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Introduction to Taçad




Taçad (tah-sahd) is a vast, volatile landscape that was created by the 3 ancient gods known as Hjerkaia (hee-air-kai-ah), Illutine (ee-ah-teen), and Sypschaen (see-shin). It is a flat landscape, boxed in squarely by impenetrable and invisible walls that separate it from an expanse of non-existence. To approach this barrier is to approach oblivion, and to attempt passage through it is to lose anything that passes through. Slowly, almost invisibly, it closes in on Taçad from all sides until one day the world will reach the size of a single atom before bursting outwards into an entirely new world that will one day share its fate with its predecessors.

It is in that space outside the walls that Sypschaen, the omniscient architect, resides in. He peers through the walls, watching insipidly as the world breathes in and breathes out. He will watch this cycle repeat itself ceaselessly until he sees something perfect, in which case he will finally close his eyes and rest. The other two gods, Illutine and Hjerkaia, exist within the walls and are tasked with speeding up the process of producing perfection – though they each have their own agendas.

Illutine is the omnipresent being whose body makes up the pocket of space in oblivion that Taçad exists in. His task is perfecting the spiritual side of existence and he believes that perfection will be found only within that which cannot be seen. His focus is mainly on deep magic and the soul, but he takes great interest in any spiritual anomalies as well.

Illutine was created by Hjerkaia, the harbinger of all that exists inside the walls. He also created the tools of creation which are the Orb of Life, the Evermelted Ice, the Blightblade, and the Jadskya’raev (yad-skee-ah-ra-eev). Each of these objects' respective owners are titled Hagasctvesu and their goal is to eventually shape Taçad into a perfect physical world through means of evolution, technological advancement, and terraforming.

These Hagasctvesu each are given agelessness and almost endless power by the tools of creation as well as their inherited link to Haga Mountain. There is Jorgkithhe, who swallowed the Orb of Life and enjoys absolute power over living matter. There was Effervencina, who was given the Evermelted Ice and could control and produce water at will. There is Progeny, who wields the Blightblade and facilitates the various processes involving death. Finally, there is Reñaterii, who is composed entirely of the Jadskya’raev, which gives her indomitable power over any non-living matter. Combined, the Hagasctvesu can bend the shape of Taçad into any shape they desire – but they all have souls, which leaves them at the mercy of Illutines daughters; the Sisters of Venom.

The Sisters of Venom are a trio of incorporeal spirits that each represent one of the three pillars of souls that, when combined in varying amounts, create a person's unique soul. They possess every human being in varying levels of strength and are frequently at odds with each other, which is believed to be the reason behind humanity's more complex emotions. Each of them are also represented by one of three venomous arthropods.

There is Ralcei, the embodiment of the Spirit of Clarity, who is represented by scorpions and affects a person's capacity for logical analysis and problem-solving. There is Vahaalaga, the embodiment of the Gilded Spirit, who is represented by spiders and affects a person’s predisposition to isolation and artistry. Finally, there is Konlieve, the embodiment of the Spirit of Carnage, who is represented by centipedes and affects a person's capacity for rage and violence. All other aspects of a person's personality are influenced purely by their upbringing, but it is believed that if the sisters possess a person in absolute harmony, they are able to manipulate these aspects as well.

They were created by Illutine as tools to make human personalities diverse, not only to make it difficult for them to unite but because he wanted to study humanity’s development culturally and emotionally. He believes that perfection will be achieved by a single human when his daughter's influence randomly produces a perfect soul. The three daughters are also capable of human possession, entering a single person's body and gaining the ability to willingly change the intensity of their respective influence.

Other than possession, each of the sisters was created with a unique ability that they can utilize upon the possession of a human. Ralcei is capable of true possession and can entirely take control over her host's body and mind, often to force powerful beings to do Illutine’s bidding. Vahaalaga is capable of giving her host the ability to change the shape of their body at will, often to assume the form of an enormous tarantula. Konlieve is capable of consuming the souls of those her host kills, an act which permanently weakens the strength of deep magic for others and increases it for herself and her host. Each of these abilities is meant to be a direct way to oppose Hjerkaia and the Hagasctvesu. Ralcei can control an individual of them, and Konlieve is capable of weakening them to a state that Vahaalaga is capable of defeating.

