, “Wanna sleep in with us?” Habits are
not easily broken, no matter what amount of will behind their
undoing.

“I . . . I’ll pass.” The Maestro is more
confused than anything.

“Oh!” says Pedj. “And so’s you know, if YOU
try anythin’, Mistress Grim’ll be over you like THAT, and she’ll do
more than cut off your hand – she’ll cut off your head.”

Really? Never before have I demonstrated
decapitation as a skill within my possession. Awyer would surely
snigger over the threat.

“Naturally, I won’t ‘try anything’. If I
were going to, I would have slain you all by now. Rest assured.” He
unsheathes his sword and gives a few quick slices and jabs through
the air to prove his point. “I will take residence in a shelter of
my own. You lot can retire as you please.” With that, the Maestro
sets about pacing the campsite for suitable settlement.

A silverfox, hmm?

I watch him even after Mael and Pedj have
dragged Techton into the tent, and I continue watching him long him
after the others have gone silent in their motion and murmurs. I
look on as he curls up in a shallow piece of soil and covers
himself with leaves and other brush.

And the last thing I see before my heavy
eyes droop?

I watch as he sprouts a large fluffy tail
that curls around his body, shielding him from wind and weathering,
and showing off his truer form.

A silverfox. Yes.

I have not encountered one in many, many
years.

 


Pray this encounter turns out better than
the last.


Chapter IV: Watcher

 


“Shim haarnon! Perana ishtan? Acka,
haarnon weeana!”

Ancient words echo, but I cannot understand
their meaning.

“Shim haarnon! Perana ishtan? Acka,
haarnon weeana!”

That is right; I recall it now.

‘Foolish pest! You think to leave? You
belong to me!’ The voice of my prior ward, witch of Ensecré,
resounds.

I answer, “I will leave you, Hamira, for
your time has ended. You may cheat time, but you will not cheat our
pact.”

“Fa! Sino haarnon weeanan, haarnon
yiisan!”

‘Ha! Without belonging, you will
fade!’

If I am not pacted, I will fade. This is the
curse of a naefaerie. From host to host, reborn in new form, the
cycle is endless.

When was the first time I heard of such? I
do not remember, for the lives distant to me grow more distant. I
can no longer see clearly the faces of my first pactors. But one
thing I know for certain: My first wards . . . I did not take pain
in their passings. I merely moved on to the next. If I am without
pactor, I will fade.

That is the truth.

That is –

“What proof do you have, my
faerie?”

I am without vision. Without feeling.
Without sense of self. The world has gone black. But I know that
voice.

“Awyer!”

“Grim, how do you know that you will
disappear without a ward?”

“Awyer! It would please me greatly if you
would awaken! Please–”

“How do you know that you will disappear
without a ward?” he persists.

How do I know? “Because I have felt myself
grow weak following the death of a pactor.”

“Weak? What does ‘weak’ mean? Is ‘weak’
the same as ‘fade’?”

“I–” Never before have I questioned
it.

I am wrapped in the warmth of oblivion. And
then things change. Things turn gray.

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

“Move?”

 


“Move.” The voice is no longer
Awyer’s. It belongs to a certain sultry necromancer. She and I and
the rest of the travelers are lit by the morning sun. Awyer is at
my side, asleep as ever. How is it that his voice sounded so clear?
“Said MOVE, Pedjram. Gotta make room for Silvie,” Mael presses. By
‘Silvie’ she refers to the silverfox, who remained in our company
through the night even without me keeping watch over him. This day,
he has knotted his trailing hair into a rope and tucked it around
his shoulder.

Now that I am seen and heard once more, I
waste no time. “Techton!” I am at his side in a flash. “Your
actions yesterday were unacceptable!”

“Apologies, Grim.” He scoops fried yolks
into a bowl. “Believe me when I say I’m doing the best I can. . . .
Did you want one egg or two, Lady?”

“Three.”

“Heh.”

In the morrow, the addict is recovered. He
has ingested his fix of Void-dusted Gold and for a time, at least,
he is cordial. As breakfast commences, he does not readily become
agitated. He does not readily snap – not even when the tailed one
in our presence who has since lost his tail sits beside his beloved
Lady, eating up most of her attention.

“He’s one of them, Techt. Only heard
stories ‘bout them before.”

“Said to be real rare,” Pedj agrees
reluctantly, into his bowl. “Can see things others can’t. The webs
of fate, supposedly.”

“Oooh and also ahhh,” coos
Mael.

For the Bloődites, it is as if their
grievances over the fox’s past sins have forfeited in consideration
of the rarity of his species.

Techton studies the newcomer with sound
mind. “So you’re a silverfox, huh? I didn’t know your kind was able
to mask its appearance.”

Nor was I.

“It wouldn’t be much of a mask if everyone
knew what was behind it,” is Feligo’s valiant response.

Techton’s pleasantness ticks downward one
level. The skin beneath his eyes is darker than before. Bagged, it
shows signs of unhealthiness. I should not bother with it. I should
not rightly . . . I cannot help myself. “Techton, how is your
demeanor?” I ask.

“Believe me when I say I’m fine,
Mistress.”

“Believe me when I say to call me
Grim. And it is acceptable if you are NOT fine, you know. It
is better to admit when–”

“I’d appreciate if you’d drop it.”

Sigh. “Very well. If you are truly repentant
for your behavior yesterday, you will act as my voice.”

“Of course.” He lowers his volume into a
hush. “I’ve been meaning to get your take on this fellow, too.
Think he’s all right?”

“That is precisely what I aim to find
out.”

He gives a compliant nod of camaraderie. How
I favor this side of him.

“Speak to him this: ‘I think it time we
discussed that which needs discussing, Maestro.’”

“It is high time!” the Maestro agrees,
rather exuberantly.

Through my confidant, I proceed to question
him. Where did he last see Count Bexwin of Eldrade? Was he aware of
what was to come? Did he know of the sleepness prior to its
arrival? Feligo, in turn, has more than a few questions for us, for
he did not know of the sleepness prior to its arrival. He was not
aware of what was to come. And he, like Techton, believed Ark to be
nothing more than a storytale. In turn, I answer his queries,
divulging only the bare minimum of what has transpired.

At least, that is all I intend to share. But
Pedj and Mael, lacking greatly in craft, see fit to reveal that
which I restrain, and there is no stopping them. They blurt without
thought, giving neither Techton nor I time to prepare.

“And Awyer was destinied or somewhat to
bequeaf the Amethyst to his . . .”

“NO. NO! DO NOT–” My protests reach only one
person, and that person does his best to smooth over the truth, but
the story is filled with holes, so much so that even a man of
limited wit would be able to fit the pieces.

Unfortunately, Feligo appears to have more
than a limited amount of wit. I witness the swift processing of
neurons as comprehension dawns upon his face.

“Ower was the one what got hit first. Guess
it was sorta his fault the sky got opened up . . .”

“TECHTON, DO SOMETHING!”

The Azurian wrangles the blabbering
necromancer by hooking an arm around her neck. “Eh-heh. What the
lady means is once he was there, there was really no helping what
happened. That stuff just burst out of him like a cyclone.”

“THAT IS NOT BETTER!”

The exchange is labored, and by the time it
is through, the silverfox knows more than he ought, and we know
less than we hoped. When it comes to the collapse of the world,
Feligo is far more innocent than we.

At the end he stands, dusts his hands, and
turns to Pedj and Mael with a bow. “I’ve wronged you. I sincerely
apologize for my actions against the Bloődite outdwellers. It
wasn’t they who stole the Amethyst.” But before his apology may be
accepted, he redirects his attention, unexpectedly pulling out his
sword and turning heated in the process. “It was him!”

Eyes fixed on Awyer, he makes a leaping
motion that is ended by three blasts of power, two Gold, one Void.
Because Gold will not attack Gold, Mael and I are creative with our
spells, each hoisting a rock above the silverfox’s head as
leverage. Removing enchant from the objects will ensure that Feligo
is hit. Only Pedj remains as he was, too slow to anticipate battle.
He offers a verbal protest in place of his participation:

“Hey! You got no right attackin’ on Awyer
that way! Was you who went stormin’ into our Capital without a
reason, and after we helped you blue-smokers break into the
Amethyst City, too!”

“Calm down, all of you!” Enveloped in a
cloud of Void, Feligo yet holds his blade over his head. “The one
who stole the Amethyst is there!”

“The fault was not his!” I frantically spit
at his face. “Amethyst was promised to the sphinxes long ago! We
had no way of knowing what would happen upon delivery!”

Alas, my confidant is not able to relay the
message before the Maestro begins a rant:

“You can’t see it, can you? None of you can.
Listen here, travelers! You don’t travel alone! You’re being
watched. Now, I don’t know if what you’re saying is true or
not – after all, to believe in the existence of Ark is purely
ludicrous – but I can say with utmost certainty that you are being
watched by something through that sphinx, and that something is a
man resembling the folklore of Ark. His presence grew the
more you shared, and it faded the moment I challenged it!”

“What?!” I let out a shriek. “Ark is
possessing Awyer?!”

“Hold on, Grim.” Techton holds out a hand to
suppress my panic. “Don’t get all flustered, now. What do you mean
through Awyer?” He eyes Feligo with suspicion.

“Those two mancers were right. I can see
things. The ties of thought. The webs of fate. Whatever they are,
your sphinx is marked with one now. To put it dumbly, you’re being
spied on. Allow me to cut it at once!” His energy is
self-righteous.

My energy is spasmodic.

“Ark . . . within . . . Awyer?!” My eyes are
wide and shaking. If that is the case, I cannot allow it!

Techton rolls his eyes unsympathetically.
“Come on, now. Clear your head. This official could be
lying.”

Yes . . . that is true, I suppose. I attempt
to push aside my emotions.

Techton sees my effort. “Good. Now, what do
you think, Grim?” He leaves the decision to me.

Eyes locked on my pactor, I mull.

“It WAS peculiar that Ark disappeared after
the sleepness hit, leaving us to go on our way through the Golden
Lands without acknowledgement,” I say, attempting clarity. “At the
time, I thought it strange that he and the sphinxes did not so much
as glance at us after the fall. It makes sense that he would have
maintained watch over us somehow, in the absence of Chast. Even so,
this fox does not hold my trust. Ask if we may cut the web
ourselves.”

To the query, Feligo answers, “You lot don’t
possess weapons capable of slicing it. You all stand firmly with
both feet remaining in the physical plane. The fae might have stood
a chance, but her presence is more . . . human than fae. I
doubt she even picked up on the observer. There’s little chance
she’ll be able to snip the tie completely, even if she tried.”

He is correct. I did not perceive the
threat. I did not sense anything unnatural. And I still do not.

“Very well, my confidant. Allow him to
proceed, but be at the ready. If you sense him turning on us, do
not hesitate to end his life. He does not know anything useful
anyway.”

Darkness passes over Techton’s stare.
“Gladly,” he says.

With my permission, the silverfox completes
his task. He does not lay harm to Awyer, merely swings the
suspended blade through the air above Awyer’s head. As it moves
through the space, the blade lights golden, and when it has
completely passed, there is a small pop!

Feligo promptly returns the glimmering
weapon to its sheath. “Done!” He motions dramatically to the
ex-zombie. “And as far as your accusation that I attacked your
Capital, I didn’t! I didn’t make it that far, you see. Magister
Bexwin sent a memo on the wind, instructing me to go to Jiik Anar.
He spoke of a change in the tide of war – a power that must be seen
to be believed. I took the bait, along with a small faction of
soldiers. You can imagine my surprise when everyone around us
started dropping like kewple flies on the way. I lost most of my
men to this disease.”

“That old croop sent you to the canyon?”
says Pedj. “Why?”

“Because that’s where I found him, sleeping
like the rest.”

Nonchalantly, he delivers the statement. So
nonchalantly, in fact, that it takes a moment to fully permeate me,
and when at last it does –

“YOU FOUND HIM?! WHY DID YOU NOT SAY SO?!
WHEN WE INQUIRED, YOU ACTED AS THOUGH YOU HAD NOT SEEN HIM SINCE
PARTING WAYS WEEKS AGO!”

There is not need for my confidant to voice
my cries. Pedj is doing a fine job of crying out on his own.

“I couldn’t say so with that spy loitering,
could I?” rebounds Feligo.

Well, I suppose that is reasonable, though
Pedj continues to fume.

“Where’s Bexwin now?” says Techton.

Feligo folds his arms smugly. “Right where I
left him. In Azuria. After transporting him there, I returned here,
laying out my agions in search of clues as to what happened to the
world. You lot were the first promising traces I found.”

“Hear that, Grim?” Techton frowns at me.
“Bexwin is asleep, after all.”

The truth is dismal. In ignorance, I had
hoped that he held the key to reverting the world. What will we do
now? Search his sleeping person for clues? There are none, if
Feligo speaks the truth. What, then? Travel to the secret places of
the world? Ergandach, Yel’ram . . . Ensecré?

Feligo begins to pace, here and there and
around the fire. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re searching
for Magister Bexwin?”

Should I? Can we hope to gain anything from
confiding in this fox? My eyes befall Awyer’s resting form. Even if
we gain a grain, it is worth it.

Techton speaks my answer: “She knows of him
from her time in the Amethyst City,” he says.

“Go on . . .”

“The Pates were the riffraff of the
kingdom,” I continue, “content with bullying the lesser residents
and causing piddly acts of disarray. Comprised predominantly of
failed Amethyst users, they were the gnats of Eldrade, and Count
Bexwin was their leader in secret. Not so secret was his role as
attendant to the king and elder of Eldrade. During the Bloődite
attack on the city, we had an . . . encounter with him,
during which he spoke peculiarly to my pactor, warning not to take
the Amethyst. Later, in the Rusticlands, we laid eyes upon him and
you and a handful of Pates. He knew the truth, yet he led you and
yours astray, sending you after the Bloődites for a crime they did
not commit. At first, I thought he wished to distract your army so
that he could fish Awyer out for himself; but in time, I came to
realize that he might have been aiding Awyer all along. In the
Gloerlands, I had a vision, in which I learned of the fate to
befall the scouts sent into the Reck. Drained of their power, only
one would survive: Count Bexwin, crawling away with the name of my
pactor on his tongue. He was attempting to warn us of Ark’s danger,
but he did not make it in time. He knew of what was to come. He
knew, and so I hoped that he might have a solution. For that
reason, we have been on the path to him.”

With the truth out, there are many things
Feligo should ask. Righty, his words should run freely. But run,
they do not. All he musters upon hearing my tale is, “What do you
mean you’ve been on the path to him?”

“Techt’s got helpers.” Mael wiggles her
fingers through the air in mimicry of the witch. Feligo eyes the
‘dark thing’ that is my confidant. A moment of silence settles,
during which Mael drags her toes through the earth, until at
last,

“I understand,” says Feligo.

“That’s all you got?!” Pedj lashes. “After
all that?!”

The princely fox puffs out his chest.
“Pointing fingers is of no use.”

Because there have been many pointed fingers
thrown from the Maestro lately, Techton releases a “Tch.”

Feligo takes no notice. “I am sworn to
protect the people of Azuria. Waking them is more important than
old disputes! The Eternity Vessel is cracked, you say? Well, we
shall repair it! And then we shall flush out the Gold and Void that
has laid waste to our land, and return the Mother Colors to their
protective watch over the world.” The fair-skinned man turns flush.
His armor shines in the morning sun, a valiant glimmer of incense.
His is the speech of a commander. “We will defeat this disease and
reclaim the world!”

Unfortunately, his fervor does not catch
on.

“Oka, that’s great and all, but how’re you
expectin’ to do that?” says Pedj, unconvinced. “You knew even less
than us till just now.”

“I see no reason you can’t continue on the
path to the Magister. We are close to the city where he lies. When
we arrive, you can ask him your questions, as you planned.”

Mael cocks her head. “But he’s sleepin’, so
. . .”

“Aha!” Feligo spins, landing a pointed
finger in my direction. “Your fae can do it! She’s crossed into the
realm of Gold! I sense it on her!”

The realm of . . .?

“Of what does he speak?” I ask.

Techton massages his temple. “She doesn’t
know what you’re talking about.”

“The bottoms of her feet are stained golden
from the realm of slumber. Even without seeing her, their sheen
hangs in the air, almost detectable. She’s crossed into that
realm. Perhaps to visit with someone?”

“Grim?” Techton says my name alike a
disgruntled father.

“Do not accuse me of anything! I have not
traversed across realms! See my feet for yourself! They are not
golden!”

“Maybe . . .” Mael’s brow furrows in
thought. “You think maybe when you was dreamin’ of Ower, you were
really . . .”

“What, crossin’ realms?” Pedj allows the
theory to settle into his harebrained mind. “Whoa.”

“No, it is not ‘whoa’; it is unfathomable,”
I say. “Crossing into the dream world? Were it possible, I would
have heard of it before.”

“Hey now,” says Techton. “You could at least
try. And if you don’t feel up to it yet, why not practice on your
beau? I’m sure you wouldn’t mind another nighttime rendezvous with
him, huh?” And before giving me a chance to answer, he raises his
voice so that the rest may hear – “She’s all for it.”

To be spoken for is a burdensome thing,
indeed.

“Then it’s settled!” Feligo says
triumphantly, throwing a fist into the air.

“On and ho!” says Mael, throwing a second
fist into the air. Techton scowls over her copied gesture before
moving to demolish the tent.

Be warned, Mael: A jealous witch is
dangerous company to keep.

The necromancers also gather up their few
things, but in the midst of busyness, Pedj finds a moment to slip
away, to my shadow that falls over Awyer, and mutter, “Are you
really oka with this, Grim?”

No, not entirely. But there is little I can
do. I am captive to a confidant that may skew my wishes however he
pleases. Ceasing to be relevant once cut off from Awyer, I am
uncomfortably similar to that ‘spy’ lurking between realms. I am
nothing more than a watcher.


Chapter V: Azuria

 


The land of Azure differs from the lands of
Amethyst and Bloőd. Eldrade enchanted its sky to show lavender.
Bloőd feels no need to waste enchant on something so trivial. And
Azure? Azure need not bother with enchanting the environment to
match their preferences, for the power of Azure differs slightly
from the rest. Before Techton was stricken with Void, his eyes
shone brightest blue; his hair was tinted slate. While his eyes
have lost their quality, his hair remains widely as it was, save
the dark streaks that have begun to settle at the roots. The old
stains of Azure fade.

But that is the way of Azure.

The Mother Color stains when overused.

As we near the Blue Capital, the trees tint
from brown to blue. No power lingers within their towering trunks,
as Azure now rests along with the rest, but its influence remains,
marking nature with tales of past use.

Even more striking than the bark of the
wood, are its leaves. Russet or rust or jade, their veins show a
blue as crisp as the noon sky. At least, how the noon sky
used to be.

With the fall of night, we decide to
continue on. We may rest within the safety of the city. We will
press through the night with the everglowing crystal as our guide
light.

“But won’t it lead others to us?” says Pedj.
Because he has been tasked with carrying the stone, his concern is
greatest.

“What others?” says Feligo. “There are few
others we might encounter, and they will be more wary of us than we
are of them.”

He says so without fully knowing the spread
of mythics.

Rock imp. Merbabe. Witch. Necromancer.
Sphinx. Gloer. Naefaerie. Aged lochie. Silverfox.

And there are others, I am sure, that are
lost to me. The fiercest creatures of night, pushed away by the
reign of man, now have roam of the earth. The time will come that
we will encounter them, and while they have had millennia to hone
their skills of concealment and survival, we have not.

Necromancers lie at one end of the spectrum
– nearly men themselves, they cannot possibly know the extent of
the dangers lurking in the deep places of night. Silverfoxes and
merbabes and zombies may have entered their storytales, but what of
the rest?

And so, Pedj’s fear is warranted.

Not that I am able to tell him so.

Techton is set on reaching the Azurian
Capital. He is set on returning the silverfox to its home. He is
set on searching for Bexwin and moving on, far, far away from this
newcomer with a handsome scent.

 


It is hard to admit that perhaps the darkest
threat is already in our company.

 


. . .

 


“This’s where you’re from, Techt? Is
beautiful!”

“It is the center of Azure territory,”
Feligo steps in to answer. “Naturally, it has been kept with the
highest degree of meticulousness!” To his voice is an air of
snobbery. Clearly he does not think as highly of the Bloődite
Capital.

“Yeah, guess it’s oka,” grumbles Pedj.

Azuria is not as grand as Eldrade,
but that is not to say it lacks grandeur. Because Azure is not as
strong as Amethyst, the people of Azure were made to compensate.
Thus, there are gears and wheels where in Eldrade there would only
be enchant. A city of magicks meets mechanics, the place was surely
once bustling with life and motion. It has since fallen, like the
rest of the world. Quiet and still, yet much remains intact, for
mechanics did not fail when magicks did.

As for the structures of the city, the
Azurians of today favor metal over stone, it seems. When asked
about such, Techton explains that to the south lie vast mountain
mines, ever useful for extracting the supplies needed to maintain a
lifestyle of enchanted metal. Glistening gilded-blue in the golden
sun, rotund structures dot the city, stacked upon one another and
forming a web of domes, which are undersided by tunnels and roads
of cobbled metal.

“Sistel 18,” says Techton, gesturing down
one such tunnel. “That’s where I used to live.”

“Ah,” says Feligo. “A Loring boy, were
you?”

“My neighborhood,” Techton explains to
Mael’s inquiring eyes. “Loring was my district. Sistels 17-20 are
in Loring Parkplace.”

Pedj plucks at his hair – a sure sign that
he is confused. “What’s a sistel, again?”

“Those hemispherical structures are known as
sistels,” says Feligo. “Within those you’ll find apartments,
shopping centers, and parks.”

“Incredibleness,” says Mael.

“OR,” says Techton, seeking to outdo the
knowledgeable maestro, “if you’re rich, you can afford to have one
of them all to yourself.”

“Really?” says Mael, impressed. “Oooh
and also ahhh.”

Techton smiles with self-satisfaction.

“I, on the other hand, hail from Sistel 48
in Branchia.” Feligo flings a finger down the opposite road. “But
as a maestro of Azure, I currently reside in Sistel 2.” Even more
vivaciously, he shoots a finger directly into the center of the
city, where the largest dome is stacked. “It’s connected to the
palace, you see.”

A sick cracking sound emits from the witch’s
knuckles.

“Contain yourself. If you are wise, you will
see that he does not wish to steal her heart. He merely wishes to
boast of his importance. I assume it is to gain a leadership role
among a pre-established party. It may be due to intimidation.”

“Sure, sure. Or he’s a just self-promoting
showoff. Pompous son-of-a . . .”

Ah. And for the first time I realize that
Techton’s hostility may not be entirely due to Mael’s interest in
the silverfox; it may also be due to bitterness over being forced
into casting at a young age. In Techton’s mind, the fault for his
life of addiction belongs partially to maestros like Feligo.

“Remember that he is no longer a man of the
king. Remember that he is an ex-Azurian mythic just like you.”

I have become a voice of reason. I do not
delight in the fact that it is so. This role makes me nothing more
than an attachment. An accessory. With Awyer, I was so much more. I
was . . .

“Pfft.” Techton turns so that I can no
longer see his face.

“So where’s the old croop sleepin’?” says
Pedj, gawking with mouth wide at the overhead streetlamps hanging
from chains. “Your place?

“Naturally I couldn’t keep him at the
palace! That is the first place looters will strike!”

“Your homesistel, then?” suggests
Techton.

“Why, yes! Where better?”

“Ugh. To Branchia it is, I guess.”

“Why the ‘ugh’? You have something against
Branchia?”

“No, no.” Techton puts up his hands in
denial; though he adds under his breath, “Just you.”

With a flick of his hair, Feligo leads the
way. The cobbled metal streets are a mash of metallic triangles
implanted into concrete, hither and yon. Their composition makes
for a unique clap-tapping sound with each step of existent
being. The street corners are marked by posts, upon which engraved
metal signs hang, showing what lies along in each direction. The
language is reminiscent of the language of Eldrade, and at the same
time, it is highly evolved. No wonder Techton had such a difficult
time reading my scratchings in the dirt. Now that we are no longer
under pursuit from count or army, it would be convenient to create
a common text, with which I may communicate to the others. Then
again, if Ark felt it necessary to spy at us through Awyer, we
might be under pursuit yet.

It is too soon to rest easily.

“Newop.” Techton shows Mael his knowledge of
the city by gesturing to and fro. “And over that way is Kindley
Rope. Kindley Rope’s got a megascreen that circles the whole of
Sistel 61. They show moving pictures there in the evenings,
although they’re fueled by magick, so who knows what kind of
disaster the inside’s turned into.”

The interior may be disastrous, but from the
exterior, the sistels are solid. Constructed with manpower over
color power, they are unlike the fallen towers of Eldrade. The
world could learn from such innovation. Then again, the world might
already know of it. Naïve Eldrade may be the only place where
magicks were relied on so heavily.

Feligo walks with a brisk gait. In contrast,
Mael and Techton have always shared a leisurely pace. But even
slower than they, is Pedj. He cranes his neck to catch full view of
his glimmering surroundings. He pauses to look down covered alleys
and beneath swinging bridges.

A smile lights my face, for his actions make
me wonder what reaction my pactor would have, were he awake.

From his bed of skeletons, I imagine him
shaking his head and observing the technology with
cantankerousness. I predict a few unimpressed comments and an
eagerness to return to the wild. And I would return there with him.
I would take his hand, the only hand that may feel mine without
enchant, and walk with him from the fallen world of man.

“Grim? You comin’?”

I have unintentionally halted, and Pedj has
noticed the ceased movement of my shadow. I bob to show that I have
heard, and continue on, flying between him and the marching
bonemen.

“Somethin’ wrong?” the ex-zombie
pressures.

As far as danger goes, all is fine. Not that
I can tell him so.

Or mayhap I can.

Remembering our past exchange, I throw my
hands into the air.

“No, nothin’s wrong?”

I bob for ‘yes’.

“Yes, I’m right that nothin’s wrong? Or yes,
somethin’ IS wrong? Argh. This is frustratin’, ain’t it!? I feel
like you’re the most grounded of anybody and I can’t even get your
real opinion on stuff. It’s all gotta go through that guy. What’s
is, is how do we know if he’s lying or not?” He drums his fingers
along his opposite wrist in thought. “OH! I got it! How’s about
this: If he says you said somethin’ what you didn’t really say, you
come over and go swoopin’ through me? The chill’ll let me know he’s
not tellin’ your words. Twig it?”

Aye, I twig it, and it is surprisingly
practical.

“To think you were capable of craft all this
time. I have long thought you a simpleton, but I reason you might
be slightly more than,” I say and laugh. A compliment and a laugh,
both of which he cannot hear.

But at that moment, something happens that
makes me question the security of what I know to be true.

“What was that!?” Pedj gives a jump.

He is spooked over something. I do a quick
flit around his person in search of the threat, but find none. I
wait for him to expound.

“Th-thought I heard a laugh for a skosh,
right at my side. Phoo. Creepy. You hear it, Grim?”

I do not answer him.

I am frozen.

He heard a laugh?

But . . .

He jumped at the precise moment that
I laughed!

He heard me?

HOW IS IT THAT HE HEARD ME?!

Alas, my excitement ebbs as quickly as it
comes. It is not possible. We are no longer in the Golden Lands. I
no longer exist.

Woe. Woe and dread.

Without Awyer to divert with, it is easy to
become depressed. What is more, my bond with my pactor feels weaker
today. The pull between us is not as strong as it once was. The
sleepness takes its toll. I look to him, limp atop his altar, and a
petrifying, forbidden thought invades my mind.

What if . . . the longer that he is under
the spell . . . the weaker our pact will become until . . .

NO!

I push it from thought.

In the aftermath, the zombie does not move.
He remains put and studies my still shadow upon the ground. He
looks at it and then looks to the sun, and then returns his eyes to
the ground. I work to see what he sees. Ah. At the sun’s angle, my
shadow is nearly perfectly formed. A little elongated, yes, but it
is more accurate than usual.

Pedj sees it too.

“I didn’t notice, Grim, but you look
different than before!” he says, in a flurry. “Not so wispy, you
know? And is that your hair? It’s gotten longer, hasn’t it? Lots
longer than last I seen you in person!”

It has? I have not enchanted it to do so,
but when I look to my shoulder, I find that he is right. It is
longer. Not ‘lots’ longer, but longer. So, too, are my nails
pointed and grown. I draw them along my face. Strange. Never have I
aged, and yet . . .

With a shake of my head I will that my nails
would revert to short. I enchant my fingertips to become as they
were before. If they are growing, it is my duty to groom them.

But I will leave my hair as it is. My pactor
. . . he likes it that way.

“I’m a little surprised that there aren’t
any people out here,” says Techton. “I get that the world is a sort
of under duress right now, but this place looks completely cleared
out. Shouldn’t there be people sleeping in the middle of the
street, halfway home from work? I see cycles lying around, but no
riders.”

Cycles. Those must be the three-wheeled
contraptions settled along the street every so often. People use
them for transport, apparently.

“Not really!” Feligo opens his arms
theatrically. “It was night here when the disease hit. Few were out
of their homes, and those that were, well, I took care of them. The
ones I could find, in any case.”

“You mean you moved them indoors?” Mael
trots from Techton’s side to join the Maestro. “You got on carryin’
them?”

“Of course! It’s my duty to protect the
people of Azuria! I could not let them remain outside, vulnerable
to rain and looter!”

Again he speaks of looters. Just what manner
of looter does he fear?

“You carried them ALL?” Mael’s eyes widen.
“Musta been a chore!”

“Well, not all of them, naturally.
Only the ones I came across. It would be impossible to search the
whole city by oneself. I only hope that if there were any other
silvies hiding in the ranks, they did the same for those in their
vicinity!”

“You mean you don’t even know if there were
more of your kind in the government?” says Techton.

“It’s hardly a polite conversational piece!
Oh, hello, and what ARE you?” Feligo clicks his tongue
disapprovingly. “No, no, no.”

Techton growls.

Pedj thinks on it. “Wait, and you knew what
homes where whose?” he says.

“Ur, n-no.” For a fleeting moment, Feligo
bares a look of sheepishness before recovering, “I did what any
good official would do! I put them wherever I could!”

“So . . .” Techton raises an eyebrow.

“When they wake up, they’ll be in a
stranger’s bed?” says Pedj.

“IF they wake up,” Feligo corrects,
diplomatically. He is quick to dismiss the subject with another
flick of his long hair. “Onward!”

With that, we progress.

Passing under an arch leads to a long patch
of blue-tinted grass. “Eventually, I’d like to set up agions at all
of the plazas to find the people hiding in the city. I’m positive
there are others, but since they’re fearful, they remain hidden. As
opposed to the Bloődites, who are mostly mancers, we Azurians are
mainly simple casters. That said, there are bound to be other
silvies hiding here, even if not in the ranks. My cousins live over
in Intia Junction. I haven’t gone to see them yet. We never were
too fond of each other.”

“Imagine that,” Techton masks with a
cough.

“Before the war, there were also dozens of
mancers mixed into the population, but many of them left when
things turned rocky–”

“You mean when you attacked us for no
reason,” Pedj masks with a second cough.

“And the few who remained surely fled to
their homeland by now. There’s no telling how many other – what did
you call us, mythics? – Azuria housed.”

“Before, though, you said you lost
most of your men when the sleepness hit,” I say via Techton.
“What happened to those who did not fall?”

“Mm. Yes. Pinnacle was a dark thing.
Didn’t know it until then. We parted ways en route to Jiik
Anar.”

Techton darkens over Feligo’s unfavorable
handling of the words ‘dark’ and ‘thing’.

“Then there was Sarasha, a cherub, as it
turns out. Can you imagine?! She always claimed to be partially
celestial, but it wasn’t until the disease struck that she admitted
her full ancestry. She told me that each major city of the world
has at least one cherub stationed there. Her job was to manage the
distribution of luck.” Feligo’s head falls in a sigh. “She was a
great aid. After she left, I was prone to tripping over useless
things more often.”

“Are you sure you aren’t just clumsy?”
Techton scathes.

“Where’d she go?” says Mael.

“She went to rejoin her people in the
Silverfalls.”

Silverfalls? Silverfalls . . . The word is
vague. Somewhere in the far reaches of my memory, I have heard of a
place of splashing silver water and a great tree surrounded in
cloud, but . . . my knowledge of the world grows foggier the more
deeply for Awyer I feel.

More and more, separation makes those
compromising feelings deepen.

After the blue-grassed plaza, we come to a
place where one dome is suspended upon two others. We travel
between the two base sistels, looking upward at the bottom of the
third. The dome’s underside is metal, like the rest of it, but has
been painted with a juxtaposition of symbols and words I do not
understand. One recurring character matches the swirled sigil
marking upon Feligo’s armored chest.

I implore as to the meaning of the
mural.

“Just local kids showing off their
allegiance to the crown,” says Techton. “Mostly stuff like for
hail of Azure glory, or all the king’s men. Azuria’s a
very patriotic city.”

“I can see why you thought it best to exile
yourself, my confidant.” If Techton is anything, he is far from
patriotic.

A good-natured chuckle rasps.

Each time I hear that sound, I fear it will
be the last. “Hold on to yourself, Techton,” I utter, a murmur.

“Did you say something?”

“No. It is nothing.”

Were Awyer awake, he would scold me. Nothing
always means something. Techton is not my sphinx, however, and he
does not think to question it further.

After a hearty passing of minutes, we arrive
in a portion of the city with neat hedges and polished street
posts. Mael points to a contraption sticking from the side of a
nearby dome. “What’s is?”

“It’s an elevator, Lady. See how there’s a
track going around the sistel? Basically, you stand on the platform
and it moves along the track. Some sistels, like this one, have
something on the top. Sometimes a fancy eatery or a private garden.
Things like that. Not all of the sistels have elevators on that
outside, though. But they all have them inside. They’ll take
you to whatever level of the sistel you live on.”

“How’s it work?” Pedj asks with
misgiving.

“They’re powered by magick, of course.”

At the end of the street, Feligo makes a
sharp left. The new road leads to a cul-de-sac edged by three
smaller-than-average domes. In front of each, there is a clean
sidewalk lined with shoulder-high hedges blossoming with blue
flowers. The flowers are striking from afar, but clam up when
approached. Even my presence bids they revert into buds.

“Sistels 47, 48, and 50,” beams Feligo.

“What happened to number 49?” Pedj asks.

“We don’t talk about Sistel 49,” says
Feligo, solemn.

Eyes wide, Mael silently begs Techton for
explanation. Missing number 49 is of great interest to the
necromancer, for whatever reason, but though she inquires with the
eyes of a doe, the witch does nothing more than offer a shrug for
an answer.

“This way!” The Maestro leads his procession
down the neat walkway of Sistel 48, but because he does not yet
hold my trust, I issue a warning to my confidant before zipping
ahead of the rest of them and moving through the wall of the
structure. I will survey the dome before they enter, for sign of
trap.

The interior does not offer any hints of
malevolence, as the space is completely unlit. The magicks used to
light the dome have gone out. It is easily fixable if I can find
out where to supply the power. I begin to search the dimness.
Directly in the center of the room, there is a large orb set into
the floor, the most logical fixture for producing light. Over twice
my armspan in diameter, the thing will need quite a bit of power to
run. And my power is weaker than I would like. I will not be able
to light it on my own. Misfortune! I will not be able to perform an
accurate sweep of the premises.

I move to return to the outside of the dome.
I will instruct Techton to stall. I will –

But moving through the door does not happen
as swiftly as when I entered the sistel. When I attempt to flit
through the barrier, my body, it feels . . . thick. Though I begin
to pass, I become stuck midway, as though I am moving through a
sticky mess of putty. It is a trap after all?!

But no. This is not the work of enchants.
Though the atmosphere is heavy with Gold, I sense no malicious
enchantment within the air. That only leaves . . . me. I am simply
unable to follow through! But why?! Never before have I been unable
to pass through a solid partition!

If moving forward will not work, I have no
choice but to return to the dome’s interior.

Backward from the door, I pull myself.
Willing myself to float does little good, so I am forced to rely on
something else. I move my legs to resist the door’s
captivity. Thinking physically, I pry myself away from the puttied
grip of the door, and once I am free, I fall, staggering,
backward.

Something is wrong. I am not entirely light.
I do not entirely hover.

I have experienced this sensation once
before. In the Golden Lands, where I was heard and seen by all, I
staggered upon two legs, forcibly thrust into the plane of
existence. It is not exactly the same as then, though. It differs
in that I do not fully rely upon the ground to hold me. I am still
halfway afloat.

In this state, I bob, sickly, alike a kite
that cannot gain wind, from ground to air and then again to ground;
and when I have not the strength to hold myself up, I sink to the
floor, which has also become putty. The betrayalsome thing sucks me
in so that my bottom half is melted into the surface of the earth,
and there I remain until Feligo opens the door to Sistel 48 and
lights my pathetic state for all to see.

For all to see:

A figure of speech, used for no sensible
reason.

Because only Techton can see me.

 


Or so I think.

 


“There’s an intruder!” Sword raised above
head, Feligo barrels into the dome, sounding a verbal alarm. “State
your business here!”

Stuck into the floor, I frantically search
for the intruder he sees. I detect no one. Within the now-lit dome,
there is only the central orb, a spread of velvet-patched couches
and polished metal tables, a wall of tiny symbol-marked doors, and
an elevator lift at the far end of the room.

“Grim?” Techton pushes past Feligo. “What’s
wrong with you? Why are you on the ground?”

“I am stuck! I do not know! Something is
wrong with my composition. I am between states. Too vague to be
real, yet too solid to fly!”

Feligo appears to have lost the wind from
his sails. He lowers his weapon with befuddlement.

Last to enter the room are the necromancers,
and they speak in unison:

“Grim?!”

And before I can comprehend what is
happening, Feligo adds to the mix, “THAT is your fae?”

“You can see me!”

“Not totally,” says Mael. She rushes to my
side and takes a kneel. “You’re see-through-ish.”

“Truly?!”

“Yeah.” Pedj nods. “And your voice is
echoic.”

“How is this happening?!” I charge, turning
my hands over in front of my face with new wonderment.

Chin in hand, Feligo struts professionally
to where I have meshed with the floor. He does an inspective circle
around Mael and me, and then he sniffs at the air.

“The Gold here is thicker than outside.
Perhaps that’s to blame?”

“Oh! Could be!” Pedj’s excitement grows. “In
the Golden Place, we could see her, too!”

Mael puts her hand on my hip without
permission. Her fingers slide through my silver skin in a way that
is violating.

“A-ah! Do not touch me, Mael!”

“Thought I could pull you up, but you’re
smooshy. Gotta use magic, ‘stead.”

“That is all fine, Mael, and I am glad for
the offer – I purely do not appreciate you intermingling with my
composition like that! It differs from when I move through someone
under normal circumstances: I am able to feel you, and it is
unsettling!”

The intrusive girl looks to her hand that is
suspended inside of me. “Oh, oka.” She extracts it.

Much better.

“Mael,” Pedj babbles with
embarrassment. “Sorry, Grim.”

“Techton, do I appear any differently to
you?”

“Not really,” he says. “Besides being stuck
in the floor, that is.”

“Har, har,” Pedj responds sarcastically, if
only to defend my honor.

An idea comes to me.

“My confidant, if they are able to
incompletely see and touch me, perhaps you – who can see me under
normal circumstances – may be able to touch me more than they. If
Void and Gold blend, there is a chance that you will be able to
meet my flesh with yours and pull me from this position.”

“Meet my flesh with yours?” Techton shakes
his head. “Sometimes, faerie, your lingo isn’t quite right.” He
chuckles to himself. “Anyways, if you think it’ll work, it’s worth
a try.” He offers me his calloused hand.

Before taking it, I focus my energy. I will
myself to be real. I summon my body to the plane of here and now.
May it work. May my body become solid enough for Techton to grasp
and the floor to reject.

Real and solid, I concentrate on the memory
of holding my sphinx’s body. I remember the way it felt to
effortlessly make contact with his warm skin, skin once racing with
veins and power, now gone cold and vacant. I remember the way it
used to be.

Solid.

Solid.

Solid.

“Well, what do you know?” Techton does not
wait for me to take his hand. He takes mine on his own. It is as
real a contact as when I touch my pactor, only, Techton’s hand is
not the hand of a near-death cursee. It is alive.

The Azurian does not stop there. He pulls me
from the clingy ground and buoyantly pops me into his arms.

“So this is what you feel like in his arms.
Light little thing, aren’t you?”

Because the last person to carry me in this
way was my then-ward, my stomach drops, and I find myself clinging
to Techton’s neck. Never before did I realize what power alive
touch holds. Never before, until I was separated from it for so
long.

His frame is taller than Awyer’s and his
muscles are slightly more developed. Awyer is a new man, but
Techton has lived in the stage of man for a handful of years.

“Ho, now! Grim? You doing okay?”

He asks because my body has started to shake
in the wake of large tears rolling from my eyes. I miss my pactor.
I miss him so, so much. Too much. And this surrogate is the first
thing that has softened the ache.

For the first time, I do not mind the Gold.
To be heard and seen by all . . . Were Awyer not affected, there
would be no need to revert the world to its former state.

“What’d you do to her?!” Pedj demands.

“Hey, there!” says Techton. “I didn’t do
anything.”

“Quiet, both of you,” says Mael. “And you,
too,” she adds to Feligo.

“I wasn’t saying anything!” Feligo returns.
“How dare you accuse me of–”

“All you men get on quiet.”

Mael perceives my pain. She understands, for
the one she loves is also near-yet-far. She and I are the same. We
have learned to deal with the circumstances and our compromised
feelings, but that does not make better the ache, and when reminded
of the way they used to be, it is impossible to remain
steadfast in our emotions. She understands.

We are both responsible for the misfortunate
outcomes of those dearest to us.

One turned dark.

One cursed.

“This way?” Sounding uncomfortable, the
Maestro in our presence invites us to the elevator, but not before
closing the sistel’s door and infusing the orb in the center of the
room with a small dose of Gold. Although it glows only dimly, it is
more than I would have been able to muster.

Arms firmly around my being, Techton carries
me to the platform. With a second infusion of Gold, the so-called
elevator begins to slide up and around the wall in a spiral, taking
me away from my resting pactor, whom the skeletons have set onto
one of the velvet couches. I lock eyes upon him until I lose him to
the dimness. Our bond stretches. The farther I am from him, the
more it jerks.

“Once we’re up, I’ll call them to bring him
up, too,” says Mael, again sensing my agony.

“Thank you,” I whisper into Techton’s
neck.

Deeming it acceptable to speak once more,
the confidant places his mouth to my ear. “Anything you need?”

“I am fine. And you have my gratitude for
carrying me.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Beams and walkways cross the sistel’s higher
levels, and openings in the wall allude to hallways and rooms out
of sight. The elevator moves along a set course, slowing in front
of open portions of the wall and then speeding again. Only a thin
guardrail separates us from the whirring abyss.

I am safe and warm and held for the first
day in many days, and I delight in the fact that I am in the
company of those I can trust in my half-formed state. Pedj and Mael
and Techton, I am grateful for them. Depending on those who are not
my wards has never before been a need. I have never before moved
beyond a relationship of two, but to depend on an outsider . . .
there is something communal about it, and for a moment of
briefness, I experience what it is like to be a child, trusting and
small.

But the situation shifts dangerously. How
quickly and dangerously it shifts. Lo, I am not within the grasp of
a good-hearted ex-addict; as the lift carries our small party
upward, I am vulnerably in the clutch of a power-seeking witch, and
the moment I remember that is the moment I notice an unnatural
quality to said witch’s breathing pattern.

“Techton?”

The uneven breathing deepens.

“Tech . . .”

“Your Amethyst boy’s a lucky sucker, isn’t
he?” The witch’s coo comes into my ear, low enough that the others
will not hear it and stern enough to cause discomfort. “Having a
faerie all to himself. You faeries, fabled beautiful women
revealing themselves only to the chosen. It’s a sort of a shame,
isn’t it? Something as fine as you belonging to one man, and a
boy, to boot – one that hardly knows how to handle a woman.
Now that I can touch you, I could do things to you you’ve never
even heard of.”

“Maintain yourself, witch.”

Techton inhales a breath of my hair. “You
smell good, little one. I suppose I couldn’t tell before because
you weren’t all there. You feel good, too. Your skin.
The Gold in you is so crisp.”

That is because . . . the golden power of
the sphinxes, a latent power I have possessed all along – it
differs from the power the rest of the Gold users now have. Mine is
most pure. It comes directly from the source.

“Release me.”

It is a pointless command. Heated Techton
knows as well as I that he is my only hope in this situation.
Because the others cannot make solid contact, and because the floor
of the elevator will fuse with me if he lets go, I am his
hostage.

With that in mind, the dark thing does
something sinister, even more so then his vulgar taunts. He turns
his back to the others and inches toward the edge of the platform
so that I am dangling over the side.

Ah!

A silent cry escapes me. If he is to let go
now, I do not know what will become of me! In my half-solidified
state, I might fall to the ground or float to the ceiling, and
either way, the distance will be great, and the outcome will
be–!

Pedj grows suspicious of Techton’s turned
back. “Everythin’ oka, Techt?”

Techton stiffens over being called out.
“Mistress needs a moment. There, there, Grim,” he says with false
sincerity.

He thinks to use my previous display of
sorrow to his advantage?!

He brushes the hair from the side of my
neck.

“What are you doing, witch?” I hiss.
“What do you want from me?”

“Easy now. Wasn’t I clear? For starters, I
need just a taste of what’s inside of you.”

“This power is not mine to give. It is
Awyer’s!”

“Shh. You misunderstand, faerie. There’s no
need for you to give anything. I’ll TAKE.” And with
that, he lands his mouth to my neck.

Before this moment, the only lips to ever
make contact with my skin were Awyer’s, and for a moment, I am
caught off-guard by the familiar sensuality of the motion. My heart
skips. I . . . enjoy it . . . almost.

But the mouth is not Awyer’s and the lips do
not caress with fondness or love. It is hunger that drives their
kiss, and just as soon as the sensuality comes, it is replaced by
wrongness. In the pit of my sunken stomach, Techton’s mouth upon my
neck feels wrong.

Even more corrupt is when he opens his mouth
and begins to suck.

“Ah!”

This time, my cry is not so silent. His
tongue moves against my skin as his mouth wets, and more than the
pull of his mouth, I feel the pull of his soul, drawing Awyer’s
Gold through me and to him.

Again, the tears come.

“Please, Techton!” Bartering with a
consumed witch is senseless, yet I barter all the same. “It is
not yours and it is not mine!”

But there is no stopping him. Power has
become his lifeblood. Power is all that he seeks. He is not the
cheerful Azurian we once knew. He is a dark, dark thing. Like
Hamira. Like Gorma. Like Ark. He is dark.

In his hunger, he allows himself to slip.
The shaking of his body alerts the others that something is not
right.

Zing!

As the lift moves to a halt, a flash occurs.
From Mael’s palm, a zip of lightning-like enchant produces and hits
Techton squarely in the back, numbing his muscles. He falls into a
slump, releasing me in the process.

“Haw!” Feligo is at the ready, and with a
cut of his sword, he sends a blast of Gold to catch my fall.

I am suspended. The abyss beyond the
guardrail will not swallow me today.

“Y-you have my thanks,” I tell the others as
I wipe the saliva from my neck.

Per usual, Pedj did not anticipate the speed
of battle. Dimwitted, he stands and stares. “He was SUCKERIN’
you?”

“He is no longer safe,” I tell Mael. “I do
not know what we will do from here, but we must dispose of
him.”

She does not welcome the initiative. “No!”
She expands her arms like a protective field in front of her
witch.

“She’s right, Mael. He’s gettin’ worse. We
can’t stay around him if he’s always gonna be after you guys. Was
bad enough when he was only after you, and you actually like the
guy! Try to think how Grim feels with him lickin’ on her. And what
if he comes after me next!?”

I do not think we need worry about that. It
is Awyer’s power that will be most in danger, now that the witch
has tasted it.

“Said NO, Pedjram! Leave it alone!” lashes
Mael. Then she brings her eyes to mine, interlocking with the
intention of finding common ground. Aye, I can relate to her
situation. I would not allow anyone to take Awyer from me, even if
he were darker than the midnight sky. But it is precisely because
of those compromising feelings that I cannot take Mael’s side.
Awyer is more important to me than her relationship with Techton.
Awyer is more important than anything.

“You lot aren’t without your issues,” Feligo
notes in the midst of our drama. “Unfortunately, you won’t be able
to sort them out here. My strength was spent on igniting the
neb-light and charging the elevator. If you don’t want your fae to
fall, I suggest we hurry inside and change hands.”

Inside? I did not notice before, but the
lift is stopped beside an opening in the wall. The opening gives
way to a stout hallway, where a single window, floor to ceiling and
thinner than a doorway, lights the stretch, illuminating a pair of
doors planted across from one another. Down the center of the
ceiling, dead plants reach over the sides of hanging baskets. Some
even trail to the floor.

“Right,” says Pedj. “You hear that, Mael?
Leave him where he is and we’ll get on inside–”

“I’ll stay. You go.”

“He may yet be hungry when he comes to,” I
warn. “You are no more safe than I.”

“Go, all of you.” Bent over the fallen body
of her love, the necromancer escalates to screaming, “GO! GO!
GO!”

Very well. If she wishes to drown with him
in darkness, it is her prerogative. There is little we can do.

I nod to Feligo, and his cloud of Gold
allows me afloat as I fly after him from the lift and to the
hallway. Pedj lingers behind, appealing to his cousin, before
finally giving up and following through the lefthand door.

The interior of the apartment is clean and
cold and dim. In the entry area, a ring-shaped couch fully
encircles a small table at the center of the room. Although low to
the ground, the couch presents an obvious issue: One cannot enjoy
the comfort of a lounge without first climbing over the backrest,
as it lacks a point of entry. Whatever trick the Azurians have for
utilizing the furniture, it is not obvious.

The walls of the home are painted with
squares of blue, and the floor is covered in faux grass. I do not
dare to touch it, for fear of becoming one with it, but from
appearance, it is stiff.

“Wait here,” Feligo orders. “And attempt to
conjure some magicks to hold the fae, if you would.”

It is a perfect opportunity to practice his
enchants, and I would rather he conjure something before Feligo’s
magicks exhaust, but disobedient Pedj’s immediate order of
business, once the silverfox is out of sight, is attempting to
tackle the couch. First eyeing the opponent, he takes a wide step
over the backside, but catches his foot and ends up tumbling
face-first into the opening where the table resides.

Graceless zombie.

With the help of Feligo’s Gold, I drift to
his side. “Your energy would be better spent mustering an enchant.
Also, we should talk while we can,” I tell him.

“Mfmmbf!”

“I cannot understand you with your face
buried in a pillow.”

“Ummpfs. Mbforry.” He sits up, hair mussed.
“Couldn’t rightly resist, could I? We haven’t got to sit on
anythin’ soft in how long?”

Ah, so that why he could not control his
impulses.

“We really must discuss what we should do
about Techton. He is dangerous, and even when civil, he does not
accurately convey my wishes! As you know, my concerns for this
world are rooted only in making Awyer awaken. You, however, have
other motives. You wish to revert the world to its former state to
awaken the flow of society, correct? We cannot hope to do either
with that witch growing worse and worse by the day. I know Mael
will not stand for it, and even though it will cause great hassle
if I am without confidant, we must convince her to– You are not
listening to a word I say, are you?”

No. Not a word. Rather than listen, Pedj has
been studying me intently. “I was right!” he exclaims suddenly.
“You’re different. Your hair’s longer and you . . . How old
are you, anyhoop?”

Strikingly, I am reminded of when Awyer
first asked me the same.

“I-I do not have an age.”

“You look more like a girl than before, you
know? And your . . .” His eyes fall to my chest. “They’ve
grown.”

“DO NOT EXAMINE MY–”

Slam!

From somewhere deeper in the apartment, a
door shuts, followed by the hurried footsteps of someone running.
Pedj and I jump at the ready. Well, to be more exact, Pedj fumbles
and I give a bob.

It matters not.

“Bad news!” The Maestro leaps into the room.
“Magister Bexwin is gone!”


Chapter VI: Heroic

 


“What do you crankin’ mean he’s GONE?!”

“Gone. He was here when I left, and now he’s
gone. There’s only one logical explanation–” Feligo spins to point
vindictively at a bookshelf. “He’s been stolen!”

What has the bookshelf to do with that!?

“Who’d wanna steal a sleepin’ croop?” says
Pedj.

“I, for one, would steal him in a
heartbeat!” shouts Feligo, a little too proudly.

“Creepy,” says Pedj.

“He makes a point!” I issue. “If one knew of
his importance, and if one believed that crossing into the sleep
realm were viable, it would make sense to ‘steal’ him! If the Count
sent for Feligo, there is no telling whom else he sent for!”

“It’s still creepy.”

“Quiet, zombie!” I grow frustrated. “This is
truly misfortunate! Not that I believed I could seriously speak
with him whilst asleep, but NOW what are we to do!?”

This time it is Feligo who stares at me
without listening. “Is she really a fae?” he asks of no one, and
then to Pedj, “And is she always so . . . frantic?”

“Guess so,” says Pedj.

“Frantic? I hardly see how my personality is
worth discussing at a time like this! My pactor is vulnerably left
on the first floor, there is a hungry witch beyond the door with a
sultry necromancer who is just asking for lewd advances, and to top
it all off, the Count continues to elude us even in sleep! Will you
two not focus?!”

Silence follows the emissions, until – “Wait
a skosh!” – something in my speech registers with the zombie. “How
do we even know that croop Bexwin was here to begin with?” He
shoots a glare at Feligo. “Could be YOU was leavin’ a trap for us
all along! Could be ol’ Bexy was never even here at all!”

He begins to fortify himself behind a
barrier of cushions.

“Fool!” I scold him. “Cushions will not save
you! If you had practiced your mastery of Gold before today, you
might have had a fighting chance! As it stands, you will be
defeated in a matter of seconds!”

The fault is his for being indolent.

Feligo scoffs, “If I intended to set a trap
for you, please explain why I wouldn’t have just killed you when we
met in the forest?”

“What, you mean when you were stumbin’
around without your feelers?” says Pedj.

“Argh! No! After that!”

“Clumsy, bad sense of direction–” Pedj peeks
his head above the pillows – “Hmm, maybe you ain’t so dangerous
after all.”

“Of course I am! I’m plenty dangerous!” In a
flash, Feligo’s sword is drawn.

“Zombie! Why do you provoke him!?” I do my
best to move between the dueling mythics, but because I am forced
to rely on Feligo’s Gold, I accomplish nothing more than a putter.
The magicks holding me grow weaker. “I must get out of here, back
into the free air where I may flit with ease. Before then, however,
before I am silenced, we must decide where to go from here. If you
wish to take out your aggressions on something, I suggest readying
yourselves for battle with the threat beyond the door. Techton is
not who he once was. At the hands of Mael and me, he was forced
into witchdom, and for that I grieve, but he is doing little to
resist his urges. We must part with him if we hope to make any
progress! Do you agree?”

“Absolutely!”

“Er . . . sure.”

I am answered twice, once meek, once
robust.

“Maestro Feligo, do you have any idea where
the Count may have gone? Did he leave signs that he had awoken, or
do you truly believe that he was stolen?”

“There was nothing!” shouts Feligo. “The bed
where I left him appeared unruffled, as though he was never there
to begin with!”

“The croop coulda cleaned up after himself,”
suggests Pedj.

“That–” Feligo again eyes the bookshelf –
“Or he was stolen!”

Aye, that does seem the most logical.

“If I think on it, I agree that he was
taken,” I conclude, chin in hand. “The air here is thicker with
Gold. The proof is my visible form. Why would he awaken here, of
all places, if the Gold is heavier? Moreover, what point would
there be in leaving? I assume you left something in the way of a
message for him, should he awaken?”

“I did! . . . Not leave anything like that,”
says Feligo.

I look to him with horror. Why would he not
think to do so?!

Sigh. This fox is the epitome of rash.

“There goes that, I suppose, but there is
still the matter of heavier Gold. A heavier veil of Gold equals a
more suppressing sleepness, in theory.” I scan the room. “But who
would go through the trouble of removing him?”

“Zactly! That’s why I’m thinking he was
never here to begin with!” says Pedj.

“He was,” the Maestro argues. “And I can
prove it. Have a look at this!” He hurries to a cabinet against the
wall and flings open its doors. Inside, there are a few cloaks in
varying shades of blue, as well as a pair of boots and a walking
stick mounted with the head of a phoenix.

“What?” says Pedj, peering in. “What’s
is?”

“It’s–!” Following a moment of dynamism,
Feligo’s jaw lies slack. “GONE! There was a cloak in here that was
his, but–!”

Pedj dawns with new comprehension. “Wait!
You mean . . .”

“I’m afraid so,” says Feligo.

“You undressed the croop before you
put him in bed?” Pedj determines.

“Pardon?” The Maestro appears dumbstruck.
“No, that isn’t what I mean at all!”

“That is of little importance,” I scathe.
“What is important is that it appears Bexwin DID leave of his own
volition. Why else would his cloak also be missing?”

“Oh yeah,” Pedj sings sarcastically, under
his breath, “it isn’t ‘cause he was never even here to begin
with.”

“Refrain, zombie. You may think what you
like, but I have chosen to believe Maestro Feligo’s tale. The
silverfox caught me with Gold when he could have let me fall, and
even while our numbers are low, he has not attempted to attack the
handicapped naefaerie nor the weakling necromancer. I cannot
foresee any reason why he would have forced us to this place.”

Pedj folds his arms in a pout. “Psh. Suit
yourself . . . Hold up! I’m not weak!” He falls into mutter. “Think
I liked talkin' to you better when you couldn’t say anythin’
back.”

Though only mutter, I am taken by his
confession. Head cocked, I ask, “Do you mean it?” and am surprised
to hear my voice falter.

With cheeks becoming rosy, Pedj looks first
at me and then to the ground. The question shames him? “‘Course
not, Mistress,” he tells the faux grass.

“Grim.”

Feligo staggers into the cabinet that
formerly held the Count’s robe. “While I appreciate your
confidence, fae, I don’t think I can hold you much longer.” He
shoots a glare at Pedj: “Unless someone else will take part of
the burden, I might drop you, and then it won’t matter if you
believe my story or not. We should return outside at once.”

“Did you not hear him, Pedj? Can you not
offer aid?” I ask with new urgency.

But to my surprise, the zombie flatly
responds, “No,” and edgily folds his arms.

“A great help you are,” says Feligo, equally
flat. “Outside it is.”

Bother.

But I am in agreement. Judging by his
posture, Pedj most likely feels fear over his inexperience with the
new power. It is his fear of Gold that keeps him from offering aid.
Because he does not look to have any intention of battling said
fear now and assisting the failing silverfox, a getaway is our next
option.

“Very well. Be prepared for anything once we
leave the room,” I instruct. “And for the sake of your own skin,
zombie, PLEASE do not hesitate to cast Gold if you must. It is more
or less the same as casting Bloőd. You should never fear your
abilities. Awyer was the same way when he first received the
Amethyst.”

Ache.

Pedj glances upward from the grass. “Who
said I was afraid?”

“Why else would you refrain from using your
Gold?”

A simple question, yet Pedj’s answer is
anything but simple. Digging his toes into the grass, he begins to
grind his teeth in his anxious way. “Can’t really say.”

“You cannot?” I tip my head. “For what
reason?”

“It’s a secret.”

There is something about the way he says
secret.

“A secret?” I repeat.

. . . As in THE secret? That powerful,
glowing secret spoken to the witches of Ensecré, as well as to
Techton!?

“It involves Gold?” I persist.

Pedj shrugs.

“How, when you spoke the secret to the
witches long before you ever knew of Gold?”

Again, he shrugs.

“Uh-oh.” Feligo wobbles in the way he did
when without agions. “This very conversation is exerting me. I-I
fear we may no longer make it outside! You’d do well to combine
your Gold with mine, mancer!”

The suspension around me weakens. Panic sets
in. “Pedj?!”

Still, Pedj moves not.

Holding to the cabinet for support, Feligo
dictates, “If you aren’t going to supply any enchantments, ask your
sister to do it in your place!”

“Cousin,” says Pedj, wide-eyed and frozen
under the hail of responsibility.

“Technicality!” says Feligo. “Make rash and
dash, man! I’m going to drop the fae at any moment!”

Yes, I should be more concerned with that,
being dropped and sticking to the floor. Or worse, falling through
the floor and sticking between levels, where no one may reach me.
It is a panicking, troubling thing, indeed. And yet . . .

“Call me Grim,” I say with only half a mind,
for the mystery of Pedj’s secret takes up most of my thought. Even
in a moment of dire panic, he refuses to lift a hand of magickal
aid. Does he not care for my wellbeing? Does he care not if I am
lost to the party?

No, that is not it. I can read him, for he
is mostly open. He wishes to ease the burden of my confidant. He
even wishes to become a confidant himself. There is something else
stopping him. That secret.

The ex-zombie feels the weight of my stare,
it unfreezes him, and in an act of escaping – “I-I’ll go get her!”
– he slips out of the room.

“No!” I cry. He cannot go out there alone!
He is not prepared for what might lie beyond! Will he yet refuse to
use Gold when face-to-face with a witch?

Feligo feels no sympathy. “Uff. What was he
waiting for?” he says, queasish.

“I must go after him!” I attempt a move for
the door.

But I am stopped by a commanding voice:

“Wait, fae,” Feligo says, stern-lipped and
clinging to the cabinet. “There is something I need to say while
we’re alone.”

“But–!”

Feligo shakes his head. “If not now, then
never. Understand this: I’m sworn to protect the people of Azuria
from harm. It’s my duty to wake them; therefore, anyone who gets in
my way shall be considered an enemy . . . including the dark
thing out there. I’d like to come to an understanding.”

“An understanding?”

The woozy fox straightens himself to finish:
“What I mean to say is, I’ll get rid of him if you can’t.”

The severity of it hits me. Get rid of
him. We must dispose of Techton, that much is certain, but
what, exactly, do I mean by ‘dispose’?

Do I mean kill?

Or do I merely mean outrun?

For whatever reason, my chest tightens.

“I need to get to Pedj,” I say and flee the
scene.

My chest throbs tighter, tighter –

And then, to further the compression, on my
way into the hall I collide with a person. It is not Pedj and it is
not Mael, and the expression on his face tightens my ribcage with a
guilty, sorry sensation. “Apologies, Grim,” Techton says, and
despite my instinctive caution, he sounds sincere. “Really,
apologies.”

“You are awake!” I exclaim with surprise.
Looking past him allows for a view of a zombie holding his hands
out as if to say ‘do-not-blame-me.’

Techton proceeds to reach for me, but I shy
from him. The fresh feeling of his mouth upon my neck does not
permit me to accept him with grace.

Baring a wince, he shakes his head. “I’m
okay now. You . . . fed it.”

It. The hunger.

I do not trust him. I do not wish to rely on
him again. However, by the feel of it, I am without a choice. As
Feligo’s last bouts of Gold remove from my body and I begin to sink
to the floor, I give Techton one nod of warning, and with a tearful
Mael and an apprehensive Pedj looking on, the witch takes me again
in his arms.

It is with stiffness that I meet his chest.
Again, it is warm and good to be touched, but I cannot let myself
relax. I will not allow anyone to consume me unless it is he – the
sphinx waiting in the shadows. “Bexwin is gone,” I tell Techton, to
divert.

“Fill me in on the way down,” he says over
my head. “Lady, can you charge that doohickey up? Let’s get Grim
out of here before it happens again.”

That is little comfort.

“You do realize that something must be done,
do you not?” I say quietly enough that the necromancer will not
hear.

Techton swallows. “Yup.”

“Can you conjure some way for me to
communicate with the others, in case . . .”

“More like when.”

Aye, when. When we are forced to escape the
witch, I will need a way to speak to the others.

 


. . .

 


For once, I am grateful to be invisible. I
much prefer invisibility to being caught between realms. Outside, I
am able to skim without fear of sinking. Outside, I wait for the
others to gather supplies, alongside a
friend-turned-foe-turned-friend.

“Are you sure you want that playboy
to come with us?” the only one who may hear and see me says.

“Maestro Feligo has shown no such signs of
philandery! If anyone has . . .” It is my confidant himself. Not
that I should say so if I wish to keep the peace. “He is an asset,
Techton. A skilled fighter and a knowledgeable source. And . .
.”

“And?”

“If Bexwin awoke from this curse, then there
is a chance for Awyer to awaken as well. Feligo was the only one
who had considerable interaction with the Count. If something
valuable comes to the Maestro’s memory regarding the Count’s
skillset, then I wish to be near to hear it.”

“Makes sense. So, where to from here?”

I answer him nothing. There is a good chance
that we will part ways soon, and when that happens, he cannot know
where to find us. I am certain he already knows so deep down, for a
speck enters the bottom corner of his eye. A sad speck of parting
that is quickly lost to the darkness.

I ask, “Before we go to wherever we will go,
will you continue to work on it – on a way for me to communicate
with the others?”

He nods and scratches his chin with his
thumb. Leaned along the side of Sistel 48, he gazes into the city
whose many domes reflect the sinking golden sun. I watch him as he
watches it, unspeaking. Eventually, his hand moves from his chin to
his ear, where he takes up fiddling with his large earring.

“If you remove that plug, will there be a
hole in your ear?” I ask.

Not moving his eyes from the sun, he
answers, “Do you want to see?”

Not particularly.

The city is silent. Even the wind makes
quiet its howl. All around there are fallen sorcerers held within
shining domes that are not theirs. Only the mythics walk. Some born
as such, others forced.
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In the stillness of fading day, I again
study my confidant. There is a softness to him at the moment,
mimicking the kindness he used to hold, but it is shallow. Void has
taken that space, pushed out the good and replaced it with hunger.
When I suggested he drink Void, never did I expect it would take
him over so quickly. Perhaps Pedj’s secret is to blame. Perhaps its
power kick-started the process. Or perhaps that has nothing to do
with it. After all, Hamira and Gorma never suffered the burden of
addiction before becoming witch. Maybe Techton’s upbringing is to
blame.

“Heed this, Azurian. Some are born with
hungry veins. Some are born to crave mastery over magic. When
allowed to run their own course, taking things in stride, they may
turn out favorably. However, when one chosen for greatness is
forced to indulge before gaining control of his or her body and
mind, greatness may suffer into failure. The fault is not yours
that you cannot control it. The fault is mine, and Mael’s, and
those responsible for your upbringing.”

“At least you didn’t try blaming it on
fate,” Techton says, tiredly. “Like I told you before, I don’t
believe in that stuff.”

“I wish I could declare the same. I am at
war with fate. Destiny is what got us into this mess. It is what
separated me from my pactor.”

“I thought defying destiny is that
put him under?”

“True, but either way, we were not meant to
last. And for that, I shun fate.”

Techton is silent a moment. Then he
chuckles. “Since we’ve resorted to shunning fate, do you think
there’s a way to change mine?”

“Your fate?” I touch my neck in remembrance
of his transgression. There is no stopping a drive so powerful. “I
have thought on it long and hard, and unless this world is somehow
rid of Void and Gold completely, you will remain as you are until
death.”

“Until death, huh?”

 


By Thyst. We are bound. Until death.

 


When Awyer awakens, we will speak those
words to each other each night before dusk and each morning before
dawn. In the darkness, we will whisper.

Techton slaps his thigh. “Don’t worry, Grim.
He’s the hero, remember? He’ll make it through this. It’s us
villains I’d be worried about.”

“A hero, is he? Since when? Never did he
wish to save anyone.” I think on Awyer’s reluctance, concluding,
“If he is a hero, he is an unwilling hero. Is that not an
oxymoron?”

Techton releases a second chuckle. “When you
put it that way, maybe he’s a villain, too, for bringing about the
end the world, and maybe that makes you the hero,
Mistress.”

“Me?! I do not wish to save anyone either. I
only wish to be reunited with him.”

“But you’d save me, if you could, right? And
them, in there.”

“Well . . .” I am unsure of how to answer. I
was once willing to let all of Eldrade fall in order to advance
Awyer’s destiny. He comes first, true, but what would I do to
protect the others? Would I so easily let them fall for the sake of
convenience? I do care what happens to them, and for that, my
compromising feelings span wider then I ever thought they
would.

“Heloõs brolee, aquis brolee. Do you
get it now?” Techton says quietly into the sun.

“Are you saying that we are like brothers
now?”

“Sister’s more of what I had in mind, but
yup.” He tips his face toward mine, and upon it is a small,
sorrowful grin. When the grin has passed, he closes his eyes and
inhales a hearty helping of air and relaxes. “It’s better like
this. I can’t smell you anymore. Now, I just smell . . .”
Swallowing, he looks to the door of the sistel.

“She is not safe,” I tell him earnestly.
“And she will not cooperate when . . .”

When it is time.

“I’ll make it easier for her,” Techton says,
strained. “I’ll let it all out.”

I nod, even though it is unpleasant to
picture.

From there, we sit in silence as Techton
attempts to forget Mael’s tantalizing scent that wafts beneath the
sistel’s door. During his attempts, I make strides to distract him,
as it is the only thing I can do to aid in his fight.

“While we have a moment, my confidant, will
you tell me what Pedj’s secret entails? I have managed to deduce
that it involves his denial of Gold, although I cannot imagine why
he would resist so strongly–”

“DON’T!” My distraction backfires. Techton’s
gaze at the door turns from longing to lustful. A new twitch in his
face shows deeper signs of unhealthy desire. The darkness swells.
Even so, he fights to peel his eyes away. Yanking. Wrenching. And
when he has at last landed them again upon the city, he swallows a
second time. “Just don’t, Grim. Don’t bring it up, or I’ll lose
it.”

Lose it? It is a little late for that; his
breathing pattern is far from even and the twitch in his face
remains.

An ex-zombie’s secret is a dangerous secret
to keep, indeed.

“Contain yourself, witch,” I speak
compensatingly calmly. “You cannot ‘let it all out’ at this time.
There are things yet to be accomplished. The weak ones need a night
of rest before setting out, supplies must be gathered, plans must
be finalized, and you must find a way for me to communicate with
the others. If you begin to feel it, concentrate on
that.”

Giving a nod, Techton swipes his hand
through the air. “I’ll do my best, Mistress, but no promises. We’ll
see what they have to say.”

“Be careful.”

Taking flight, I leave him because I cannot
bear to be long in his hunger’s presence. Guilt is perhaps the
least desirable of the human emotions I have begun to feel. A skim
around the exterior of the sistel follows, during which I feel my
pull against my sphinx tighten and lapse. I eagerly await the
moment Mael’s creatures will bring him from that Gold-infested
place. Mayhap then we can find a dome to rest within free of Gold.
Mayhap then Feligo, Pedj and I can steal away from the witch and
his lady, in hopes of laying a new course.

One ally gained. One soon to be lost.

I lament that truth long after the others
emerge from Sistel 48 and move to a new dome, one free of Gold but
stocked with sleeping Azurians. Children, women, and men, all left
defenseless like my pactor; all halted mid-life. Long after the
others are fed and cleaned, I lament the looming truth of what will
soon happen. Techton keeps his distance from Mael and her sultry
nature, and instead continues to communicate with the dark beings
at his beck and call long into the night. Over a fire built by
hand, he mutters and spits. Feligo and Pedj whisper plots in an
adjoining room – plots that I cannot fully participate in, though I
attempt to contribute by marking their maps with the places upon
the land that might hold clues to righting the world. For the most
part, my messages are distorted, and I eventually give up. I will
simply have to hold out until Techton finishes his task.

Once given a taste of being heard and seen
by all, it is hard to revert to invisible.

Beside a sulking necromancer and her fallen
bone pile, I pine for my sleeping sphinx, whose skin is cooler than
it should be and whose eyes refuse to open. I will that he would
awaken and make me real; and as my growing hair turns to deepest
black, I almost feel the fire’s warmth flickering against my silver
cheeks.


Chapter VII: Pactor

 


“My faerie?”

Overhead, the sky changes from day to night
to day. In rolling waves, the stars and clouds pass. Alone, I stand
atop a tall timber, overlooking the rolling hills and forests and
mountlands surrounding Eldrade. The wind encompasses me, fiercer
than I have ever known; realer than I have ever known.

I am alive.

“My faerie?”

To the north, Ensecré peaks; to the west,
the Golden Lands glimmer; in the east, a sea surges; and to the
south, I see a battle. Bloőd and Azure clash.

“My faerie?”

A voice has been calling me, distantly.
Nearer it comes with each new call, until it is right against my
ear.

“Grim,” it says with perturbation,
“move.”

Suddenly, I experience the warmth of a body
behind me. Hands move into place upon my shoulders. A mouth pushes
against my hair.

“My ward. No, my pactor.” I am afraid to
turn around. Afraid that when I do, I will be thrust back into a
world where only the mythics walk.

“Grim. Do you hear me now?” he
says.

“I do hear you, my pactor.” I turn my
eyes to the rushing sky. “Where are we?”

“The realm of sleep and death,
Dimensia.”

“Of both sleep and death?” I ask.

“When we sleep, we slip into death. That
way, when we die we are not sorry. Dying is familiar. Like YOU are
familiar.”

“I am like dying?” I can no longer help
myself. In a tizzy, I spin to face him. At last to face him. The
shadows pass across his face as day and night rush overhead. The
winds of the wild push his hair, dark as untilled under-earth, to
and fro. His eyes, dark-lined and tilted and more like an animal
than any person’s, shine golden with guile.

“Awyer?” My body shakes because it does
not accept the image before it. My skin pricks because it excites
over the shock. My heart races because I have desired to see his
eyes more than anything.

The sphinx answers me with a smile, small
and covering only half of his mouth. “Your hair is longer,
Grim.”

I play unaware. “Oh? I-is it really?”

He leans forward and takes a lock of it
between his fingers, and I see that it is changing with the sky,
from purest white to deepest black. Catching my eye, he whispers,
“I like it that way, though. It suits you.”

I am fearful of reaching for him in the way
he has reached for me. I fear the rejection of passing through him.
Awyer detects the trouble of my thoughts. He sees it and he
banishes it away with one swift swipe, in which he takes my hand
and presses it to his cheek. Warm and soft and solid, his cheek
welcomes me without enchants. It is too much. And yet I crave more.
Indulgent, I trace the lines of his jaw with my index finger, from
chin to ear, down to his neck that is warm, even within the fight
of the wind.

“I have something to tell you,” I
struggle to say, though my throat closes with emotion. Surrounded
by rushing time and unreal space, I will tell him the words he
needs to hear. I will tell him that, “I lo–”

Shaking his head, the deliverer puts a
finger to my mouth. “Not until you wake me,” he says. “That is our
reward.”

Heart stopped, I will that I would maintain
composure. I should not say it until I wake him? Ah, yes. He yet
rests, and if we are speaking, it means I, too, am asleep. The
realm of sleep and death. The realm of Gold, as Feligo called it.
When I leave this place, will my feet again be stained golden?

The wind toys with the bottom of Awyer’s
tunic. It flutters against his body, light and listless.

Ache!

The aching that I have felt in the weeks
since his slumber intensifies in his presence. “You are yet
asleep,” I say.

“I am.”

“And I, too?”

“You are.”

As I feared. My chin falls to my chest, for
my eyes are too heavy. It is not meant to be this way! It is all,
all wrong! If we are speaking it should be because we are awake and
free of this curse we caused! Because of nonmaterial things like
destiny and honor and debt, we have come to be this way! I –

I am pulled against a chest. Strong, lean
arms are wrapped around me, and a kiss is placed upon my forehead.
The chest has a slower-than-average heartbeat, nearly too dim to be
detected. The dim heart of a curse. Mine, by contrast, races.
Stomach dropped, veins livened, Awyer’s embrace thrills me. I
clutch him in return, and press myself to him, attempting to melt
into one with his body. The muscles and bones of his back taunt
from beneath his shirt. The scent of him, youthful and rugged,
charges the air.

“Do not be sad,” he orders, alike a king.
“We will be together again. I will do whatever it takes. I denied
my ancestors so that we would have this chance. Do not let the
others waste it. Lead them. I will help.”

“How?” I whisper into the collar of his
shirt. “Do you know what transpires in the land of waking?”

“I gather what I can from here,” he says.
“And . . .”

But if he wishes to speak further, he is cut
off by my eagerness.

“That reminds me! Do you recall Feligo,
whom we encountered at the Rusticlands?”

“Mm.”

“We are now traveling with him.”

Awyer’s manner falls into one resembling
Techton’s whenever the silverfox comes into question. “Him?” he
says with loathing.

“Yes. And do not give me that tone. He
has proven himself an asset. He even discovered that Ark may have
been watching us through your sleeping body! And he disposed of the
threat! Do you know anything about that?”

“Ark?” Becoming rigid, Awyer releases me,
holding me instead at arm’s length. “Grim, this is important. That
stone went dull when we entered the Gloerlands. I . . . had it
relit for you. Does it work again?”

“The everglowing crystal?”

Eyes sternly on mine, Awyer nods.

“It works, but what shall I do with it?”
I say, breathless under the intensity of his golden stare.

“In the dark parts of Dimensia, there are
spirits that can communicate with the awake. They say someone near
you has power over the dark. Give the crystal to him.”

Someone near to me that has control of the
dark? Techton, of course. Then that means the dark beings at his
beck and call hail from the land of sleep and death. Very well. But
from the sound of it, Awyer does not yet know of Techton’s
transformation into witch. If I tell him now, he will suffer. His
fondness for the others far exceeds my own.

“I will give it to him,” I say. “But what
do you mean you had it relit? And why have you dodged my question
about Ark?”

Awyer looks away with guilt. “I made a deal.
There was no helping it. You needed it lit.”

“A deal?” I say. “Not that I am
displeased over your usage of craft, but if it has something to do
with Ark–”

“I did not know it would be him. I only
granted them brief usage of my body.”

His body!

“My pactor! That is highly
irresponsible!”

“Shhh.” Again Awyer places a finger to my
mouth. “You said that maestro got rid of him. All that matters now
is that you have the lit stone. There is more I need to tell you
before you go. Do not waste it by yelling at me.”

With a sigh, I nod. I am in no position to
argue.

As he removes his finger from my lips, Awyer
smiles. “I have missed you, . . . my mistress.”

My stomach writhes. “Do not call me that. It
makes my pulse speed.”

His smile turns sly. “I am aware.”

Under the influence of hottened cheeks, I
fold my arms against myself. “What more have you to tell me?”

But just as I ask, something changes. The
rapidly turning sky becomes still, stuck somewhere between twilight
and midnight. The timber holding us begins to sink. Before I can
understand what is happening, Awyer jumps at me, and takes embrace
of me once more. “Not yet,” he tells my hair.

‘Not yet?’ But though, I try to speak it,
my voice does not come.

“Do not leave me yet,” he says. “Argh! I
thought we would have more time! There is stuff I need to tell
you!”

His embrace on me shifts from sturdy to
gelatinous, and I understand: I am waking.

No! I do not wish to awaken yet! I do not
have vast experience with dreams, but I thought they were longer
than just a passing of minutes!

With new rapidness, my pactor begins to
ramble into my ear, all the while holding me as close to his chest
as possible. “Grim, do not forget: Give the lit stone to the dark
one. And remember what I asked you before: How do you KNOW you will
fade if you are unpacted? To understand Ark, understand his agents.
Also, there is a place I have never gone to. THAT is where you need
to go. I do not know if THEY know about it or not, but you have to
bring them there, all right? Can you do that?”

‘What? Who and where? You are being
vague!’ I wish to scold him for speaking with haste and ambiguity,
but those words will not come. My voice is lost to waking. But
there is something I MUST know before I return to reality.
Something imperative if I hope to continue. And so, with all of the
power within me, I will that my words would sleep.

“Is there a way to wake you?” I manage,
weakly.

Awyer’s voice is only an echo in my head.
“Yes.”

“How!?”

“I do not know, but there IS a way. I
heard . . .”

‘What did you hear!? What?!’

His face no longer exists in my mind. I no
longer exist in that plane. I know that I am only lying in a hover
beside a pile of bones, eyes pressed and clinging to the remnants
of dream. Sleep. Sleep. Sleep. I will myself to return to that
place and connect with him, and as the last bits of drowsiness
leave me, I hear him speak one last thing:

“The prophecy.”

 


“The prophecy?”

I blink away the last bits of dream and am
welcomed to the world of the living by the face of a witch. “You
okay, Grim?” Heavy-eyed, Techton stands over me, staring downward
with an expression of curiosity. “You were tossing, so . . .”

“The prophecy!” I say again, bolting up.

“Prophecy?” His jaw sets with a jerk. “Where
did you hear about a prophecy?” For some reason, his question is
graver than it ought to be, but I cannot concern over that right
now. I must make haste to repeat the details of the dream, lest I
forget something of import!

“Ah! Call for Pedj!” I issue. “He holds the
everglowing crystal! We must recover it from him! Awyer told me
that I should give it to you! I suspect it will aid us greatly in
our quest!”

Techton rubs his eyes with the backside of
his hand. “So I gather you had another dream?”

“It was not a mere dream!” I say with gusto.
“It was as Feligo said! I entered Dimensia, the realm of sleep and
death, and there I saw him, and touched him, and spoke with him.”
With fondness, I look to the sleeping sphinx beside me whose skin
has reverted to cold and whose eyes have yet to give so much as a
flutter.

“Well, that’s good news,” Techton says with
something of a strained smile; then he lowers his voice. “But what
were you saying about a prophecy?”

“Never mind that! I shall find out more next
time! What is important at present is getting the crystal into your
hands. Please, Techton, fetch Pedj!”

“Right now?”

“At once!”

“Even though he’s sleeping?”

I do a scan of the room. Light from the
fireplace serves as the chamber’s only illumination. Its shadows
pattern the wall with nonsense. “It is not morning?” I ask.

“Not yet.”

“Then why are you not asleep?”

“You gave me a job, remember?” He runs his
fingers through the air to prove his point.

True. But I did not expect him to work
through the night. No matter. “It is important enough that you
should wake the zombie,” I say.

The cousins, as it turns out, have chosen to
sleep in an adjoining room, safely away from the hungry Azurian.
Feligo, on the other hand, rests on a couch opposite the fire,
presumably to keep watch over said hungry Azurian. Aye, his
breathing is not heavy enough to be truly asleep. Awyer remains
where Mael left him. Jumbled over the fallen bones of his carriers.
I sit at his side with renewed faith. He and I spoke. Even if not
in this realm, our words and touch exchanged.

Words and touch.

Touch.

Why did I not think to do more when I had
the chance?! Why did I not caress him and throw upon him my
affections. Why . . .? Thoughtfully, I bring my fingertips to my
lips and am overcome by a tremble. When I remember what it is like
to stare at him, inches away, I realize why I did not act with
boldness. Even now, I am embarrassed by the notion. Even now, my
neck grows hot.

A few fleeting moments with my sphinx is all
it takes to make me feel human.

“What?! What prophecy?!” Before I can finish
that thought, Pedj comes running from the side room in a fluster.
Techton is closely in tow.

“Be quiet, now, or you’ll say something you
regret,” the Azurian warns. “Am I right?”

“But–!”

Techton shakes his head. In response, Pedj
closes his mouth, but eyes my distorted shadow with discomfort.
When I inquire as to why the ex-zombie is so ruffled, Techton
refuses to say anything more than, “He’s a little grumpy, I
guess.”

But that is not it. Both reacted to
‘prophecy’ with peculiarity. I cannot dwell on it now. Via my
confidant, I instruct Pedj to bequeath the crystal unto Techton,
before escaping them to consider the other things my pactor spoke
to me.

I float to one of the beams crossing the
ceiling, and there I will remain until the first moments of
dawn.

How do I know I will cease to exist without
a pactor? To understand Ark, I must first understand his agents.
Agents like Chast. In addition, there is a place Awyer has never
been to. I must take ‘them’ to ‘that place’, whether ‘they’ know it
or not. And lastly, Awyer knows there is a way to awaken him
because of a prophecy he heard. The same prophecy that seems to
make Techton and Pedj distressed.

Both Techton and Pedj? Something they know
that the rest of us do not?

 


. . . The secret?

 


THE secret! Might the prophecy have
something to do with the secret Pedj spoke to both the witches of
Ensecré, as well as to Techton!? And whatever it is, it has to do
with Pedj’s unwillingness to use Gold. I will drill Techton, and if
that does not work, I will wait until I am again heard and seen by
all, and I will force Pedj into confession. Weaker than the rest,
he should be easy enough to break.

As I think through the things spoken to me
by my pactor, I keep watch over my confidant as he mumbles and
whispers at the fire. Crystal glowing brightly from his palm, he
draws his free hand through the air in conjure of the dark beings
who will aid him. And when it appears at last that he will give up,
when the first light of dawn streams through the bladed windows, I
offer him my support:

“I will tell you a secret, Techton, if it
will help.”

He looks to my perch. “If it involves your
Amethyst boy, I already know it.”

My chagrin flares. “Not that secret! Another
one, from a distant life. It is something I have not even told my
pactor. Surely it is powerful enough to charge you in place of the
sleep you lack.”

Letting out a wide yawn, he shrugs. “Why
not?” he says amidst a second yawn.

“Here I come!” Leaping from the catwalk, I
dive to where he stands. He holds out his arms to catch me, but I
fall right through them and begin to circle him.

“You’re an energetic little thing tonight,
aren’t you?”

That is because my heart is newly
restored.

“If I tell you this secret, you must promise
never to speak it to another,” I warn.

“Well, duh. That’s what makes it a
secret.”

“Very well. Here goes nothing.” Forcing
bravery into myself, I halt my spin, position my mouth before
Techton’s ear and whisper a thing almost as forbidden as my love
for Awyer:

 


“I once killed one of my wards.”

 


The secret lights green in the air as it
passes from my mouth, until it is swallowed by the witch’s ear.
Upon receiving it, Techton’s drooped frame straightens. His tired
lids rise. He rolls his head and cracks his neck, and when he turns
to look at me, his eyes sear with green light.

“Is that so?” he says. “If I’m not mistaken,
that’s highly frowned upon. Would you like to explain
yourself?”

I shake my head because I feel shame.

“Okay, then. However naughty you are, at
least it did the trick.” He flexes his hands. “Let me get back at
it and see if I can’t do something with the secret you so
graciously donated–” Just then, a thought strikes him. I see it as
it crosses his stare, strong as a torrent. While the thought is
still within his grasp, he touches his ear, looks to the crystal,
and whispers, “Transference.”


Chapter VIII: Gray

 


Pedj holds the darkened crystal to the
midmorning sun. “What the crank am I supposed to do with this?”

“Swallow it,” says Techton.

“What?” I protest. “Do not allow him to do
that! It is the only one we have. What if I need to speak to
someone else?”

“SURE, then,” Techton says. “Apparently,
Grim doesn’t want you to swallow it. I don’t know how much good
it’ll do, but try putting it in your mouth instead.”

No longer holding its glow, the crystal has
become whispered with Void transferred from Techton’s breath. The
only way to see and hear things unseen is by ingesting Void, and
consequently, turning into a witch like Techton. But what if the
Void is separated from the body, contained within a stone capable
of protecting magicks? An everglowing crystal is capable of
emitting eternal light. If Techton’s theory is correct, it may also
be capable of emitting eternal Void.

Pedj holds the thing before his face and
frowns. “Don’t think I could swallow somethin’ this size
anyhoop.”
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With an air of anxiousness, Techton looks to
the door of towering Sistel 6, ‘the archives’, where his lady pours
over texts with a handsome stranger. “Just put it in your mouth,
would you?” he growls.

“Oka, oka. Geesh. Got on pushy.” First
polishing the black stone against his shirt, Pedj pops it into his
mouth and closes his eyes.

I zip before his face in preparation. In
hope. In breathlessness.

“Do it,” I say to him. “Open your eyes. See
me. Hear me.”

“Gwim?” Cheek full of crystal, Pedj’s eyes
shoot open and set squarely upon mine. “Gwim!” His gaze is focused.
It does not pass through me, as so many do.

“It has worked? You see me!?”

“Not as good as in the Golden Pwace. You’s
kinda fwickerin’. But your voice’s clearer than what it was
yefferday!”

Joy, pristine and bold, enters me. I rush to
thank the witch responsible for the miracle. “My confidant! You
have accomplished a great and selfless task! You have my
gratitude!” In my glee, I attempt to place my arms around his neck,
at the last moment remembering that I cannot, and instead placing
them in a hover above his shoulders.