Hjerkaia and Illutine are frequently on opposite sides of a struggle for their versions of perfection. The rather severe imbalance in the Hagasctvesu’s spirits prevents them from uniting in their goal of producing a perfect world, and their constant changing of the world prevents Illutine from properly studying human souls. Eventually, a compromise was made in the creation of the glovenesse flowers; plants that gave humans access to magic and forced them to create more unified societies, although these isolated societies rarely interacted with each other.

Glovenesse flowers are a family of five species of flowers – the consumption of which allows a human to perform certain types of magic corresponding to the species. These magicians rely on the health of a parasite within the buds of these flowers known as the petra that, upon ingestion, consumes and replaces their stomach and acts as a new organ of the body that is capable of both releasing hormones to control their hosts to a degree and breaking down the chemicals within the flower petals themselves. This alteration of the body and mind leads many to see magicians as an entirely different species of human.

Each of the species of flower corresponds to a specific form of magic based upon the unique chemical makeup of the flowers; the petra extracts the chemicals from the flowers and processes them into a malleable form of energy. There are whaero (hare-oh) flowers (the green variety) for motion, fleuruchii (floor-uchi-eye) (the pink variety) for gravity, kjoir (kee-ire/kwai-er) (the orange variety) for memories, krengst (the purple variety) for illusions, and hölken (hehl-ken) (the red variety) for binding souls to physical things.

A magician must take a great deal of thought into deciding the choice of which species they choose to eat since the petra cannot be safely removed from the body and is only capable of processing one sort of flower in its lifespan. The petra also causes the body to release a specific type of incredibly potent pheromone that causes each magician to be physically repelled by users of other colors with varying severity, also based on species.

Over time, humans evolved to be genetically predisposed to being more adept at using their own form of magic by having a more nutrient rich, yet otherwise useless, stomach to feed their petra. This led to groups of magicians developing societies separate from each other, forming their own cultures. The repulsion to those who consume other species of flower is known to have led to some wars in the past, as well as inspiring several fairytales.

Failure to consume flowers starves the petra, causing it to release hormones into the body that cause a response of physical withdrawal, increasing in strength the longer it is starved. Depending on the severity of the starvation, the petra will even punish its host without regard for their wellbeing, physically preventing their body from transferring other nutrients throughout the rest of the body. This causes the still-living human body to rot and decay like a corpse, regardless. Nutrients that the host's body consumes that do not get distributed throughout the body manifest as grotesque blisters on the skin, which can burst into a mixture of congealed blood and partly digested food. If the host is eating neither food nor flowers, the petra will prioritize its own survival by consuming its host's surrounding organs until all that is left is the organ itself, which will then dry out and die.

Consuming the wrong flower causes an allergic reaction as the petra not only fails to break down the flower, but becomes unstable, releasing menstrual-like pains and hormones through the body to signal its host to cease consuming the flowers. The strength of this reaction relies on the specific substituted flower; a Fleurucian magician eating Hölken flowers would be deadly and would almost immediately throw them into anaphylactic shock, but a Whaero magician consuming fleurucii or krengst flowers would cause a more drawn-out and reversible reaction, though it would still ultimately cause severe physical trauma to the body. Similarly to this concept, the pheromones released by magicians correspond with the organ's rejection of flowers, allowing their host to, in some cases, retain the ability to form relationships with certain types of magicians.