“I’m glad it worked,” the Azurian says.
Tipping his forehead forward darkly, he adds, “I’m really am glad,
Grim.” Again, he looks to the door of Sistel 6 – an unspoken
display of his intentions. I read them.

“You do not mean to–! Not yet!”

“Shhh.” He places his finger to where my
untouchable mouth floats. “I’m not the only one who can hear you
now.”

To be sure, Pedj watches our exchange with
curiosity. “What’re you two discuffin’ on?”

“Little rude to be talking with your mouth
full, don’t you think?” says Techton.

“Doy! Not like I have a cwankin’ choice!
Gimme a break, you!”

Techton grins. It is a forced show of
playfulness. Pedj does not perceive it, but I do. There is faint
bitterness behind the grin. Our time together runs ever short.

Now that I am no longer reliant on him,
everything is changed. We may press forth without fear of losing my
sole confidant. Mael and Feligo are even now gathering as much
information on naefaeries as they can. To understand Ark, we must
first understand his agents. We bank on the prospect that I do not
know my kind as well as I think.

“Pedj,” I instruct, “go and tell the others
of Techton’s success. Tell them to gather up their belongings and
whatever documents you see fit. Make haste!” At my bidding, the
zombie scrambles into the archives building. I am left alone with
my confidant. “What you said before about making it easier for Mael
. . .” My words trail.

“It won’t be much of a stretch. Once I give
it an allowance, it’ll take over,” the addict-turned-witch
says.

“Then you mean to do it immediately!?”

My confidant nods a solemn nod. “You made it
clear you don’t want me to leave the city with you. Pedj and that
playboy’s secret meeting last night shows they’re on the same page.
It’s exile for me. Sooner is better, in my case. Besides, you can’t
really set a destination until you’re sure I won’t follow.”

“But why this instant?! Can you not give us
a little more time to prepare?!”

“You wouldn’t ask that if you knew how close
I came to going after her last night. If you hadn’t kept me busy–”
He looks to his hands, which have started to shake – “I don’t know
what I would have done.” I mean, Lady gave me some this morning,
and I’m already . . .” He wets his lips. “See? You don’t know how
much it’s eating at me. I have to do this while I still can.”

My throat catches. “So that you know, I will
not kill you.”

“Gee, thanks.” He releases a
sarcastic rasp. “Anyway, you better not. I’m going to find out what
I can, too. If I figure out anything important, I’ll have
them deliver it to you.” He swishes his fingers through the
air.

Them. The dark spirits of Dimensia.

At the thought of them, something
occurs to me. “But . . . will ‘they’ not also betray our location
to you?”

“Yup.”

“Then . . . will you not follow us
anyway?!”

“I’ll try not to.”

“And if you cannot resist?”

“That’s why you’re getting a head
start.”

“THAT IS HARDLY COMFORTING!”

CLASH!

The door to the Sistel 6 comes clashing open
as an excited ex-zombie comes bouncing out, posse on heel. The
crystal is no longer in his cheek; it instead rests between his
fingers, moist and glistening. “You wanna try?” he offers to
Feligo.

“I’ll pass,” the fox says once inspecting
the wet quality of the object. Mael, on the contrary, is not
fazed.

“I’ll,” she says, raising her hand, and
without so much as dabbing away the excess moisture, she tosses the
stone into her mouth. Her eyes fixate on me at once. “Works! Hullo,
Miffress.” She flattens her mouth into a goonish smile. “Now we’ll
get on oka even if Techt . . .” But the taste of her words makes
her falter. She shoots a shifting glance at her witch.

Pedj clears his throat.

“Needs a break,” Mael finishes, turned
downtrodden.

I watch Techton, in wonder of whether or not
he will take it as a cue. But take it as a cue, he does not. Or
rather, he is not given the chance, for at that precise moment,
Feligo, the most perceptive of the group, stands rigid.

“Someone’s here!” he says. He closes his
eyes and raises his nose into the air alike a meerkat. His
inspection lasts only a second. With a flash of Gold-polished
silver, his blade pulls from the sheath and holds at the ready.

“What’s is?” says Pedj, backing against the
sistel.

“Mael,” I speak at her without need for
confidant. “Raise Awyer, in case we need to make an escape.”

She nods with determination and begins
summoning the bones to rise. Techton, too, sets off in a mutter,
forming an incantation of defense. I pull from Awyer, readying a
ball of Gold. Only Pedj refrains from action.

The street ahead of the archive is long and
straight and lined with smaller government domes. Fake trees with
faded yellow leaves stand in place of street signs. On the opposite
end of the stretch stands a large monument – pieced together metal
resembling the shape of a man. It is from that statue that I first
feel the presence.

Someone indeed comes.

But as I squint through the gold of
daylight, I see no figure to accompany the feeling. Not anything
tangible, at any rate. It is more so as though there is a
disturbance in the atmosphere. The golden sleepness pulls aside and
distorts the image of the statue.

And from the darkness beyond, a figure
steps.

Ah. Now I see him. Now he is tangible.

And now I hear him, whistling.

Gasp.

The gray being is alike something from a
nightmare, tall and dressed in a shiny black garment that drapes to
his feet and comes up to his face. The garment does not stop at his
neck; its collar rises to his nose, cutting across his face so
that, of his features, only his pale eyes are exposed. If there are
pupils to be found within those eerie gray eyes of his, I cannot
see them.

He does not walk in strides as most men do;
rather, the bottom of his garment lingers just above the ground. He
is as I am in some ways. But he is not faerie. And he is not human.
And above all, if he is able to distort the Gold of the air, he is
not to be trifled with.

“Ark,” Pedj breathes. “He’s Ark!”

“He is the one who spied through the
sphinx,” Feligo charges through his teeth, whilst clutching his
hilt ever tighter.

Techton ceases his mutter. “Uh-oh. I’m
pretty much useless then.” Void will not attack Void. But the rest
of us, we may be of use if Ark’s aim is to attack.

But why should he attack now? Why should he
even show his face? Why, when he and the sphinxes allowed us to
leave the Golden Lands without acknowledgement?

“Do not strike,” I instruct of Mael. “But
focus your energy on raising Awy–”

“Look who it is.” The gray man’s words flow
freely through me, tasting of liquid honey. I am not prepared. At
once, I fall victim to their charm. Without thunder to mask their
sweetness, they slip into me, wasting naught to work their
intoxication. And I am not the only one affected. To my left,
Techton shivers and stares at the dark shroud that is Ark’s
garment.

“Hold steady, witch,” I warn him. “We cannot
lose you just yet.” But even as I say them, my words stammer.

“Faerie.” Ark approaches only so far as the
centerpoint between the statue and us, and there he waits,
presumably for me. “Yes, I’m talking to you. The faerie
who’s more woman than she should be. Come here.”

He wishes for me to leave the others and go
to him? It is not wise to separate from those who may offer me aid.
That is certain. Yet . . . perhaps speaking first with the gray man
will ensure that no ‘aid’ is necessary.

So I say, but what I really wish for is to
confront the man who dared use my resting pactor’s body as a tool.
My sacred sphinx’s form defiled by the destroyer of the world. The
thought of it heats my rage. Still, I should take caution over my
next action. Ark is powerful and persuasive, and I have no way of
knowing his intentions.

While I deliberate, Feligo makes motion of
his own. He takes a step – a single, dangerous step with the
potential to sabotage all chances of confrontation.

“No!” I make plea. “Techton, bid him to
wait! There may not be need for violence!”

But my confidant is of little use. It is
Mael who conveys my wishes.

“Fine!” the fox huffs, snobbish, retracing
his step. “But if that’s the case, then why hasn’t he addressed us?
In Azuria we have a special way of dealing with traitors and spies.
As Maestro of this city, I take his silence as a confession and
will initiate any and all punishment if he doesn’t speak up
soon!”

“He is speaking,” I confess via Mael. “To
me. Only to me, it seems. I will go to him and inquire what
he wants. Be at the ready.”

And without permission, I skit away from
those who may protect me. I skit away and feel my bond with Awyer
straining.

I flit only a short distance nearer before
calling to him. “What is it, fiend? What have you to say? Voice
yourself!”

“There’s no reason to shout,” Ark speaks. “I
haven’t come for your pactor who so stupidly gave up immortality.
I’m here on other business. Now get over here.”

I am reluctant, for fear of trap. “If I do,
will you swear to speak peaceably?” I ask.

“My business with your pactor is through.
Come.”

The more he speaks, the less I need
convincing. His words weave a comforting veil around my shoulders.
Snug. Secure. My vision disfigures. Moving forward is the soundest
option. But I must retain a clear head. For the sake of my pactor
and his companions, I must . . . not . . .

In the center of the deserted street, the
tall, dark being waits for me. His ears point outwards, like mine.
His body skims the air, like mine.

“What are you?” I ask dizzily.

“Tsk, tsk. Why would you want to know a
thing like that, faerie? Are you ready to join me now? I always
knew you were willing, but to throw yourself at me when your
pactor’s just over there? You’re something of a scamp, aren’t you?”
I cannot tell whether he is being playful or sincere, for his eyes
show no expression. “A little farther,” he coaxes. “That’s
it.”

My body moves without fear. Closer. Closer.
And as I come up to where he is, I feel someone following in my
wake. I fight to glance over my shoulder and my skull weighs more
than it should. The world moves with me in a blur, until eventually
I am able to see behind me, only to find that Techton is my
follower. Giving in to his lesser qualities, he follows.

“Stop him, Mael!” My words fall to the wind
in a jumble. Lo, I am lucky. The broken pieces reach Mael, and at
my command, she gives up her task of necromancy and begins firing
enchants after Techton.

“They can see you?” The gray man’s voice is
singsong. “I believe some gratitude’s in order, then. Gold’s a
giving courtesan and I’m the one that introduced you to her, after
all.”

Though he is wrong, I say nothing.

“So it isn’t because of Gold that
they can see you,” Ark perceives anyway. “As I thought. Your aura’s
very easy to read. It’s true – the Gold here isn’t thick enough to
make you materialize. You have few tricks in your bag, then? Good
for you.”

Is he . . . patronizing me?

“Tell me what you want,” my muzzled tongue
manages. “The world is in disarray, and it was your will. My fief .
. . my pactor is lost to me.”

“Don’t kid yourself, wretched faerie. He
chose to go under.”

“Do not speak to me so! Either way, he would
have been lost to me.”

“And either way, you shouldn’t care.”

That is truth. Were I an average naefaerie,
losing my ward would not have bothered me so. But Awyer is more
than my ward. He is my all.

I look to the ground, where my shadow melts
with Ark’s. In my anger, I find clarity.

“What is more, you used Awyer’s body to
watch us! How dare you think to defile his–”

“Listen to my words, faerie. Liiiisten.”

I close my eyes. I am wooed. My head is
heavy. My body is light.

“I’m here to offer you a deal. An
exchange.”

“Ex . . . change?”

“If you agree to give up Queen Necromancer,
I’ll sever your bond for you. From the look of it, it’s already on
the verge of snapping.”

“Queen . . . Necromancer?” Only one person
in proximity matches that description: Mael. “What do you . . .
want with her?”

“Let’s just say I made a mistake when I let
you leave that place. Thank the Void, I was listening in, or I
wouldn’t have caught it.”

“Caught . . . what?” I ask.

“Why should I tell you? Mites don’t need to
know much of anything, and you exist less than a mite. All that’s
important is that I heard his confession, and now that I know, I
have an interest in the girl. Give her to me, faerie. You
understand. It’s right to side with your kind. I freed this world
for mythics like you. One day you’ll thank me, and then you’ll join
me. I’ll be a greater master than you’ve ever known.”

“Thank you?” It is enough to snap me out of
stupor. “Why ever would I thank you when you are what separated me
from my ward?! And make no mistake – I have already met my greatest
master, for he is not a master but an equal. You, oppressor, have
no room to speak.”

Ark stares at me. “Don’t judge. I happen to
like faeries. I feel a special fondness for them. Even nippy ones
like you.”

“Is that why you force them to pact with
you!? Is that why you turn them to agents?! It is your fault
Chast–”

“Don’t say her name. It’s wretched. I’m
still grieving.”

Suddenly my ire grows to intensity. “Do not
toy with me! I know you do not care for us! You merely use us as
tools and toss us away as you like!” I do not know why I react as I
do. It is as if I am personally slighted. “We mean nothing to
you!”

But, for my wrath, Ark is calm. “Do you have
any grounds for those accusations? You don’t really know what
you’re talking about, so I’ll forgive you this time. And I’ll even
let you in on a secret. I don’t force your kind; I free
them.”

“Ha!”

“What do you think happens when a naefaerie
fails to find a pactor?”

They fade.

Or . . .

 


How do you KNOW you will fade if you are
unpacted? To understand Ark, understand his agents.

 


The words of my sphinx echo in my mind.

“They don’t die,” says Ark. “They
drift. As did the faeries you so brutally left behind in the
Amethyst City. Without a supply of power, naefaeries can do little.
I find them, and offer them the power they need. And with Void, so
much more is accomplishable. They may be whatever age they want to
be, go wherever they want to go, and pact with whomever they want
to pact with, without fear of rejection. Sorry, faerie. I’m not the
villain you want me to be. If you need to call me something, call
me savior.”

Savior.

I don’t want to believe his words, but the
feel of them is good.

“I can free you, like I freed them. All you
need to do is give me Queen Necromancer.”

Although his words may entice, his offer is
too much to swallow. “No . . .” I am again heavy with intoxication.
“I have . . . no desire to be ‘freed’. There is one thing I desire
and it is not something you . . . can . . . give me.”

“You’d really choose to be stuck to that
anchor for all eternity?”

Fury – sweet, sweet fury – comes once more
to my rescue, pulling me from surrender.

“He is not merely an anchor!” I lash. “Do
you not see? He is more important than anyone. I . . . love
him.”

Compromising.

Perhaps MOST compromising is admitting one’s
weakness to an enemy.

For the first time since I have known him,
Ark’s face changes expression. His forehead flinches, as does his
light-headed hold on me. “You could say I’m sympathetic, faerie.
I’ll leave your people be if you make a promise to me.”

Too suddenly he plays a hand of compliance.
I wait for a rebuttal, though none comes.

“Did you hear me? I said I’ll leave if you
make me a promise.”

Truly!? My compromising revelation makes him
change his tone with such ease? I struggle to maintain composure.
“It depends on what the promise is.”

“If you really feel that strongly about him,
forget about waking the world and concentrate only on him. Don’t
allow those necromancers anywhere near Cascade Yel’ram. Keep them
far away from there. If you do that, I’ll let you seek out a cure
for your pactor in peace. If you break your promise, I WILL come
for him, and I won’t feel bad about it. Understand?”

“I . . .” The bond between Awyer and me is
tense. I do not wish to stay away from him for long. I do not wish
ever to stay away from him. “I understand,” I say.

“Then you’re released.”

“Released?”

But even as I ask, I realize that I have not
been in an ordinary state. I have been away from the others too
long without interruption. I understand that now.

Turning to find them, I let out a gasp. The
reason they did not come for me is because I am not so easily
reached. Surrounding Ark and me is a gray version of the city,
devoid of life and Gold. I see domes, regal and polished, lining
the cobbled metal street, and far away, seeming smaller than
natural, one witch, two necromancers, and a silverfox ram their
fists and bodies against something – a wall I cannot see.

Unbeknownst to me, the gray man has used his
words to pull me into a fold of sorts; a pocket within space.

I have been lured.

“Because I’m feeling nice, I’ll tell you one
more thing,” says Ark.

I complete my spin, but the gray man is not
where he formerly stood. Only his inebriating voice remains.

“Gold is drawn to mythic power. In places
where many mythics reside, a faerie looking to feel human might fit
right in. If you want to walk as man walks, find a mythic city and
hole yourself up in a pocket of Gold. There, you’ll feel whole . .
. almost.”

“Nonsense. There is naught that can make me
whole but he who slumbers yonder.”

There is no reason for me to admit something
so compromising to an enemy, but admit it I do. And regret it
instantly I do. If Ark even bothered to hear it, I do not know. The
shroud of gray drops and I stand alone, in the center of the
sistel-lined street, dizzy and subdued.

“Gwim!” Pedj’s voice is first to find me.
Having taken the stone in his mouth, he has claimed the role of my
second confidant. He begins a sprint to my side.

“Is she oka?!” Mael is uncommonly
anxious.

“Yae, I sense her now!” the Maestro says,
giving a grandstanding point. “She’s right there!”

“Shadow!” Mael copies his point at my
defining feature.

When I attempt to zoom to where the others
gather, my flight is lagging. How I wish Awyer were awake to sweep
me into his arms like the last time I was intoxicated! But that is
not the case, and it will not happen in the near future; thus, I
wait for the rest to come to me.

“Are you all right, Grim?” Approaching,
Techton appears less than healthy. The amassing of Void
accompanying Ark’s presence placed a toll on him. His thirst goes
unquenched.

“I am as well as I can be. Focus your
attention and repeat what I say!” Through my confidant, I make
haste to divulge that which I have learned from the gray man. With
slurred words, I speak of his strange compassion for me. His signs
of emotion. I tell of his claims involving naefaeriedom and his
propositioning of Mael. But there are things I refrain from sharing
because the more I share, the tenser the air becomes.

Mael pales upon hearing of his want for
her.

Pedj turns shifty. His teeth begin a
grind.

Techton, too, is off put by my news.

Only Feligo houses a shallow expression of
vendetta. He slams his fist into his palm and shouts, “If he told
you not to go there, then that is exactly where we should go! What
is the name of this forbidden land?!”

“B-but if he told us to not go there, maybe
he’s expectin’ us to go there and whatnot,” says Pedj. “Like maybe
he’s tellin’ us not to go there so that we’ll go there, and
supposin’ when we get there, it’ll be a big CRANKIN’ TRAP?! TWIG
IT?!” The ex-zombie is peculiarly fired up.

And he is right.

Ark told me to forget about curing the
world, parallel with his order not to go to Yel’ram, implying that
the answers lie within Yel’ram. Then again, mayhap he said so
solely to bait us. Another luring with sweet words.

But why all of that business about not
bringing the necromancers there?

Between my pactor and me, I feel a spark,
faint yet undeniable.

 


Also, there is a place I have never gone to.
THAT is where you need to go. I do not know if THEY know about it
or not, but you have to bring them there, all right?

 


The pieces fit into place like a cracked
vase rebuilt. Aye, THIS is what Awyer spoke of. It is settled. I
must guide Pedj and Mael, as it is the only lead. It is not my wish
to save the world, but in saving the world, Awyer will be saved.
The same cannot be said of taking Ark’s offer.

And so we shall go to Yel’ram.

But I cannot name our destination in front
of Techton. As far as the witch goes, the situation is not stable.
It is obvious in the way he carries himself even now. Holding his
wrist in his opposite hand, he looks to be pressing his arm across
his body in an act of restraint.

“Is this an act, Techton?” I ask in
confidence, knowing that Mael cannot hear. “Or is it true desire
you fight?”

Pedj, who has long known that the witch must
eventually be dealt with, responds nothing. Though upon further
inspection, he is lost in his own thoughts anyway. Most likely, he
is worried about Ark’s deal.

Techton answers me in a snarl, “What do you
think, Grim?” His ferocity comes from nowhere.

We have experienced it before. We know what
comes next.

“Techt!” Mael lets out a squeal and
foolishly lurches toward the tinderbox, and is stopped dramatically
by Feligo’s outstretched arm. His flair heightens under the
influence of danger.

“My confidant? Are you doing what you said
you would?” I cannot tell, for the glare over his face is more than
convincing; it is harrowing. What is more, his dulled eyes darken
into a darkness so deep that his pupils are lost. “Witch,” I
speak at him sternly. “Give me a sign so that I will know whether
or not to go easily on you!”

I am answered, but not in the way I hope.
Without warning, a web of tar-like void shoots from Techton’s palm.
My motions are already soggy, disconnected, and imprecise from my
meeting with Ark, and I am not swift enough to dodge the witch’s
attack. It hits with accuracy. The wind is knocked from me, though
I am windless. Wrapped in sticky gunk, I succumb to the ground.

“HOOP!”

At last, Pedj reacts – yet even before he
can tell the others what Techton has just committed, Mael takes it
upon herself to cry,

“Stop! I’s gonna feed you, Techt, so
stop!”

Not that it looks as though Techton requires
her permission.

A second web of Void is directed at Feligo,
who yet stands before Mael. Because the perceptive fox is with
agions intact, he anticipates the strike with a slash of his sword.
The Void reflects, barreling off into the city and sticking against
an unfortunate park bench.

But for all of his effort, the love-struck
necromancer is impulsive. She dodges from around her guardian, lays
herself directly in the line of fire, and opens her arms. “Take
me.”

It does not help that her lip pouts and her
chest bounces.

I struggle against my sticky restraints, but
fail to make leeway. Yes, we spoke of staging an incident, but the
feel in the air is stomach-turning! My turned stomach knows the
truth before my mind: Ark’s voided presence was enough to send the
newborn witch over the edge. We are in real danger.

While Pedj is as useless as ever, stalled
with mouth agape, Feligo is proactive. Firing off a warning at
Techton, he follows up by cutting his sword through the air and
sending a series of golden waves at the threat. Each is evaded by
the witch as he uses Void to perform rapid darts through space that
are all too similar to movements I have witnessed from the crones
of Ensecré.

We do not stand a chance.

In a matter of heartbeats, Techton is upon
his prey. Pressed against the side of Sistel 6, Mael does not
struggle as her arms are pinned over her head by a rope of
void.

“Pedj! If you do not act, he will pull from
her until there is nothing left! The time to depart from him is
now!” I scream at the holder of the crystal as he quakes in fear.
Not so fearful is the silverfox. Agilely, he leaps to Mael’s aid,
and is knocked into submission by another web of Void.

Techton is more powerful than he was
previously! His incants come without effort, and he sustains three
separate spells at once, holding Feligo, Mael and me separately
captive!

 


I once killed one of my wards.

 


DREAD.

My secret allows for that which was not
possible before!

“ZOMBIE! DO SOMETHING!” Wriggling from my
voided chains, willing my inebriated head to clear, I let out a
plea to the only one yet free.

“D-don’t,” Pedj musters meekly. It does
little, though. The Azurian has already begun to taste his meal.
Mouth moving with hers, he forces Void-stained Gold from her
tongue. He moves with dual drives: Both the desires of man and
witch fuel him. He wants her as a meal; he wants her as a woman,
and he does not care that we protest.

“PEDJ! YOU CANNOT REFRAIN ANY LONGER!
WHATEVER YOU FEAR, BE IT PROPHECY OR SECRET OR GOLD, YOU MUST ACT!
YOU ARE NOW FULL NECROMANCER AND YOU ARE OF THE SAME BLOOD AS MAEL!
YOUR POWER SHOULD RIGHTLY RIVAL HERS!”

The Void entrapping me does not approve of
my cries. It slithers upwards, around my neck and to my mouth,
where it attempts to enter me.

 


It is the end. Just when we have been shown
the way, we are ended by one of our own.

 


Light. Golden light falls over a city
already marked by Gold. Before I know what is happening, the Void
surrounding me sizzles in the light. I am blinded. All is blinded,
for the Gold reflects off of the sistels, turning the world bright
as the sun.


Chapter IX: Prophecy

 


Without sight, I struggle up from the ground
and wait for the light to clear.

It does.

And when it does, things are not as they
were.

Techton is paces away, blown to the ground
from the blast. A disarrayed Feligo feels about for his sword. And
my feet do not skim the ground. They are firmly planted. I am
solid. I am real.

Indeed, Feligo’s sight sets on me and with
it, his brow line shows incomprehension.

With weak legs, I attempt to stand.

The light dims further, revealing the rest
of the street. A pair of cousins stand, hand in hand, and circled
by a halo of Gold. Mael looks to be as unaware as the rest of us,
but Pedj? The zombie’s eyes show fear deeper than even the fear of
Ark. Immediately, he performs a snap retrieval of his hand from
Mael’s and staggers away from her, looking regretful.

“Pedjram? What–?” But even as she speaks, a
change undergoes in Mael. Her eyes flash with Gold and a knowing
registers through her mien.

“It’s all your fault, you!” Pedj shouts at
fallen Techton. “If you weren’t off your CRANKIN’ NUT!”

“Zombie!” I say. “Your Gold is bright!
Brighter than even that of the sphinxes!”

Rather than flattered, Pedj is crestfallen.
“Ain’t mine. It’s ours.”

Feligo holds the sistel’s edge for support.
“What are you talking about? And why can I see the fae? You
produced enough Gold to materialize her?”

“Won’t last long,” says Pedj. “It’s gonna
fade. Sorry, Grim. ‘Least we have this when it does.” He waves the
crystal through the air on the way to his pocket. “Not that any of
that matters now.”

With registry yet upon her face, Mael steps
forward. Because of Techton’s force, locks from her ponytail have
come loose around her face. The bottom of her skirt is tattered
from days of ruin.

She looks to her cousin. “Know what I gotta
do.” Though her face is stony, a tear runs down her cheek. “Givin’
you a head start.”

Pedj frowns, and does not take time to
deliberate. “Oka,” he says, though he is not glad. “A big thanks
your way.”

A head start? As in, Pedj is to part ways
with Mael? “What do you mean?” I stumble towards them. “What must
she do?”

“Come on, Grim.” Pedj wastes naught, dashing
to me and gripping my hand, which is indeed as solid as it was in
the Golden Lands. “We’re gettin’ on outta here.” He tips his head
to Feligo. “You can come, too, so’s you know.”

The Maestro shows offense. “I was counting
on it,” he says, perturbed. “You really mean to leave your sister
with the dark thing?”

“Cousin,” Pedj corrects. “And yeah. Got to
now. Tried my best not to use Gold. Turns out there wasn’t much
what could be done. What’s is, is bad timing. Our trouble just got
lots worse.” He draws me with him away from Mael, who yet stands
rigid.

But I cannot leave so easily. “What about
Awyer?!” I cry.

“Hoo! Right!” The Bloődite looks to his
cousin with reservation before continuing, “Now that it’s done,
senses to say a little more won’t hurt.” He thrusts me towards
Feligo, and begins working over the fallen bonemen.

With princely stature, Feligo catches my
unsteady shoulders and holds me in place. “Have you any idea what
is going on?” I inquire of him.

“Not at all!” he crows. “And I, for one,
will not stand for being kept in the dark!”

But we have not much of a say in the matter.
When I approach her, Mael does not move. She stares straight ahead,
as though something within her has reset. Techton sprawls upon the
cobbled metal ground, motionless. For once, Pedj is the only one
who moves with action.

After raising the bones, in a job done as
well as his cousin, Pedj gathers up the parchments collected in the
archives, tosses them into a sack containing sundries and
provisions, and without so much as looking back, moves in a rapid
trot down one of the alleys.

Giving Mael one last unacknowledged gesture,
I make attempts to walk after Pedj, but my feet are as a fawn’s. My
knees are weak and wobbly, and so I fall quickly behind the
marching skeletons.

To my rescue comes a handsome-smelling fox.
He catches me beneath the knees, to my surprise, and hoists me into
his arms in a damsel’s carry. My first thought is to rebuke him, as
I am not familiar with him. Alas, I am at his mercy, and our time
will be much better made if we are not made to wait on my awkward
limbs.

“Y-you have my gratitude,” I say, feeling
small.

With me in his arms, Feligo leaps to catch
up with Pedj. “What is the meaning of this?” he demands.

“Yes, Pedj,” I say. “What is happening?”

But an answer, Pedj does not give. “Which
way’s outta here?” he asks the native Azurian.

Irritated, Feligo tells him to turn right at
the next intersection.

Pedj does not offer an explanation. He does
not falter. He merely continues on until we and our company of
skeletons is at the edge of the city. I have never seen him act
this way. I have never seen him wear such determination.

And even by the time I have faded to
nonexistence once again, Pedj has not let up his mission. While I
skim back and forth between him and Feligo, showing my frustrations
in the movement of my shadow, Pedj refuses to place the everglowing
crystal into his mouth. He refuses to see me. He refuses to hear
me.

 


. . .

 


For the first time in my existence I know
what it is truly like to be nonexistent. Unheard. Unseen. Unreal.
Without my confidant, what am I? I am nothing. A wisp. A vapor. No,
even those things exist in the physical plane.

I am a shadow. Unable to exist in the
absence of another.

Feligo and I are not given the luxury of
knowing to where or from what we flee. We are left to follow
blindly, trusting on much less than faith that the riled ex-zombie
leads us as he should.

And only when the domes of the city are
distant to the eye, and the sky above is darkened gray, does our
leader halt. At which point he nods to my shadow and says,

“I think it’s time you knew my secret.”

 


. . .

 


“Before we get down to it, where zactly did
Ark say you shouldn’t bring us? Spill it, Grim!”

This, Pedj asks of my shadow before popping
the darkened crystal into his mouth.

“Yel’ram,” I answer him, sour over his long
silence. “Or as he called it, Cascade Yel’ram. More
importantly, explain at once what you–”

Pedj removes the crystal, so that my words
fall on no one, and addresses Feligo, “Don’t know how much of this
is gonna make sense to you, but try to keep it straight, oka?” He
bids the bones carrying Awyer to rest before continuing, “Us
Bloődites – no us necromancers – we got this thing. It’s
like . . . Hmm.”

This thing? His vagueness is not easy
to tolerate.

Pedj starts again. “Like anybody, us
necromancers got clans, and what’s is, is each clan’s got a book.
And each book’s got a sayin’ what was written last time the
necromancers was in charge of Amethyst. That was the time we was
most powerful, so our great-great-great-great-great-however many
great-granddars left a legacy for each dead-raisin’ family. The
sayin’s kinda sorta like a . . .”

“A creed?” offers Feligo, who is not any
more tolerant of vagueness.

“Naw, more like a purpose. Each one’s
secret to each family, and only the men in the clan’re allowed to
read from the book. Kinda funny considerin’ women always make the
stronger necromancers. Almost like we’re usin’ it as a defense
against their power, you ask me. That’s why Mael didn’t know any of
it, and I never put much stock in it till this whole
Goldpocalypse.” The zombie pauses. “You still with me, Grim? Sorry,
it’s right easier to jabber when I ain’t got that rock in my
mouth.”

Though I am annoyed at being unheard, I give
my waning shadow a bob to show compliance.

“When I first met you, I was on the run from
the croops. They was always so adamant about gettin’ me in on
necromancy, even though I was half raised and half raiser.”

This is news to Feligo. The silverfox
crinkles his brow, probably trying to guess Pedj’s complicated
conception.

“There was a reason the croops wouldn’t let
me rest, and it all had to do with what was written in that book.
One day, when I was a kipper, Granddar and Grandmar brought me and
Mael to the meadow Láeer.”

“I remember you spoke of it once,” I tell
his unhearing ears.

“I ‘member it real good ‘cause Granddar
caught his foot in a burrow. He got tripped up and I never heard
anyone swear so loud. Anyhoop, that was the first time Granddar
told me the truth of what was written in the book. Never thought
I’d get to know, being only half a necromancer and all, but in our
family, there was a shortage of boys, and I was as good as it got,
I guess. Plus, what was written in the book required not just a
boy, but also a felion. Felion’s like a term for a sister,
but it doesn’t got to be a real sister. Could be an aunt or a
cousin . . . ‘s long as you grow up together.”

“Mael,” I say aloud, to no end.

“The reason I never thought much of what was
written is ‘cause it didn’t make a crankin’ lick of sense! Was all
talkin’ ‘bout the power of the sun and the felion’s quarry. Was
baloney! But Granddar believed it, and he warned me that I had to
stay in school and try to turn my Bloőd to sunpower – whatever the
heck that was – or my birth woulda been for nothin’. You see,
there’s other cases of necromancers what are half-dead, but they’re
few and far between, and not smiled upon so hot. If it weren’t for
what was written in the book, I never woulda had to enroll in
trainin’ with those croops at all.” Pedj grinds his teeth with
regret. “And, makin’ things worse, in the summer I had to go with
Mael to the Rusticlands to bond with her. They had all these lame
activities set up for us, stuff where I had to protect her and
whatnot – which was always pointless, as she was always stronger
than me! Wasn’t the way I wanted to spend my free time. Not that we
didn’t get along, but Mael was never quite right in the nut. Guess
now we know why that was, her being leeched on by an agent all
those years.”

I am startled by his claim. When speaking to
Awyer, Pedj made his upbringing in the Bloődite Rusticlands sound
enjoyable. Was it nothing more than showboating?

“Anyhoop, my days as a kipper was nothin’
more than being reminded of how much weaker than Mael I was. Guess
that’s why when I got the letter from her on the wind, tellin’ me
she was at Secret Mountain, it was finally my chance to be stronger
than her. Then that turned out to be sham, too. So I offered to go
with Awyer to save the world, thinkin’ I’d have my chance to do
somethin’ what wasn’t planned. Can see how great that turned out.
Guess there really is no escapin’ fate, eh? – Then the sleepness
came and everythin’ changed. Been unsure what to do ever since.” At
the end of his tale, the ex-zombie gives off one impressive
sigh.

I did not know. For Pedj, our journey has
had meaning. All the time, I have thought of him at most as a
companion to Awyer and at least, a pawn, and for that, I have
underestimated his depth. Suddenly, I am all the more grateful for
his desire to become my confidant – a desire that has seemingly
passed in lieu of my domineering nature.

“I am sorry, Pedj, that I did not think to
understand you.”

Through the whole of the Bloődite’s story,
Feligo has listened with grace, showing concern at the appropriate
moments. For all of his flaws, he is just. “Knaves!” he cries. “If
you were born an Azurian, you would never have been forced into
magick! Our laws spare the ungifted from its influence!”

“Yes, your kind only forces its talented
into premature use of magicks,” I say, thinking of Techton’s
tortured upbringing.

Pedj does not hear my comment, but he hears
Feligo’s, and he does not react with favor to being labeled
‘ungifted’.

“Now that you’ve heard all that, I’ll tell
you just what my family’s book says, and we can decide what to do
from there.” So he suggests, but his eyes dart about with anxiety.
“Keep in mind that you need me, Mistress, to get on carryin’ Awyer.
Think about that before you suggest we go on a-marchin’ to my
death.”

His . . . death?

“Tell us,” says the Maestro. “I may be sworn
to protect the people of Azurian, but I will not let any civilian
be cast into fire! Not on my watch!”

“Not what you said back in the Rusticlands,”
Pedj mutters under his breath. His disdain over Feligo’s prior
crusade against his people has not entirely faded. “Aaaaanyhoop,”
Pedj changes gears. “You still there, Grim?”

I bob my shadow, but in the coming of black
night, it is nearly lost. When darkness falls, I really will be
nothing.

Pedj takes a breath, deep and slow. And then
he takes another. Only after the third breath does he continue,
“This is what my family’s purpose is, accordin’ to the ancient
Amethyst necromancers:

 


‘In the days of Bloőd,

The boy and his felion will surpass the
colors.

The boy will be filled with sun.

And the felion, upon seeing his might,

Will follow him, o’er the course of
days.

He will be her quarry, and she will be his
pain.

With his sacrifice, the draggar will
rise,

And the felion, birthed in sun,

Will be Queen of the colorless
age.’”

 


Pedj ends his tale with a flinch, and as
Feligo begins to barrage him with questions, I float away to a
space clear of distraction.

Mael will . . . kill Pedj? Then how has he
stayed in proximity with her all of this time?! And what is a . . .
a draggar? Beast, being, spell? The word alone makes me
shiver. Nay, it makes me do more than shiver. Deeply, my stomach
drops. The very taste of the word is alarming.

I am quick to push it from thought.

And while I am intrigued over the lesser
part of the prophecy, I am struck by its end: The colorless
age.

 


I have thought on it long and hard, and
unless this world is somehow rid of Void and Gold completely, you
will remain as you are until death.

 


The words I spoke to Techton – never did I
think them possible! I believed that we would find a way to restore
the world, but I did not foresee a way to rid the world of color
completely! True, without Gold, Awyer would awaken, and without
Void, Techton would be cured. But what of the Mother Colors, Bloőd
and Azure? And what of their daughter, Amethyst? Can a world
function without enchants? Can people and mythics advance without
the usage of magicks? This prophecy of Pedj’s – the possibility is
great that it is the same prophecy my resting pactor spoke of.
Awyer instructed me to take them to a place he had never
been.

If I take Pedj to Yel’ram, what will we
find?

Pedj is most likely thinking on the same
thing. I understand now why he presented me with a disclaimer
before disclosing. I will stop at nothing to awaken Awyer, and the
zombie has just offered me something in the way of a solution. It
lines up with what Ark said. It lines up with what Awyer said. Now,
more than ever, I know that I must take the necromancers to Yel’ram
if I hope to awaken my pactor.

But in a colorless world, will my pact with
Awyer be broken? If he is no longer able to see me, to hear me, to
touch me, then it will all be for naught! Without a supply
of power, I will fade! Or . . . will I only ‘drift’, as Ark
claimed?

When did it become wise to trust in
Ark!?

There is too much to ponder on. But we are
with limited time. There is no telling how long Mael’s ‘head start’
will last.

“Gwim?”

It would seem Pedj has again taken the
crystal into his mouth. He calls for me through the near-dark.

“I am here.” I flit to where he is and he
jumps in startledom.

“Do not be fearful,” I bid him. “I am not
prepared to make a hasty decision. What does the fox think we
should do?”

Removing the crystal, Pedj whispers. “Ugh.
‘Course he wants to march right on to Yel’ram. Says he’s not buyin’
it so hot. Thinks there ain’t no way Mael’s changed that quick.
Says he won’t let her get me, but when it comes to choosin’ me or
the rest of the world, ain’t hard to guess who the croop’ll
pick.”

Speaking of whom –

“Did you find her?” Feligo approaches,
searching the ground for my no-longer-visible shadow.

“Yup, she’s here.”

“Mm. I sense her now. And?” Feligo
prods.

Pedj replaces the crystal. “Yeah, Gwim,
AND?” he asks circumspectly. “What’re you finkin’?”

It all comes down to one thing.

“Do you truly believe Mael capable of
hurting you?” I say.

“Cwank yeah I do! They been dwillin’ that
bawoney into me since we was kippers! You see how somefin’ in her
clicked the minute I used Gold!? Not to mention I ain’t never seen
a light so bwight. If that ain’t the power of the sun, I don’t know
what’s is!”

He makes a point.

“I cannot say that I believe Mael would
exhibit violence toward you, but you know her better than either
Feligo or I. What is more, we have witnessed her under coercion
before. If you think that you are in danger, I will comply.”

“H-hoo!?” The zombie is taken by surprise.
“Phoo. Was sorta hopin’ you’d tell me I was overreactin’ . . .”

“Are you overreacting?”

“Well . . . no.”

“Then why should I waste words on false
consolation!?” After a burst of fervor, I reclaim my bearings. “I
spoke the location Yel’ram neither to Mael nor to Techton. It is my
belief that they will stay together and come after you. While I
admit that the prospect of your sacrifice to wake the world is
appealing, I do not yet know the consequences of such action. My
bond with Awyer might suffer, and that is not something I can
chance.”

“Wow, fanks for your concern for my life,”
he mutters with sarcasm.

I choose to ignore him. “All the same, I
believe we should travel to Yel’ram. We are at an advantage. The
others do not know of our destination, and we are with a head
start. If we find refuge, I will attempt to enter Dimensia again
and converse with Awyer. With luck, I will have more time with him
to find what he knows and ask his advice regarding your prophecy.
If there is anything that I have learned it is that destiny is not
easily escaped. If you and Mael are meant to follow this course,
there is naught that can be done to stop it. Our best chance is
arriving at Yel’ram ahead of them and inspecting what it has in
store. Do not forget that Techton commands the spirits of darkness.
They will find you, and he will follow. We must do what we can
while we can.”

My new confidant conveys the gist of what
I’ve spoken to Feligo, but Feligo remains unconvinced.

“Can we stop and consider that maybe you’re
reading too much into this prophecy of yours? Heaven knows the
Bloődites are superstitious. Your sister didn’t say she was
going to kill you. I find it hard to believe that that small girl
is capable of aggression.”

“Coufin,” says Pedj, mouth yet full
of crystal. “And she got you, didn’t she?”

Feligo falls silent. Mael’s fierceness
speaks for itself.

“Nevertheless, don’t you think we should
make sure before jumping to wild conclusions? If someone told me
that my sister had suddenly changed into a bloodthirsty
hound, I’d question their sanity.”

“Nobody said anythin’ ‘bout bwoodfirsty!”
Pedj comes to his pursuer’s defense. “And do you even have a
fister?”

“I! . . . Don’t.”

Pedj gives out a groan.

“Tell me more of this ‘draggar’ Mael is to
rise,” I say with a shudder. “What is it, exactly?”

“How the heck should I know?”

“YOU SHOULD VERY WELL KNOW!” Again, I lash
out when there is not time for it.

Pedj holds his hands up in defense. “All I
know is it’s somefin’ evil. I mean, cwankin’ A! Don’t just the word
make you spooked?”

Indeed it does. I swallow in apprehension.
“Ask the Maestro if he knows of it.”

Though Pedj passes along the message, Feligo
does not provide clarity. None of our shrunken party has knowledge,
past or present, of draggars, but we all agree on one thing: The
word itself is harrowing.

. . .

After much coaxing, Pedj agrees to make
Yel’ram our new destination; and although Feligo does not buy into
Mael’s sudden wickedness, it comes as no surprise that he, too, is
all for traveling to Yel’ram and gaining fresh insight on how to
wake his people. If only my new confidant were so willing. In
Pedj’s wide eyes, there is real fear. In his filled cheeks, signs
of gauntness return. His skin, naturally peach, reverts to pale. He
plucks at his discorded hair with angst.

He fears Ark, the prophecy, but more than
those, he fears Mael, his kin. ‘Flesh and blood’ does not stand for
much if mind and soul are corrupted.

But to think of Mael as corrupted is not
accurate. More so, she is awakened to a destiny out of her control.
Again, fate leads us, and we can do nothing but chase after it.
Unfortunately, this time it is Pedj who is made to suffer. Seeing
the uneasiness upon his face, I cannot help but wonder:

What would I do if Awyer suddenly sought my
death?

I picture his hands upon my throat, the only
hands that may touch me in the absence of enchants. I imagine that
they squeeze, accompanied by an expression of duty interrupted by
remorse. Those eyes, ancient and primal, stare me down, unwavering
as he is driven to do something out of his control.

Ache. The thought of it is too, too
much!

“For her sake as well as yours, we will not
allow her to sacrifice you!” I say with boldness. In relating to
Pedj, I move beyond faeriedom and into unexplored territory. In
Awyer’s absence, I will be a friend to Awyer’s friend. “It is
Mael we are speaking of. She has been broken out of
influence once before and she can be broken out again. Once we know
more of the prophecy, we will know how to fight it. I know that
worry plagues you, my friend, but without magicks, I will no longer
be seen by my ward. If you cannot have faith in Mael, have faith
that I will never allow myself to be cut off from Awyer. I will
never, ever dare to let that happen.”

 


It is only on my promise that I will not do
anything that will jeopardize my bond with Awyer that the chary
Bloődite at last makes the first step.


Chapter X: Lochie

 


How quickly friend may turn to foe. I did
not realize before how rapidly relationships could change. . . .
Then again, I have never before had relationships to speak of.

Ours is an unlucky group, for we lost not
one but two friends in a matter of minutes.

The mood hung over us is sullen. Sulking.
Lugubrious. Dismal. A myriad of heavy emotions floats over Pedj –
enough to count for us all. Feligo does not grieve in the way Pedj
does, for his bonds with the others are not deep. Instead, he keeps
quietly to himself, practicing his sword skills and grooming his
trailing hair.

I stick near to my pactor, understanding for
the first time that friendships are fragile. Even familial bonds
can be easily broken by fate.

Accursed fate, again it plays a menace.

By night we travel with lit torches; by day
by way of the sun. Our trek is much less lively without Techton and
Mael, and even talkative Pedj is quieter under the stress of
leading Awyer’s bonemen. For long spells of time, he removes the
crystal and ponders in silence. I draw small comfort from the fact
that Feligo can sense when I am near – even in places lacking
sunlight.

Using one of the maps retrieved from the
archive, we plot a course to Yel’ram – ancient city of pilgrimage,
which I have crossed in the distant past. But what did Ark mean by
Cascade? To my knowledge, Yel’ram does not cascade. No
matter. We must reach it swiftly, before our powerful counterparts,
and before Ark, who will eventually learn our path.

From the Blue Capital the land is well
traversed. Many threadbare paths cross through the hills and trees.
Posts mark the way to cities and sights. “Arcania Drift,” Feligo
reads aloud, pointing to the east; and then sometime later,
“Commonwealth Crescent,” he says, whilst pointing to the west.

The Azurian occupancy spreads wide, and it
is almost impossible to keep from passing into some lesser Azurian
city or another as we travel the country. The limits of each are
protected by curved walls of metal. Shining roofs and rounded
architecture – those are the physiognomies of the Azurian
dwellings.

The cities we pass through were not as
fortunate as the Blue Capital. They were not left with a knight
like Feligo to watch over them and transport their fallen into
safer shelter. Sleeping citizens lie crumpled in the road, dressed
in daywear and positioned without care for their necks and
limbs.

“Thought you said it was night when the
sleepness hit?” Pedj whispers in the center of one particularly
unfortunate town, tiptoeing around a resting businessman.

“Why do you whisper?” I ridicule. “It is not
as though you will wake them.”

Alas, I am unheard, for the crystal is
within Pedj’s pocket.

“It was night,” the Maestro says. He
tips his head this way and that, and nudges the businessman’s
suitcase with his foot. “There shouldn’t be so many out. Unless . .
.” First contemplating, he follows by thrusting his arm toward an
unassuming waterwheel. “Someone warned them!”

That may be the case, but what has the
waterwheel to do with it?

Feligo retracts his thrust hand, pushing it
instead through his mane. “A mythic of Azuria probably fled to warn
this city. Ah. We are a noble people.”

“Coulda been a Bloődite, too, you know,”
Pedj says bitterly.

I zip ahead, and Pedj follows my shadow, but
Feligo stalls.

“You know we can’t stop to put thems all
back inside, right?” Pedj asserts.

Good boy.

With the threat of Mael and Techton in our
wake, even the Azurian understands the rush we are under. We have
not even stopped for sleep since departing the Capital. “Then I
shall return for them!” he sings. But as he continues on, his eyes
linger upon the businessman. “D-does anyone need to use the
lavatory?” he asks suddenly.

“By anyone, you mean me, right?” Pedj
wrinkles his brow. “Don’t think Grim could get on takin’ a
piss.”

Crass!

“Then again,” he goes on, absentmindedly. “I
wonder if she could . . .?”

Again, crass!

“Why don’t you ask her?” says Feligo,
speaking uncommonly rushed. “In fact, I insist that you do!
I’ll be there in a dash.” Leaving Pedj no time to protest, he takes
the zombie by the shoulders and steers him around the corner. The
moment he believes us out of sight, he rushes back over his steps
and begins to drag the businessman down the lawn and into a nearby
dwelling.

Predictable.

When he is finished with one, he darts to
lug another.

Pedj pops the crystal into his mouth. “That
croop’s somefin’ else.”

“Aye.” I say, observing the Maestro openly
while my shadow hides in a bush’s. At present, he seeks to heave a
very large woman over a threshold.

Pedj laughs. “It kinda makes you wonder if
he’s all there or not.”

“He certainly has a vast sense of self–”
Before I may finish, I remember something, and that something
causes me to spin rebukingly. “AHA! At last you choose to
hear me! I wish that you would refrain from ignoring me so!”

“Aw, geesh. I ain’t tryin’ to ignore you,
Gwim. It’s smack hard talkin’ wiff this fing in my mouth’s
all.”

“Hold it in your cheek, then!”

“Right. Sorry.” He rubs the back of his hair
sheepishly. “Know how important it was that I hear you. And that’s
what I wanted, too. Swear I did, but with Mael and whatnot . . .
Anyhoop, I’ll try to get on better from now on–”

 


“HUY-AH!”

 


Before I can continue to scold and then
forgive my new confidant, a commotion erupts from the home Feligo
has just brought a third body into.

I ready for flight. “Did you hear that?”

“The croop just made a fightsy noise?” says
Pedj.

“Yes! Come! And for the Vessel’s sake, do
not remove that stone from your cheek!”

In a flash, I am through the wall of the
rounded home in time to see Feligo shooting waves of Gold from the
side of his sword at a bulbous-looking beast no higher than his
waist. His efforts do little good, for the beast is marked by Gold,
and the waves pass right through its grainy hide.

“What’s is?!” Pedj squeals from the
doorway.

“It’s a locktiel,” says Feligo. “Get behind
me!”

I recognize the creature, though I do not
recognize its actions. Its wide mouth, which permanently smiles
halfway around its circular head, bites at Feligo with jagged
teeth. Its petite body, usually as still as a mount, lashes and
lunges.

No . . . this is not right. It is all, all
wrong!

“They were called ‘aged lochies’ when I last
roamed the land. But they are not aggressive by nature! What has he
done to upset it?” I demand.

“Gwim says it shouldn’t be bitin’ at you!
What’d you do?!”

“What did I do? Nothing! Locktiels are very
ornery little louses! It doesn’t take much to upset one!” Finding
no use for his sword, the Maestro begins to roll up his
sleeves.

He thinks to fistfight?

“We’ve got to get rid of it, or it will
devour the diseased!”

“Not true!” I speak to Pedj. “Lochies are
commissioners of good weather! They serve at man’s side,
controlling the winds and rain. Surely you two have encountered
them peaceably before!”

“Uhhh. Naw. Can’t say I has . . .” Voice
trailing, Pedj scratches his head, but quickly grows put off by the
lashing creature. “‘Fact, never heard a lick ‘bout them
before!”

How can that be? How, when aged lochies are
one of the great races of old?

 


Again I am reminded of how much has changed
in the thousand years of Eldrade’s seclusion.

 


“They used to be tame! It is normal that one
should gather in the home of mortals. Mayhap it has been watching
over the slumbering inhabitants of this house? Its behavior is not
natural at all.” I observe the way the lochie trembles. “Something
has this creature riled! Lower your guard and speak to it
calmly!”

Pedj pales, so I insist, “Do it!”

“There, there,” says Pedj meekly, waving his
hands in an odd manner. Meanwhile, Feligo approaches the lochie in
a crouch, prepared to pounce. The ex-zombie follows suit by
tiptoeing goonishly toward the thrashing creature. “Here, kitty,
kitty, kitty.”

“It is far from a feline,” I say dryly.
“They are intelligent creatures! Treat it as such!”

Pedj gulps and offers his fist. “H-hey,
buddy. What’s got you so cwankin’– WAAAH!” The beast takes a nip at
Pedj’s hand.

“We’re going to wrestle it,” Feligo
says through the side of his mouth. “Make small, slow movements,
do you hear? We’ll catch it and release it into wild, and–”

“HOOP!? YOU’S A DOWNRIGHT LOONSIE IF YOU
THINK I’M GONNA–”

“Quiet!” Feligo shoots out of crouch without
warning.

“QUIET?! YOU GOT NO RIGHT TELLIN’ ME TO GET
ON QUIET WHEN–”

“Shhh!” Feligo turns his back on the lochie.
“Do you hear it?”

The lochie, in turn, gives up its fight and
begins to cower behind a sofa.

“Hear wha–?” Pedj turns an ear to the
doorway. “Ohhh, that. Kinda like a whoooosh, right?”
He strains his ears and as he does, his face immediately takes on
signs of alarm. “Hoop! Sounds like somethin’ big’s a-comin’!”

If they discuss it further, I do not
know.

I am gone.

My resting pactor yet sleeps upon a bed of
skeletons outside, and the moment I hear the so-called
whoooosh, I bolt to his side. That is when I see the sky.
Everything is not as it should be. Turned from golden to gray, even
though day remains, the entirely of the place is overcast from what
looks to be darkened storm cloud. The quiet city is not so quiet
anymore. Overhead, a wind surges and the streets are brushed over
by the same, and in the center of this phenomenon, I notice
something:

My hair reacts to the whipping of the
wind.

I do not exist enough to be kissed by the
wind, and yet–

“The fae!”

Barreling onto the street, Feligo gives a
shout.

“You see me?” I respond, gleeful but
stunned.

But by fae, he does not mean me. His
words are directed elsewhere. Overhead, descending from the cloud
of gray, a dozen or more females, marked by silver skin and tinted
hair, approach.

Naefaeries. The wind was born from a
miniature army of naefaeries! Each of them is visible. Each of them
young. Beautiful. Delicate. Were he here, Techton would be in his
glory.

At the front of the company flies a
naefaerie with defined cheekbones and a considerable bust. She is
their leader, I take it, for she alone dips below the rest. Her
hair is enchanted in an unnatural manner, with a straight line of
bang cutting across her forehead, and a short patch of hair at the
right ear, which melts into longer strands the nearer it moves to
the left. I have not encountered the fashion previously, and I do
not find it flattering, if I am honest. On the left side, her hair
trails down to her midsection; on the right, it is nothing more
than stubble.

But how are she and the rest visible? Am
I visible?

“S-silverfox,” I say unevenly to Feligo.
“Can you see me, as you see them?”

I am responded naught.

Disappointment catches me.

So it is only they who are visible.
But if they are visible, why are they not forced to walk the
ground? How do they suspend themselves with ease?

My answer comes in the form of a blast.

One sickening blast.

It is from the lead faerie that the first
blast of Void comes. The sticky smoke ball shoots from the sky,
landing squarely between Feligo and Pedj.

“CWANK!” Pedj swears loudly, and jumps
away.

Upon impact with the ground, the blast does
not dissipate into the air as normal enchants do; it sticks to the
gravel and begins to seep, foully, like a slug. A second
blast, equally voided in color, lands dangerously near to my
pactor.

Ah. So this is why they maintain their
flight. The power of Void supplies their power.

 


These are not mere naefaeries; they are
agents.

 


I am ignited into action.

“Pedj! Hurry and move Awyer! Ark has
discovered that I disobeyed him!”

I command the ex-zombie into action before
darting to join Feligo, who has already begun retaliating. He
showers the faeries with cuts of Gold from his sword. Keeping a
nervous eye upon my invalid pactor, I pull from our shared power
and send off a few enchants of my own. The lead agent dips down
even further below the others, dodges our shots, and speeds to
where I float.

“Ah!” I prepare to zip away, but am not
quick enough. The agent passes through me, filling my nonexistent
lungs with voided smoke. I cough it away and gasp for unvoided
air.

“You’re vague, sister,” she says in a tone
that is neither male nor female. “Even we who are filled with Void
could barely see you.”

I whip around quickly to chase after with a
burst of Gold. Alas, she dodges it with ease. My speed and strength
are drained from lack of rest, and my power is not what it once
was. I am no match for a being filled with Void.

I miss the days when I had not need for
rest.

The agent zips through me again. “Ark was
gracious enough to let you walk. Don’t you think you should have
minded him better?”

As I suspected, this is punishment. The
throng of naefaeries is a show of Ark’s disfavor. We are
outnumbered, and we are burdened by Awyer’s state. I am not at full
strength. Feligo swings his sword with as much drama as ever, but
even he, too, will eventually run out of gusto.

I check to see that the necromancer is doing
his duty. Our only hope is to buy time until he finishes.

I begin, “Ark told me to hand over a certain
person to him; since I have since separated from said person, there
should be no reason to–”

“You weren’t supposed to bring either
of them there, sister. Ark’s trust in you was a show of good faith
– faith he no longer has for you.” Muttering to herself, the agent
begins to form a sticky mass around her fist, and sooner than I
have time to summon defense, she zooms at me with a look of
vengeance upon her face. Though I dip out of the way, her fist
grazes my invisible person. Void allows her to make contact, and my
arm is stained in magicks. The feel of it is grimacingly similar to
the hair of the hellbeast. I hurry to shake it away. Such a small
helping is manageable, but any more and I will be in danger of
compaction!

“Ark grants you one last opportunity to
repent,” says the agent. “Our sisters are holding themselves at
bay, playing fox and mouse with your . . . fox. All it takes is a
word from me, and they’ll douse you. They’ll show you no
mercy.”

“Repent?” I say to distract her from Pedj,
who is yet making haste to raise his skeletons.

“Join us. Join him. Forget about waking the
world.”

“I do not care to wake the world,” I say
honestly.

The agent circles me. “Lies! Frankly, I
don’t see the point in giving you another chance. Why should
you be different?”

The question strikes me.

“I am different?”

The agent stops. “That’s right.
Different. They say you remind him of his mother, but I
don’t see it, and it really gets under my skin!” Her voice
escalates to shouting before falling into angry incanting. This
time, the Void she incites moves all the way up her arms, coating
them in dark danger.

I flee from her, but she is faster.

I dodge from her, but she is nimbler.

I combat her power, but she is stronger.

And when she is nearly upon me, having
already jabbed me thrice with Void, I cry out to my new confidant,
“PEEEEDJ!”

 


The air lights with golden light.

 


With Awyer’s transport secured, Pedj
releases the power of the sun. Golden shine falls over the city,
the agents, and us; and from all around, we hear the shrieks of
defeated Void.

Just like that, it is over.

“Gwim?”

The light is blinding. Pedj’s voice is
faint.

“Oka, Gwim and cwoop, I’s movin’ outta here.
Follow me if you can.”

The march of the bonemen is distant. I rely
on the pull of my bond with Awyer to guide me through the light. I
move to him, swift as I can, and when I find him, I take the edge
of his tunic in my hand and move with him. At the outside edge, we
flee. Fast and far and without looking back. If we’d hoped for
rest, we are sorely disappointed. Feligo and Pedj become winded
quickly, but we have no choice but to press on.

At the fall of night, we hide in a cave, and
Pedj takes a turn to sleep while Feligo and I stand guard. After a
quick spell we carry on, stopping in a different cave to give
Feligo a turn at sleep. At the last cave, I am allowed my time to
rest, and though I will that I would enter Dimensia, my sleep is
far too heavy and my allotted time far too short.

In this way, we carry on for days until the
threat no longer seems so great; only then do we allow ourselves a
decent night of rest. But with the knowing that Techton and Mael
pursue us in addition to Ark’s agents, the night is not so decent.
I toss and turn, sleeping more like a mortal than ever before.

In the far reaches of my mind, I hear
Awyer’s words, but I cannot connect with them. I cannot will my
body to that place. I struggle to find him, yet the harder that I
try, the more distant he grows.

It is in one of these moments that I
remember what the lead agent spoke:

 


They say you remind him of his mother.

 


Ark . . . had a mother? If that is true,
then it takes away greatly from the mystique of his being.

What is more, Ark’s mother . . . was a
naefaerie?

I sit up from my hover. “Ark’s mother was a
naefaerie! Does this help us at all?”

 


But in sitting up, I find that I am not
where I was just a moment ago.


Chapter XI: Lust

 


The ground is cool and soft and the night is
painted in hues of blue. The sky above shows halos of stars moving
along their courses. Somewhere very near, there is a water source,
for a rushing sound envelops the place. A sound of renewal.

An expanse of meadow stretches onward as far
as I can see, and from the ground, small clusters for glowing
flowers rise, peppering the landscape. My feet rest on the grass
and soil.

I exist.

I have reached it. Dimensia. Nirvana.
Euphoria. I am elated in the know that I will soon encounter my
sphinx. As though to answer, a pair of glowing golden eyes appears
in the night. With intention, they approach me. Held in the face of
a boy-turned-man, they stare at me, hiding all shows of relief and
delight.

Awyer’s face is donned with seriousness, but
for his mouth, which hides a very slight grin.

“Grim,” he says. “You are
dreaming.”

“Awyer!” I speak without belief. “I have
found you!”

“You are dreaming,” he says
again.

Yes, yes. I believe we both know that, so
why . . .?

“This is how you see me best?” He looks
downward at his chest, which I am startled to see is without
cover.

“M-my fief! What has happened to your
shirt?!”

Awyer’s grin falls to frown. “What did you
just call me?”

“Ah! I am sorry! It was habit . . . and I
have not spoken to you in so long.”

Awyer’s eyes gleam. “I forgive you.”

“But what did happen to your shirt?” I
inquire. Firm and tall and lean, his body reflects in the
starlight, and the moment I realize it is the moment my eyes seek
to flee. That is right. I now react this way to his naked form. I
no longer respond without physical desire.

Desire.

Yearning.

“Grim,” Awyer says. “You are
dreaming.”

“I am aware!” I say to the ground, cheeks
aflame. “So why do you keep repeating–”

“You distort me, Grim. Your dream
influences my appearance.”

“What are you saying?” I ask, again of
the ground. “That I am responsible for the removal of your shirt!?
That is . . .”

“My mistress.” Without any practical
means, Awyer appears behind me abruptly. It is not alike the
darting movement of the witches; he merely ceases to be before me
in one breath and is behind me in the same. “Stop dreaming.” His
breath is near to my ear. The warmth from his body plays at the
fabric of my smock. “I have to tell you what I know.” Starting at
the shoulder, he brushes his hands down my arms. His fingers sweep
along my skin before interlocking in my fingers. The full warmth of
his body presses against me now, no longer sticking at the edge of
fabric, and into my ear, he whispers, “It is comfortable here, but
focus, all right? If we do the things you dream of, we will run out
of time.”

“What . . . things?”

“Grim.” My name is a groan on his
tongue.

“W-what things do I dream of?!”

Awyer laughs softly into my hair.

When I turn to face him again, he is
clothed. He looks down to inspect himself. “Better,” he says. “Now
you will not be distracted.”

“Vanity is unbecoming,” I say, but it is
only to cover for my own lust.

“You are much different than when I first
met you,” he says, amused. “Memories are clearer here. They are
like dreams, but I have a general feel for what they were.” Placing
a hand on my head, he looks to the stars. “We saw a phoenix a long
time ago.”

“We saw many things,” I say.

“I am glad my soul broke away from the
others. It means I have the capacity to . . .” His eyes again drop
to mine. “It means I am able to have you.”

I nod, lost in his stare.

“Do not ever leave me,” he says, and
brings a hand to my chin. “You are mine.”

“Of course I will not, but you have to
wake up before you can begin demanding things like that.”

He turns grim, as if in remembrance of what
must be done. He takes my hand and begins to lead me o’er the
meadow. “There is talk. They are after you, but you are not as easy
to find as before.”

My unaccustomed feet stumble after him. “We
separated from . . .” I pause. To bring up Techton and Mael now
would eat up too much of our precious time. “The dark thing.”

“Good. Are you taking them to that
place?”

“Do you mean Yel’ram?”

My pactor shakes his head. “I do not know
its name. But I have seen it.”

“Seen? What do you mean?”

“Dimensia is the land of sleep and death.
Dreams cross here. Prophecies, also.” Dragging me faster through
the grass, Awyer speaks with urgency. “Before you leave this time,
you have to see why I know we will be together.”

“I have also heard of a prophecy,” I
admit. “There is a supposed way, but it involves ridding the world
of enchants completely. Without magicks, what will become of our
bond? It is only by your tattoo that you are able to see me.
Without Gold or Amethyst . . . or even Void, how will you see and
hear me?” My voice becomes whimper. “You, at least, need to see me,
Awyer. Out of anyone, you must.”

My desperation halts him. He takes my wrists
in his hands and jerks me to him. “Do not be sad. I will see and
hear you. I will touch you.” He takes the curve of my back and
pushes me to him. “And taste you.”

While my neck erupts in splotches of heat,
he thinks on what he has just admitted.

“You dreamt that last one, Grim.” He
stares at my mouth. “But if it is what you want–”

My sphinx leans in.

Ah!

For the first time in many, many days, our
mouths meet, his and mine. Soft. Warm. Real. The sensation of
kissing him is as real as when he was awake. But distance makes the
kiss more eager. With his kiss, my kiss reacts deeper. With my
deepness, his kiss reacts with charge.

And when I again open my eyes, it is no
longer night. He and I lie in a bright space upon a floor covered
in down. His body is over mine. His eyes shine with a hunger I have
only so far seen in Techton’s. But from the feel of it, I would
guess that my eyes shine that way too.

I do not hover. I am solid and real, and the
floor holds me as it would any mortal. My hair, grown longer since
my days of naefaeriedom, falls over my shoulders.

Awyer sweeps it away to place his lips upon
my silver skin. I shiver.

“You are fair, Grim,” he says when he
retracts. “It is a shame others cannot see you.”

“Awyer, I–”

He kisses me before I can speak to him the
words I must.

“Tell me once I have woken up,” he says.
From over my body, he looks behind his shoulder. “You are dreaming,
Grim. I will not be able to show you the place if you detain us
here.”

“I am sorry, my pactor! I do not know how
to stop.”

He leans down and pinches the lobe of my ear
between his teeth. “Forget it. Maybe this time we can just . .
.”

 


“Gwim?”

 


An outside voice breaks into the land of
dream, kicking up the feathers on the floor.

 


“Sorry, but it’s time to get on movin’.”

 


I stiffen. “No!”

“What is it?” says Awyer, showing
concern.

“It is . . .”

No, I will not allow Pedj to wake me!

“Nothing,” I lie.

“Grim,” Awyer says, stern-voiced.

“Fine,” I grumble. “Pedj seeks to wake
me.”

At the utterance, Awyer shows signs of
panic. “We did not make any progress!” He wraps his arms around me,
squeezing me tightly to his chest. “Has the crystal been fueled?
Can they hear you now?”

“Yes!” I search my mind for what is most
important to ask, as Awyer begins to say in calm repetition, “Stay
with me. Stay with me. Stay with me.” It is not a request but an
order.

“Do you know anything of Ark’s mother?” I
ask. “And with the prophecy . . . must Mael kill Pedj? Has she
really gone mad? And will we remain together, even if the world is
rid of color?”

“Stay with me. Dream deeper. It was not
long enough.”

I try. With all of my might, I will that I
would remain with him. That my mind would be lost with his in the
land of Dimensia. I want nothing more than to stay with him. Even
if we are to sleep forever, I would rather it be this way.

“Stay with . . . Stay . . .”

 


“Geesh, Gwim! You sleep like a cwankin’
rock!”

I groan and sit up. I am awake. My mind is
rested. I will not return to that place anytime soon.

It is with this knowing that my eyes begin
to drain.

“Hoo!” Pedj absconds my gaze. “You saw him,
eh?”

I weep with tears unreal over feelings that
are more than real, not giving care that Pedj is uncomfortable.

Even so, he keeps the voided crystal in his
mouth so that my cries may be heard.

The ex-zombie is a good soul. It would be a
shame for him to die.

 


In the throes of sobbing, I attempt to gain
clarity. If Ark’s mother was truly a naefaerie, then what of his
father? There are no male naefaeries. Besides, the thought
of a naefaerie birthing anything is beyond my comprehension. Though
we resemble women, we do not bear offspring . . .

Do we?


Chapter XII: Yel’ram

 


The world belongs to the mythics now. It is
ours, so generously handed to us by a liberator of mysterious
origins. Ark, self-righteous savior, bequeathed this land unto we
who are more ancient than man.

Aye, this world belongs to the mythics.

Where, then, are the mythics?

Sometimes, there are travelers – shadows in
the distance – which upon realizing our presence rapidly avert
their paths. In the Azurian towns, it is seldom to see faces
peering through the windows and cracks of structures. These
disappear when approached, leaving not a whisper or figment in
their trail. Is this the vision Ark saw for his people? From where
we walk, the world is deserted.

 


But that all changes on the road to
Yel’ram.

 


The first sign of civilized society comes in
the form of a very small girl. No more than a decade old, the girl
bows, at the side of the road, picking at sprigs of spiraling twig
that happen to stick from the ground. Her hair is braided into two
thick strands, both of which are weaved with vibrant ribbons of
peach and pearl. Upon her person, she dons a dress of rippled
fabric and dangling lace.

“A kipper’s there, plain’s the hair on my
head!” Pedj says when he sees her. His hair is anything but plain.
That aside, the thought of gaining information is salivating. I
make haste to hide my shadow in Awyer’s and direct the others to
move forward, but the tactician among us holds out an animated hand
of stalling.

“There are creatures with the ability to
transform their appearances,” says Feligo. “I’d argue that a
child is the least threatening form one could take. Proceed
with caution, travelers!” Taking his own advice, the silverfox
snuggly grapples his hilt for comfort.

Meanwhile, Pedj begins his creeping
approach. “Here, kipper, kipper, kipper,” he says.

If I existed, I would smack him upon the
back of his head.

“First of all,” I say, “if it is a
genuine child, your behavior is creepy enough to scare her off!
Secondly – again you insist to speak to her as you would a feline?!
Cease at once!”

“Eh-heh.” The zombie releases one foolish
laugh.

Feligo fares little better. “Child!” he
calls regally. “Place your hands in the air slooowly.”

His directive does not work. Rather, it does
the opposite. Alarmed, the girl pops into a standing position and
clams her hands firmly to her sides.

“Zombie! Between the two of you, any person
would feel endangered! Neither of you holds an ounce of tact or
craft!” I scold.

“Hold up, cwoop!” Pedj relays. “Gwim says
we’re creepy.”

“Creepy?” Feligo does not take his eyes from
the girl. “How so?”

How so?!

“You behave as offenders behave!” I
say.

“Offenders?” says the Maestro.
“Preposterous! . . . Er, what do you suggest?”

Sigh.

“Feligo is least offensive of you. His
militant appearance warrants him respect. He should approach alone,
but he should not act as though he is on the verge of arresting
her! Speak softly. That is the best way to deal with children.
After all, I have had more than a few young wards.”

“Hey!” Pedj squeals. “What’re you impwyin’?
That I’m creepier than this old cwoop?!”

“Just tell him to do it! The girl absconds
as we speak!”

Indeed, her tiny feet have taken a tiny step
backward.

Feligo attempts to take my advice. “Hello,
child,” he says in an awkward tone. “How are your parents?”

“THAT IS SURE TO PUT UP HER DEFENSES!”

As expected, the girl does not respond, and
instead makes quicker her backsteps.

“It isn’t working!” Feligo cries with
frustration. His patience is short. He has no natural demeanor for
interacting with youth. In the know that he is losing his mark, he
shakes his head, sending his train of fair locks riling. Their
silky quality catches the girl’s attention. She stops and drops her
collected twigs.

“Ooooh,” she says in a dialect that is
unfamiliar. “What ARE you?”

Feligo sniffs.

Pedj hobbles forth to poke him in the back.
“What’re you waitin’ for? Tell her, croop!”

“I am a maestro of Azuria,” Feligo says,
guarded.

“Nooooo,” says the girl. “I mean WHAT are
you?”

Again, Feligo sniffs reluctantly. Pedj gives
him another prodding poke.

“I’m a silvie!” Feligo blurts.
“Satisfied?”

It would appear the girl is very satisfied.
“Oooooh!” she says again.

Feligo attempts to swallow his grief.
“Where are you from?” he forces. “Is there a village
near?”

“Uh-huuuh.” The girl inches toward him.

Feligo glances over his shoulder for
approval. Pedj sticks a hearty thumb into the air. “And other
people live there?” says Feligo.

“Uh-huuuuuuuh.”

“And you can take us there?” says
Feligo, strained.

The girl says nothing, but continues to
inch.

“Child?”

The girl nears and sticks a tiny finger at
the Maestro’s face. Feligo leans away, backward, and as the girl
continues to inch, his arch bends deeper. Wide-eyed, he fondles the
handle of his sword, saying through the corner of his mouth,
“What should I do, fae?”

“Wait,” I instruct via Pedj. “I do not sense
danger.”

When the girl’s fingers are inches away,
Feligo’s forehead begins to bead with small pearls of sweat. He
obediently waits for order, though it appears it is killing him,
until, at the last second, the girl pauses.

“I’ll take you there,” she says.

“Splendid!” Feligo wastes no time stepping
around her pointed finger.

Forsooth, her point follows him. “Uh-uh-uh.”
She wags her finger. “I’ll take you there IF you let me.”

The Azurian shows more discomfort than ever
I have seen on a man. “Let you what?” he says.

The tiny being at last makes apparent her
goal, grabbing a helping of the highly well-kept hair that falls
over Feligo’s armor.

“Braid it.”
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I was wrong before. NOW the Azurian shows
more discomfort than ever I have seen on a man.

. . .

When the silverfox’s mane is pulled back
into a braid thicker than a rope, the child, who has since admitted
her name as Armani, inspects her work, chin in hand, until
satisfied. “Perfect,” she says. “Almost.” Then she sets
about tucking a few of the twisted sprigs into the folds of
Feligo’s hair.

In response, the Maestro’s dark eyebrows
flatten with disdain.

Come now, it is not so different from
when he knots it himself.

“Allow her to do as she pleases,” I instruct
via my new confidant. “The people of her village may know a thing
or two about Yel’ram. It is better not to enter that place blindly.
We are near to it, now. We must prepare. We must utilize any
resource available.”

“‘Sides,” Pedj adds of his own volition. “I
think it looks kinda nice on you.” But even as he tries, he cannot
fully suppress his snicker. Armani grins.

Feligo clenches his fist with
vindictiveness. “Argh! I shall get them for this!”

“Get who, zactly?” says Pedj.

“Whom,” I correct.

“Whom cares?” says Pedj.

“Who,” I correct. Though I admit that it is
a good question.

“Okeydokey,” says Armani, pushing the final
embellishment into place. “I’ll take you home. It’s not far. But
DON’T take it out.” She refers to Feligo’s hair. “Twig it?”

Twig it? There is only one person whom I
have heard speak such argot.

“Zombie! Might this girl be a
necromancer?!”

“Huh? Oh yeah, she is. Thought that went
wiffout sayin’?”

It most certainly did not.

Sigh. There are times that I do not
understand mortals.

Armani begins to move from the road and into
the ditch where she formerly picked twigs. Pedj’s bonemen follow
suit, but their barraging upon the ground sets the girl uneasy. She
stops. Her round face looks to my resting pactor.

“You guys kill him?”

The ex-zombie nearly chokes upon the crystal
in his cheek. “Hey! You think we look like the kinda folks to get
on killin’ a person?”

The girl looks from Pedj to Feligo to Pedj.
Her eyes pass directly through me. This child is no more aware of
my presence than of her own mortality. She nods and says to Pedj,
“Just you.”

“Whaaaa?! Crankin’ A!”

“Language!” the girl scolds. And with that,
she begins again to lead us into the ditch and through a grouping
of trees.

She spoke truth.

Her village is not far.

In fact, it is much nearer than far.

In fact, we are directly upon it. Or rather,
we are under it. A mass of land floats, as high in the sky
as the peak of Eldrade’s Grand Grimoire Library. The mass is large
enough to house a hundred or more people; although, it is too early
to say whether or not people actually occupy the island, for from
the mass’ edge, water falls, racing over the side, pummeling
straight to the ground, and into a giant gaping hole in the earth
directly below. Adjacent to the landmass, connected by steel
bridges and built upon pillars, eight smaller circles of land are
elevated. Ramps run to these, allowing ground access to not only
the lesser masses, but to the central falls through their
bridges.

“What is this place?” says Feligo.

“The City Yel’ram,” says Armani, hands
folded behind her back.

THIS is Yel’ram?! Or . . .

Cascade Yel’ram.

I understand it now. Though we must be near,
this is not the same Yel’ram I have previously crossed.

The day is at peak. The wind is at rest. The
sound of rushing water becomes louder the closer we draw, yet there
is no crash to accompany it. The falling water escapes into
that great chasm in the ground. If the hole has a bottom, it is not
shallow.

“It’s always flowin’ like that?” says
Pedj.

The girl ignores him. The ex-zombie clears
his throat at the silverfox.

“Does it continually flow that way?” says
Feligo.

“Always,” says Armani.

Pedj ogles the unfathomable sight. “Then
where the cwank’s all that water comin’ from!?”

The girl answers him with a glare. “Mar says
people only cuss when they aren’t smart enough to think of other
words.”

“You know, for a kipper, you’s sure got a
way with condescendin’,” mutters Pedj.

Again, the girl looks to Awyer. “You
bringing him here to raise him?”

Pedj exchanges a glance with Feligo.
“Maybe,” says the zombie.

With that, we travelers follow the tiny girl
to the base of the floating shrine. The ramps leading to the
smaller masses are steeper than makes for comfortable climbing.
Armani instructs the sorcerers to utilize their magicks to easily
enchant themselves up. She, on the other hand, is yet too young for
enchants. While I have come to learn that the acceptable age of
emergence differs for each nation and species – Pedj and Techton
being prime examples – this child, at least, remains a child. She
instead uses her youthful energy to cling to a rope and scamper up
the slope.

“Girl’s got guns,” says Pedj.

“I see none,” I say.

“Tch. Never mind.”

And while Armani leads by example, and Pedj
begins to fuss over how to make his skeletons make the climb, I
take a moment to flit away and inspect the gaping hole in the earth
below the floating landmass. I was correct. The hole has no bottom
to speak of. The water flows endlessly downward from its floating
source.

No, this is not the same Yel’ram that I
crossed long ago. And the floating mass does not appear to have
undergone any major destruction recently, which means that it was
not floated by Amethyst, Bloőd or Azure. Does it, then, float by
Gold? No, the amassing of Gold that it would take to float an
island would be enough to make me visible.

That leaves one possibility: Void. But there
is not a stench of Void in the air! Still, to suggest that Cascade
Yel’ram floats by natural means . . . I have not heard of anything
like it in this lifetime nor in the last.

The shadow from one of the elevated islands
shields me. I return to the others unseen.

Even without enchants, the girl makes it
quickly up the incline. Feligo is soon to follow, but Pedj, who
struggles with leading his bonemen, falls behind. “Oka, Gwim. I’m
thinkin’ I’s gotta leave the bonebags behind. Can you and the croop
get Awyer up by himself? Oy, you croop!” he calls. “Not so
fast!”

With a limited amount of struggle, Feligo
and I work to float my pactor up the incline. For the first time, I
understand the resentment that comes with the action. I resent that
he is treated in this way. Independent Awyer would surely frown
upon the reliance of others to move him. He would prefer to be left
alone in some abandoned cottage or waterside storehouse.

But we have little choice. I am bound to my
sphinx. I cannot go if he does not go. I cannot wake him if we do
not go.

My eyes search the golden clouds, as I will
Awyer’s jostling body to ascend.

At least I will give him the decency of
looking away.

At the top of the ramp, Feligo releases
Awyer onto a bed of leaves fallen from a nearby tree. I am slow to
release my portion of the enchant. I am preoccupied by the beauty
of the risen landmass.

Yel’ram is as green and as serene as can be,
lush with vegetation, sparse with development. From my immediate
view, there are no structures. There are only half-naked trees,
marked by leaves of scarlet and amber and gold. And although the
trees undress, the shrubberies show green foliage in abundance.
Emerald, the leaves of all manner of plant life intersect, bending
around each other and filling in every open space. Cacti from the
drylands, tropica from the wilds, and brush from the mountland,
never have I seen such an abundance of varying florae.

“This place is a nexus,” I speak to no one.
A nexus of earth and soul.

The wood is alive with the buzz of
Gold-consuming insects, notable by the glow of their husks.
Enormous flutterflies, wings striped golden, flit here and there
and wherever they may please.

“How many people live here?” I bid Pedj to
ask.

“Some,” says Armani.

“Did you come here before or after the
disease?” asks Feligo.

But to this, Armani cocks her head in
child’s wonder. “What disease?”

“You know,” urges Pedj. “The sleepness –
what happened to everyone what ain’t necromancer or other magickal
being.”

Armani tugs on Feligo’s sleeve. “Tell him to
stop lying.”

From within, the Maestro shines with
calculation. Either the girl was spared the truth by her parents,
or this place was not affected by the atrocity that claimed the
rest of the world. The former is most likely, yes, but the feel of
this place is unique. A nexus?

For now, I do not know what to think.

“Strangers never, ever come,” says Armani.
She pushes aside a fold of willow branches, revealing a path. “Then
that stranger came, and now you’re here.”

“Another stranger, you say?” says
Feligo.

“He wasn’t the one,” says Armani, skipping
along the overrun path. “Maybe one of you is the one. Come on, slow
pokes.”

With that, she disappears into the
greenery.

“Uhhh.” Pedj scratches at his neck. “It just
me, or is someffin’ off ‘bout her.”

“Something is off about this whole place!” I
say. “But she knows something. And her people know something. And
we are strong. With your power, Pedjram, you can blast away any
threat.”

“Yeah, so long as it’s a dark freat,” he
says, mouth full of crystal. “Won’t do much good if we get on
facin’ other necromancers.”

“Be that as it may, Feligo is a skilled
swordsman on his own. Additionally, we have the means to flee if
necessary. Come! Let us go!”

“But what ‘bout Awyer?” says Pedj.

Ah.

“Think it’s oka if we leave him?” says
Pedj.

“CERTAINLY NOT!” I lash. “Where I go, he
goes. I just need to figure out how, that is all . . .” I survey
the land for resource. Finding nothing of use, I stall. Aye, Feligo
and I could enchant my pactor to suspend again, but then we would
be left without enchant for defense. Hence, it is with a regretful
heart that I commission the Maestro to carry my resting pactor
using physical means.

“With pleasure, fae! Naturally, it is my
duty to care for those who can’t care for themselves!”

 


This is how Awyer came to be carried by a
braided man.

 


I zip to the front of the group because I
cannot bear to see my strong sphinx in such a state. In the tangle
of vegetation, the girl is lost to us. Luckily, there is only one
path by which we may continue. Hither to yon, we pursue the girl,
until the trail at last spits us out into a clearing. The clearing
is vast and dotted with small farmsteads complete with fenced off
portions and outbuildings. And that is not all. A small community
of men, women, and children gathers in wait. At the gathering’s
head is Armani, rocking on her heels impatiently; to her side
stands a wrinkled man in a periwinkle jumpsuit.

“This is them, Granddar.”

“Salutations,” says the man who is
presumably Armani’s grandfather. “And welcome to Cascade
Yel’ram.”

Yet holding my pactor, the silverfox steps
forth. “I am Maestro Feligo of Azuria!” he proclaims. “And this is
my associate Pedj, a Bloődite mancer!”

“Sociate?” says Pedj.

“And him?” The man nods at Awyer.

“A fallen friend.”

“We are the Third of the Yel’ram Eight,”
says the man. “Are you here to kill us?”

“Whaaa?” Pedj’s mouth falls. “N-no! ‘Course
we ain’t!”

“Then please, dine with me and tell how you
came to enter Cascade Yel’ram.”

With nothing more than that, the crowd
dispenses, back to their daily tidings, and the periwinkle man
beckons us to follow him into one of the farmhouses.

Peculiar.

“Gwim?” Pedj whispers for approval.

“I do not reckon that we are in danger.
Follow the man, but do not let your lips be loose, and for the love
of the Vessel, walk slowly so that I may conceal my shadow in
yours.”

The interior of the home is small and
without modernity. Cupboards line the walls, stacked with porcelain
mugs and glassy vials. Dried herbs hang in bunches – though they
are not stale as the ones found in Ensecré’s storerooms were
stale.

The entry room opens to a bedroom adjacent,
wherein a quilted bed shows through the doorway. “Your ‘fallen
friend’ can rest in there, if you’d like,” the man gestures and
says.

Feligo, who tires from carrying the weight
of Awyer’s muscle and bone, does not wait for my approval. He
proceeds to place Awyer atop the blankets, and then immediately
moves to undo the braid in his hair.

“Awwww!” Armani begins a bawl.

“Enough, Armani. Go play,” says the
periwinkle man.

She does so with tantrumous reluctance. From
a desk near the door, Armani’s grandfather takes a pair of
small-framed spectacles and places them on his nose.

“If I offer you a drink, will you drink it?”
he says.

Feligo’s jaw holds firm, but Pedj’s hand
shoots into the air. “Sure! What you got?!”

“Is there something in your mouth?” says the
man.

Alike a caught child, Pedj holds his hands
over his mouth. “Nope!”

“Zombie!” I scold. “Your behavior is far too
suspicious!”

But the man takes no further notice as he
begins to monkey with his glasses. Pressed against his cheeks, they
give him a bug-eyed appearance. “Anyway, I can offer you a chalice
of rosebeer.” He looks at Feligo and adds, “I won’t poison
you.”

“Ha! Thanks for the assurance . . .” says
Feligo, on his guard. Even now, his hilt is tightly clutched.

“I just thought I should let you know.
You’ve got a distrustful face. You said you’re a soldier, so I
expect that fits. Anyway, a spot of unpoisoned rosebeer for you,
then?” Without waiting for answer, the periwinkle man fills three
squat glasses with blush-colored liquid from a bottle in his
icebox, and sets them onto a well-used table at the side of the
room. “Sit, sit,” he says and only once Pedj and Feligo have
obliged does he offer his name: “Call me Sanjuel.”

“Sanjuel,” repeats Feligo with a proper tip
of his head.

“Well, ask away,” says Sanjuel. “And then
it’s my turn.” He positions his glasses so that his eyes are
magnified even larger. He uses them as a coercive technique,
drilling the buggy things into Feligo until he cracks –

“You said you are the ‘Third’ of the
‘Yel’ram Eight’?”

“Yes,” says Sanjuel.

Feligo thrusts a pointed finger at him.
“What does that mean?”

“There are eight islands of Cascade Yel’ram.
Eight districts. The Eight surround the Cascade. This is the third
of eight lifted islands. Accordingly, we who live here are the
Third.”

“Have you long inhabited this land,” I ask
via my new confidant.

“Very long.”

“Since before the disease?” says Feligo.

“Disease . . .? My word, you mean the one
that put everyone to sleep?”

The secondhand nature with which he refers
to the curse is uncanny. “Surely you have heard of it!” I exclaim
through Pedj.

“Yes, I heard about it from someone else who
recently came to this village. And yes, we’ve lived here since
before that.”

Then it is true. No one in this place was
affected. Does it mean that all who live here are necromancers too?
What is more – Sanjuel’s mention of someone else having recently
arrived in Yel’ram . . . Armani also made mention of a
stranger.

“This other stranger, is he yet in Yel’ram?”
I ask.

Sanjuel nods. “He’s at the Fourth. He hasn’t
said much about himself, but he seems to be waiting around for
something. Always on edge, that one is.”

Again, Feligo points with flair for no
apparent reason, adding drama where drama is not due. “And what
does the stranger look like!?” he crows.

Sanjuel takes a drink from his cup. “He’s
tall – sorta. With dark hair and dark power.”

The Maestro stiffens.

 


Perhaps there was need for drama after
all.

 


“Dark hair and dark power?!” I repeat,
making Pedj jump.

“That’s . . .” Feligo realizes it too.

“Do you think he means Techton?!” I shout at
Pedj. “Did Techton and Mael reach this place before us?! Ask if he
was accompanied by a sultry woman!” The zombie’s breathing quickens
to match pace with his pulse. My mistake. My outburst has him
riled.

“Wait,” I say. “Calm yourself before you
ask.”

“Then you need to shut up!” Pedj growls
under his breath.

“I beg your pardon?” says Sanjuel.

Feligo rubs his temple.

“Uh! Eh–” Pedj smiles in a
suspicion-arousing manner. “Was the guy alone?”

“Yes, he came by himself. He hasn’t told
anyone his name, so we’ve just been calling him ‘Visitor’. Doesn’t
make for the best company, that one. Got under my wife’s skin, as
well as a couple of the other ladies. They had a bad feeling about
him, so we sent him off to the Fourth.”

A man that puts women on edge! It is
sounding more and more like Techton! But what has he done with
Mael?!

I force myself to remain calm for Pedj’s
sake. “Speak to him this–” I instruct. “Your granddaughter
mentioned that ‘Visitor’ wasn’t ‘the one’. What did she mean by
that?”

Sanjuel takes another sip of his brew before
clicking his tongue at the ceiling. “The Eight protect a Truth. One
day, that Truth will come to light. Yel’ram has waited a long time
for the one who’ll bring it to light.”

“Aha!” says Feligo reproachfully, and then,
“ . . . Er, what Truth?”

Sanjuel does not answer straightaway.
Instead he eyes the swirled crest upon Feligo’s armor. “You’re an
Azurian?”

“Why yes!”

Sanjuel adjusts his glasses to inspect
Feligo’s pleasant features. “Visitor said that everyone who wasn’t
of the old races came under that sleeping spell . . .”

Roundaboutly he seeks to know Feligo’s
race.

“I’m also a silvie,” says the Maestro, less
boisterously. “A silverfox.”

“An Azurian silverfox . . . and yet you
travel alongside a Bloődite necromancer?”

“Yeah, so?” says Pedj.

The periwinkle man shifts his inspection
from Feligo to Pedj. “Are you his prisoner?”

“Eh?! Heck naw!”