The petra has the ability to interact with the human psyche, keeping tabs on their host's actions and whether or not they are planning in any way to cause the destruction of the flowers. If the petra determines that their host is attempting to surgically remove the organ or intentionally eradicate their own species of flower, the petra will immediately begin stripping their host of their intellectual capacity, turning them into slaves of the organ that are no longer capable of individual thought. They will typically live only as farmers until the stress of the petra’s antagonistic presence in their body and mind eventually causes them to suffer an early death where they will swallow hundreds of seeds and bury themselves alive.

The petra’s ability to control its host is known as petratic manipulation and is theorized to provide humans with a reason not to consume them at all. Societies of those who choose not to consume the flowers are known as villages and exist mostly in the central Hills of Taçad where they typically farm the flowers and sell them to the major cities of magicians, who in turn provide them protection from other nations. Much of the labor in these towns is done by those who were zombified by the flowers, and their economies usually rely on trading with the wealthier cities of magicians.

Taçad is governed by the need to be perfect, and all existence within the walls of the world are but slaves to that goal. To be perfect is to be complete, to be stagnant, and to be free.


Part One: Wyverna’s Plan

“True as it may be that the Hagasctvesu look down on humanity for our rash and indecisive nature, I believe they do so because they see themselves in us. We’ve always had the fundamental urge to both create and to destroy, just as the Harbingers endlessly attempted to create perfection and the Lu-Tyan’s destroyed their imperfect creations. In the Wasteland, everything was made for the purpose of creating something perfect – we mortals are no different. We are the manifestation of existence’s need to create, or to become, something perfect. The champions of this world did not conquer that ancient progenitor of existence – they became her. To exist is to be a slave to her will.”

-Aeasco, Prophet of Illutine


Chapter 1 

The Royal Family




In the time before the era of the Catharsis began, and in an age long after Effervencina’s Ocean formed and evaporated, there was a vast city in northern Taçad whose jurisdiction stretched from the gilded sands of Naiad to the edges of the great Haga Mountain. Sitting at the throne of this empire, The Verdillion, was Nikoletze; the naïve face of Whaero magicians and the successor of a powerful line of rulers. The people adored him and he adored his people. Alongside his elder sister Wyverna, they ruled their people with dignity and grace.

This was the view of the common folk, but anyone who came close to Wyverna knew of her hunger. Unbeknownst to Nikoletze, Wyverna despised him with every ounce of her being. It was an obsessive hatred, the sort that violates your mind and strips you of your freedom. Like a serpent gearing to strike from the shadows, she bided her time, waiting for her brother to slip in any way so she could finally take what was to be hers.

She was twice as strong as he was, both physically and mentally – and thrice as bitter. Over the course of his kingship, she let him become complacent and nurtured his misplaced trust in her to the point that his power was more hers than his. It wasn’t just his power she wanted though, she wouldn’t rest until she had everything he had that she didn’t. The title, the favor of the people, the very bed he slept in; she wanted it all.

Every moment of her existence was carefully designed to make him weak. Every meal he ate was fed to him by her so that he would feel that he relied on her for sustenance. Every document he signed was reviewed by her so that he would feel that the decision was ultimately hers. Even his courtesan of choice, a man named Sachar, was chosen by her because of his history of contempt for the upper class. Part of her hoped he would kill him, but a larger part of her wanted that liberty saved for herself. Sachar would make him comfortable, dazed by the fog of lust until the love of the unlovable was all he sought after. He would be powerless.

When the royal siblings were younger, she was always favored by her father, King Lagaské, and he by their mother, Queen Eneferrah. Where he was raised with the gilded glamor of most political children, Wyverna had been groomed her whole life to lead a nation. She would spend days upon days trapping herself in the grand library reading all she could on ancient history and even a variety of scientific journals regarding the effects of floral magic. Members of the court called her the library's dragon for the way that she hoarded her favorite books.

Wyverna was proud to be her fathers daughter, and Lagaské was proud to be his daughter's father. When the king eventually passed, chaos overtook the royal family. It wasn’t the mere fact of his death, however, that stirred them. That was to be expected with his age. Rather, it was the sealed letter by his bedside, one which named Nikoletze as his heir. The letter, in his unmistakable handwriting detailed how, though he loved her dearly, Wyverna was much too hard-headed to lead the Verdillion, but that she would be ensured the position of Nikoletze’s advisor should their mother also pass away.