“Slave?” says Sanjuel.

“N-no! Why’d you even get on thinkin’
that?!”

“Pet?”

“Hoop?! Just stop guessin’! We’s travelin’
companion’s all!”

Sanjuel pauses. “Then I’m to assume the Kerr
Attack is over?”

Ah. In the chaos of the sleepness, word of
the Azurian army’s disassembly has yet to reach this place.

“The Second Kerr Crusade was abolished
shortly after its conception,” says Feligo. “It was all a
misunderstanding. Blame was falsely placed on the Bloődites. Our
government is prepared to assist in the rebuilding of any damages
caused in–”

“What’s is, is this croop here jumped the
gun.” Pedj points to the Maestro with his thumb.

Again, I see no gun.

“Second?” says Sanjuel. “So there was a
second . . .” His bugged eyes probe. “That is
unfortunate.”

“What, you mean you was talkin’ ‘bout the
first?!” says Pedj.

Sanjuel folds his hands. “What happened to
King Resh and his seven evil councilmen?”

Truly?! Even I, who was cut off from the
world for a thousand years, have been recounted this story!

“They’re gone,” says Feligo. “King Resh was
replaced by King Jerigo. Order was restored, and the Bloődites and
Azurians formed an alliance to search for the lost Amethyst
City.”

There is silence, but for the outside murmur
of villagers conversing. From somewhere within the home, a beam
creaks. Cracks of sunlight trail in from a curtained window. In the
adjacent room, Awyer sleeps, ever unmoving, ever still.

Sanjuel takes the final swallow of his beer.
“It was always about Amethyst,” he says with regret. “That’s what
sent us here in the first place.”

Feligo opens his mouth to speak something,
but decides against it.

“What do you mean?” Pedj fills the
silence.

“At that time, we were next to go over the
wall. So we did what we had to do.”

Over the wall? Over the . . .

 


“There’s another part of the story that
the Bloődites don’t know about. No Azurian would ever mention it in
front of one of them because, well, it’s horrible.” Techton’s
discomfort shows in the way he fiddles with his rightmost earring.
“As rumor has it, during the Kerr Crusade, a group of the more
unethical men of the royal army forced Bloődite rustics up the
Gated Rise. . . . They were working under the instruction of one of
the seven evil councilmen. The guy was adamant that a surplus of
power existed beyond the Gate of the West.”

 


By the time I have recalled the full memory,
it is too late. Sanjuel has already spoken aloud that which Techton
admitted to Awyer and me all those days ago. The grueling truth,
kept from Pedj and Mael for their sakes – regrettably, it has
fallen upon Bloődite ears.

The ex-zombie’s eyes widen. His teeth set
into a grinding pattern deeper than is safe.

“Pedj! I know that this comes as a shock to
you, but keep in mind that there are far worse atrocities covered
by history! If there is one thing I have come to learn, it is that
all peoples are wronged by other nations at some point or
another. The sins of the past do not always transfer to the souls
of the present. Think carefully before you begin–”

He spits the voided crystal into his palm
and I am made invisible again.

“You . . . your people . . . and you still
decided to become a knight?! And you had the gall to get on
startin’ up the SECOND KERR ATTACK KNOWING ALL THAT?!”

My advice did nothing. Pedj has already
started with the accusations. Seeking restitution, he targets the
only Azurian within reach. There is nothing I may do. Pedj will
take it out on Feligo, and who knows how many of our secrets will
be shed in the process. Rage in the presence of a stranger is
unwise.

“WHAT DO YOU HAVE TO SAY, BLUE SMOKER?!” But
if Pedj expects the Maestro to react with guilt, he is wholly
mistaken.

“Hold your tongue!” Feligo jumps from his
seat in an uproar. “I became a knight to repent for the actions of
my people! Though it took place before either of us was alive, I
was born with a firm fist of justice! If innocents are at risk,
I’ll use my power to come to their aid!”

“Come to their aid?! That ain’t what you
CRANKIN’ did to those rustic folks! Thems was defenseless! You
FIRED on them without mercy! AND FOR NO REASON! THERE WAS GALS AND
KIPPERS THERE, TOO!”

Feligo scowls. “I was fooled, fed rumors
that your people possessed the Amethyst and were using it to
exploit Azurian outlanders!”

“Still!” Pedj yells.

“Fault me if you want, but then you’ll have
no choice but to fault yourself for aiding in the destruction of
the world!”

“DO NOT SAY SOMETHING SO RECKLESS IN THE
PRESENCE OF A STRANGER!” I cry, to no avail.

“Psh! It ain’t my fault the world got
wrecked! I didn’t know the truth!”

“Precisely!” says Feligo. He lets fall his
scowl. “And neither did I.”

“But–! But–! Aw, hell.” As quickly as he is
riled, the ex-zombie is unwound. “Guess that’s true. After all, was
that croop Bexwin what got you thinkin’ we Bloődites was to blame.
But so’s you know, I ain’t your friend right now, CROOP.”

“I believe I can live with that.”

Both men slam into their chairs irritably
and look to Sanjuel. If anything has been ruined by their careless
declarations, it does not show on the old man’s face. He picks up
right where he left off.

“Anyway, we were next to go over the
wall, me and some of the other young bucks from my hometown, so we
fled. We didn’t mean to hit Azure territory; we just sorta stumbled
into it. That’s when we found the necromancers’ best kept secret.”
He pauses for effect. “THIS! A safehouse inside Azure territory,
accessible only by necromancers – or at least it was . . . until
recently.” He tips his head at Feligo. “Aside from Visitor, you’re
the first non-necromancer to ever come to Cascade Yel’ram.”

“Only us necromancers could get in before?”
says Pedj.

“We dead-raisers were the only ones it
existed for. Anyone else – even a plain non-raiser Bloődite
– would pass through without ever knowing we were here.”

“Then you mean to say that this place was
concealed, as how the Amethyst City was concealed?” says
Feligo.

“No,” I speak to unhearing Pedj. “Eldrade
was protected by Gold and Amethyst. This place differs, though I
cannot exactly discern how.”

“Yes, it was concealed,” Sanjuel
annunciates, adjusting his glasses. “Though unless you’re the ONE,
I can’t tell you how.”

“Lemme get this straight,” says Pedj,
“you’ve lived here undetected since then? But that was over fifty
years ago!”

“Forty-eight,” I correct, though I am
unheard. Unpleasant. I tire quickly of being unreal. Careful to
hide my shadow, I pass through Pedj as a reminder to return the
crystal. Alas, he does not respond.

Sanjuel nods. “When we got here, there were
others already here, all escapees of some great tragedy or
another.”

“How come we never heard of this place? I
heard of Yel’ram before, but never ‘Cascade Yel’ram’. What’s the
difference?” says Pedj.

A twinkle arises in the old man’s eye. “See,
they are one in the same.”

Truly?!

“They are?” I say aloud. “But how–” A second
time, I pass through my new confidant. He does nothing but let off
a profuse shiver. “Zombie! There are things I must ask! Cease your
ignorance of me!”

“Before the Cascade arose from the ground,
this place wasn’t hidden. Back then, it was called only
Yel’ram,” Sanjuel explains.

The Cascade arose? And the islands were
lifted into the sky? The question of how lingers, but a
transformation of such magnitude would explain why this place,
still called Yel’ram, differs from the Yel’ram of the past. I knew
that we were close to the Yel’ram of old, but the land has changed
much in a thousand years, and my knowledge of this region was never
extensive.

“Pedj, inquire as to what . . . Oh.” I
forget that I am yet unheard. One last time, I pass my body through
my new confidant’s.

“Hoo! Fine!” he spouts, much to Sanjuel’s
perplexing. At last the crystal enters his mouth.

“What caused the Cascade to rise?” I ask and
Pedj repeats. “What form of magicks holds the central island in
place and keeps the outer pillars from collapsing?”

Sanjuel looks to Feligo. “Is it just me, or
is he talking different than before?”

The silverfox sniffs. “I’ve come to think of
him as sporadic.”

“Mm.” This answer seems to please the
periwinkle man, for he carries on, “A thousand years ago, there was
an event. The event caused the Cascade to rise and Yel’ram to be
veiled. Only those who commit to staying here for the rest of their
lives learn the Truth. Those that learn it, must vow to protect
it.”

“What event?” says Feligo.

Sanjuel shakes his head. “When the event
happened, it was foretold that the Truth would someday come to
light. The one would see to that. I’d venture to guess you
won’t commit to staying here for the rest of your lives.
Accordingly, I can’t tell you the Truth unless you’re the
one.”

“And how’re we supposed to know if one of us
is the one?” says Pedj.

“The one will be a dead raiser.”

Pedj tips his head at Feligo. “Guess that
counts this guy out.”

“The one will present itself in a foretold
way.”

“Wow. Vague enough?” Pedj scoffs.

A Truth. An event. The one. All of it is
very hard to conceptualize. Something happened. Whatever happened,
it was a secret. Whatever it was, it granted this place magical
properties and shielded this place from view up until the sleepness
hit.

“That is all well and good,” I say to Pedj,
“but it is far from useful. All that we can say is that we were
instructed NOT to come to this place. That might have been a
diversion, for all that we know. Unless we find something useful,
we must rethink our plan. Staying put for too long is sure to draw
Ark, and there is still the matter of ‘Visitor’. If it is Techton,
then we are in even more danger. If I could steal away to Dimensia
once more, perhaps I could–”

 


“AAAAAARGH!”

 


From outside, there is a perilous
scream.

It is the first of many.

And as the air quickly becomes laden with
cries muffled through the walls, Sanjuel hops from the table,
spectacles in hand.

“What’s going on out there?!” he shouts.

We have not answer for him, and while the
others hurry to move out the door, I skip formalities, instead
zooming straight through the woodwork and into the light of
day.

Only, the light of day is not so light.

The grassy ground, previously open and
clean, is filled with a hundred or more racing shadows. And that is
not all. Above the shadows, an equal number of visible naefaeries
flit.

The agents of Ark have arrived.


Chapter XIII: Agents

 


The villagers, men and women and youth,
stand in awe of the army of silver. Beautiful, the agents flit the
air. No one speaks. No one moves. Until one woman, wrinkled as a
crone, shrieks,

“Faeries!”

And the village gives a gasp.

“He was . . . He was right!” Sanjuel stares
at the agents with mouth hung wide as a gorge, and then proceeds,
“VISITOR WAS RIGHT! HE SAID THEY’D COME, AND THEY CAME! EVERYONE,
INSIDE NOW!”

It takes little to incite riot, as riot is
already coming to fruition. Chaos erupts as the villages flee to
their respective dwellings, clamoring and stampeding, just as sure
as if they were escaping a fire or some other natural disaster.

But this disaster is far from natural.

“HOOP!” says Pedj. “THEMS ARE–! BUT THERE’S
SO CRANKIN’ MANY!”

More reactive, Feligo unleashes his sword
and directs at Sanjuel, “Visitor told you the fae would come?”

“You bet he did!” Sanjuel says. “And he did
more than that; he told us they’d attack! We’ve got to get inside
and board up the windows!”

Foolish man. ‘Inside’ will not spare
him.

Feligo holds his position. “You go. We’ll
stay.” The knight’s duty gets the better of him, and before I can
speak against it – “Leave this to us!” – he has volunteered us for
defense of the entire village. The directive is certainly worth
questioning – after all, two men should not be able to keep an
entire village from an onslaught of voided naefaeries – yet without
questioning, Sanjuel takes Armani and flees into the home where my
pactor yet rests.

“WAH?!” The zombie eyes Feligo for signs of
insanity.

“On your guard!” the Maestro says with
vehemence.

Is it just me, or is his bearing even more
regal than usual? Without question, he is a man of extreme justice,
but . . . his armor shines, though the light does not touch it. His
hair blows from his face, though the overhead wind bids it stifle
him. His voice booms, though the agents are deafening.

“On your GUARD, mancer!” he says again. “We
must save these villagers!”

Ah. Perhaps, after everything that has come
to light, he wishes to prove himself to the Bloődite in our midst.
He wishes to prove that his motives side with what is right, no
matter what peoples need saving. It is a gallant gesture.

Even so –

“We cannot hope to fight them all!” I speak
at Pedj. “Last time there were not nearly so many and we barely got
away! My confidant, are you able to release your light?”

“Not on cwankin’ command! Just does it when
I’s in a freak!”

“Are you not in a panic now!?”

“‘Course I am, but– Argh! What’s is, is too
much pressure! Quit lookin’ at me!”

As I thought. Our odds are slim. That does
not seem to occur to Feligo. The vigilant maestro hops here and
there, sending shots of Gold into the throng. “Very well.” I watch
his effort and understand that we will get nowhere without trying.
“Zombie! Concentrate on releasing a light bright enough to cover
them all. I will do what I can to stall them!”

With that, I flit into the air to where my
so-called sisters play. A cloud of Void forms where they flit.
Silver beauties with eyes of vengeance fight for a cause I see no
merit in. The wind of so many zipping bodies ruffles my
ever-growing hair. I would do well to shorten it again. Shortened,
it would not get in the way as it does now.

So I say, but if I think of my pactor . .
.

When Awyer awakens, I know that he will like
it this way. He will hold me close and sweep it from my neck and
place his lips beneath its veil. He will bury his face in it when
he embraces me. He will whisper secrets into the strands.

Pang!

Even in considerable danger, my strongest
emotion is longing.

THWACK!

For my distraction, I am hit from the side
by a rogue blast of sticky Void.

Or mayhap it is not rightly called
‘rogue’.

“I warned you!”

To follow the blast, a familiar silver face
comes darting from the mass, donning a look of hatred. It is the
lead agent from before, the one with the peculiar enchanting of
hair! My first instinct is to show fear, for I know that this agent
houses a particular unfondness for me. What is more, that
unfondness has obviously deepened!

But for that exact reason, I CANNOT show
fear. I must fortify myself for the sake of stalling. I will behave
as boldly as she.

“I warned you, didn’t I, sister?” the faerie
says again with androgyny. “And still you disobeyed.”

“Was it a warning?” I retort. “I could not
discern it through your threats.”

“Silence!” My defiance angers her. “Ark does
not want you destroyed, but if you do not come quietly, you’ll
leave us no choice!”

“He does not wish for my destruction?” I
must keep her talking. “Do you not find that odd? After everything
I have done to disobey him?”

“SILENCE!”

“If you are to speak, it is only fair that I
should too. Or perhaps you fear what I have to say?”

“Ha! I don’t fear you or your light! If you
so much as flick a wrist, we’ll be on you, regardless of Ark’s
wishes! I was told to reason with you, but you are clearly
unreasonable!”

My light? So the agents do not know from
where it came? They do not suspect that Pedj is below attempting to
cast it at this very moment?! I elate in the discovery! But there
is more work to be done on my part. I cannot let my joy show.

“Unreasonable?” I make my voice calm. “And
who is the one shouting? You do not wish to reason with me any more
than you wish to surrender. Furthermore, I do not believe you truly
ever intended to follow your master’s order. I predict that you
will end me even though he forbade it, because–”

Her eyes sear with hatred. True, I provoke
her, but for a soldier she does not hide well her emotions.

That is because . . .

 


Why should you be different? They
say you remind him of his mother, but I don’t see it, and it really
gets under my skin!

 


“You are jealous,” I conclude. “Hmph. Maybe
he would approve of you more if you defied his wishes.”

“ARGH! ENOUGH! We’re going to end you now
before the Queen gets here!”

Before the Queen gets here . . .?
Before MAEL gets here?!

She is close!?

I think rapidly of what else to say to make
the agent stall. Perhaps I have made a mistake in angering her
further! Her bloodlust is deeper than anything I have seen! I look
down at Pedj, and he is concentrating with eyes shut.

Hurry, zombie! Hurry!

And when I look again, he is not alone. A
figure approaches. I cannot be concerned with them, however. I must
think. Something to say to stall the agent.

Something to . . .

It is too late. With a flick of her
vindictive wrist, the rest of the naefaeries move into action. They
circle me. I am the focal point of their target!

“Wait!” I cry. “I wish to know what you
meant when you said that I am alike Ark’s mother! If Ark’s
mother was a naefaerie, then what of his father?! Perhaps if you
tell me, we can understand together why he allows me special
treatment!”

Alas, it does not stint her attack. With a
second flick of her wrist, the other agents close in.

. . .

“NOW, STRIPLING!” From below comes a voice.
Melodic and low, it is a voice I have not heard in many, many
weeks.

. . .

Closely to follow is a blast of sun’s
light.

. . .

Cries possess the village as agents are
subjected to Pedj’s light. Blind, I release my flight and fall to
the ground.

“Gwim!” Pedj’s voice calls me.
“GWIIIIM!”

“She’s there!” the melodic voice says. “I’ve
got her.” Around my waist, a rope of blackness appears. It tugs at
me, alike a leash, drawing me after its holder. “Quickly now,
before they wake!” the holder says.

“Wait!” Feligo’s voice speaks. “What of the
sphinx?”

“That stripling?” the melodic voice turns
sneering. “A fine mess he’s caused. We should leave him, for all
he’s done. I warned him not to sit on the throne, but did he
listen? Foolish prat!”

I cannot wrap my thought around what his
happening. The leash of Void pulls me away from the rest.

“Pedj!” I cry. “Do not leave Awyer!”

“We ain’t leavin’ him, croop number two!”
says Pedj obediently. “You’re off your nut if you think we is!”

“FINE,” sneers the melodic voice. “Fetch the
boy. See if you can carry him alone.”

“But–!”

“I’ll do it,” says Feligo.

“Always the righteous one,” the melodic
voice says. “Fine. Do so if you must. Take the end of this. It’ll
lead you out of the light.”

Their voices grow distant as I, too, am led
out of the light.

The snake of Void pulls me blindly a ways,
and when I am at the edge of the sun’s power, I begin to see green
plant life again. The blinding light shows signs of breaking. That
is when I begin to panic.

The distance between Awyer and me grows. I
can feel it straining on our pact! The farther I am drawn, the more
I ache for him! The slither of Void winds me tightly, pulling
further from him! I wriggle against it. I fight to break from
it!

 


“MY PACTOR!”

 


But before I need struggle too greatly, our
bond slackens to signal that the distance between us has lessened.
Somehow, Awyer moves toward me at a speed greater than I
travel?

Then it would seem the Maestro has followed
through on his offer!

“Awyer.” I close my eyes. “Come to me.”

 


I am first to be spit from the light.

 


Into a cleared patch of jungle, the voided
rope throws me, and I am free. The outskirts of the space are
overrun with thorned vines and springy beanstalks. I flit to and
fro frantically, in search of pursuing agents, and waiting for
Feligo to appear with my pactor or for anyone else to materialize
from the light. I do not need to wait for long. From where I have
just come, Pedj breaks through a snarl of weed.

“Ouch!” He cradles a pricked hand.

“Zombie!” I am glad to see him, and I show
it by making a pass through his body – for which he is not
grateful.

“Gwim!”

“What just happened?! The person with you –
I recognized his voice! Was it Cou–”

“Phoo!” Pedj cuts me off. “Am I glad to see
you! Was a skosh worried the cwoop was lyin’ ‘bout havin’ caught
hold of you. I mean, it’s not like we can trust him as far’s we can
toss him.”

“That voice!” I say again. “The figure that
approached you! Was it Coun–”

I need not ask. At that moment, a familiar
person emerges from the light, confirming my suspicions.

The man is dark beneath the eyes, with sleek
black hair that has been combed to the side, and a plum cloak to
mark his class. Though he does not appear olden, an elder of
Eldrade he certainly is.

Standing before us is the Count Bexwin.

“Ah!” I fly to where my confidant stands,
unsure whether or not to prepare for enchants. “It IS he!”

“Yeah, it’s that cwoop. Kinda forgotten
‘bout him to be honest . . . Eh-heh.” Pedj laughs uncomfortably
before proceeding to size the elder up. “By the hoo, your magick’s
dark, ain’t it? Saw you cast Void right before my eyes. So why
aren’t you writhin’ round like what the rest of them dark buggers
are?”

The Count smoothens a hair that has become
disheveled in the action. “Not so fast, stripling,” he says. “I’ve
a few questions of my own first.”

“Got him!” Last to leap from the brightness
is a certain heroic silverfox. Within his arms he carries a certain
resting sphinx.

Much has happened in a small helping of
minutes. There is much to process. But at the sight of Awyer safely
retrieved, there is only one thing on my mind. I forget about the
fact that the missing Count has just made a sudden appearance. I
forget about the fact that we have yet again dodged a harrowing
onslaught of agents. I forget that Ark, Techton, and Mael are in
pursuit of us and could show up at any given moment.

I forget about all of it in lieu of being
reunited with my love.

Before Feligo has finished placing him
against a tree, I am upon Awyer, kissing the only flesh I may in
the absence of enchants. I kiss him firmly upon the mouth and will
foolishly that he would be able to kiss me back, and when I am
finished I rest my forehead against his. “Our bond was strained,” I
whisper. “Did you feel it? I never want to feel that way
again.”

“Gwoss, Gwim! Get a crankin’ room!”

With the crystal in his mouth, Pedj plays
witness to my affections. And he is not the only one. The person
who leashed me and pulled me from the fray, he too is touched by
Void. He, like Techton, like the dark agents, can see me. His eyes
fixate on me unmistakably. They do not pass through. They do not
skim. “There it is,” says Bexwin. “It all makes sense
now.”

“You can see me?”

“Hardly. You’re dim.”

“What makes sense?” says Pedj.

Bexwin is not given a chance to answer.
Having released Awyer and gained firm footwork, Feligo unsheathes
his sword and, in one fluid motion, points it to the Count’s
throat.

“Magister Bexwin, you’re the person
the people of Yel’ram call Visitor.”

Bexwin’s smile curls in a manner amused.
“That’s right.”

“Truly?” I say. “From their description, I
was certain it was Techton!”

Feligo cannot see and hear me. Thus, he does
not react to my claim. Instead, his full attention is placed on
Bexwin. “You set me on the Bloődites knowing full well that they
were innocent!”

The Count’s smile curls deeper. “Right
again,” he says.

The point of Feligo’s sword makes contact
with the soft flesh beside Bexwin’s Adam’s apple. “Then answer me
this if you hope to live: What is your agenda, Magister?”

The Count says nothing.

Feligo’s brows bend forebodingly. “What
is your agenda?” This time when he asks, it is through bared
teeth.

“Isn’t is obvious?” Count Bexwin responds,
singsong. “Why, to save the world, obviously.”

“Ha!” says Feligo. “You lie, knave! Your
actions distracted the royal army from the real threat! You pointed
us elsewhere when we could have stopped this whole thing from
happening!” From the tip of his sword, the first drop of blood is
drawn.

Bexwin does not flinch. “Kill me if you
like,” he says, “but I’m warning you, valuable information will die
with me.”

“What information?!” Pedj demands, fists
menacing. The cowardly zombie plays brave only because Feligo’s
sword has the Count secured.

Bexwin shrugs. “For one, I know more about
your enemy than anyone else. I’m closer to your enemy than
anyone else.”

“What do you mean?” I say. “What do you know
of Ark?”

“His endgame. His origins. Banal details
like those.”

‘Banal’ he says!

“That so?” says Pedj. “And what would a guy
stuck in the Amethyst City his whole life know about Ark’s
origin?”

“Everything.”

“Be specific!” Feligo commands.

“The great Ark is unlike any other being. He
is of two breeds. His father, a man of considerable power, fell in
love with a shadow, a naefaerie . . .”

“We already know that,” I say.

But Bexwin is not finished.

“OR should I say, my father fell in
love with a naefaerie.”

 


What?

 


“I know Ark’s origin because Ark’s origin is
my own,” says Bexwin. And on that note, he begins to whistle a
melancholy tune I have heard before, coming from the mouth of a
gray man.

In the same way that a candle is snuffed by
a solitary blow of air, my false understanding is snuffed, and a
new light is shed in its place.

 


Warn the stripling.

 


How . . .? HOW COULD I NOT HAVE SEEN IT
BEFORE?!

In the vision I saw in the Gloerlands, only
one being escaped Ark’s wrath unharmed. How suspicious that only
man should be spared! Bexwin, who possesses Void as Ark possesses
Void. Bexwin, who has all along appeared to know more than he
should. Bexwin, who diverted Feligo’s army so that Awyer would have
a clear path to deliver the Amethyst. Bexwin, who supposedly fell
under the sleepness, only to awaken again without explanation!

They say I remind Ark of his mother. It is
because I am more woman that I should be. It is because
I am in love with my pactor, against my predisposed nature.
Ark’s father fell in love with a naefaerie. Bexwin’s father
fell in love with a naefaerie.

Yes, it is obvious to me now.

 


Bexwin and Ark . . . are one in the
same.


Chapter XIV: Visitor

 


“You are Ark,” I say with newfound knowing –
to which Pedj responds with a,

“WHAT?!”

“He is Ark!” I say again. “Think back on
what has transpired and you will see that he and Ark are one in the
same!”

“Oh, stop!” Bexwin throws backward his head
and releases a series of hissing laughs. “Are you obtuse? I’m not
Ark!” Yet laughing, he discreetly tells Feligo, “If you
could only hear the wild accusations your naefaerie’s making. It’s
downright absurd! Is she always so quick to jump to
conclusions?”

“You are Ark!” I insist, fear
welling. “You must be! Why else would you have escaped his attack
at the Gloerland altar!? Of all of those drained sorcerers, only
YOU survived! If you are not Ark, then how else do you possess the
knowledge that you do!? How else would you have awakened from your
slumber!?”

A second wave of understanding hits me.
“When you were asleep in Feligo’s home, Ark spied on us from
Dimensia through Awyer! BUT after Feligo severed Ark’s ties, YOU
miraculously awoke! You were only asleep so that you could spy on
us! You–!”

“Enough.” Bexwin’s voice falls flat. “I’m
not Ark, and if you say it again, it’ll be your head. I admitted
only that my father fell in love with a naefaerie. That was the
truth. He DID fall in love with a naefaerie . . . while he was
married to my mortal mother.”

Feligo falters. “What?”

“I’m not Ark, you dastards! Ark is my
b-RO-ther. Well, half-brother, more accurately. We share a father –
a man of considerable power who cheated on his wife with his
naefaerie. Ark is the product of a disgusting, forbidden pairing –
that between a human and a faerie. To ice the cake, it also
happened to be an adulterous union.”

My breathing quickens. So, too, does my
pulse.

Bexwin’s confession incites me, but not in
the way it should. Rather, I am livened by what I have
heard. A human-naefaerie pairing. A pairing between pactor
and faerie. Warden and ward. Existent and non. That is the part I
concentrate on because I cannot help myself.

Never before have I given thought that Awyer
and I could share a life as mortals do. In my most indulgent of
fantasies I imagined us stowing away together, at the edge of the
world, just he and I and the stars. I have thought of his kiss and
his embrace, but . . . bending the rules of the Vessel and . . .
and . . .

Ark was born of man and faerie. His mother
and father, though of different races, they . . .

Without control over my thoughts, I picture
the same of us. Awyer pressing me close. Moving with me. In that
moment I would not be an eternal being; I would be a woman, living
one life with one man.

A child. Born of faerie and mortal. What
would I do if I were a mother? How do mothers behave? How do real
women behave once they have committed to pairing with a man?

I draw a hand to my chest to find that my
breaths are shallow.

 


Awyer. My Awyer. Awaken. Rescue me. Let me
be yours, now and forever.

 


“Pathetic.” A cruel voice cuts into my
dream. “Your lust is quite the abomination, naefaerie. A faerie’s
love brings about nothing but pain.”

“Huh?” A girlish sound emits from me. The
girlish response to being caught off-guard. Even that small
reaction, I delight in. Being separated from Awyer has made me feel
prim, as of late. Yes, lately I have felt too structured. But at
the thought of behaving with Awyer the way real mortals do . . . I
am grounded. There is no need for me to be ancient.

I lead with my young heart.

“Pain? How can you say that?” I ask, and my
voice holds the plea of a girl’s.

Bexwin takes no responsibility for my
insulting. “If that wench had never kissed my father, none of this
would have happened,” he wagers.

“But if she kissed your father and he
responded, it means that he had those feelings all along! The
naefaerie’s kiss did not force him to love her! It merely
allowed him to. That is how it works. I know because the
same happened to us, my former ward and me.”

Bexwin takes the edge of Feligo’s sword,
which is no longer held firm, pushes it aside, and begins toward me
in a saunter. His robes brush the ground in hearty sweeps. “Then
she should have thought about that before he was already committed
to someone else,” Bexwin hisses. “She knew the trouble it would
cause, and she did it anyway.”

I hang my head. “But it allowed him a real
choice . . . sharing that kiss.”

“Oh, they shared more than a kiss that
night, and imagine my father’s surprise when he returned home to
find out that his wife was pregnant. The poor man was so
guilt-ridden, he never was able to leave her. To be sure,
what kind of monster would abandon a pregnant wife? Next, envision
my father’s shock when he found out his naefaerie was also with
child.”

“Geesh, sounds like your dad was a weal
sweaze,” Pedj mutters.

Bexwin flicks his wrist and a black
handprint appears on the ex-zombie’s cheek. Smack!

“Yow!” Pedj squeals, and holds his face.

“My father sought a way to make them both
happy. He dabbled in doppelgänging and soul-halving, and during his
exploits he walked among the Void, even tainting his two unborns in
the process. Arkraine was born shortly after I was. He sustained a
greater mark of darkness. Not to mention his appearance was already
unique given his abnormal conception. Half mortal, half
faerie, and stained by Void, the boy was a sight.”

“But it does not make sense!” I cry foul,
having wrapped my mind around his claims.

 


If I recall what Pedj said when he first
told us of Ark:

Since the days my grandmar and granddar were
kippers, Ark’s been tryin’ to crack open the Eternity Vessel.

 


And even Ark’s own proclamation at the
Golden Lands:

I have tasted the void! And with its power,
I have lived young since before the time of King Resh!

 


“You say you are his brother? How? You lived
within Eldrade, but there have long been storytales of Ark among
the Bloődites! How is it possible?!”

“Ooh, good point,” Pedj says meekly, still
rubbing his sore cheek. He makes haste to summarize my words for
Feligo.

Bexwin does not recant. “It’s all true, most
assuredly I say to you. Arkraine and I were born roughly
three-hundred years ago.”

“Ha!” Feligo’s pointed finger of accusation
returns. “I suspected this was a farce from the beginning, but now
I’m sure!”

“Listen, would you?” Bexwin says in a hiss.
“We don’t have all that much time, as I’m sure you realize.” He
looks into the trees over his shoulder. “Void opens the doorway for
all sorts of miraculous things. Cheating death, for one.”

Aye, Hamira and Gorma cheated their deaths
by the same means.

“For the majority of our lives, we aged
slowly. Slowly, I say, but wizened nonetheless. After the first two
centuries, we were a sight for sore eyes, we cursed offspring.
There was little we could do to preserve ourselves longer. It was
almost the end for us. It should have been the end for
us.

“Then, seventy-some years ago, Arkraine
happened upon a deposit of Void in the most unexpected of places.”
Bexwin stomps his foot against the ground. “Here. Yel’ram.
This place was undetectable to the naked eye, but my brother could
feel it. Being halfway unreal allows him to detect that
which is hidden.”

“But the people of this place said that they
never had visitors until you recently arrived,” I say.

“No, no, no.” Bexwin shakes his head without
patience. “We didn’t enter it. We just moved through it,
more or less.”

“Ah.”

“In addition to detecting the place itself,
Arkraine also picked up on the whispers of the people hiding
within. He heard tell of a divination – a ‘Truth’ – regarding a
creature that was slain here. Deep in the chasm below the falls,
lie the bones of a creature from beyond the Vessel. They leave a
residual amount of Void in the air.”

“A creature?” says Feligo. “What manner of
creature?”

“The people never say its name. They’re
superstitious, afraid that calling its name will awaken it
prematurely . . . or something.”

Again, I call foul. “But I feel no Void in
the air! Its stench does not linger! And the people of Yel’ram
remain uncorrupt!”

“Stench? That’s unexpectedly offensive. The
water masks any ‘stench’. And the people here aren’t marked by Void
any more than you are. The water of the falls acts as a filter. For
them, at any rate. Arkraine, on the other hand, dove right into the
source. He relished in the power found there.”

“And that’s why he wanted to cwack open the
Veffel?” says Pedj.

 


Since the days my grandmar and granddar were
kippers, Ark’s been tryin’ to crack open the Eternity Vessel.

 


Ah. I see now.

Bexwin nods and runs a hand over his chin.
“Thanks to his findings, he and I’ve maintained youth ever
since.”

 


I have tasted the void! And with its power,
I have lived young since before the time of King Resh!

 


“Psh. You ain’t weally that young, even,”
mumbles Pedj.

“But it’s more than that,” continues Bexwin,
ignoring my confidant. “It’s more than just escaping death. On his
journeys, my brother came to be troubled by something – a flaw of
society, if you will. As I told you before, being partially unreal
allows him to detect things that aren’t real. From time to time, my
brother would detect a lost soul between planes – that of a faerie,
unbound, wandering without a pactor. You see, faeries begin to
change when they’re without pactors.”

“Change?” I say.

 


How do you know that you will disappear
without a ward?

‘Because I have felt myself grow weak
following the death of a pactor.’

Weak? What does ‘weak’ mean? Is ‘weak’ the
same as ‘fade’?

 


“Many of them haunt the land, dejected after
being turned down by some dastard or another. Because of his wench
of a mother, Arkraine developed a soft spot for these souls. He
sought a way to bind them again, but doing something like that
would require more power than he could lend. He found his answer
beneath the falls, where an excess of readily available magicks
waited.”

 


They don’t die. They drift. . . . Without a
supply of power, naefaeries can do little. I find them, and offer
them the power they need. And with Void, so much more is
accomplishable. They may be whatever age they want to be, go
wherever they want to go, and pact with whomever they want to pact
with, without fear of rejection. . . . If you need to call me
something, call me savior.

 


“So you’re saying he’s been goin’ round
suckerin’ naefaeries all this time in order to, what, help
them?” says Pedj.

“And to use them, no doubt.”

“With the Void from this place, he sought to
corrupt those of us lacking pactors,” I say.

“But it wasn’t enough,” says Bexwin. “Not to
supply the kind of jailbreak he desired. Keep in mind, he didn’t
only want to pact the pactorless naefaeries; he wanted to pact ALL
of them, and for that, he needed–”

“The power beyond the Vessel,” I say.

“Obviously.” The Count starts to pace. “He
needed to crack the Vessel, but what was powerful enough to
accomplish a feat like that? Amethyst. Another whisper picked up
between planes – a promise that someday the Amethyst would be
returned to the sphinxes. Ever since, he’d been working to make
that happen. Meanwhile, I’VE been trying to KEEP it from happening.
Little good that did.”

“You were trying to stop the Amethyst
from reaching the sphinxes?” Feligo folds his arms. “Then why help
the boy get away at the Rusticlands?”

Bexwin lets out a tired breath. “Simple. If
you captured the stripling, my brother would have found him that
much easier. I was hoping I’d be able to catch up to him on my own
– hence why I volunteered to lead the envoy through the Reck – but
that clearly didn’t go according to plan.”

I think on it. I think on all that ‘Visitor’
has told me.

“The first time I encountered Ark, he called
me a wretch. If he truly did all that he did for my kind, why did
he not exhibit a more nurturing attitude toward me then?”

“Two reasons. Firstly, that was probably
before he witnessed your . . . unique affinity for your
pactor. My brother is annoyed by dutiful faeries doing their jobs.
He views them as willing slaves, and it bothers him to no end.
After all, any faeries who are happy to be pacted to their
owners put his ideology into question.”

“But that’s zactly what he does!” Pedj
counters. “He makes them willin’ slaves!”

“Well, he doesn’t see it that way. He
figures if they’re able to roam without pacting, they’re free.”

“Wiffout pactin’ to anyone but him, you
mean,” says Pedj.

The Count nods with a shrug.

“And the second reason?” I inquire. “You
said Ark was also pacting us to ‘use us’. Does it have something to
do with that?”

“Yes, Arkraine has another motive, and it’s
more important to him than freeing the faeries. It takes
precedence. If he was hostile to you, it was because of those you
were with. You see, in addition to freeing the faeries,
Arkraine has a bone to pick with mankind.

“As I told you before, my father refused to
leave my mother even after he bedded his faerie. And his faerie,
Arkraine’s mother, couldn’t leave my father until his death. Even
if he’d wanted to free her, he couldn’t. As you can imagine,
unpleasant circumstances ensued. Arkraine’s mother was forced to
watch their interactions. She was a mistress with a dastard son
tied to the home of an otherwise happy family. My father was fair
to them. He loved them, maybe even more . . . probably even
more than he loved us. Even so, Arkraine developed a strong
bitterness for Father for what he’d done. That was the start of it
– the beginning of Arkraine viewing the world as a struggle between
mythic and man. It goes without saying he sided with the
mythics.”

“Then how does he feel about you?” says
Feligo.

Bexwin’s lip curls into another of those
unfavorable smiles. “Oh, he hates me, all right.”

“But I assumed he was the one who cured
you!” says Feligo.

“Yes, he woke me. It’s complicated. He hates
me, but he also views me as his pièce de résistance. If he can win
me over, his work will be justified . . . or something.”

“What, then, were you doing in Eldrade?” I
ask. “How did you enter the city that could not be found?”

“Shortly after uncovering this place,
Arkraine and I had a fight. It’s always been a bit of a love/hate
relationship between the two of us. Well, more like a tolerate/hate
relationship. During that fight, Arkraine cast a spell with his
newly possessed Void. He banished me ‘to a place where I couldn’t
be found’. Imagine my surprise when I materialized in the Amethyst
City.

“Within Eldrade, I was cut off from Void. I
had only what was stored in my veins. I used it to keep from aging.
Luckily, anyone can pull from color in the air. A person who is
among a color for their whole life becomes conditioned to it. I
didn’t have that luxury, and much in the same way you learned to
use Gold, I learned to use Amethyst. Of course, I didn’t take
kindly to being forced into an Amethyst cage.”

“That is why your Pates gathered at the
fountains,” I apprehend. “You were attempting to break free.”
Slowly but surely, the pieces begin to fit. “And what of Ark? What
did he do while you were locked away?”

“I’m told he soon came to regret his
decision. Indecisive dastard. He never was able to replicate the
spell. He studied the deeper parts of the incantation and came to
understand that the only place I ‘couldn’t be found’ was the lost
Amethyst City. While I attempted to break out from within, he took
more . . . fruitful actions. He altered his appearance and
posed as a councilman of Resh.”

Pedj’s fists begin to shake. “He was the one
what forced my people over the crankin’ RISE?!”

“No. His orders were for the royal army to
study the Rise and Reck and figure out how to get beyond.”

“Wait,” I say. “Could he not transpose
himself there? We witnessed him rise from the banks–”

“He hadn’t yet learned how to move through
the folds of space. THAT is a new trick.” Bexwin rolls eyes at
Pedj. “He isn’t all-powerful as the necromancers believe. Or
rather, he wasn’t.”

“If he weren’t the one what ordered my
people over the Rise, then who was?!” demands Pedj.

The Count turns sly and nods to Feligo.

“Me?!” Feligo lurches forward in defense.
“How dare you suggest that–”

“Not you, foxy. Your army. They took
advantage of the Bloődites all on their own and have been blaming
my brother ever since. It only made matters worse. When he saw the
way the soldiers carried out the orders, he saw the true ugliness
of Color. He vowed to get rid of it completely.”

“But he did the same at the Gloerland
altar!” I cry. “He sacrificed those people for the sake of fueling
the hair of the hellbeast!”

“Again, it took precedence.”

So he despises the acts of humanity, but
only until it is convenient to do the same?!

Bexwin holds up his hands listlessly. “Don’t
look at me. It’s not as though I agree with him. I’m merely
explaining his motives.”

Sigh. And sigh again. “Fair enough,” I say.
“As for a way to revert the curse . . .?”

Bexwin turns to Pedj. “I’ve gathered what I
can of your situation. Arkraine heard about your prophecy from the
twin witches of Secret Mountain. He’s been in contact with them for
decades, trading secrets and conjurings.”

Pedj’s eyes bulge. Guilty, he swallows
deeply with regret. Ark heard about the prophecy from the witches.
There is no question he laments over his decision to share the
prophecy with them. Moreover, it was to free his cousin – the same
cousin who now hunts him. There is not time for regret.

“The witches gave Ark the hair of the
hellbeast in the first place,” I press on.

Bexwin nods. “I couldn’t say what he
promised in exchange for the necromancer’s secret, but whatever it
was, Arkraine found out about the prophecy after the fall.
My guess is he went to them to gloat over his success, but when he
heard what they had to say, he was forced to focus on you all, the
ones he gave a free pass. He awoke me to petition my aid. He
thought I’d predict your movements, having spent time with the
stripling in the Amethyst City. Can’t say I can complain about
being awoken, but he vastly overestimated my knowledge of your
stripling. Could be because I told him I was like an uncle to the
boy . . .? But then, we’ll never know for sure.”

That is probably exactly why!

The Count continues, “As you’ve no doubt
guessed, the ‘Truth’ of Yel’ram coincides with the prophecy of your
necromancer:

 


‘Beneath the cascade, the bones
sleep,

Protecting ye faithful with darkened
might.

From beyond the Vessel and slain in
blood,

The creature’s wrath bides.

Hark and heed, ye faithful few!

The Truth shall set ye free.

When falls fall under foreign sun,

The UNSPOKEN will claim its debt.

And the Queen will claim her
quarry.’”

 


I hear it and stiffen. This was the
secret kept by Sanjuel and the others? The UNSPOKEN shall
claim its debt?

Then . . .

THE NECROMANCERS LIVED ABOVE THE BONES OF
SOME CREATURE, WITHOUT KNOWING ANYTHING OF ITS NATURE?! And a
creature from beyond the Vessel, AT THAT! They relied on ‘darkened’
protection, without fear of what price they might be made to
pay?

Sigh. I will never truly understand the
thinking of mortals.

“Arkraine didn’t put much stock in the
divination. My brother thought it was as simple as religious
ramblings.” Bexwin’s smile curls into sneer. “That is, until he
heard the secret you, necromancer, told the witches.”

Pedj’s eyes, which have not ceased bulging,
bulge even further. The Queen will claim her quarry. My new
confidant believes his fate is sealed.

“If the colors are gone,” Bexwin goes on,
“everything that relies on enchants will fail. Arkraine and I will
perish. It’s obvious why he doesn’t want your prophecy fulfilled.
I, on the other hand, am sick of his drivel. I’m happy to let my
power run dry if it means he dies knowing he never won me
over.”

. . . Truly?

The Count is willing to die to defy
his brother? Forsooth, I do not know him well enough to question
the genuineness of his resolve.

There is much. Much and much we have
learned, and in the cleared space, we allow our thought to run.
Pedj’s secret . . . Yel’ram’s secret . . .

We three travelers reach the same conclusion
at the same time, though Feligo is first to voice it: “Aha! The
UNSPOKEN! Do you think it’s . . .?” There is not need for him to
finish. Pedj’s whiteness speaks for itself.

“Yes,” I say, “if the prophecy truly aligns
with the Yel’ram Truth, then the UNSPOKEN . . .”

“Is the draggar,” Pedj finishes, gone from
pale to paler.

Draggar. My body gives a shake at the
sheer mention of its name.

“Whatever that is,” says Bexwin.

So even the Count does not know. Yet his
disquiet is apparent.

It is a troubling thought that a word alone
is able to arouse such uneasiness in all of us. Never before have I
tasted a thing so foul. Might it be that the very word
‘draggar’ is cursed? Enchanted with an ominous taste that is
dangerously close to the stench of Void. Speaker beware.

Yes, it is unsettling. But as I give off a
shudder over the word, I am reminded by the pull of Thyst through
my body that my pactor yet rests. Continuing our quest, deciding
where to go from here, none of it will have worth if I do not ask
of Bexwin the question I have been afraid to ask. The most
important piece. The one that matters more to me than Ark, the
prophecy, and the unknown creature of dark might. I lower myself
beside Awyer, whose hair falls over his ears.

“The sleepness was brought on by Gold.
Without the colors, the sleepness will lift. That given, there is
one more thing I would like to ask.” I rest my hand upon Awyer’s. I
will need his comfort in case the answer is not desirable.

“Only one?” Bexwin hisses.

“True, there are more, but this one takes,
as you say, precedence.” It is not a lie. Nay, this question
is most, most, most important of all. I take a breath and squeeze
Awyer’s lifeless hand. “Without the Mother Colors and without Void
and Gold, what will happen to me? What will happen to the other
naefaeries? Will we exist? And even if we do . . .” My throat
catches itself. “Will we be seen by our pactors, or will we
disappear from thought entirely?”

Bexwin looks from me to my resting sphinx
and then again to me.

“Haven’t the foggiest,” he says. “Besides,
does staying visible to your pactor really mean that much to you?”
He scoffs, “What kind of future could you two possibly have?” His
low soft voice becomes even lower. “Think long and hard, faerie.
Would you really want to bring another Ark into the
world?”

“I–”

Whatever my answer, I am not given the
chance to deliver it, for at that moment, the golden clouds give
off a sickening CRACK!

Bexwin lifts his head to the sky, draws a
hand through his side-swept hair, and says,

“Mercy me, she’s here.”


Chapter XV: Dimensia

 


There is a look I have seen upon a face or
two in my time. The knowing that the end is nigh – it leaves a
certain stain upon the face. Even those without foresight can
foresee when death is near.

I have caused that look.

Once, in the distant past.

Once, I killed one of my wards and he, too,
sported that look.

And when it was through, I vowed never to
pact with a silverfox again.

At the time, I felt no great sadness over
ending his life.

But eons can change the soul, and my young
heart – the heart of a girl – now laments the fear showing through
Feligo’s war-ready scowl.

Aye, there is a look that shows when the end
is near.

A look of panic for which there is no
remedy.

The moment the sky cracks, Pedj’s face takes
on that look. In the same way that Feligo’s does – even more so –
Pedj’s face bends under the foresight of death.

Because I do not yet know if ridding the
world of color will forever sever my ties with Awyer, I cannot
allow Mael to raise the draggar. But it is more than that. I am
reluctant to let end the lives of the Maestro and ex-zombie.

 


The ex-zombie is a good soul. It would be a
shame for him to die.

 


In the center of the clearing, surrounded by
thorned vines and springy beanstalks, anticipation falls. Bexwin
glares at the sky as though it is a tangible enemy. Feligo takes up
sworded stance. Pedj’s feet root to the earth.

“Mael’s here,” he says, stare turned blank.
“What’s is, is she’s gonna kill me.”

“No!” I take protective stance over my
pactor. “We cannot let her do that yet. Not until we know the
consequences!”

“YET? Geesh, fanks a lot, Gwim!”

“That is not what I meant! I . . .” What
did I mean?

“MAEL’S SMACK GONNA KILL ME, RAISE UP THE
DRAGGAR AND BECOME A QUEEN!” Pedj succumbs to hysteria.

“My confidant,” I say. No, that is not quite
right. “My friend, I told you. We will not let that happen.
I will defend you!”

“OH YEAH?!” Pedj squeals. “AND WHY DO YOU
EVEN CARE, GWIM?! AIN’T THAT WHAT YOU CRANKIN’ WANT?! IF MAEL GETS
RID OF COLOR, AWYER’S GONNA WAKE UP, FAR’S I CAN TELL!”

But . . . even if he awakens . . .

 


That does not assure that our pact will
remain.

 


I am afraid. And unsure. And not as
confident as I once was. All of that aside – “Defending you is what
Awyer would want,” I say in a small voice. “If I can be sure of
nothing else, at least I know that to be true.”

“You know my vote,” says Bexwin. “Sorry,
stripling, but don’t you think your sacrifice is a small price to
pay for destroying Ark?”

The callousness of Bexwin’s statement makes
Pedj’s teeth grind.

“What’re you sayin’, cwoop?”

“I’m saying I think you should bite the
bullet, take it like a man, and let yourself become draggar
chow.”

“WAAAK! BUT Y-YOU’LL CWANKIN’ BE DESTWOYED
TOO!”

“Exactly. And you don’t see me making a
fuss, do you?”

“Stop it!” Feligo shoos their quarreling
away with a sweep of his arm. “Recklessness will get us nowhere!
Prophecies and secrets are often distorted over time! Before
jumping to conclusions, let’s first see the state of the mancer. I,
for one,” – Feligo holds his hand to his chest – “choose not to
assume she’s given into madness.”

“Grasping at straws,” Bexwin mutters under
his breath.

Feligo continues, “We should also consider
that raising this ‘draggar’ could be detrimental to the world.
Think about it, anything with a name so terror-striking, born
beyond the vessel, can’t be something good. By following
this ancient babble, we might only make things worse! For all you
know, without any color at all, the rest of us could fall!”

“It is true,” I agree with him, though he
cannot hear it. “None of us know exactly the meaning behind the
necromancers’ prophecy or the Yel’ram Truth.” Then where do we go
from here? It hits me. “But Awyer knows things! He tried to tell me
them but we ran out of time! If only I could speak with him
again–”

“Like we got time for that!” Pedj wails. A
proper fit commences, in which the zombie plucks at his hair and
pulls at his face.

Meanwhile, the sky is behaving unnaturally.
My attention is drawn to it.

The cracking sound was only the precursor
for a startling display. As we watch, the overhead clouds of golden
fog begin to droop. Not only do they droop; dangling limbs
of cloud extend beneath the sky, alike dripping tentacles, carrying
in them a pair of darkened shapes. Highly unusual behavior for a
sky! Over the jungle, the cloud arms drip lower and lower,
clutching in them the shapes, until disappearing beyond the tree
line.

Those shapes!

“Was them!” Pedj says, hair amiss. “Didja
see?!”

Yes, I saw. We all saw. Our forgotten
comrades. They are here.

“What lies that way?” Feligo demands, point
fixated on the cloud limbs. His sense of direction really is not
keen at all! The arms clearly extend to –

“The falls!” I answer him. But of course, he
does not hear, and before Pedj can relay the answer, a new threat
emerges. Without anything in the way of warning, the ex-zombie is
captured around the wrist by a whip of black. Out of nowhere, the
inky blackness comes, wrapping firmly around his arm.

“WAAK!” He lets out another great quack.

Before I see the Void’s true source, I cry,
“Ark!” Too late I realize, it is not Ark’s spell.

It is Bexwin’s.

“Time to go now, stripling,” the elder says
in a hiss. “I told you my vote, and since no one has a better
solution, I think it’s time we go see your felion or whatever.”

“Knave!” Feligo shouts with a lunge. “That
isn’t your decision to make!” Quick-reflexed, the silverfox makes a
slash at the rope of Void with his Gold-fueled sword, but however
quick his reflexes are, the Count’s are faster. Feligo’s sword is
caught around the blade by a second whip of Void and is torn from
Feligo’s steady hand, landing some paces away in the overgrown
forest. Naked without his weapon, the Maestro hurries to retrieve
it.

“EH?!” Pedj’s wide eyes cannot keep up with
the situation. He begins to pull at his wrist, struggling for
freedom, when his energy would be better spent releasing the sun’s
light!

“Not like that, Pedjram!” I shout, yet
remaining protectively over Awyer because I cannot leave him
defenseless. “Focus on your light!” Alas, the second part falls
only upon the ears of our new-turned enemy. Bexwin shoves Pedj at
the last moment, propelling the darkened crystal from his mouth.
Without the crystal, Pedj does not hear my order. He continues to
struggle.

I am left confidant-less.

While Feligo rustles around in the growth
for his sword, Bexwin gives another flick of his wrist – a command
intended to wrap Pedj even more in the bindings of Void! I cannot
stand by! Mustering as much strength as I can, I release a blast of
Gold at the Count. Round and glittering, the smoke bomb travels
toward him, but instead of making contact, it swivels around
him.

Gold will not attack Gold, true, but Bexwin
is of Void!

 


By the hoo, your magick’s dark, ain’t it?
Saw you cast Void right before my eyes. So why aren’t you writhin’
round like what the rest of them dark buggers are?

 


A very good question.

 


Much in the same way you learned to use
Gold, I learned to use Amethyst.

 


Of course! If Bexwin learned to use
Amethyst, then what was to stop him from learning the ways of Gold?
Nothing! Bexwin is of both Gold and Void. But if Gold cannot stop
him and Void cannot stop him, then how are we to retrieve
Pedj?!

“Grim?!” My no-longer confidant’s words are
no longer jumbled by the crystal. “HOOP! GRIM?!” Calling for me, he
struggles against the sticky cuff around his arm. “Ugh! What gives,
you old croop?”

Bexwin answers by summoning a cloud of
shadowy Void around the ex-zombie’s neck.

“C-come on!” Pedj pleads. “Thought we was
bondin’!”

Two more voided wrappings clam Pedj’s arms
to his sides.

“Can’t we ‘least talk ‘bout this before you
take me to, you know, my CRANKIN’ SLAUGHTER!?”

The Count rolls his eyes. “Dear me. So
dramatic. Reminds me of my brother. Come now, maybe it’s as Mr. Fox
says – maybe your felion hasn’t given way to madness yet.
MAYBE the pair of you will team up to find a happy, tra-la-la,
solution out of this fix?” A smile reeking of sarcasm curls below
the Count’s nose. “We won’t know until we meet her, though, will
we?”

Out of frustration, I blast a round of Gold
at the Count, hoping that somehow, one of them will turn rogue and
attack. Each of them shoots off course and into the trees. Feligo
stands, sword in hand to make another lunge, but Bexwin’s control
over Void is at mastery. A condensed bomb of Void knocks the
dashing fox off his feet. And while I float, unable to do anything,
the fiend gives a tug, and Pedj, bound in several places by sticky
enchants, is pulled through the surrounding smorgasbord of plants,
leaving me without confidant and Feligo without direction.

Upon retrieving his sword a second time, the
silverfox growls after the disappeared abductor. Though defeated,
he thinks quickly on his feet. “Fae!” Sensing me, he thrusts a
finger toward my forehead. “Shall we go after them?”

I answer him by making a pass through his
body.

The crystal, propelled somewhere into the
wilderness, is a great asset, and something we ought not leave
behind, but we have little choice. Feligo knows it, too. He makes
no effort to retrieve the stone, instead pointing his opposite hand
at my forehead so that both are fixed squarely on me.

“Make rash and dash, girl!”

Girl. I delight in the sound of
it.

“I will lead you to the falls,” I say. Even
though he cannot hear it, acting real makes me feel as though I
have some semblance of control. “Gather Awyer, and follow my
Gold!”

In this way, we remaining three travel after
Bexwin and Pedj.

Yel’ram’s jungle only thickens as we go. The
most direct line to the falls, the way Count Bexwin headed, is
without path. We cannot spare time. Pedj’s life and my pact are in
jeopardy. Thus, we press onward through the thick, unforgiving
greenery. Though I breeze through with ease, the cacti of the
jungle nab at Awyer’s and Feligo’s flesh. Each are pricked by slim
needles, as well as obtrusive thorns. Blood is drawn from my
resting pactor’s arms. Scratches form across Feligo’s structured
cheeks.

All the same, Feligo carries my pactor with
the proud stance of a knight.

We were lucky to come across a man such as
he.

The longer we travel – the more blood that
is pricked – the thicker the air becomes. Mugged from the humidity
of accumulated water, the enchanted falls mist the jungle with dewy
air. The sound of falling water rushes and roars. If Feligo wishes
to speak to me anything, it is lost in the din.

I hold my Gold enchant firmly before Feligo,
leading the ill-directioned fox to the battlefield, where wait a
lady and her witch; a count and his captive.

My heart aches for the things that may come.
My breath, though unreal, comes short with anxiety. I cannot allow
my pact to be severed. If color is exterminated from the world,
what will happen to us? Awyer and I must remain together. He is my
most important person – the one who makes me real.

The one that . . .

My body tenses as my mouth opens wide and an
unrecognizable sound escapes.

“What was that?!” I ask no one, alarmed in
the aftermath.

A second time it occurs, and my eyes water
in accompaniment. I find comfort in rubbing them. Never has it felt
so good to rub them! A third time, the phenomenon threatens to
arise. I do not understand what it is until I see the same on
Feligo.

A yawn.

Naefaeries do not yawn! But then, I am less
naefaerie than I once was. I tire under the strain of
sleeplessness. We are at our limits, we who wish to defeat Ark; and
should Mael and Techton behave hostilely when we find them, we will
be no match for them, either.

After some helping of minutes, we reach a
cliff – the very edge of our floating island. There is no sign of
Bexwin and there is no sign of Pedj, and I have misjudged our
location. Though I aimed directly for the falls, the metal bridge
connecting our island to the central falls is farther along the
cliff’s edge. Feligo sees it without my guidance and sets course,
keeping careful footwork along the skinny piece of land between
cliff and jungle.

Now that we are free of the forest, I am
able to see the sky’s disruption more clearly. From the golden
heavens, drippings of cloud yet reach – a direct line between
central falls and sky. Mael and Techton arrived by those means? In
awe I think on the greatness of their combined power.

Over the edge of the cliff, the ground is
nearer than distant but farther than comfortable. A fall would lead
to certain death.

From this height, the full shape of the
central falls shows. A rounded island, much like the one we travel
upon, releases water of unknown origin over its edge and into the
abyss below. Along the sides unoccupied by water, vines and flowers
dangle, giving lifelike appearance to the landmass. The island is a
lion. The vines are its mane – a grand mane of weeping vines
intermingling with the earthy roots dangled from the bottom of the
mass. The bridge that is our goal stretches through the air over
the farther-than-comfortable ground. Thin and long, it invites
those stricken with wanderlust to tread at their own risk.

Feligo, stricken with urgency more powerful
than wanderlust, trots swiftly to the bridge. We are lucky he is
with agions intact. A person with unsteady bearings would not be
able to move as he does.

Ever he carries Awyer strongly in his arms,
but my pactor’s frame is heavy in its own right. Lean muscle lines
the bones beneath his skin, making him far more difficult of a
carry than Mael or I or even Pedj. The burden takes its toll.
Feligo unleashes another yawn. I mirror it. Heavy are my
nonexistent limbs. So heavy that I wish to sleep.

“A little farther!” I urge, knowing that my
words are wasted – but to which the Maestro’s ears unfeasibly
prick.

“What!?” he shouts against the din in reply.
“Either I almost heard you, fae, or the sound of the water is
playing tricks on me!”

Impossible. I can barely even hear him over
the noise, and he, at least, exists.

At the edge of the bridge, Feligo pauses to
inspect the solidity of the structure before proceeding. It was my
fear that Bexwin or Techton or Mael or even Ark would be waiting to
welcome us with an enchant to dislodge the bridge or to stall us in
some other manner – but the only thing lying in wait for us is the
cry of the falls, somehow much louder than it was from the
ground.

Wait . . .

Louder?

Yes, as I recall it now, at ground level,
there was no crash to accompany the rushing of water, for the
abyss’ bottom was indiscernible. The same is true of now, but the
rushing itself is louder than is natural. Much, much louder than it
was when we first inspected the hole beneath the falls!

Something is different up here. Either the
water has been enchanted to roar, or the bottom of the abyss has
risen. Peering down over the side of the bridge does not give way
to answer. I can see little from where I stand.

The intuitive silverfox picks up on it too.
He eyes the air we pass over with suspicion and search.

The mystery of the roar aside, the journey
over the bridge is without event. No traps have been set. No
trickery has been played. No craft exerted. Yet, indisputably, the
central falls is our goal. That is where the cloud arms touch. That
is where Mael and Techton are.

At this point, I tire greatly. Even greater
than before. The sleepness affects me. Before this curse, I did not
understand the need to sleep. Now, I would give anything to rest
with Awyer in a forgotten storehouse atop a pile of partially
sifted grain.

Feligo’s shoes make a clanking sound upon
the metal bridge with each new stride, all but drowned out by the
unnatural sound of the falls. His hair sticks to his face,
shoulders, and neck as he runs – a mixture of sweat and dew.
Cascade Yel’ram is alive with warm airflow and moisture, the nearer
we come to its center.

Over the bridge we pass, and at the other
side, a stretch of plant covers the ground. Waxy-leaved and woven
like tapestry, it creates a plushy mesh, in which the front of
Feligo’s boot catches, bidding him to slow.

The mesh reaches onward, until butting up
against a massive, still pool of water in the near distance. A
still pool? Gold in reflection of the sky, the pool is the mouth of
the rushing falls. It does not make sense by physical means. Then
again, Yel’ram is not a place totally physical in nature.

Near the edge of the golden pool, wading
ankle-deep in water, they wait. The Count and Pedj, Techton and
Mael. A fine grouping of danger.

My heart skips.

Mael has changed little in the time since I
have seen her. Her bosoms remain tied by only a stretch of fabric.
Her skirt, dirtied and torn at the bottom from weeks of journey,
situates far below her navel. Her hair – formerly gathered in a
ponytail – is disrupted. Pieces of it fall out around her face.
Speaking of which . . . hers is a face marked by clarity,
determination, and strength I have not seen her wear
previously.

I grow afraid.

In contrast, Techton has far changed from
the last time we saw him. The bags beneath his eyes have darkened
drastically, giving him an altogether sinister appearance. The hair
of his chin has expanded to include a stubble which covers the
lower half of his face down to his Adam’s apple, where sits
something new. Around his neck, a golden collar gleams, connected
to a golden chain of equally bright burnish. It is strange enough
to see such attire on a man, but perhaps strangest is that Mael
holds the other end, much in the way a master leads its wolf.
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Of the four of them, only Pedj takes notice
of us. Or at least of Feligo and Awyer – I remain unseen. When he
lays sight on them, he begins to hop up and down, but he does not
move from his spot at the edge of the pool. Most likely, Bexwin’s
Void holds him in place.

Feligo sets Awyer down safely a short
distance away from the bank before shouting something I cannot
hear, unsheathing his sword, and sprinting full-speed toward the
edge of the pool where the others tarry.

I am deserted. Alone with my resting pactor,
I lose Feligo to the roar of Cascade Yel’ram. If I follow him, my
pactor will be left unprotected, but if I stay behind, I will have
no impact on the events that are to unfold!

Frozen and unsure which course to take, I
watch Feligo march to the others. Shouting inaudible threats, he
comes at them with a soldier’s daring. Boldly, he goes where I
cannot. Strangely, the others do not move. Pedj waves his hands
over his forehead, but Mael and Techton and Bexwin do not
respond.

It is all too odd. The noise. The eerie calm
of our enemies. The way Pedj hops about, almost as if to ward us
away, rather than drive us on.

. . .

“Something is not right!”

. . .

But by the time I have called it, it is too
late. Feligo makes contact with the mirage. Feligo passes
through the mirage. Feligo treads into the enchanted water, and
. . .

The roar of the falls lessens. The dangling
offshoots of cloud remain, but gone are the false images of Pedj
and the others, and with them, Feligo, too, disappears.

I am alone. But for my resting pactor, I am
alone in a field of squishy, meshy ground, near to a pool of
unknown enchants, beneath a sky of golden cloud.

“It was a trick!” I shout to the air, my
voice again audible. I make haste to flit to where the others
supposedly were, only to find nothing but calm, stretching water.
Inconspicuous, but certainly enchanted. The feel of its magicks are
strong in the air.

That image was made to lure us to the water.
The others are not here. Not a trace of them lingers!

But there is more to it. Something still
does not feel right.

Focusing on the Gold in the air, I come to
the conclusion that the others are here, but not
here. Just as surely as I feel the enchants in the air, I feel
them. They are within a fold of some sort? But if I seek answer, I
will not find it in the water. The pool is unnervingly calm,
barring the far, far side, where water tumbles over the edge
without palpable reason, forming the falls of Cascade Yel’ram.

What in the Vessel is going on?!

I dare not enter the pool. With magickal
properties all its own, water is one of the only things able to
touch me. If it serves as a transport of some sort . . . I cannot
risk being pulled too far from Awyer!

Alone.

For the first time, I am truly alone.

I dart back to my pactor resting upon the
waxy ground. I crouch over him. I make contact with his skin.

“Feel me. Even if no one else can,” I
whisper. And then into his chest, “What should we do?”

Long have the others helped me shoulder the
burden of Awyer’s sleeping state. I cannot do it alone. I am weak
and small and unreal. I cannot hope to care for a sleeping mortal,
solid and heavy. I cannot move him. I cannot shelter him. I can do
little.

“Don’t be a wretch, faerie.”

Interrupted by a familiar voice, I whirl to
see that I am not alone. In the midst of my sulking, a creature has
slipped in undetected. More than one, as it turns out, for the gray
creature is backed by ten neat rows of hovering agents.

At once, dread takes me.

Ark and his agents. They are here. In the
time it takes to blink, they are here?

But I did not feel them arrive! Usually,
they are preceded by a darkened cloud of Void and a tumult of
wind!

“This haven lingers on the edge of
Dimensia,” says Ark, as though to answer, and his voice wastes
little time slipping me into seducement. “The air, the water and
the ground don’t react as they’re supposed to. Even you don’t react
as you’re supposed to.”

I do not?

With a gray hand, he gestures to my
legs.

Ah! It is true! My feet and knees settle
upon the ground just as sure as if I were mortal. Come to think of
it, how did I know that the ground held a plushy quality in the
first place? How and when did I know what it felt like to the
touch? On the way here, I yawned. And the closer I neared the
central falls, the more drained I became!

My vision blurs. I teeter, unsteady, on my
knees.

“I am asleep?” I ask.

“Not quite, faerie.” Words, sweet and fine,
slither into my ears. “But you will be soon.”

“I will?”

Nothing makes sense. Ark is here. So
suddenly he is here and the others are gone, and I am very, very
tired.

“You have to sleep,” he presses. He is at my
side. His face, dark and emotionless, closes in on mine. “I can’t
get in. One or more of them spelled the water to keep me out. I
need you to sleep, and let me use your body. Got it, faerie?”

“N . . . no.” But it is hard to resist the
honeyed taste of his words.

“Oh? But it’s your fault we’re in this
mess,” he says evenly. “I told you not to come here. I gave you
ample warning. You disobeyed time and again. Now, Queen Necromancer
is on the verge of awakening that beast, and you and your sisters
will never use power again.” From behind him, a few of his agents
bob. “How do you feel about that?”

How do I feel?

Anything I have done I have done for my
pactor.

Ark takes a different approach. “You’re
lonely, aren’t you, faerie? You long for touch.” In his palm, he
takes the end of my hair. This is the closest I have ever been to
Ark, boogeyman of the necromancers, corruptor of the Azurians. His
hands are much like a man’s, but for their Voided color. Under his
influence, I watch my hair turn from white to black.

“Ah!”

“Your soul is more woman than it ought to
be. That’s why I’ve let you live this long. Is your wisdom being
clouded? Even if it is, you can’t deny you’re tempted by what I can
offer you.”

“No . . .” I protest, but it sounds weak
even to me.

“You’ve never felt more physical than you
will when you let me in. I’ll be inside of you, moving you,
filling all of the emptiness. You’ll feel me bending your fingers,
drawing your lungs, and making you firm.” His voice is vapor. “Let
me in.”

I cannot do that. It is clear to me now that
the water will lead us to the others. Ark cannot enter because the
others will not let him. He requires a vessel, someone allowed to
enter the pool. I cannot let him have me! I do not wish for Mael to
rid the world of color before my questions are answered, but if I
allow Ark to use me to stop her, I do not know what he will do to
the others! I care for Awyer most, but . . .

There is no right way, is there? No,
sometimes there is not a right way.

“Sleep, faerie.”

The agents backing Ark grow impatient. To
them, I am nothing more than a deserter. When one of them moves to
protest, Ark raises a hand, sending her back in line before she can
speak out. He places that same hand atop my head. Though he is our
greatest enemy, he does not move to harm me. Never has he moved to
harm me.

That is because of my unique
condition, as he once called it. My love for Awyer protects me
from wrath.

“Sleep, and let me in, faerie.”

“I will . . . not.”

“In that case, I’ll take you by force.” The
hand atop my head turns forceful.

Ah. I spoke too soon. Getting to the others
takes precedence.

In groggy intoxication, I back into my
pactor. If only he could save me now. To be saved by him now would
be a heart-skipping experience indeed. He may not wish to be a
hero, but neither do I. None of us do.

 


Yet we all need saving. We all save and are
saved. Pedj. Techton. Feligo. Mael. Awyer.

 


“I see.” The gray man’s hand relaxes.
“You’re worried I’ll end your pact. Oh, stop your drama. His Gold
will come in handy. Besides, I’d like to experience firsthand those
feelings you have for each other.”

That does not make his offer better. My
compromising feelings are not for others to know. I try to tell him
so, but –

“Shhh.” Ark’s whisper echoes through my
mind. “Hush, little faerie. Go to sleep and let me in. What’s the
big deal? I’ve already been inside of him. This will make you
even.”

That is true. I had forgotten. Ark spied on
us through Awyer all those days ago. Why, then, does he wish to
know our feelings for each other?

“You . . . already . . . know.”

“The boy doesn’t let his emotions run as you
do, faerie. His are guarded by a wall too ancient to crack. For
his, I’d have to probe. Yours, however . . .” Ark’s eyes are
unblinking. He reaches for me, taking my head in the palm of his
hand. I feel my eyelids close partway under the weight of a hundred
days.

I feel myself release.


Chapter XVI: Time

 


Ark is gone. The agents are gone. Only the
pool of water remains. Only the floating island remains.

Now I am asleep. It is much clearer to me
than just a moment ago when I was in that half-state of slipping.
Has Ark entered me? I feel no different other than that somewhere,
in a distant part of me, I feel myself move. That part of me is too
minor, though; I cannot close in on it.

“Awyer!” I call to my pactor now that I
can. “You must come to me! Much has happened! Very, very much, and
I do not know where to go from here! I believe that Ark is at this
moment using me as a vessel! Mael is about to raise the draggar,
and I still do not know what will become of our pact if the Mother
Colors cease to exist! What is more, she is destined to take Pedj’s
life in the process! You may not believe it, but I have grown fond
of him. And the others, too! Never did I think they would matter to
me, but I do not wish to see them perish! Even Feligo, whom you
have yet to acquaint with, is a valiant man, undeserving of Ark’s
wrath! And to go further, Ark’s wrath itself is not born entirely
of evil! You would not believe it, but his intentions stem
from–”

“To understand Ark, understand his
agents.” Awyer’s voice speaks from above me. I look upward and he
is standing on the sky. But when I look again to my own feet, it is
they that stand upon the sky.

“Aaah!”

I fall from the sky and into Awyer’s arms.
He catches me and holds me to his chest. Warm, it beats with a
strong heart. I begin again to rattle off my list of questions that
need asking, but he silences them away by pressing his mouth to
mine. Only a very short time it lasts.

“Grim,” he says when he pulls away. “Be
quiet. I have seen it. Do not waste time this time. I will show
you.”

And with me in his arms, he begins to run.
Dashing, sprinting, flying, his feet barely make contact with the
meshy ground. To the pool he runs, and when his feet touch it, the
world transforms. No longer does the water remain. It is dry. The
pool gives way to a dried basin of earth where water once settled.
Bones and shells and rocks rest, lodged in the floor of the basin.
It is here that I see myself. Another me, doubled over, as a fight
carries on.

Feligo and Techton battle, shooting opposing
colors at one another, while Mael stands over fallen Pedj, reciting
lines I cannot hear. The other me cradles her stomach while Bexwin
stands at the ready, ball of Gold in one hand, whip of Void in the
other. From the other me’s mouth, blackness trickles. Ark is about
to emerge.

“Is this happening now?!” I cry.

“Soon.” Running past the scene, Awyer
heads for the cliffy side of the island, gives a great leap, and
goes springing over the edge with me in his arms.

As we fall, he speaks rapidly.

“This is Time. We are moving through it.
You took them to that place. THAT was the place I saw. Well done,
my mistress. That is where the prophecy happens. I will wake soon.
We will finish it then.”

“Finish what? If color is removed, will
you still see me?”

“Yes. I will show you.”

We land near the sea.

A vast sea.

In the far east, there is a sea like this.
The only one in the Vessel so vast. A place where few inhabit for
fear of what lies across the water. None have traveled it and
returned.

“A bad omen marks this place,” I tell my
pactor. “Why are we here?”

“This is Time,” Awyer says again. “After
you bring them to that place, this will happen.” He sets me down on
the sand, and I am startled to feel my feet dig in. Cool. Grainy.
The last time I came to the seaside, many, many years ago, my feet
did not touch.

The salt of the air meets my tongue. The sun
of the sky heats my back. The wind off the shore billows my hair.
And inside of me something moves.

My knees buckle because I do not understand.
I bring a hand to my stomach and it does not feel right. “My
pactor! What does it mean?”

Awyer takes my hand in his. “I am not your
pactor. Not here. Not now.”

The cruelest of words, words I never thought
I would hear him utter, cut me.

“You are not my pactor?” I ask, voice
caught.

Eyes uncompromisingly on mine, he shakes his
head once.

“Then what are you!?” I gasp.

“Something better.”

“Better?”

“Mm.” He runs his thumb across my brow
and tucks my hair behind my ear.

The air is cold and meets my skin in a new
way. “And . . .” I am afraid to ask. “What am I?”

He does not answer. His eyes smile, though
his mouth does not. And then I notice something. Awyer is older.
His eyes show knowledge they do not normally show. His mouth and
chin are sterner. His frame is taller, his shoulders broader.

I raise a hand to my own face and feel my
skin beneath my fingertips. Where it was once smooth and without
flaw, there are small, subtle markings. Most noticeable are the
corners of my eyes.

“I am older too! Our pact was
extended!”

But to this, Awyer shakes his head. “Grim,”
he says, taking my cheeks. “Close your eyes.”

I obey because the ancient charm of his
stare will not allow me to do otherwise. I close them and wait.
“What do you–”

I feel it. The air, though chill, is empty.
My veins, though warm, are empty. By this sea, there are no
magicks.

“Color is gone,” Awyer says.

“Even without color our pact extended?” I
place a hand again to my stomach, for it does not feel
right.

Awyer laughs a rare laugh. “You do not get
it.”

“Then why do you not tell me? Why must
you speak in riddles in this place?! I know it is in your nature,
but you choose only to riddle when it is most inconvenient! Answer
me plainly! How do we pact without enchants?! Must the zombie die
to wake you?”

“How do you know that you will disappear
without a ward? Is ‘weak’ the same as ‘fade’?”

“I do not know!” I pound my fists against
his chest because he is frustrating. Then I bury my face in his
shirt to keep from crying.

“Grim.” Awyer’s voice is inside of my
ear, crisper than ever. “YOU are doing this. You are getting in the
way. I want to answer you. Listen to what I am really
saying.”

“I am getting in the way?” I peek up at
him from his shirt. “Alike before when I . . . made us . . .” I am
too embarrassed to finish. “When I was dreaming?” I say
instead.

“Yes.” He takes my shoulders. “Every time
I start to tell you, you alter it. . . .” Peering into mine, his
eyes slit suspiciously. “Hm.”

“Hm, what?”

“It is not you. It is something IN
you.”

A thing IN me obstructing me from learning
the truth? I shiver, for I know what that thing is. “As I told you
before, Ark may be using me as a vessel at this very moment!”

From a distant part of me, I feel myself
begin to heave. It is not this me; it is the other me. Elsewhere,
my body is coughing. The sound cuts across the sky of Dimensia like
thunder.

 


ECK! ECK! ECK!

 


“It is happening.” Awyer turns his eyes
to the heavens. “You have to go.”

“But wait!”

“I will see you soon.” He presses a hand
to my chest and with nothing more than his will, I am shot backward
through Time.

“I am afraid!” I call after him.

“Let it happen, Grim.” His voice lingers,
echoing, as I rise upward to the dried up pool. “Someone will not
make it, and you cannot stop it.”

 


“Eck! Eck! Eck!” I awake in time to see the
tail of smoke leaving my mouth.


Chapter XVII: Draggar

 


I am doubled over. The pool is dried. My
nails dig into the earth.

The world is in chaos.

Mael stands over her cousin, hands around a
ball of brilliant light suspended above his stomach. Glowing with
foretold power, the ball hovers, drowning Mael and Pedj in light. A
miniature sun, brimming with energy, it all but blinds them from
view.

 


“Step aside, man! Let me reason with the
mancer!”

 


Feligo attempts to approach her, but
Techton, no longer leashed with Gold, stands between fox and lady,
casting incants to keep the Maestro at bay.

“Stop that, scoundrel!” Feligo shouts whilst
rolling out of the way of a mass of Void. “Hear me out! I have an
idea!”

Techton is much deeper swallowed by Void
than the last time we saw him. The way he moves is unnatural,
darting here and there like a true witch. His incantations are cast
inconceivably fast! Even the twin witches, collectors of
uncountable secrets, require time to incant!

He answers Feligo by summoning a whip of
Void in each hand and lashing them crisscross – an attempt to catch
the nimble fox.

“Stop that!” Feligo spins, sword erect, to
cut both leashes in the center. “Listen! Why not try using the
boy’s newfound power alone to wake the people?

Techton growls a response nearly
indiscernible that goes something like, “Lady’s got it
covered!”

“Cad! You’re missing the point!” Feligo
shouts. “Anything we can do to keep from raising the draggar is a
good idea in my book! You must have noticed the way its name pricks
the skin! How can waking something like that be a wise
choice?!”

“Lady will be its master!” Techton snarls in
reply. “She’s the hero; not you, playboy!”

“If you insist,” Feligo says, mid-lunge,
“then hear this: I want to wake my people as much as anyone, but
what about the Bloődite boy? Can you really stand by while an
innocent is slaughtered? It’s barbaric!”

“Heh.” Techton releases one of his rasping
chuckles. “That’s a laugh, coming from you.”

Once, Techton would have been right to
question it, given Feligo’s history, but we have long since come to
know the Maestro as an honorable man. Techton seeks only to rile
him. Rile, he does.

“My transgressions are my own! And I WILL
atone for them!” Feligo holds his blade vertically and uses it as a
bow to shoot arrows of Gold. “Any who stand in my way shall be
slain!”

“Shut up!” Techton spits, as spitefully as
ever. “Stay out of it and let her do her job!” He slings a web of
Void dangerously close to the Maestro’s side.

“Feligo, watch out!” I cry.

My voice rings true throughout the enchanted
space.

“Fae!” Feligo stops mid-slash to acknowledge
it, before dodging another attack.

“He can hear me?” I dig my hands deeper into
the dirt. “I am visible?!”

“Dear me, you are now, aren’t you?” Bexwin
speaks from my side, making me jump.

I did not notice him before! Yonder, the
Count stands, both Gold and Void prepped, eyeing the trail of smoke
that has just left my mouth. “Why, I imagine that’s probably
because we’re hiding in a pocket of Gold. Nice of you to bring my
brother along, by the way. That doesn’t complicate matters
at all.”

That is right!

While I walked with Awyer in Dimensia, Ark
possessed my body. Foolishly, I allowed him to enter me! I make
haste to cough out whatever darkness might be lingering in me, but
there is none. I inspect the tip of my hair and it is reverted to
afternoon’s graying white.

Ark’s use of me is through. Before me, the
trail of smoke begins to form itself, condensing into shape.

I catch my bearings as best I can, while I
can.

Within this pocket of Gold, the water of the
falls does not exist. I exist, though. The ground is solid beneath
my feet. Mael has drawn Pedj’s sun power from him and is currently
holding it whilst attempting to summon some great beast. Feligo
wishes to speak to her, but Techton guards her while she casts her
spell. Count Bexwin, foe-turned-friend-turned-foe, waits for his
brother to appear so that he may defeat him. And my pactor . .
.

My pactor is . . . . . .!?

“Awyer?!”

A quiet panic enters me as I realize that my
pactor is not within the dried basin with me and the rest. He was
left behind?! Of course he was! Ark would not bother to carry him
with!

With little else to turn to, I concentrate
on the pull of our bond. Faintly, I feel the Gold through the
tattoo on his shoulder. Day by day, it seems to weaken. I feel the
direction it leads. It is not tight; it is quite lax. He is
close.

There.

He is over there, lying in the mesh, yet
outside the pocket of Gold. He is here and he is not here, just as
I am here and not here. I see him, vaguely, through the fold. And
there are others. In the same way I focused my mind’s eye to see
beyond the barrier of Eldrade, I focus beyond this pocket of Gold.
Ark’s agents yet line the sky, waiting for command from their
master, and there are more. Dozens of people . . . hundreds
of people have begun to fill the island. From all corners of
Yel’ram they come, crossing into the central falls along every
connected bridge. I press my sight further. I enchant my eyes to
see the crowd and their manner.

The Yel’ram Truth.

The Yel’ram Eight.

The keepers of the secret approach, having
witnessed the falls fall under foreign sun, to see their
‘divination’ come to life.

A small group trots faster than the rest,
sights set on my pactor. I ready enchants to spell them away until
I see that Sanjuel is among them. So, too, is Armani. Upon nearing,
the small girl crouches and gives Awyer a poke in his cheek.
Sanjuel squints at the pool, in an attempt to see that which is
hidden by Gold. Until I sense aggression from them, I will not
attack.

Be safe, Awyer. There are things I must do,
and posthaste!

“Bexwin.” I turn to the Count, whose
Gold-lit hand is outstretched at the forming smoke, attempting to
suppress Ark from materializing.

“Little busy here,” he hisses. A small vein
at the side of his forehead bulges. He is under great duress!

“Please help us save Pedj.”

“Sure, I’ll get right on that as soon as I
fight Arkraine. You could help me, you know, as you aren’t doing
anything useful right now.”

“Help you? Why would I help you?!”

“Taking Ark’s side, then? Bad move.”

“No, I do not choose his side either! True,
I am fearful of the draggar,” – I shiver at its name – “and I do
not think it wise to awaken something we know nothing about, BUT I
DO want to see the world awaken. It is most important to me that my
pactor awakens from this curse!”

“So you will help me,” says Bexwin, hands
aglow.

No. I do not choose Ark’s side and I do not
choose Bexwin’s side.

Whose, then, do I choose?

I look again to my resting pactor. The
answer is clear. I choose his, now and forever.

 


I will see you soon.

 


Yes, I will see him soon, but at this
moment, at least, he would want me to save his friend. Our
friend.

Making sure first that Bexwin and Techton
are both distracted, I pull myself to my feet. Wobbly, they betray
me. Traitorous things. If even a child can learn to walk with ease,
so too, can I, and so I try again. My intent is to sneak to Mael
while Feligo distracts Techton; however, after only a few steps I
realize that I will not be able to get to her in any deft manner.
Change of plans.

“I am sorry, Techton,” I whisper as, pulling
from my sphinx’s shared Gold, I shoot a triad of enchants at the
witch.

Yes, I will serve as distraction so that
lithe Feligo can reach Mael better.

“Mistress,” Techton’s sunken eyes turn to
me. “What are you doing?”

“I am stopping you!”

“I understand why he would – never liked him
– but you, Grim, you only want to see your beau awake.”

Drat. He yet focuses his attacks on Feligo,
paying no mind to mine. With ease he flicks them away with the turn
of his hand. Meanwhile, Feligo struggles to remove a tacky spot of
Void caught in his hair and quickly spreading.

I barrage Techton with a flurry of Gold so
that at least he will be forced to focus on defense. For at least a
moment he lets up his pursuit of Feligo while countering the
onslaught of Gold.

“You are not well, my confidant!” I shout
through the haze of enchants. “Have you not given thought to the
dangerous nature of the creature Mael rises? What is more, have you
forgotten that we have traveled at the zombie’s side for many, many
days? I was the one that suggested you drink of Void, and for that
I am sorry, but I cannot allow you to jeopardize my pact with Awyer
any longer! We do not know what the UNSPOKEN draggar will do! As
you have seen, it is dangerous to meddle with creatures born of
Void! Furthermore, I cannot allow you to sacrifice our friend. I
have seen the future and it is good, and I believe that we can work
to find another way!”

“This IS the only way! She’s resolved, okay?
And I have too!”

 


Let it happen, Grim. Someone will not make
it, and you cannot stop it.

 


Why, Awyer? I have witnessed your merit. I
have seen you stand in danger’s way to save these people. How are
you able to let one of them perish now?

With a snarl, Techton throws a particularly
vengeful ball of smoke. I cannot dodge. It surrounds me, takes on
new form, and binds my hands over my head. Feligo, caught by the
Void stuck in his hair soon falls under the same fate. He is
disarmed. He is bound.

“NO!” I cry.

But my cry is drowned by another’s.

“Oh, piss!”

From behind, Bexwin swears. Although he
presses Gold into Ark’s forming figure, it seems it is not enough.
The gray man gains sudden strength and emits a blast that sends
Bexwin flying to the barren ground.

Thud!

The elder skids to a stop in the sand.
Techton, understanding that a common enemy has arisen, ceases his
pursuit of Feligo and sets his glower upon Ark – not that his dark
magicks will do any good against another man of Void.

Ark’s garment takes shape. Starting at the
bottom, sleek dark fabric winds around smoke, moving upward until
Ark’s bottom half is made physical.

My chest pulses at the sight of him.

He will stop Mael.

He will stop the draggar from rising.

But what will he do in the process? Who will
he sacrifice to combat Pedj’s sun-power? All those soldiers at the
Gloerland altar . . . Ark sacrificed them to gain their power
because his mission took precedence.

There is nothing to stop him from doing so
again.

As the voided man’s right hand spins into
existence, it holds a familiar weapon, and with it comes a familiar
stench. Putrid. Rancid. Curdling.

The hair of the hellbeast!

“Arkraine!” Supported by one elbow, Bexwin
casts a measly ring of Gold at his brother, but it does not reach
the gray man. The Gold fizzles, caught in the aura of darkness
around Ark’s person.

Paying no mind to me or to the rest, Ark’s
focusless eyes drift toward Mael. She and Pedj are now completely
swallowed by the hovered light. And the light?

It has grown sizably. It blinds to look at.
It stings to see.

Outside, the necromancers gather in
expectation, showing no fear of the UNSPOKEN resting in the abyss
below. Mayhap they are grateful to it for its refuge, but if I have
learned anything, it is that those offering refuge often seek
something in return.

There was a time when I, too, trusted a
creature of darkness. Hamira did not so easily let me leave
her refuge.

The gray man glides the floor with resolve,
and Techton, anticipating that his enchants will not work against
another man of darkness, walks backward, hands tepidly at his
sides, until he is butted up against the amassing of sun’s light.
Ark sends at him a precursor shot. A single ball of Void. But
rather than jump out of the way, Techton places himself directly in
the line of fire. The ball changes course and goes zipping to the
side.

Ah. He thinks to act as a shield to rebound
any voided attacks made at Mael.

Clever.

But we will require much more wit than that
if we hope to escape this mess. “Feligo,” I speak at the Maestro,
“are you able to untangle?”

There is not need to ask. The fox is already
rolling to his sword. He is already summoning Gold though bondaged
wrists. He is shimmying against the sword’s blade to cut himself
free.

But a gummy mass of Void is still caught up
in his hair. It threatens to spread again. And so, holding the ends
of his hair taut – in one swift, unhesitant motion – Feligo brings
the sword to his mane and slices. Fine, light strands fall to the
ground.

In the time it takes for a lip to quiver,
Feligo is transformed. His shining hair now ends between ear and
shoulder, and rests against jaw and neck. A strong man, he wears
only a strong look of melancholy to see them fall.

It is quickly replaced by ardor.

It is a shame. But it is a small price to
pay for freedom.

Sword raised high, the defiled fox charges
Ark.

Meanwhile, the stench of hellbeast grows
stronger. Potently, it fills the air.

The silverfox shoots a myriad of golden
spears into Ark’s garment, but all of them fizzle before making
contact. Ark’s aura is just too strong. Too dark. Too otherworldly.
Feligo does not let up. If he cannot defeat Ark by magickal means,
he will use physical force.

His sword gleams in reflection of sun’s
light. Pointed at Ark, unfaltering, it rams.

Grosser still, the smell of hellbeast hair
grows until it is too strong to breathe! Stronger than ever before!
I watch Feligo’s fight and bury my nose in my shoulder. The smell
of Ark’s whip is more powerful than ever I remember it! Than ever
when used by the witches of Ensecré!

How . . .

. . .

My shadow has always been a constant. Even
when I do not show, my shadow marks my presence. It is a small
reminder that at least some small portion of me exists. That some
tiny fragment of Grim lingers between tangible space. My
shadow is constant.

The moment my shadow disappears, lost to a
far greater shadow, is the moment I realize:

The smell of hellbeast hair does not come
from Ark.

It comes from something far greater.
Something to my back.