It was almost impossible to conceal her sense of betrayal. All her dedication, all the preparation for what was her birthright as the eldest child was squandered by the very man who had promised her for all her life that it was hers. Though struck as she was, she raged in silence for as long as she could. Whether that silence was out of respect for his wishes, or as her own way of mourning she was never quite sure – though she has always, always known that it wasn’t fair.

At her brother's coronation, Wyverna saw her mother Eneferrah holding her hands high above her son's head, preparing to lower the crown onto it. It was here that she saw it; a red mark upon her mother's wrist that had revealed itself as her sleeve fell back. The girl knew well of its origin. Among the many endless hours she spent locked away in the libraries, she’d learned about magic much darker and older than that of simple flowers, particularly one that left behind a rather undeniable sigil on its creator's body. She could see it clear as day; her mother’s wrist stamped in a deep and unforgiving imperial red. Anyone but her would have assumed it was merely a tattoo.

The realization struck her all at once – that she was right to be suspicious of her fathers wishes for her brother to be king. She stared wide-eyed at the mark as theories began swimming through her brain – theories of her father being cursed, forced to name Nikoletze as the heir to the throne. Just as her father had prepared her for the throne, so too had her mother prepared her son. She knew she could never rule, but she could pick who did. And she would choose someone who would do whatever she told them to, without question.

Wyverna finally understood why her mother was always so charitable towards Nikoletze and so hard on her – why she was being cheated out of what was rightfully hers. It was all so she could have a puppet to control when the time came. The princess knew well that her mother had long sought after greater power than that which she enjoyed as the queen consort, but she never thought she had such dedication. A part of Wyverna respected her for it, she figured that thirst for power was one thing they had in common. Wyverna’s brother always had a heart made of gold: a beautiful and vain metal that bends at the slightest pressure, but hers would have to be steel by comparison.

Eneferras position of power through her gullible son was short-lived, however. Tried as she did to use her son's power for her own, her oversight of her daughter's overpowering determination became her demise. Mysteriously, she committed suicide by throwing herself from the balcony. The public figured that it was the grief from Lagaské’s early death and the matter was set aside cleanly. Wyverna has taken a liking to wearing extravagant red body makeup ever since, namely an incredibly detailed tattoo on her wrist, identical to her mothers.


Chapter 2 

The Illness




One day. Nikoletze became dreadfully sick – coughing blood into his robes day in and day out. Without a proper diagnosis and not wanting his people to see him in this state, he was left to the devices of his sister to tend to his ailments. Unbeknownst to him, however, she was its cause.

Nikoletze’s room was meticulously decorated for royalty. There were multicolored strips of fabric stretching from every fixture, swooping down with the weight of ceremonial healing crystals. The corner where the wall met the floor had a small stream of cold water carved into it to manage the heat of the sweltering desert. He laid in the massive bed in the center of the room motionless with closed eyes. All that could be heard was his labored breathing and the soft rush of running water.

Wyverna smiled wickedly down on him in his bed as she saw the signs of withdrawal manifest. She feigned concern while knowing good and well that it was her who brought him to this state, and relished in his demise. Any magician who stops eating the flowers of their kind becomes devoured by hunger for it from the inside out, like an addict who’s been kept from their fix. Being born into royalty and raised without ever being exposed to these effects, the young king was particularly susceptible to these unfamiliar symptoms.

Wyverna’s knowledge, and his trust in that knowledge, became the greatest source of her power over him. He hadn’t any idea what glovenesse withdrawal felt like and hadn’t the slightest idea of the signs of poisoning that came from a magician being starved of the source of their magic. Her years of studying for the role that was given to him became the weapon she would use to usurp it. To her, this only furthered the legitimacy of her claim.