Turning my neck, I see it.

Dread.

From beneath the island, a giant creature
rises in the sky – a massive creature, neither black nor white, nor
any other color known to man. I cannot think of a way to describe
it, for there is naught in the Vessel that holds its likeness. A
color between sunset and hill, perhaps, or one between death and
life. The color of a songbird’s cries, perhaps, or that of a
dreaming imp. There is no color like it. Not that I have seen or
heard.

But that is the color of the UNSPOKEN’s
bones.

For the time, the creature is only half
formed. One leg, one claw, one wing. But it is quickly turning
whole. Enormous bones fly from below us, over the side of the
central falls, and join with the rest of the beast. It is much
larger than any animal I have ever before seen. Much more
treacherous, too. Even the smallest of its bones are larger than I.
Even the feel of its presence is more harrowing than a thousand of
Ark’s agents.

The draggar.

A perfectly fitting creature for the
name.

And the stench. The stench of the beast
grows, and a suspicion within me forms. A suspicion that is
confirmed when Ark’s whip of hair goes flying from his hand to join
the bones.

The draggar. The UNSPOKEN. It is not that we
have never heard of it before. It is that we knew of it under a
different name.

The draggar, protector of Yel’ram, is so, so
much more.

 


The draggar is the hellbeast.

 


We were right to doubt the prophecy and the
Yel’ram Truth.

“MAEL!” I wail her name in hopes that it
will somehow touch her. “DO YOU REALIZE WHAT YOU ARE DOING?! THIS
IS THE HELLBEAST! YOU CANNOT POSSIBLY HOPE TO TAME IT! IT WILL
CONSUME US ALL! THE PROPHECY IS A FALSITY! CEASE YOUR NECROMANCY AT
ONCE!”

But either Mael does not hear or she does
not listen. The bones continue to rise.

I have come to care for the others. Truly I
have. I did not ask for it and I did not expect it, but relying on
those who are not wards has changed me, somehow.

But Awyer yet rests.

I care for the others. Truly I do.

But Awyer’s life comes first. I must get him
out of the hellbeast’s vicinity. I pull from him. With everything
in me, I will that every last drop of his inherent Gold would move
through him to me. I pull and I pull, and when the enchant finally
comes, it comes bright. My hands light golden, searing away the
shackles of Void.

“FELIGO! TECHTON! GET AWAY FROM THIS
PLACE!”

I make a dive for the side of the dried pool
in an effort to return from the fold of Gold. Alas, my legs are
unpracticed. I stumble and trip.

I turn to the only one I may for help.
“COUNT BEXWIN! DO SOMETHING!”

The lines between friend and foe blur. The
lines between savior and enemy blur.

Recovered from his brother’s attack, Bexwin
hobbles to where I stagger. “What precisely do you want me to do?”
he says in a hiss.

The draggar’s presence daunts.

“Is this what you thought would happen?!” I
say.

“Why, are you displeased? Mercy me.”

“Of course I am displeased! We cannot stand
by while–”

“Sure we can. Watch us.”

With that, he takes my shoulders and pushes
me into submission. My weak legs go easily to the ground. The Count
puts his chin against the top of my head and digs it in slightly
harder than is comfortable. When I start to struggle, he presses
harder.

“Pay attention, faerie,” he says. “Look what
you’ve done.”

“What I have?”

“That’s right. Weren’t you the one that
pressured the stripling in the first place? Naefaeries and their
gift of foresight. Without you, I expect we’d all be in a very
different place right now.” His tone is amused.

“Why are you not frightened?” I ask.

“Are you joking?” he says with mocking. “I’m
overjoyed. Arkraine didn’t make it in time. The Queen Necromancer’s
almost finished.”

“We must do something.” I struggle against
him. “Do you really think the draggar will rid the world of
color?”

“Rid the world of color . . . Or destroy us
all. Whichever, it really doesn’t matter to me.”

“Just so that you can go down with your
brother knowing you as an enemy?!” Foolish. “If that is the case,
then why did you not end your own life long ago?!”

Out of anger I say something wretched.

Even within the chaotic space, my words
resound, an echoing reminder of my greatest sin.

 


I once killed one of my wards.

He begged that I should end his life, for
his sorrow was great and his resolve was weak. His merit was weak.
It was his time. Our ages were met, and I was fated to kill
him.

It was not difficult to end that silverfox’s
life.

For that silverfox did not wish to live.

Dishonorable man he was.

 


“What fun would there be in that?” is
Bexwin’s ignoble response.

Shocking.

“Shush now, faerie. I’m interested to find
out the end of this story, aren’t you? The day Ark the Gray
died.”

Feligo and Techton and even the gray man
himself have stopped their pursuits in lieu of the looming threat
at our backs. Bone moves to bone, and the beast forms. I shout and
struggle and will that we would escape this prison. Outside, the
villagers’ devotion falters. The beast’s presence is much to bear.
Even if they cannot see us within the fold of Gold, they can see
the draggar. They can smell its vileness. In a matter of
minutes, half of the people clear.

They are wise to run.

The rest will fall.

Armani and Sanjuel will fall. They are among
those who remain.

Catching his senses, Feligo again turns on
Techton, intent on reaching Mael by whatever means he may. Feligo
dodges around Techton, sword instead fixed on the necromancer.
Techton is swifter, however. He calls a bolt of Void to strike the
Maestro from behind. Feligo falls, and this time, he does not show
signs of moving again.

“Feligo!”

Without the hellbeast hair in his grasp, Ark
glides backward from the rabid witch and begins to move his hands
through the air. He calls upon other forces of darkness to do his
bidding. A bubbling cloud of smoke forms into existence around his
ankles. It gains, massing, until it reaches his knees, then comes
up from behind him and splits into two. One shoots to the right of
Techton, the other shoots to the left. The human shield will not be
able to shield his lady against both. The witch does not seem to
notice. First rebounding the right attack, he makes a dive for the
left. He is too late.

The left smoke, pointed like an arrowhead
snake, moves toward Mael. Its target is set. Its path is clear. It
lashes.

Timing is in Mael’s favor. Only a breath
before the arrowhead hits, Pedj’s sun swells. It covers all,
drowning Bexwin and me and even the Yel’ram necromancers beyond the
fold in searing light.

“YESSS!” Bexwin’s melodic hiss reaches my
ears, though naught but light reaches my eyes.

Mael has won. But I cannot say for certain
whether that is bad or good.

The spell of light lingers over us, quieting
– or perhaps disquieting. Stillness. Anticipation. Ambiguity. And
when it lifts, it does not lift fully. Rather, the light moves –
from over Pedj’s fallen frame and into the core of the hellbeast
itself. Within its great chest of bones, light gleams in place of a
heart.

It is over?

It is not over.

The sunlit heart begins to act. Through each
of the colored bones, light moves. From center outward, light
courses through the creature, and wherever is touched by light,
flesh begins to form. Golden hide wraps over colored bones. Muscle,
sinew, blood. The beast is more than raised; it is brought wholly
back to life!

But all the same, I suspect it may not be
brought back to its original state. The hellbeast is a creature of
wrath and malice. One of secrets and Void. One of spite and greed.
Those ingredients musk it with the indigestible scent. This new
beast, on the other hand, is a creature of light and Gold. The more
the flesh forms, the weaker the stench becomes until it is all but
a putrid memory.

A prophesized light – light from the sun –
bequeathed secretly unto the necromancers, is able to alter even
the most voided of beasts?

Within the draggar’s chest, the golden heart
pumps. Upon massive wings, the creature lifts. And then it lowers,
landing before Mael and shaking the central falls.

Now that she is no longer covered in glow, I
am able to see more clearly her expression. She looks to the beast
with a kind fondness. She extends her hand to caress its snout, and
the draggar responds by bowing its great, scaled head.

While I am still beneath Bexwin’s grasp,
there is another who is not so still. Ark takes no fear of the
creature, but recalls the arrowheads of Void and instead directs
them at the beast. Mael does nothing to stop him. Lo, her
expression is nonchalant. She looks at him as she would a
chipperpillar crossing her path. The arrowheads of Void inflate.
They grow until they are as large as one of the beast’s mighty
claws, and when they are at approving size, Ark sends them plowing
for the creature of light.

Alas for him, the creature’s hide is a
strong and repelling hide. The attacks bounce away, through the
barrier and into the remaining crowd. Distantly, the devoted
scream.

Mael raises her hand in warning.

I say that it is in warning, for her
expression does not falter. Behind her cool eyes there is no amount
of malevolence. Set on Ark, her eyes are steady. The gray man takes
the warning. With a spin, he disappears into a cloud of smoke.

Mael lowers her hand.

Techton growls.

The Count releases me and I attempt to make
even my quickened pulse and breaths.

Feligo is still. Pedj is still. And for the
first time, I understand what their stillness means.

“Th-they are . . .” Words and legs shaking,
I use Bexwin’s shoulder as a crutch to steady myself upward. I take
a few wobbling steps at the new Queen Necromancer. “They are dead!”
I cry. “You killed Feligo and Pedj.”

“Didn’t,” Mael says, shaking her head.
“They’re oka.”

“They . . . are?” I am slow to believe her.
Their beaten frames suggest otherwise. “But the prophecy says that
you must kill Pedj to rid the world of color! You mean to say that
you have not?”

“Ain’t over yet, Mistress,” Mael says. She
points to massive draggar bent to her will. “Gotta take this kitty
home first.”

“Home?” I question. “What do you . . .?”

“You’s gonna see Ower again. And Techt’s
gonna get on all right, too. Even Pedjram . . .” Her brow line
quivers. “Even he’ll be oka, I’s sure.”

But she is not sure. I can read it on her
face.

“Mael, what is going on? Do you mean to say
you do not intend to kill the zombie? Will you truly be able to rid
the world of magicks without doing so? And do you have any idea
what state the world will be in when you are through?”

Queen Necromancer opens her mouth to
respond, but a certain dark thing beats her to it.

“Well now, Grim,” says Techton. “Before all
of that, don’t you think we ought to greet each other properly?”
Bearing a smile reminiscent of the days we first met, he gives a
small wave. “I feel awful about the way I acted before. Heh. Wasn’t
really myself then, and I put a lot of strain on you. I took the
job of being your voice, but I kind of sucked, huh? The urge was
just too great. It was like you said – some people are born with
hungry veins. I’ve got a better handle on it now. Come here. I’ll
show you.”

Were he not marked by Void, I might be
foolish enough to believe his claims, but there is staleness to
him, and behind the smile, something too eager hides. He wishes me
to come to him? It is more than that. He is desperate that I should
come, as though he has never wanted anything greater.

He is hungry.

To test the theory, I allow a small helping
of Gold to form in my palm. Merely the size of one lonely pea.

Even that, the witch smells. He charges me,
formality to the wind. Luckily, his lady is prepared, and with a
burst of Gold, she throws something at him. The golden collar
materializes around his neck while the leash’s end materializes in
Mael’s dainty palm.

“Stop it, Techt!” she shouts. “You promised
you wouldn’t!”

If the dark thing wishes to charger further,
he cannot. The chain pulls taut and the Azurian is choked back. He
takes a moment to calm, and in the aftermath looks to be inhaling
large helpings of air. But it is not air. With each breath, Gold
moves down the chain, from Mael’s hand, and into the collar.

Ah. The contraption is such that Techton may
freely drink of Mael.

In this way, she has become his warden and
he has become her ward. Or maybe it is the other way around.

“Intriguing,” Bexwin says from behind
me.

I had nearly forgotten that he was there! I
whirl to get his take on the events that have transpired, but am
disappointed to find him kicked backward in the dirt, much in the
way one would enjoy a picnic.

“Do you not find any of this the least bit
alarming?!”

“We’re not dead, are we?” Bexwin sneers. “I
thought you’d be happy by that, at least.”

“What is wrong with you!?”

“Gotta get on now, Grim,” Queen Necromancer
breaks me from the frustrating man.

Again, I whirl to find her already atop the
draggar. She means to ride it?!

“Don’t got time to talk to Pedjram.” She
pauses and her eyes threaten tearfulness. “No. Can’t talk to
him. Not unless he forgives me.” This time tearfulness wins. “Tell
him to meet me where I first met you and Ower,” she says, weepy.
“If that’s what he wants.”

Where she first met us? The place comes to
mind and with it brings a wrenching of the gut. Ensecré. My
least favorite of places! Mael wants me to send Pedj there?!

“Why must he meet you there?” I ask
of her.

“Ain’t ended yet. That’s where it’ll. What’s
is, is if you wanna wake Ower, there’s the place what’s gonna wake
first.”

My blood rushes at the word wake. My
heart races at the word first. Long have I feared my fading
pact. An unspoken anxiety has gripped me – the thought that my pact
might break before the sleepness is cured.

Wake first.

And while my thought races with vibrant
imagery of Awyer freed from Dimensia, Mael orders Techton to climb
up the draggar’s nose. Next, she turns to Bexwin. “You comin’?”

“Oh?” For the first time, the Count shows a
hint of something resembling excitement. “I’m invited?”

“You brought Pedjram. You can come.”

Bexwin’s smile curls. “Excellent.” He
makes haste to join the others, climbing upon one of the beast’s
massive claws and lounging as though he is riding one of the
floating platforms of Eldrade.

He is leisurely. In his eyes, he has already
won his fight.

I cannot say the same. As I look between my
three fallen comrades, I feel responsibility’s unwelcomed weight
upon my shoulders. Pedj . . . Feligo . . . and more importantly
than the rest, Awyer.

“Sorry, Grim,” Mael goes on. “You stay.
Gotta tell Pedjram where to go. I’s gonna leave a path for you.
Oka? I’ll wait ‘s long’s I can. Oka?”

“I . . .”

She does not wait for answer. The moment
Bexwin and Techton are situated upon the golden draggar, she taps
it atop the head, and with silent terror, it rises into the air.
Its wings make massive whooshing waves through the air.

“Wait, Mael!” I order. “Do not leave so
suddenly! If the part about Pedj dying was not true, then what of
the rest of the prophecy? How can you trust any other part of it if
that part did not come true?!”

Unless . . .

Unless Pedj’s death is yet to come?!

Is they why she wishes me to lead him to
Ensecré?! To lure him to his death?! Is she really such a good
deceptress that her tears are false?

But even as I think it, I realize it is not
so.

As the felion rises into the air atop her
great gleaming beast, her eyes are brimmed with tears, genuine and
sorrow-filled. Mael aches greatly. She is not the heartless pursuer
we believed her to be.

Indeed, if she sought to lure him, then why
not just take him now while he cannot protest? Why not bring her
quarry to Ensecré herself?

While I contemplate these things, the
draggar makes a sudden movement. One moment it is hovered, and the
next, it is darting across the sky in a blink. How quickly the
creature is able to flit! Almost too quickly to see!

And just like that, the witch, the
necromancer and the Count are gone. To that despicable hovel they
fly.

Equally fast, my surroundings undergo a
change. Without Mael to maintain its spell, the fold of space
reverts. The water of the pool refills. Sharper becomes the paltry
crowd of Yel’ram-dwellers brave enough – or maybe foolish enough –
to have remained throughout the draggar’s rising. Armani and
Sanjuel and Awyer come into clear view.

My pactor. My Awyer. My heart.

But I am forced to focus on something more
pressing.

Water mists my cheeks.

“Ah!” I hurry to move Pedj and Feligo out of
drowning’s way, but even as I step, my foot does not hit the
ground. Though I am wetted by the water, I can make no contact with
anything solid.

I am again unseen. Unreal. Only my shadow
remains.

And three unconscious men are in my
care.


Chapter XVIII: Choice

 


“There you go.” The wrinkled man pushes his
spectacles up his nose. “Now, why don’t you tell me what
happened?”

Upon Sanjuel’s table, a large leather-bound
book rests, opened two-thirds of the way in and stenching of must.
Periwinkle sleeves rolled, Sanjuel waits with quill in hand. Armani
stands beside him, elbows settled on the table and eyeing Feligo’s
shortened hair with remorse.

In the adjacent room, weakened Pedj lies
sleeping beside my resting pactor. Neither of them would approve of
sharing a bed, but neither of them have much of a say at the
moment.

And neither do I.

I am again unheard.

I am grateful to the periwinkle man for
fishing fox and zombie out of the water, but his demands to
accurately chronicle the draggar’s rising are more trouble than
they are worth. We have not time to give in to his requests. Mael
and Techton and Bexwin are, even now, preparing to rid the world of
color.

Feligo takes a drink from the glass of water
presented him, and begins to describe in detail as much of the
events from the falls as he can. It does not matter whether or not
our secrets are revealed now. Very soon, the world will change and
none of it – Ark, the sphinxes, Amethyst – will matter anymore.

As Feligo recounts his tale, I look to Pedj
with urgency. Even if I wanted to flee after Mael myself, I could
not. Awyer and I are connected. I cannot go any great distance from
him. Not that I would choose to leave his side if I could.

No. And I cannot go without him and I cannot
move Awyer without outside help. I require Pedj’s bonemen.

“Hold up,” says Sanjuel, not looking up from
the book. “You say the light came from within that boy?” He
scribbles onto the page. “Mmhm, and which end did it come out
of?”

Feligo shows a look of appalling before
admitting that he does not know.

“Hmmm,” says Sanjuel. “I’ll just assume it
was the . . .” He continues to jot.

“Don’t assume anything!” Feligo
shouts. “Say it rose out of him! Nothing more!”

Sanjuel swats the air. “It’ll be fine.
Everyone embellishes now and then.”

The Maestro – most likely questioning how a
man tasked with chronicling can take such liberties – eyes the book
with horror.

“There are greater things to be concerned
with,” he says. “For one, what’ll you do now that the creature is
gone? The falls were raised by its power, correct?”

Feligo is an intelligent man. Even without
hearing so from me, he gathers the fate of this place on his
own.

 


Once the last of its lingering power
recedes, Cascade Yel’ram will fall.

 


“Yes . . .” Sanjuel trails.

“Then don’t you think you should be
organizing an evacuation?!” says the silverfox.

Sanjuel’s bugged eyes bulge even buggier
through his small-framed glasses. “You might have a point.”

Feligo grits his teeth. “Of course I do!
What’s wrong with you lot?! You wait over the bones of a fearsome
creature for centuries, protecting its secret, waiting for it to be
exhumed, without making preparations for the aftermath of its
awakening?!”

Sanjuel looks to Armani. Armani looks to
Sanjuel. Sanjuel strokes his chin. Armani strokes hers too.

“Well? Go!” Sanjuel blurts suddenly, sending
Armani scampering through the door.

Feligo shakes his head and grunts. “Judging
from the air, I’d say you have a week before the power’s gone
completely.”

I zip through him because he has forgotten
something important.

“Even less if our associates succeed in
their extinction of magicks,” he adds.

“. . . Extinction?”

“Yae, extinction.” Feligo releases a
great, strained sigh.

With that, the fox begins to recount
everything, leaving neither big nor small detail to the
imagination. And while he does, I skim to Awyer’s side. I pass
through Pedj in an attempt to wake him. His breathing is deep. His
face is peaceful. Though the draggar is raised, Pedj lives. The
quarry lives.

 


In the days of Bloőd,

The boy and his felion will surpass the
colors.

The boy will be filled with sun.

And the felion, upon seeing his might,

Will follow him, o’er the course of
days.

He will be her quarry, and she will be his
pain.

With his sacrifice, the draggar will
rise,

And the felion, birthed in sun,

Will be Queen of the colorless age.

 


Beneath the cascade, the bones sleep,

Protecting ye faithful with darkened
might.

From beyond the Vessel and slain in
blood,

The creature’s wrath bides.

Hark and heed, ye faithful few!

The Truth shall set ye free.

When falls fall under foreign sun,

The UNSPOKEN will claim its debt.

And the Queen will claim her quarry.

 


. . . Perhaps the sacrifice was nothing more
than Pedj’s sun? After all, he lost it to the beast.

As I try to make sense of it, there is
movement in the bed, accompanied by the rustling sounds of someone
arising from slumber.

“Zombie!”

Hair disheveled, Pedj sits up, rubs his
eyes, and lets out a guttural belch, and when he sees that he is
very near beside Awyer, he yells, “WAAK!” and scuttles over the
side of the bed much in the way a crab would.

Thud!

The sound of his knobby knees rapping upon
the floor alerts Feligo to his waking.

“What’s is?!” he squawks. “Did they do it?!
Are the colors crankin’ GONE?!”

Feligo springs sprightly into the room.
“Calm down, man!” He snaps his fingers, calling into existence a
tiny cloud of Gold. “The colors are still here, see? But according
to Old Man Mancer, a girl and two men rode away on the draggar! It
serves to say your sister, the dark thing, and Magister Bexwin are
en route to some destination to finish the job!”

“Cousin,” Pedj corrects. “And what the hoo?
What happened to your hair?”

Feligo brings a hand to his shortened locks.
“That’s your priority!?”

“Well, NO! You say them’s flew smack away on
a DRAGGAR?! Mael actually did it?! She raised the draggar?!”
Gaunt-faced, he studies his hands, turning them this way and that.
“But I ain’t dead! . . . Er, am I?”

Sigh. There is much to get caught up on
before we can hope to carry on. What is more, I am barely able to
remain afloat. I require sleep. Sleep requires time. And time is
not something we can afford to spend.

 


. . .

 


A cherry-framed clock upon Sanjuel’s wall
ticks.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

A disembodied spirit, I rest upon the chest
of my sphinx, while Feligo and Pedj offer theories of the day’s
transpirings late into the night. Neither of them saw what fully
happened at the central falls. My attempts to correct their
assumptions fail. They cannot see me. They cannot hear me. They
wrongly read my signs. And none of them possesses any great
knowledge of the ancient script.

I cannot tell them what I know.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

And as they discuss, Mael furthers from
us.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

I am bound to Awyer. I have no choice but to
wait for them to move him.

 


Tick. Tick. Tick.

The cozy interior of Sanjuel’s home dampens
as the walls push flat and the roof floats away. I am alone upon a
hill in a large clearing marked by a ring of crystals. The
partway-unearthed jewels catch the moon’s light and shine with
brilliance. Overhead, halos of stars circle in the deep sapphire
sky.

Things are not as they should be.

I am asleep.

. . . But what if Pedj and Feligo decide to
leave Sanjuel’s home?! I will be left behind!

A hand grazes my back. “You will feel
it.”

True. I will feel it if Awyer is removed
from me, and I will awaken and follow the pull of our pact.

I reach for the hand, and it slides
downward. It plays with me, uncaring to let me catch it. I know
this, so I spin to find its master. Awyer stands in the nightlight,
hair tossing, eyes reflecting the moon.

The day has been draining. I feared more
today for our pact than I have ever before. Because of this, I must
go to him. My body must meet his.

“Awyer!”

My hands are to his face in a flash. I draw
my thumbs along the warmth of his cheeks. I trail my fingers down
the sides of his neck.

“It is you,” I whisper.
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He does not move. He is a statue, poised
beneath my grasp.

“Mm,” he says.

But I am hungry for more. “Let me see your
shoulder.”

I do not wait for permission. My fingers
urgently begin undoing the buttons of his shirt. His face alights
with surprise. He opens his mouth to protest, but covers it with a
swallow, and as I continue to unbutton, his face falls serious.
Eyes aglow from the moon, he takes a lock of my hair into his hand.
I move down his shirt, and when I am through, Awyer snatches my
hand and forces it to his chest.

“W-what?” I stammer.

Too intent over laying sight on the mark of
our pact, I did not notice that he, too, appears hungry.

His eyes transfix on me, holding me in
place. “Do not move. And then you can see it.”

“Do not move?”

He nods.

“For how long?” I ask.

“A minute.”

Awyer will not let me check the mark on his
shoulder unless I remain still for one minute? It is a game? Small
anticipation gives a kick in my chest.

“Very well,” I tell him. “I will not
move.”

Eyes still on mine, Awyer gives one
commanding nod. Then he wraps his arms around me and lowers me to
the ground.

Ah! I said that I would not move, but I did
not expect that HE should move me.

My body lands against the hill. My hair
falls over my shoulders. Awyer releases my waist slowly, allowing
his hands to feel my body before placing them on the ground on
either side of my head. He is over me, and I am not allowed to
move.

His eyes shine. His mouth is calm.

I am not calm. Something behind my chest
tears at me from within, urging me to shout or moan or pull Awyer
closer.

Awyer must sense it. The corner of his mouth
twitches.

I look to the stars over his shoulder,
seeking diversion. “Th-this place is peaceful,” I say. “Dimensia
is.”

He shakes his head. “Not always. But you
always appear in places like this. . . . You moved your mouth. I
get another minute.”

“A–”

Before I may protest, he places his lips to
mine and muffles my words. When he pulls away, I no longer have the
will to speak. He brings his mouth lower, now, and places it upon
my collar. I cannot hold back. I grip at the back of his shirt and
pull him closer until his stomach is flush with mine. I kiss his
neck, and this time he does not mind that I move my mouth.

More.

I wish to kiss him more.

“Good job,” he says suddenly, and ceases
his pursuits.

Good . . . job?

I wait for further advances, but none
come.

My hand lies curled in the grass. It slides
to prop me up. I search my pactor, seeking reason for his
abruptness.

“You gave me a minute,” he says with
toying. “You can look now.” Pulling the shirt from his shoulder he
reveals his tattoo. Like a cracked, imperfect shard of obsidian
crystal, the spelled shape rests against his skin, binding him to
me, allowing him to see and hear me, and allowing me to feel him
wherever he is.

A sigh of relief escapes me as I see the
boldness of its shape.

Awyer sees my relief and shakes his head in
response. “Grim, you are hasty.”

“Why do you say such a thing?” I
ask.

He gestures to the sky. “You do realize you
could look at it anytime?”

So I could. Out there. In the real world. I
could very well examine his tattoo at any time.

My face grows hot at the realization. But
Awyer only laughs.

Again, I look to the sky. “When I awaken, I
will take us to Ensecré. Mael is on her way there already, and she
aims to go through with removing magicks from the world.”

My sphinx says naught.

I run my fingertips over his tattooed
shoulder. “I am afraid,” I admit.

Still, he says naught.

Though I attempt to keep my voice steady, I
cannot fully hide my desperation. “I do not know what will happen
to us!”

“Grim . . .” Awyer calls my eyes to
his.

“Tell me that we will be all right,” I
whisper.

“We will be all right.”

 


. . .

 


“Aha! Found it!”

From below the mess of greenery, Feligo’s
hand triumphantly pops, holding in it the voided crystal that will
be our salvation.

“Yeah, but you cheated!” Pedj insists. “Got
your feelers spread all over the place! How the heck am I supposed
to get on competin’ with that?!”

It is true – Feligo’s agions are scattered
all around the clearing where we conversed with Bexwin.

Cheating or not, I am just pleased that one
of them managed to find it. I fly through Pedj, warning him to
place the crystal in his mouth if he hopes to be spared from more
passes.

“WAAH! I twig it, Grim! I twig it!
Geesh.”

I do not wait for the crystal to fully enter
his mouth. The early morning sun shines over Cascade Yel’ram,
giving urgent reminder that we are already half a day separated
from Bexwin and the others. Rapidly, I begin to deliver Mael’s
message, and when I am through, my reinstated confidant tugs at his
collar.

“So THAT’S what happened.” He digests
everything that I have told him. It does not sit with him well.
“Argh! You sayin’ she was cwyin’? You sayin’ she was normal
Mael? First she goes all Maelcontent one minute, then the
next she’s sayin’ she’s sorry and whatnot? What GIVES?! Tell me,
GWIM! WHAT GIVES?!”

“Be still,” I speak to him, gladdened to be
heard once more. “There was something about the lady. Listen to
what I say carefully, my confidant. Mael said to go there if
it is your will. She said she would wait for as long as she
could, implying that whatever is going to happen will happen
with or without you present. It is almost as though . . .” I think
about how best to phrase my thoughts. “Do you think the ‘sacrifice’
spoken of in the prophecy may not have been your life, but your
light, Pedj? Your power of the sun? After all, you cannot
use it any longer, can you?”

Pedj wrinkles his forehead and motions at
one of Feligo’s silver agions poking from the ground.

One lazy tuft of Gold forms.

“See?” I say. “When you attempt to access it
now, all that is summoned is regular Gold. Might it be that you are
not meant to die after all? I have thought it over repeatedly. Mael
had a perfect opportunity to take you with her. There was nothing
to stop her. Yet she left the choice to you. I do not think we
would be foolish to view it as a show of good faith!”

“Hmmmm. Suppose that’s true . . . Say,
cwoop. What do you fink we should do?” Pedj proceeds to relay the
events, as I have told them, to Feligo.

“What do I think?” Upon hearing my
recollection, the Maestro delivers one of his judgmental points.
“Naturally, you should flee the other way!”

“EH?!” The zombie takes a step backward.

“But of course!” Feligo cries. “How will you
defend yourself without your glowy, glowy sunpower?!”

Pedj deflates. “Glowy . . . glowy?” he says,
pitch shifting irritably.

“You are not all defenseless,” I counter.
“You still contain Gold, and so, too, do I.”

Clearly torn, Pedj looks from me to Feligo
to the southern sky. It does not take long for his teeth to begin
to grind.

I really do not mean to rush the zombie into
unnecessary danger, but . . .

“Think it over,” I say, solemn. “If you will
not carry Awyer there, then I must find another way. And I do not
have time to spare. We took a great risk, allowing ourselves to
rest in the night. You may have until we reach the ramp to decide
which course you will take.”

“The . . . The wamp?! You mean you’s leavin’
wight now?!”

“As I said, I do not have time to spare.
Even if you decide against accompanying Awyer and me to Ensecré, I
expect you to assist me until it is our time to part ways.”

“But–!”

“Either way, you cannot stay here. These
islands and their pillars will soon begin to fall.”

With that, I command my portion of the
enchant holding Awyer to follow after me. Feligo, though he cannot
hear my side of the conversation, sees the motion and commands his
half of the enchant to do the same. Together, we hover Awyer’s body
upon a cloud of Gold.

But my pactor is heavy, and I am weak. My
pact is weak. Ever, it grows more difficult to pull from our shared
power. I quickly tire from the exertion.

Although I spoke tough, I do not know what I
will do if Pedj decides against accompanying me.

 


Through the nexus we travel in silence.
Pedj’s thought runs over his face. Frown follows smile follows
grimace. He does not know how to react to what I have told him.
Perhaps family-turned-foe is even more aching than
friend-turned-foe. Perhaps to think of Pedj’s pain, I must again
consider what it would be like were Awyer the one wishing me
dead.

Pang!

From there on, I do not make eye contact
with Pedj’s changing expressions.

Through flower and vine and brush we trudge,
passing cactus and toadstool alike. Through breathtaking jungle and
divine wood we march until we are at last at the metal ramp that
first allowed us to this place.

Leaves of scarlet and amber and gold settle
the ground. Undressing trees shelter bushes sparsely from the sun.
My shadow elongates. Feligo releases his half of the enchant over a
built-up pile of leaves. They crunch beneath Awyer’s body.

 


Not much longer, my Awyer. Not much longer,
my heart.

 


My stomach acts in knots. I do not know what
I will do if Pedj decides against joining us. Feligo and I will be
able to carry Awyer for a time, but only for a time, and our speed
will not be as swift as Pedj’s bonemen. It is with this knowing
that I turn to ask Pedj for his decision – or so I intend to, but I
am beaten to it by a victorious cry from the mouth of a
well-groomed maestro.

“Here’s where we part!” Feligo shouts.

“Part? Hoop! Hold up! I ain’t even told you
my decision yet!” protests Pedj.

“It doesn’t matter,” says Feligo. “Wherever
you go from here, I won’t be with you.”

That is news to me –

“What do you mean you will not be with us?!”
I cry.

And also to Pedj –

“You’re joshin’, right?” he says dryly.

Feligo shakes his head. “Simply put, I’m
staying.”

“Pedj, give the silverfox your crystal at
once!”

“Whaa? But he won’t put it in his–”

“Tell him that I insist!”

Begrudgingly, Pedj removes the crystal from
his cheek and extends it to Feligo. Moistened, it glints in the
sun.

Feligo turns up his nose at it.

“She insists,” says Pedj. He rubs the
excess saliva onto his shirt for good measure. With a look most
horrified, Feligo sniffs and turns his cheek to the stone, in a way
to suggest that it contains some insufferable odor. From there, he
waits a moment before slowly reaching his hand to Pedj’s.

Plop.

The crystal falls into his palm, where it is
quickly enveloped by a small cloud of Gold.

The cleanly fox means to sanitize it first.
I cannot blame him.

When at last he is satisfied, the Azurian
opens wide his mouth and cautiously places the crystal inside. In
the aftermath, he clenches his eyes tightly and frowns and waits
for his disgust to pass.

“Enough of that,” I scold. “Now, properly
explain yourself! I am grateful for the aid you have given, and I
did not intend to force it to continue, but why should you desire
to stay here? Even you yourself determined that the islands would
fall!”

“And that’s why I must stay.” Feligo says.
The crystal does not impair his speech to the extent that it
impairs Pedj’s. “The people of this place have waited and waited
for something that is now past. If I’ve learned anything from my
time as a government official, it’s that people are reluctant to
change. They won’t be quick to abandon their home. Evacuating eight
islands will take organization and leadership.”

“And you aim to lead them?”

Back to the sun, Feligo nods. His fair hair,
reaching only to his chin, shines in the light.

“There are things I must atone for,” he
says.

 


Ah. I see. And by saving these
necromancers, the sins of his past, as well as those of his
fathers, will be righted.

 


The handsome silverfox stands stoic in the
light. His sigiled armor glints.

“I understand,” I tell him. “There are
things I would like to atone for as well. I once pacted to a
silverfox. He was not as loyal or vigilant than you. You are a true
knight, Sir Feligo.”

My voice gives me away. Feligo senses
something and asks, “What happened to him?”

“His days were short.”

I will not admit that I was the one to put
an end to them.

“The last time I met a silverfox, it did not
turn out well,” I say instead. “And so I was slow to trust you. But
you are a man far better than he, and I know that you will be able
to atone for your sins. I am saddened that your might will not
accompany me to the end, but I will not fault you for your
decision.”

“Thank you, fae.” With the mien and stature
of a soldier, Feligo brings his fist to his chest and bows.

 


I once killed one of my wards. At the time,
I felt no great sadness over ending that silverfox’s life. I felt
no great sadness over our parting.

That is why I am startled by my sorrow now.
It is unexpected that I should lament parting ways with anyone but
Awyer. Naefaeries do not lament.

Then again, I gave up naefaeriedom long ago.
The moment I allowed compromising feelings to exist is the moment I
abandoned my duty.

 


“Here.” Feligo spits the voiced crystal into
his palm and offers it to Pedj.

“Blech!”

The silverfox shows offense. “Knave! My
mouth is far cleaner than yours!”

“Doubt it.” Cringing, the irritable
ex-zombie again takes the crystal into his mouth.

“Well?” Feligo places a hand on his hip.
“Have you decided? What’ll you do?”

“Indeed, Pedjram. What will you do?” I
say.

“Argh! No fair! You know when you get on
callin’ me that, it only makes me think of Mael!”

And here I thought his limited craft would
keep him from noticing.

I say nothing and wait for his answer. Pedj
looks to the sun. He looks to the clouds and the day. And then he
growls. “‘Course I’ll come,” he says, and his reluctance is
reminiscent of my pactor.

I do not care if it is reluctant or not.
Overjoyed, I fly at him. “Zombie! I delight in your choice!” I
throw my arms around his shoulders, though I know they will not
make contact.

But even though I should not make
contact, Pedj shivers. “Whoa. Almost felt it that time,” he
says.

Feligo nods in agreement. “The fae’s aura is
more solid than when we first met.”

It . . . is? And yet my pact with Awyer
continues to weaken. Its pull of Thyst is faint.

Before I can ask for elaboration, Feligo
opens his mouth wide. A yawn? No. He covers the open gape with an
equally open palm. It is not a yawn; it is a summoning. When he
pulls his hand away, a glowing piece of grassweed follows.

He has just removed one of his agions.
Glowing and silver and delicate is that which first brought him to
us. He extends the blade to Pedj. “Take this with you. I’d like to
have an idea of where you are.”

“Ick, no! That thing just came smack outta
you!”

“You have the nerve to say this after
convincing me to put that foul, slobber-coated crystal into my
mouth!?” Feligo retorts. “HERE!”

“Gwiiiim,” Pedj whines at me, seeking
support.

“Just take it!” I order. “You will offend
him!”

Still, the zombie protests. “Naw, really, I
couldn’t. I mean, won’t you be all off your game without it?” He
fakes thoughtfulness.

“I’ll adjust.” Dark eyebrows furrowed
angrily, Feligo forces the blade into Pedj’s hand, and Pedj
carelessly stuffs it into his pocket.

“Er, fanks or somefin’,” he mutters, but his
contempt cannot be masked by words. “ANYhoop,” he diverts, “you
really intend to stay with the raisers?”

“Until they’re securely away from
Yel’ram.”

“Even though they’re ripe nuts, havin’
pretty much worshiped the hellbeast all these years?”

Feligo does not falter.

“Phoo. You’re one cwazy, cwazy cwoop . . .
By the hoo, you ever find out what happened a thousand years ago to
get the draggar down there in the first place?”

A thousand years? For the first time
I consider something that should have been obvious. A thousand
years . . . Its rising was around the same time of Eldrade’s
seclusion. Mayhap the Eldradeans were not the only ones making
deals with the ancients.

But whether or not the two are connected,
Pedj’s asking strikes a nerve in the Maestro. A vein deep in
Feligo’s neck pulses. “Here’s the thing about that–” he says
with chagrin. “It’s a sham! A travesty!” He shakes his fist in the
air dramatically. “Cuuuurses!”

“Huh?” says Pedj, unaffected. “Meanin’?

“None of the scoundrels know how or why the
Cascade rose! It probably wasn’t even a thousand years ago!”

“Whaaa?”

“There’s no actual record of it in their
books, apparently.” Feligo snubs a nearby tree as an outlet for his
disappointment.

“Sanjuel, that old fart! Actin’ like he knew
what’s what! When you rescue the others, you should leave him
behind.”

Feligo turns his fist on Pedj. “NEVER!”

“Easy! Was just joshin’!” Out the side of
his mouth, he adds, “Oka, Gwim. We better get goin’. Time’s
a-wastin’.”

Merely because he does not wish to deal
further with Feligo’s dramatics! The zombie’s wants are
transparent.

No matter. I, too, am eager to depart.

I turn for one last look of the nexus. Never
before have I seen such an amalgam of mount and tropic and scorched
brush. There is beauty in the unnatural collaboration found in this
place. There is also beauty found in the man sending us off from
it.

I wave him a wave he cannot see and utter
him, “Farewell, fair Feligo,” before enchanting Awyer’s body to
rise.

And though he should not rightly hear me,
the silverfox responds, “Farewell, fair fae.”

 


My pact with Awyer feels weaker than ever.
Why, then, do I feel so real?


Chapter XIX: Mountain

 


“Is this what she meant by paff?”

Not a hundred paces from the bottom of the
ramp, Pedj and I stumble across something . . . peculiar.

There is a circular hole in the grass. Wide
enough for one pair of shoulders, the hole is not lined with dirt;
therein appears to be liquid. Yes, I cannot be sure, but it
looks to be filled with black ink or something equally viscous. Its
glassy surface reflects the sky.

Or . . .

Upon further examination, it is not a true
reflection, after all! It is not unnatural that my reflection
should not show – I do not have a reflection to speak of – but
Pedj, being fully real, should expect the liquid to mirror
him, yet when he leans over the hole, his face does not show back!
He hovers a hand above the fluid, and the image remains just the
same.

No, it is not a true reflection.

The liquid reflects something chilling.

A great, gray mount towers in the wash.

I have seen that mount before. I know its
sharp peak well.

“Yes, Pedj,” I answer him. “That is
Ensecré.”

Pedj gulps and attempts to divert. “What’s
this stuff?” He moves to dip a finger in the tap.

“Void, I would guess.”

“WAAAH!” He is quick to withdraw his finger.
“So what?!” he squeals. “Is like a cwankin’ porfal?!”

“Aye. The physics of the world are haywire
under this sleepness. Folds of Gold and distorts in time. It is not
so surprising that Mael would leave a portal of Void.”

Once more, Pedj peers over the ink-filled
hole, alike a child. “We can really get on through there?”

“I have played witness to Ark doing similar.
He travels by Void. He did so at the Blue Capital and at the
central falls, and even at the sibling rivers.”

“But that guy IS Void. Won’t be safe for us,
will it?”

“If I am honest . . . I do not know.”

“GWIM!”

“I suppose it will depend on your faith in
Mael.”

The Bloődite groans. Torn, he rubs the back
of his head. “Why’d you have to put it like that, eh?”

“I will make it easier for you, then,” I
tell him. I look to my pactor. “My bond with Awyer grows weak. I
have noticed it over the past weeks. It weakens and weakens and
soon I fear that it will break altogether. There are times when
even without Gold present, my words reach the ears of those around
me, and in those moments, I feel my pact with Awyer lessening. What
is more, I have come to sleep and dream. My hair and fingernails
grow. I age. Something is not right. I am urgent to awaken
my sphinx from this curse. I expected to travel to Ensecré on foot,
and I was fearful over what might become of us in that time. Now
that a more efficient way presents itself . . . I must get to that
place by any means, and the sooner the better.”

Pedj squirms. “What if it’s a twap?”

“No, I do not think so. At that time, Mael’s
emotion was sincere. She could have smote you at any time, but she
did not. If the voided portal is harmful, why did she not have
Techton force us into one before ascending?”

“I guess . . .”

Pedj’s reluctance is high.

Even so, for the sake of my pactor, for the
sake of my pact, I will go.

“If you wish to travel on foot, I will not
stop you,” I say, resolute. “I, however, am going in, and whatever
happens, even if I am tainted by Void in the process, it will not
matter. The end is here, and I must allow my pact the best chance
to survive. Please assist me with Awyer, and then you are free to
go.”

“H-hey! Wait just a skosh! Never said I
wasn’t comin’! Just coverin’ my bases, is all!”

T . . . Truly?!

I cannot keep from smiling. Indeed, it is
good that Pedj was not sacrificed.

I make it a point to tell him so: “You know,
I am glad that you were not eaten by the hellbeast, zombie.”

“Psh! Fanks a lot!” But he does not sound
truly thankful.

I will never understand mortals.

 


The Void is cool and smooth and clings to my
nonexistent flesh. I go feet-first, hovering over the hole and
slowly lowering myself in until the thick liquid comes up to my
neck. If I existed, I would hold my breath.

Lower still I go, until it covers up to my
nose.

First giving a nod to my confidant, I hold
to Awyer’s hand and submerge myself completely beneath the liquid.
It does not feel as water feels. It is there, but it is not. It is
alive, moving this way and that, writhing with energy from beyond
the Vessel. If it dirties or corrupts, I can feel no difference.
All that I feel is urgency.

Soon, very soon, I will again look my pactor
in the face and he will stare back with golden eyes and then we
will be free to live the vision he showed me.

That eastern sea, a place of bad omen, a
place inhabited by few, if Time was telling the truth, that
is where we will spend our days.

My sphinx and I.

The passing through the portal is brief.
Just as soon as I am covered, I feel my feet emerge. Downward I
move, through the ink, until my legs are completely exposed. I kick
them. It is unsettling to have my feet dangle in such a way without
knowing what is below!

Thankfully, I do not have to wait long for
the rest of me to follow. In the way dew drips from the end of a
drooped leaf, I am produced out of the Void, and when my eyes are
free, I see that I am being born from the dark sky. The sky melts
downward, delivering my body into this new place, until all that
remains in the Void is my hand, reaching upward to Awyer’s.

Gently, the portal drips him onto the
ground.

I lean over him to see that he is unharmed.
Wetted, his hair sticks to his face. How peaceful he looks, in
slumber – though there is nothing peaceful about the portal’s
destination. Cold rock, daunting fog, eeking mist. At the sight of
it all, my stomach gives a lurch, and I am filled with dread.

The second time I fled this place, I prayed
that it would be the last. How is it that I have come to willingly
return?

The stench of Void is strong; the evilness
of the air thick. Beneath a darkened sky, the mount that is Ensecré
lurks, protruding toward the heavens, just as worn as its
inhabitants. Around its base, the lake of fizzled enchants is no
more. Without Bloőd and Azure to fuel them, the artifacts have gone
silent. They have ceased their twitching and popping and whizzing.
Now, all that stretches is clutter. Peaking toward the sky, the
mountain’s top is alive with activity.

I squint.

A mighty golden beast circles the point, and
from the creature’s back, blasts of Gold and Void fire. Mael and
Techton . . . and mayhap even Bexwin are showering the mount with
enchants of shimmer and smog.

And the mountain? It is firing back.

CLONK!

Pedj’s emergence from the dripping sky is
far from graceful. Out of impatience, he appears to have tried
swimming out from the portal. The result is an awkward state, as
one leg and one arm hit the ground while the rest of him remains
caught up in sticky, inky Void, which does not intend to let him
release easily.

“MOTHER-CWANKIN’–”

A string of cussing resounds from his
irritable mouth, but it is all but drowned out by the thundering of
the heavens.

Black as Void, the clouds swirl against a
sky that is almost just as black. Through its reaches, thunder
roars, preceded by flashes of lighting that are not at all light.
Gray, they cut across the voided sky, striking much more angrily
than they should.

I am timorous over their wrath.
Protectively, I bow over Awyer.

Once free of the portal, Pedj scampers from
the ground to point at the circling creature and shriek, “That
them?!”

“Yes,” I say. “It would appear they are
attacking the mountain. Or rather, it would appear that they are
attacking those residing in the dark crooks of this wretched
place.”

“Those old witches?” says Pedj. “But
why?”

 


I’ve gathered what I can of your situation.
Arkraine heard about your prophecy from the twin witches of Secret
Mountain. He’s been in contact with them for decades, trading
secrets and conjurings.

 


“According to the Count, they are allies of
Ark. What is more, they would no sooner wish to see the world rid
of magicks than Ark himself. Without magicks, they too will
die.”

The ex-zombie studies the wide expanse of
dead objects separating us from the others. The last time we were
here Awyer enchanted a craft to carry us across using his
insurmountable Amethyst. Without that power, we will have a much
harder time of crossing. Pedj sees it too.

“If Mael left us that paff, why the heck’d
she plop us way out here?” he asks.

Indeed, the action occurs at the peak of the
mount. If Mael foresaw this battle, her aim may have been to keep
her cousin safe. She wants to keep us near, for whatever is to
happen, but away from danger?

“Sister.”

Before I may express the theory, a voice
that is neither male nor female sounds from behind us.

I know that voice well enough to know that I
should not dally. With agile kinesis, I spin, and as I do, I
release a precursory ball of Gold.

The agent with the strange hair dodges it by
dipping to the side and firing a retaliating blast of her own. I
zip away from the bomb, but even as it hurtles into the distance, a
cloud of darkened smoke lingers in its wake. Only once that clears
do I see the truth of what waits at our backs.

I was wrong to attack.

We are far, far outnumbered.

The lead agent is backed by a horde of other
agents, and this time, they do not wait properly in line. With
angst, they fidget and bob and bare their teeth. A conglomerate of
lovely, floating silver women peppers the sky with foreboding.
Judging by their squirmery, they, too, are aware of how close we
are to the end.

“Uhh, Gwim?” Pedj butts up against the side
of Awyer. “Ain’t sure if you realize this, but I’m not gonna be
able to blast them away again!”

Of course I know that. In the absence of
Pedj’s sun, our only hope is to buy time. I answer him nothing, and
instead move to shield Awyer from the agents.

“I am not your sister,” I say to the
leader.

“You’re right,” she says. “That would imply
you’re worthy of being an equal.” The viciousness behind her words
drips down the corners of her frowning mouth.

I will counter it with composure. “Are you
here to again ask for my repentance?” I ask, backing into
Awyer.

“Repentance?” The agent’s expression turns
from glare to playful. “The time for that is gone, gone, gone! What
luck! Ark’s finally decided you aren’t worth saving! Your continued
denial of him was finally enough to lose his favor.” Her tone turns
throaty – “It means we get to have a little fun.”

She smiles a sinister smile, tucks the long
side of her hair behind her ear, then holds up her opposite hand
over her head – a call to action.

Action answers relentlessly.

As I stand between my resting pactor and the
dark faeries of Ark, an onslaught of smoke balls comes. First
forming at the hands of each of a hundred agents, the spheres come
at us, wispy or compact, varying in size and speed. Through the
air, they shoot, marked with wrath and malice, all of them directed
at cowering Pedj and me.

We cannot hide and we cannot run. Even if I
could dodge them, Awyer would be left vulnerable.

Whomp!

The quickest of attacks is also the most
temperamental. It goes whizzing through the air to the left of
Pedj’s ear.

“Waaak-ack-ack!”

His cry is followed immediately by a round
of choking coughs. From the sound of it, he has nearly swallowed
the voided crystal.

I cannot worry about that now. The rest of
the attacks are closing in! They are shot with much more accuracy
than the first!

I cannot think quickly enough of what to
do.

The blasts will strike.

The blasts should strike.

The blasts do not strike.

With the attacks of the agents nearly upon
us, there is a loud shriek from the crowd, and the smoke balls
suddenly fall, burrowing their attacks into the grass.

Pedj’s hands are firmly wrapped over his
wild hair. His eyes are clenched tight. When the balls do not reach
us, he opens one of them cautiously.

“Why’d they stop?” he asks.

From what I can gather, it was not by
choice. The lead agent holds a hand to her ear and growls, as
though she has just heard something unpleasant. Likewise, the rest
show signs of pent disappointment and rage. Holes in the ground
emit hissing smoke tails where the Void bombs made contact.

We were spared from attack, but not from
ire. The agents eye us with more hatred than ever.

Without warning, the lead one zips from her
post and comes to stand directly in front of us. Though her stance
is hostile, I do not move away from Awyer. I will separate him from
her even if it means being struck down.

But it is not in destiny’s plan for me to be
stricken just yet.

“Change of plans,” she says. “Ark wants
you.”

“Eh?!” Pedj scurries backward. “What
for?!”

“Leverage.”

And before we can protest, the rest of the
agents are upon us. They are wrapping us in Void. They are pulling
and pushing. With minimal effort they lift Pedj into the air – an
action for which the zombie does not delight. He kicks and wriggles
and brays. Suspended between a dozen ropes of Void, the Bloődite
rises and begins to cross over the motionless sea of artifacts.

And although I resist with all my might, the
same fate befalls me.

“AWYER!”

I scream and reach for him as they heave me
into the air, coiled in enchanted black rope.

They make no move for Awyer. They intend to
take only us.

“NO!”

There is naught I can do. With ease, the
agents take me, bobbing, over the expanse of dead items, and to the
mountain where the witches wait. Under an unnaturally dark sky,
through the cool, musty air, they take me, and my pact with Awyer
strains.

I am fearful. Not of what the witches or Ark
or even the hellbeast may do. I am fearful of what the distance may
do to our bond in its already weakened state.

From the core of my chest, a sob escapes.
Once, it was easy to contain my emotions, for I had very few
emotions to speak of. But now? It feels as though emotions make up
most of me. There is logic and there is instinct, but emotion rules
the rest, and my feelings for my sphinx are strongest. The tearing
at our pact, as the agents carry me farther and farther away from
him, tears also at my heart; it tears also at my soul. Everything
that I am is in that pact. Without it, I am nothing more than a
wandering soul. I need it. I need him.

The agents do not care. Brutal, jeering
things. They carry me away from him.

As our pact stretches ever farther, my chest
aches ever more deeply. I rue the day I forced Awyer to sit upon
the king’s throne. I scorn the day the Amethyst barreled into him.
Had he left it where it lay, we could have fled the city and lived
peacefully following the Bloődite attack.

Through the moist, chilled wind the rogue
faeries pull us, led by the odd-haired agent. She speeds through
the air with annoyed energy. Left without a conduit for her
aggression, her ire shows in her haste.

The mountain’s top is sharp, but there is a
place where the rock rams against itself, forming a small piece of
flat surface. It is there that the agents drop us without any
amount of care. Pedj’s body, existent in nature, makes a sound as
he crashes against the rock.

Mine makes no sound but to sob.

The strain on my pact is dangerous. I must
return to my pactor at once! But though I attempt to fly away, the
wrappings around my waist hold me, for they are connected to a
chain of Void, and at the other end, holding tightly to that Void,
stands a man gray in nature. His garment ruffles with imbued power.
His pupil-less eyes find mine without expression.

And that is not all.

In the shadows, around the bends of rock,
two hissing creatures dart, summoning dark spells to attack the
golden creature circling Ensecré’s peak.

My appetite falls at the smell of them.

Hamira and Gorma. Their putrid incantations
stain the air with wickedness!

With a flick of his wrist, Ark calls the
voided ropes holding Pedj and me at bay to retract. They do so with
obedience, ushering us to Ark’s side. The zombie’s dread is
unfathomable to be in the clasp of the Bloődite boogeyman. Ark
holds him in place by the neck.

The draggar ceases its circling.

Leverage. Ark’s plan is to use Pedj
to call off Mael.

From here, I see her clearer now. I see all
of them. Warrior-stanced, Mael stands atop the draggar’s back, fire
and sorrow clashing within her dark eyes. Behind her, Techton sits
upon the beast, collared in Gold, waiting for his lady’s order.
Lastly, upon the creature’s claw, Bexwin lounges, almost
leisurely, wearing an expression smug enough to wake the
dead. Mael’s sharpened gaze finds Pedj. It interlocks on him and
the sorrow and fire held in her eyes swell.

“Your quest ends here, Queen Necromancer!”
Ark’s voice booms. “Return the Vesselbeast to its resting
place!”

But to the order, Mael says nothing. She
looks to her left, where waits the nest of agents. The lead one
bobs with expectation. Eager nymph, she is impatient for an order
of attack. Mael stares her down with those eyes of fiery virtue,
harboring not a face of war; hers is one of sympathy.

“Ain’t your fault,” she says to them boldly,
before looking to Ark. “Ain’t yours neither.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Ark says, and his
silky seduction moves with his breath. “It’s mankind’s fault. They
are responsible for stealing the world from US, the mythics. You’ve
come to an understanding, then?”

Mael shakes her head vigorously. “Nope.
That’s wrong. What’s is, is no one’s fault but the Vessel’s. Makin’
people fight over color’s what did us in.”

“You think magick’s to blame?” Ark’s voice
holds pity. “It’s magick’s misuse that’s at fault, silly
girl.”

“Save it, Arkraine,” Bexwin chimes. He
appears irked from the claw of the hellbeast.

“NO!” Mael’s fire overpowers her sorrow.
“It’ll never stop if there’s magick! I’ve seen it! I’ve seen it
all! Magick ain’t bad in itself, but when there’s too much – when
we use it for too much . . .” Mael steals a look at Techton. “It’s
better if there never was any.”

“Blaming the tool for its master’s reliance
is naïve at best. Better be careful, Queen Necromancer, or you’ll
end up the world’s villain.”

“What does that make you, then, brother?”
Bexwin sneers.

“The savior.”

“Ha!”

But Ark does not jest. His voice and
countenance are steady. He truly believes himself a savior.

“All I know’s what I know,” Mael counters.
“Oka, then. I’ll be the world’s villain if it means undoin’ the
wrongs we did. If it means savin’ the world, I’ll ruin it. Ain’t no
use fighting me, Mr. Arky. Gonna do what I’s gonna do.” She pats
the top of the hellbeast’s head. “And this little guy’s gonna help
me, too.” Turning to her hostage of a cousin, she goes on, “Was
hopin’ you’d come, Pedjram. Can end it now.”

The strength of her soul is obvious.
Something has changed within her from the day we first met. I see
it, and yet to Pedj, her words serve as no comfort. Immediately, he
suspects the worst. “Knew it,” he says, eyes wide and teeth
grinding. “Crankin’ knew it! She’s gonna get on sacrificin’ me
after all! Can’t believe I let you talk me into this, Gwim!”

Though I did nothing of the sort, I doubt it
will do any good to say so now. Besides, the most pressing issue –
the one more important than the rest – is the strain on my pact
with Awyer. Piercing, our bond tears at me, ordering me to return
to him. I pull from him to muster enchant, but alas, he is too
distant. Without his magicks to keep me afloat, I will sink into
the ground and fade from memory. I will never again see or touch or
smell him.

Fear squeezes at my organs.

“Awyer,” I say in a squeal that barely
exists. “Please.”

“Always so hasty.” From my side, Ark’s voice
breaks through my suffering. I look to him, expecting that his
energy should still be focused on Mael, but am surprised to find
his soulless eyes drilling into me.

“That sphinx . . . would you do anything for
him?” he asks, soft.

I would. But I will not admit my most
compromising feelings to our enemy!

His words float upon the air, masked only
slightly by the trembling thunder.

“Join me, you wretch, and save your pact.
What do you expect to happen without Gold and Void? You’ll wander
the world, pactorless, and without someone like me to be your
savior, you’ll fade away. Is that what you really want?”

Now that it is directed at me, the sound of
his voice is even more addictive, subduing, sweet.

“It is not my will to fade, but my pactor
says that–”

“What does he know?” Ark interrupts. “Only
what the darkness has shown him? You’d trust that over what you
know to be true?”

No, I do not trust the darkness.

My shadow marks my existence – no matter how
vague or faint – yet I do not trust in shadows.

I trust him.

And I have proven before how little I truly
know: Locks placed upon naefaeries and their wards – locks that can
be only broken by a naefaerie’s kiss . . . The ability for one man
to pact many faeries using Void . . . The ability of another man to
practice two opposing colors at once . . .

There are many things that I did not know
before starting this journey, and while all of them have disrupted
what I thought to be true, none of them have disrupted my feelings
for him. In a world that is ever changing, he is
constant.

“I choose to trust him,” I say with new
confidence. “I will always choose to trust him. If you seek an
ally, you will not find it in me!”

With all that is in me, I will that an
enchant would form – one to break away from the gray man’s bonds;
one to allow me to return to my resting sphinx’s side. I focus and
strain and pull.

Gold comes. In the form of a spear, it
shoots through the air. Brilliant, it sears through Ark’s
garment.

But it does not come from me.

It comes from a true warrior.

Mael stands atop the draggar, hand pressed
to its forehead, fury in her eyes. The draggar’s mouth is open
wide, its teeth sharp as jagged glass.

The enchant came from its mouth?!

Cut through the center, Ark doubles back,
releasing both Pedj and me in the process. The on-looking agents
cry and shriek and gnash over their fallen master, but before they
may retaliate, they are swallowed by a cloud of Gold. This time I
am sure, the Gold was birthed from the draggar’s mouth.

If the beast held such power, then why did
Mael resort to circling!? Why play a game of mouse and feline when
she could so easily attack the gray man?!

Unless . . .

 


Gotta tell Pedjram where to go. I’s gonna
leave a path for you. Oka? I’ll wait ‘s long’s I can. Oka?

 


She was merely toying with the gray man. Her
real want is us. She was waiting for us.

Yes, that much is clear to me and also to
Pedj. Yet thinking he is meant to be a sacrifice, the ex-zombie
scampers into a crevice of rock. Free from the wraps of Void, I
make an attempt to zip to my pactor’s side.

“A little longer, my love,” I say through my
teeth. “Just a little bit . . .”

“Shim haarnon! Acka, haarnon
weeana!”

Foolish pest! You belong to me!

The moment I am freed from one voided cable,
another comes. The witches, upon seeing a moment of opportunity,
flash into action. They have been waiting in the shadows, biding
their time and preparing incantations to use against me.

Old crones. Even now, they will not let me
go!

Wrinkled too greatly, they no longer appear
as women. Sagged skin, reeking of Void, falls from them in chunks,
marking the trail over which they rush.

At their appearance, Techton gives a jolt. I
see him there, atop the draggar. From the corner of my eye, I watch
as he leans over the edge of the beast for a better look, jaw
off-put by the sight of the twin witches. Perhaps it is because,
for the first time, he understands the extremity of his condition.
Aye, if color is not removed from him, this, too, will be his
fate.

I am quickly distracted from him.

Like a hand, an incantation moves under my
smock and presses against my abdomen. Incanted fingers push into my
nonexistent flesh. Starting gently, they begin to probe and prod
until they are deeply pushing into my skin.

Ah! I know this spell! The witches seek to
enter me! If they succeed, they will be able to take temporary
control of me, and knowing them, they will dream up the most
horrific of punishments for my defiance. And that is not all . .
.

My pactor lies defenseless across the sea of
dead artifacts. His power was made apparent to them the last time
we entered their lair. As it stands, they cannot reach him, but if
they think to use me to go after him . . .

“NO!” Again, I draw from the tattooed
crystal on Awyer’s shoulder. I siphon Gold through our pact. I must
do something, ANYTHING to break free from them! I will not let them
have me and I will NEVER allow them to have him.

It is no use. I am weak. My pact is
weak.

Mael has not swallowed Void, and so she
cannot see me. The commander of the draggar, the only one that may
help me in this moment, will not know the danger that I am in. Even
if she would offer aid, she will not know where to –

Icy, cutting words ring through the dark
air.

“Lady! Over there! Mistress needs your
help!”

Techton, though fully witch, still possesses
an inkling of merit. He thinks to help me?! No matter what he has
done wrongly in the past, his soul is good. Though his hunger is
strong, his soul struggles to remain good.

Thank you, Azurian.

Following his call, Mael places her hand to
the draggar’s skull and two evenly sized spears eject from its
mouth. The witches of the mount, accustomed to slinking the
shadows, are quick.

The power of the UNSPOKEN is quicker.

It happens too rapidly to be seen. I know
only that Hamira and Gorma are hit by the foul hissing that erupts
in the air. At the same time, the pressing hand dissipates, and the
cords around me release.

I am free! Free to return to Awyer’s
side!

“WAIT, GWIM!” the zombie’s frantic voice
finds me from some cranny of rock. “DON’T LEAVE ME!”

I feel a tearing at my chest.

I must return to Awyer.

But the ex-zombie, my friend, requires my
aid. Awyer is most important. He is most, most important . . . yet
. . . without Pedj, my voice would have been lost following the
separation from Techton. Without a new confidant to replace the
old, I would have been nothing more than a vapor.

I do not wish him to be sacrificed.

I am too weak to do anything for him,
though, and while I stand, caught between wants, the draggar
alights. Upon great wings, it comes to the edge of the rammed
rock.

BOOOOM!

The impact of its front claws meeting the
mountain’s edge sends the whole place trembling.

The sky trembles. The rock trembles. Pedj
trembles.

Count Bexwin takes no notice. He easily hops
from the creature’s claw onto the platform of rock. Mael taps her
pet’s head and the hellbeast responds by lowering its neck,
creating an exit for lady and witch.

Meanwhile, Ark lies fallen with a spear of
golden light through his chest. The spear pins him in place. He is
not dead. He does not appear to be dying, either. His voided blood
protects him from the Gold. It does not recoil as normal blood
would. It fights the Gold in his place. No, the gray man is not
dying; he is merely stalled. Even now, he writhes and pulls at the
spear in his chest in an attempt to remove it.

“Struggle all you want.” The Count gloats
over the state of his half-brother. “You’re weak compared to that
monster.” Cloak sweeping, he approaches Ark’s wounded form, wearing
a sneering, curling smile of satisfaction. “Suffer.”

Elsewhere, there is another suffering.

“Gwiiiiim?” A whimpering voice calls for me
from a crevice of rock. The zombie believes himself to have been
deserted.

“I am here,” I speak to him. “And it is all
right. I do not think that there is need for fear! Your cousin
appears to have gained great virtue!”

It is no use. Pedj’s fear keeps him from
revealing himself. Not that he is difficult to find. Mael easily
looks to the rock where he hides. She sends a silky string of
dancing Gold toward him as an offering of peace. The Gold twists
and curls in a most hypnotic way. “Not gonna get on hurtin’ you,
Pedjram. Just got to say somethin’ before we part.”

Part?

Part.

Her eyes, formerly so strong, glimmer with
water.

The word also catches Pedj’s attention.
“Part . . .?” he repeats, eyes wide. “Meanin’ . . . HOOP!” He
shuffles further into the rock. “GWIM! YOU SAID YOU BELIEVED HER!
SAID THERE WERE SOMEFIN’ IN HER EYES! SEE?! SHE’S SMACK STRAIGHT
GONNA MURDER ME, HER OWN FLESH AND BLOOD!”

Be still, zombie. Indeed, there is
something in her eyes. There is sorrow masked by strength and duty.
There is pain.

She raises a hand to the heavens, and on her
call, the hellbeast ascends.

WHOOOSH!

In one sweeping motion, it flies over us.
Its scales gleam golden, though there is no sunlight to reflect. A
terrible, gruesome, amazing creature. It settles in the air above
us, wings wide, the underside of each colossal span imbued with
sharp-angled symbols of gray and purple.

Pedj cowers. I am pained for him, for he
does not possess any great strength. “It is all right, Pedjram,” I
say again, reassuring. “I sense no malice. Mael’s aura is not one
of danger.”

Queen Necromancer sashays to the hole where
her cousin hides. Her chest bounces, her hips sway, and from
behind, Techton eyes her with lust. His neck remains collared in
Gold as Mael leads him along as she would a wolf.

I was correct: That choker is such that he
cannot attack. It is not for lack of want; his dark eyes bore into
her with the utmost hunger.

“The moment I saw your shininess, I knew,”
Mael speaks to shying Pedj. “I saw it in my mind what I needed to
do.”

From over us, the draggar releases an
incredible cry. Its teeth open wide, and from its throat, a
terrible shrieking plays. I move to cover my ears. Pedj and Techton
do the same. Only Mael stands strong.

Radiant and regal, she stands.

“I’s gonna be Queen,” she says with born
confidence. “I’s gonna keep the color out for good. The Vessel
can’t take it no more. I’s gonna use the magick of the world to
repair the crack, and then I’s gonna make sure it won’t ever be
cracked again.”

Ludicrous!

But . . . the confidence of her voice sounds
so certain.

“Mael . . .?” Tepidly, Pedj peers from
around the side of a rock. “What’re you . . .?”

“Watch!” Her voice snaps through the air,
alike a whip, and commands us to obey. I wish to return to Awyer’s
side, but I am petrified. Not from fear, but from
fixation.

In the interim, the Count has taken it upon
himself to hold the golden spear in place through Ark’s middle. The
brothers exchange words, though I cannot hear them over the shriek
of Mael’s pet.

As the wrenching sound continues, an
alteration begins to occur in and around Techton. From the
draggar’s underbelly, a beam produces. Magicks, the same unnamable
color as the great beast’s bones, ray downward, surrounding the
dark-veined witch.

“AAARGH!”

Backward, arches his spine, as out throw his
hands and the hair on his head stands up straight toward the sky.
So, too, do the clothes on his body. His shirt lifts at the waist,
revealing his stomach, and his sleeves ruffle and whip. His skin
drags upward against his bones, as though he is being pulled upon
by a mighty suction. I feel no such suction, though. Whatever the
beast is doing, it is doing only to Techton. Starting at the top,
the Azurian’s coloring begins to change. He begins to
pale.

“Had to do it here,” Mael explains. “Here’s
the only place dark enough to trigger this kitty’s
drive.”

Kitty?

To Mael, the massive scaled creature is
nothing more than another one of her bonemen.

“Kitty was born a long, loooong time ago.
Was born by the Mother Colors, so that someday, when they was
tired, they could go to sleep. Must be reeeally tired by
now. Anyhoo, for a long time, Kitty rested on the other side of the
Great Sea, but then, lots of years ago, Kitty was woke up by a
dead-raiser what wanted to find the Amethyst City. Kitty’s job was
somethin’ else. Kitty wasn’t made to break into lost cities. So
Kitty ate the man.”

ATE?!

And yet she still deems it appropriate to
call it ‘Kitty’?!

Out of horror, Pedj eyeballs the beast.

As the sound continues, Techton’s coloring
continues to change. His hair moves from dark to slate to tan.
Likewise, his eyes shift from black into brilliant blue to a tamer
shade of blue.

The color . . . it is draining from
him!

Mael continues, “Gotta do this first, or
Techt can’t come with.”

“Come . . . with?” Pedj watches everything
unfold with confusion. His eyes dart from Techton to Mael to the
hellbeast to Bexwin and Ark. Lastly, they fall upon me, and at last
I understand.

 


Someone will not make it, and you cannot
stop it.

 


Ah. So we had it wrong. Pedj was never meant
to die. He will sacrifice something, that much is true, but
it will be neither his life nor his sun.

All at once, the suction over Techton
ceases. The beam around him disappears, and his hair and clothes
fall back into place. But everything is not as it was. No longer is
Techton marked by Void, but neither is he marked by Azure. He is
completely cleared of magicks. He is free. The addict,
forced at such a young age to exert enchants, is FREE. For the
first time ever in his life, his hungry veins do not thirst. His
blood seeks no power, for it is reverted to a state of innocence,
untainted by power.

Techton looks down to his hands. He clenches
them, turns them over, and flexes his palms. Then he breathes a
deep, relieved inhale. Showing small joy through her sadness, Mael
bids the golden collar to fall. It clinks upon making contact with
the rocky ground and from its core, particles of Gold shoot. In the
aftermath, the collar is dulled to steely gray. Techton rubs the
whole of his face. His head is clear. His eyes are soft.

He lets out a raspy, good-natured chuckle.
With tenderness, he places a hand atop his lady’s head. “Thank
you.”

“My confidant!” I call to show my delight
over his new freedom. My happiness wells.

But it is only so for a moment.

Without Void fueling his veins, Techton can
no longer see or hear me. His gaze does not follow my cry.

Fear strikes me. How could I have
forgotten!? To be eternally unheard and unseen, that is the truth
of what it means to live without magicks!

“Master!”

I do not have time to dwell on it. Urgency
strikes as one of the agents calls out from the cloud of
dissipating Gold. It is the lead agent! She who hates me more than
the rest! And she is followed by a handful of others. Though
disarrayed from the attack of Gold, they will very soon gain
lucidity! And that is not the only enemy movement. One of the twin
witches, movement too rapid to identify which, zips from some dark
corner to another, leaving a trail of hissing smoke.

Damaged but not dead.

We have not won yet.

“You really did it.” Pedj is now halfway out
from his nook, and his mouth gapes with disbelief. “YOU WEALLY
CWANKIN’ WEMOVED COLOR FWOM HIM?!”

Mael nods and her ponytail swings. “We’re
gonna do the rest now. But to do that . . . I’s gotta leave.”

“Mael . . . what’re you sayin’?!” Pedj
shouts. Because he is answered with naught but a smile, he turns to
magick-less Techton. “What’s she goin’ on about,
TECHIE?!”

“Heloõs brolee, aquis brolee,”
Techton says with a sad grin. “Don’t worry, brolee; I’ll look after
her for you. A queen . . . needs . . . a . . . king . . .”
Techton’s words trail, and his eyes become heavy. He is no longer
mythic, and the sleepness has begun to make its mark.

“Techt!” Sensing his slumber, Mael raises
again her hand to the sky, and the draggar, finished with its first
task, makes a swoop at the lady, catching Techton in its menacing
claw. As the creature passes, Mael gives a springing Gold-infused
hop and lands upon its golden back. How sprightly she is with her
newfound powers!

Pedj completely runs from his hiding place
now, and spreads his arms open. “Mael! W-why’d you get back on that
thing!? GWIM, DO SOMEFIN’!”

“Grim?” Sleepy words come from within the
beast’s grip. “Tell . . . your . . . Ame . . . thyst . . . boy . .
. he . . . owes . . . me . . . one . . .” The words fall into
slumber.

“I–!”

But I do not know what to say. Time is
moving too quickly to keep up!

“WAIT, MFAEL!” The ex-zombie’s cry is
distorted by the darkened crystal. Many days he has held the
crystal in his mouth, but now he deems it as an enemy, getting in
the way of what might be his last pleas with Mael. In an action of
frustration, he spits it out.

“PEDJ! DO NOT!” I watch in horror as my only
source of communication hits the ground and rolls away.

“MAEL! WAAAIT!” His cry rings true.

I make haste to flit after the stone, but
the lead agent, now fully emerged from the cloud, comes snipping
through the air. I make a dive, but she beats me to it!

“Aha! Hahahaha!” Mocking, she holds it in
her paw and encircles me, extending the voided thing with wicked
taunting.

“Do you not think your time would be better
spent caring for your master!?” I shout because I am desperate.

Without Techton . . . without Pedj . . .
without even Feligo to sense me . . .

I will be nothing.

But Pedj does not seem to care what his
action may do to me. Waving his arms like a frenzied chicken, he
gawks upward at the to-be queen. “Mael! MAEL?!”

Her tears roll freely now. Even from where I
hover, I see them – the glistening beads that fall down her face.
And if she wishes to speak, she cannot. All that she musters is a
shaking of her head.

Pedj understands but he does not accept. He
begins to laugh, crazed and fraught. “I get the feelin’ you’re
leaving for good or somefin’?” His high-pitched guffaws rattle
through the space. “But that can’t be right! You ain’t
leavin’ the Vessel! That’s loonsie!”

“I’ll still see you Pedjram,” Mael says
shakily. “Maybe even hear you, too. You can talk to me. I’ll
listen. But I’s gonna be busy. Gonna care for the rest of the
world, too, Pedjram, not just you. So I can’t play favorites,
oka?”

“W-wha . . .” Pedj stops all motion in
disbelief. “What’re you sayin’? That you’ll be like a
god?”

“Naw.” Mael swishes at the air. “Just gonna
be a protector.” Her voice cracks. She is holding back from her
emotions. I understand it, now that I, too, contain emotions. “Bye,
Pedjram.”

She motions to his side, where I am not, in
an attempt to guess my position. “Bye, Grim.”

“No! Wait just a skosh, Mael! You can’t
just–! You crankin’ can’t–!”

But though he puts up a fuss, the end comes
in a moment smaller than a blink.

WHOOOOSH!

The draggar turns upward to the sky, and in
the way it shot through the air when leaving Yel’ram, it shoots
upward, upward, upward.

Speeding rapidly away, the creature soon
shrinks into the distance.

And with that, they are gone, leaving us
with dumbfound. I cannot believe what I have seen. Mael and Techton
and the golden UNSPOKEN have just flow straight into the
lightning-laden clouds?!

BANG!

The sound of something very large making
contact with something equally large comes quaking over the
sky.

“How?!” I ask the mountain. “How has this
happened?!”

“Silence!” The lead agent yet circles me.
Ah! I had widely forgotten about her! But now she begins striking
at me with balls of Void!

I make haste to dodge her attacks.

“You know what this means,” I hear Ark say.
“You’re going to perish too, Bexweth.” His voice is
unnervingly even for someone with an arrow through their chest.

“Counting on it, Arkraine,” is the
Count’s singsong response.

“Father would be so disappointed,” says
Ark.

“Father was an idiot.”

An attack of Void whizzes past my ear. There
is naught else to do.

I turn and flee. Away from Ensecré. Away
from the witches. Away from Pedj and Bexwin and Ark. I will use
whatever power I have left to escape the place. If Pedj has sense,
he will do the same. While the rest of the emerged agents rush to
tend to their master, the lead agent takes chase. Over the fallen
relics, she follows me.

I must make it to my pactor’s side. I do not
know what will become of us, but if our pact is to end for good, I
wish to spend my remaining moments in his arms.

Overhead, there is a second wave of
noise.

BANG! BANG!

This time, it is even louder than the first.
I do not know if it is truly possibly to exit the Vessel, but Mael
and her beast have accomplished something, at least, in the
far reaches of the sky, for soon to follow the earth-shaking
sounds, the sky directly over the mount begins to turn. From
black to daylight blue, the sky melts, starting at the point where
the draggar made contact, and from there begins to spread
outward.

Speeding now, I attempt to make it over the
sea of relics, to where my sphinx waits, but as the daylit sky
spreads, my hover begins to dip. It becomes increasingly hard to
stay afloat! From behind, I hear the agent’s pursuit. The rushing
of her body through the air makes a heart-pounding sound.

She is at my back!

I am heavy; I do not have an ounce of
remaining power to spare, and Mael, the only one who may help, is
gone. None of that matters. Against any odds, I must make it to
him. I WILL make it to him. Before the agent catches me and before
the effects of Mael’s purpose reach fruition, I will touch my
pactor once more.

. . .

All of a sudden, the sky goes quiet.

. . .

In the distance, the blue of day
spreads.

. . .

The effects of Void are gone.

Left in their place is a pain-filled cry
from the mouth of a wild-haired zombie. Pedj’s agony shakes the
Vessel.

 


And the felion, upon seeing his might,

Will follow him, o’er the course of
days.

He will be her quarry, and she will be his
pain.

 


The ex-zombie’s pain is apparent.

 


With his sacrifice, the draggar will
rise,

And the felion, birthed in sun,

Will be Queen of the colorless age.

 


Yes, Pedj must make a sacrifice, and it is
neither his life nor his sun.

It is his felion.

 


All along, Pedj’s sacrifice has been
Mael.

 


I cannot see what else transpires on the
mount, as I race to beat the spread of colorlessness, but from the
hissing sounds, I know well enough to know that a witch or two is
sizzling. Hamira and Gorma, wicked sisters, have begun to burn.

They will fall. Just as everything reliant
on magicks will fall. Just as I will fall.

At my back, the whole of the mountain begins
to crumble.

Pedj!

I worry over the zombie, and so I look back
at him, but he is too distant. There is something strange there,
though. A silver light comes from his direction.

I cannot dwell on it. Turning to look shows
just how closely behind the lead agent is.

I must make it to Awyer. Before the world
falls, I must make it to him!

I see him there, lying yonder, without
cushion for his head. I will be his cushion. I will . . .

It is no use. The sky is too fast. On the
outer banks of the motionless sea of relics, I fall out of hover.
My knees melt into the ground, and from inside of me, something
wrongs.

I feel the sensation, ripping at me, tearing
at the weak bonds tying me to my pactor.

By Thyst we are bound until death.

That is the way it should be.

That is the way it has always been.

Even so, it is not is death, and yet I feel
it. Just as certainly as if I were stabbed, I feel it.

 


My pact with Awyer breaks.


Chapter XX: Awaken

 


There was once a time when I thought I knew
what it was like to be nonexistent. That tiny sliver of time when
my new confidant refused to see and to hear me. I wandered for
hours, thinking I knew the disparity of being unreal.

I was wrong then.

Now, truly for the first time in my
existence I know what it is like to be unreal. Unheard. Unseen.
Unfelt.

I am nothing. A wisp. A vapor.

No, even those things exist in the physical
plane.

I am a shadow, unable to exist in the
absence of another.

 


From between the seams, I watch him awaken.
I watch his eyes, dark-lined and more like an animal than any
person’s, open slowly, groggishly. And as he comes to, the first
word on his lips is,

“Grim.”

Sitting up, he looks right and left. I am in
between right and left, yet his eyes move through me. I am fast
fading, and the emptiness left from our broken pact plagues me.

“Awyer!” I call, though I know it will do
naught. “My pacto–” My tongue refuses to finish the word, for it
knows the truth. I have no pactor. And the longer I go without one,
the fainter I will fade.

I reach for him, seeking to place a hand to
his cheek, but for the first time ever, my fingers do not meet his
flesh. My fingers instead pass through, the way smoke passes
through fog. I can no longer feel the one person I may feel in the
absence of enchants?!

NO!

How has it come to this!? Awyer assured me!
He saw the future and he believed that we would be together! He
believed that without magicks I would not fade, merely
change.

Uninvited, panic enters me. Starting at my
heart and throbbing outwards, my entire nonexistent being
quivers.

Never again will I touch him.

How I long to touch him!

Awyer is not my pactor. Awyer is not my
ward. What, then, is he? Nothing.

No, I am nothing.

He is everything.

Tears, the kind that a naefaerie should not
have, pass over my cheeks and disappear before reaching the ground
– the very ground that wishes to swallow me.

Second by second, I sink lower.

In my last minutes, I will take as much of
him in as I can so that his image will be all that I see when I
fade.

He is not dashing as Feligo is dashing, and
he is not rugged as Techton is rugged, and he is not energetic as
Pedj is energetic, and he is not sultry as Mael is sultry. But he
is most desirable. He is taller than when I first kissed him. His
frame has matured from when I first broke the lock. His jaw and
shoulders are strong. His chest is firm and warm. His hair is
outgrown from his time asleep, but that is fine. It suits him, the
way it falls into his face. His eyes are deep, enigmatic, and
commanding. His mouth is . . .

I watch him rub at the side of his head. He
is disoriented. He moves his neck to the side, and it cracks.

He looks to the crumbling mount behind me. I
look also to see an unexpected shape bobbing in the air. It is not
an agent. It is a being that should not, by normal means, fly. Pedj
floats over the heap of rubble, feet kicking and eyes bulging,
whilst holding on to a glowing blade of grassweed.

Ah. Magicks might be gone from this place,
but the effects have yet to reach Yel’ram.

The zombie has been saved by a knightly
silverfox.

I am glad for them, even if I am far from
glad for myself.

“It happened,” my sphinx says, and his voice
is croaky from weeks of disuse. “That means she is . . .” His gaze
searches for me but cannot find me, yet he does not fret. He does
not panic in the way I panic.

Why does he not panic!?

He searches the ground for my shadow, but
even that, too, is no longer.

“Grim,” he says again. “Come here.” He
extends his hand at me and my neck shivers. It is good to hear him
call me, even if he cannot see me.

Open-palmed, his hand extends to me.
Eagerly, I attempt to take it, but when my hand again passes
through his, my tears turn to sobs.

“I love you,” I say through the gush. “I
told you I would tell you once you awoke, and now it is too late!”
Awyer is a fool! He would not let me tell him in Dimensia, and now
I will never get to speak it to him! My body sinks farther into the
earth and my hands begin to flicker even from my view. My fading
happens faster now than even the first time I left Ensecré! Unable
to find pactor, I was certain I would disappear, until rescued by
Awyer’s ancestor. At that time, I was in danger of fading, but it
was not as immediate as now! Now, I disappear more with each drawn
breath! Is it because no magicks exist to sustain me!?

“My mistress,” Awyer says, stare passing
through me. “Do not worry.”

How can he say that?! How can I not
worry?!

Again, I shout at the top of my fading
lungs. “I love you, Awyer! I need you to hear it at least once! I
LOVE YOU!”

“Grim,” Awyer says with affirmation. “I also
love you.”


Epilogue: Until Death

 


Faeries begin to change when they’re without
pactors.

 


They don’t die. They drift.

 


How do you know that you will disappear
without a ward?

 


The salt of the air licks my cheeks. The
burn of wind and salt and spray is rawing, but I delight in the
sensation.

Though the day is bright, my hair is dark.
After the change occurred, it remains dark. That is fine. My
love likes it that way.

I walk along the sand, and it is cool
beneath my feet. I look behind me to see a trail of footprints that
I left along the shore. The lapping waves will soon eat them away,
but for a time, at least, they are proof that I exist.

Really and truly, I exist.

Warm arms wrap around my shoulders.

Awyer! I did not hear him approach! I turn
to face him and his face, though dirty, is peaceful.

“You have dirt upon your cheek, my heart,” I
tell him. Reaching for him, I do not pass through. Rather, my thumb
makes contact and rubs away the smear.

“I blame you,” he says, playful. “It was
your dinner’s fault.”

“It is a bother to eat every day.”

He rolls his eyes. “More than once is
normal, you know.”

So he says. But I am not yet
normal.

“I will work up to it,” I say.

We are silent. The sound of the sea is
comforting. At times, it is fierce. Others, it is calm. The sea has
a life of its own. This place is a place of bad omen. Not many
settle here, for fear of what lies across the sea. Perhaps such
fears are grounded. After all, the draggar, exterminator of
magicks, came from over this very sea.

I place my head upon Awyer’s warm chest, but
he will not stand for it. He takes my chin in his hand and draws my
sight to his.

“What is wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Grim.”

He knows all too well that nothing always
means something.

“We are not evil, are we?” I say. “For
abandoning the world?”

“We do not need to be heroes.”

Aye, he speaks truth. We do not need to be
heroes. We need only to be us. We may stand on the sidelines this
time. It was our task to end the world, and our task is through.
Let the youth rebuild it, free of Gold and Void. And also free of
Amethyst.

Awyer’s eyes press into me.

“Are you happy, my faerie?”

“I am no longer a faerie.”

“You are small and fair. It suits you.”

My cheeks turn warm.

 


When unpacted, naefaeries undergo a change.
Long ago, before pacting with Awyer’s ancestor, I began to feel
that change, but I could not know then what was happening to me.
Having never experienced it before, I did not know what it felt
like to be . . .

Alive.

My feet touch the earth. My face feels the
wind. I am seen. Heard. Real.

That is the nature of who I am.

I look to the sky.

It is not tainted by Void or Gold or Bloőd
or Azure or Amethyst. It is only blue, as skies should be, and
sometimes gray, when the day is dreary. So far, Mael does her job.
Queen Necromancer does her job. Aside her king, she guards the
Eternity Vessel from magicks.

It is hard to say if the world will
survive.

Can the nations truly function without
enchants?

Can people advance using only physical and
mental means?

And will people still find things to fight
over in the absence of magicks?

But while I think on these things, Awyer
thinks only of me. He takes my face in his hands to draw my thought
from the sky.

“We will visit Pedj soon,” he says. “Will
that make you happy?”

“I am happy,” I tell him without hesitation,
and it is not a lie. I have never, ever been happier. “But yes, let
us visit him. And Feligo, too.”

A second time, Awyer rolls his eyes. “You
have become social, Mistress,” he says, grinning. But the grin is
spontaneous and after only a short moment, his face falls. “Are you
certain you still like me best?”

I delight to see his jealousy. Is that
normal? “The very best,” I say.

And with that, he brings his lips to my
lips. Soft and confidant, he moves his mouth against mine. The
taste of him is good. The feel of him is good. The scent of him is
good.

“Do you want to go inside?” he whispers into
my ear, bringing his hand to my back and pressing me close to
him.

Hotter yet, my cheeks and neck become.

Inside, to our bed, where together we will
lie.

“On one condition,” I say, breathless.

He buries his nose in my hair and inhales
deeply. “Mm?”

“Never sleep again.”


 


The End

 


Thank you for finishing The Eternity
Duet!

 


If you enjoyed this series, please write a
review and tell a friend!

 


[image: tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_6aadbfef.jpg]


 


More Info

 



About the Author:

NeverSleep was MN
author Brindi Quinn’s ninth published work, and the sequel to
EverDare.

Shortly after finishing college in 2010,
Brindi began her mad dash into authordom. The Heart of Farellah Trilogy was first to hit shelves in
2011, and she hasn’t stopped since. In addition to her debut
trilogy, Brindi’s publications include: Seconds:
The Shared Soul Chronicles, a third person sci-fi romance;
Sil in a Dark World: A Paranormal Love-Hate
Story; The World Remains, a
dystopian adventure; Atto’s Tale, the
miniseries spinoff to Heart of Farellah;
The Death and Romancing of Marley Craw, a
sexy postmortem tale; and The Ongoing Pursuit of
Zillow Stone, a post-apocalyptic series.

Brindi considers herself a nerd, indulging
heavily (when she can) in video games, anime, manga, horror flicks
and good sci-fi TV. Brindi recently set off on a grand adventure.
After spending a time near the northern coast of California, she’s
currently tucked away in a cozy hobbit hole near Seattle.

 


Follow Brindi on Twitter:

@Brindiful

 


AND connect with her on Facebook:

Facebook.com/Brindiful

 



About the Artist:

Ben Clemann is an amateur artist from
Minnesota; and though his degree is in Youth Developmental Studies
rather than Visual Arts, he has still been drawing since before he
could pronounce the letter "r". Among his studies in youth culture
and pop artistry, he also enjoys other pursuits of many things of
academic and artistic nature, including philosophy, psychology,
sociology, theology, and a wide array of arts visual, musical,
literary, and martial. A true ‘Jack of All Trades’ . . . and master
of none.

 


You can view his other artwork at:

http://www.otakumako.deviantart.com

 


 


 


tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_3e8ca0a6.jpg





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_6aadbfef.jpg





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_1ab621f3.jpg





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_m7e06c896.jpg





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_mefe17a7.jpg





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_7958905f.jpg
w





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_m298aa35a.jpg





tmp_fc0d341e7d4b82b65cd799aea8e67fde_kwCBf2_html_ce2bc43.jpg





cover.jpeg
%’V@VS [e

Book 2

4
of the = )
Eterrll)lty t /7'\

ue o )

By Brindi