The glovenesse flowers are a magician's lifeblood, without it, the organ that processes them goes into shock and begins trying to digest the body of its host. It is a slow and agonizing death, and the parasitic organ fights until the end to get what it needs without any regard for its hosts' well being. The princess knew it was only a matter of time until it began releasing hormones that would make his hunger amplified even further. It would turn her brother into nothing but a husk of himself – fiending for liberation. He could do nothing but watch in confusion as she let it destroy him, still relying on her to give him the cure.

Killing her brother was not enough though, she needed to ensure that there would be no autopsy and no shroud of doubt of her innocence. That part of her plan was still in the works, but she hadn’t the time to think about that at the moment.

“Brother,” Wyverna said, “I’ve gotten news of a healer in the west, a gifted apothecary who is said to be capable of miracles. I can have you delivered to them as soon as you are able, but they unfortunately aren’t able to come here. They hail from the red city and are making their way back there now.”

He sat up in his bed excitedly before falling back into a fit of coughs, ordering that she gather a troop of guards to escort him there as soon as possible. She quickly began consoling him, reassuring him that his suffering was almost over.

“Wyverna, my right hand,” he said hoarsely, “if you trust this stranger's abilities, then so do I. Arrange a group of soldiers to take me there.”

She smiled and brushed the hair from his face.

“I’ll make sure you are taken care of with the utmost… efficiency, brother. Now rest up and drink your medicine.”

“I don’t deserve you Wyverna.”

“I know.”

He laughed, not knowing how serious she was – which was something she often accounted for when speaking to him. She laughed too, for entirely different reasons.

Wyverna stood up to leave the bedroom, casually caressing the fabrics that were draped across his bedroom as she went. Right as she reached the doorway, she paused before plucking a bottle of perfume from a desk and spraying it directly into her eyes before continuing out of her brother's tomb. When the door closed behind her, she closed her eyes for a few seconds as she assumed an entirely new personality. Tears running down her face, she looked up to the guard on the other side of the door, one of Nikoletze’s closest adversaries.

“His condition is worsening I’m afraid…” she sobbed, “he’s practically incoherent and I can hardly understand a word he’s saying to me. I don’t know how much time we have left with him…”

The guard said nothing, staring onward and clutching her spear tightly. Her expression faltered only slightly at the realization that her beloved ruler was slipping away before her, she felt useless. Wyverna started sobbing again before leaving down the hall, heels clicking like talons on the stone floor.




~




“She’s gone now,” said Nikoletze.

From underneath the draping fabric of the bed, a young man crawled out and dusted himself off. He was scantily clad, wearing only light, loose fabric that left little to the imagination and a bit of jewelry that accentuated his more… visually appealing qualities. He played with his long hair as he leaned over the bed and looked at the king with heavy lidded eyes.

“She’s lying to you, you know. I don’t know what or how exactly she’s doing it but I can tell by her tone.”

Nikoletze leaned up a bit and gave the courtesan a knowing look.

“I don’t think so, that’s just how she always talks. She’s a politician at heart, but I’ve never caught her in a lie. To be honest I don’t think she needs to lie in order to get what she wants. My mother always told me that lying is for the weak.”

“Mmm,” Sachar hummed as he played with one of the drapes, “I disagree. You can never win in the world of your kind without lying at least a little bit.”

“I’ve never lied to you.”

A short silence hung in the room as Sachar considered the sincerity of what he said.

“But you’ve lied for me,” he said, massaging the young king's body.

“That wasn’t all for your sake. I lied about our arrangement to my sister to take some of the pressure off. I wish I could say it was to protect you, but it wasn't. I’m just self-”

The king suddenly became overcome by hunger. It was as if a thunderbolt had gone off in his brain, destroying every other thought except the voracious need to eat. He inhaled loudly and stared at Sachar with wide eyes. Sachar gasped and sprung into motion to shove a piece of bunched up fabric in his mouth as his king began thrashing about. He lept from the bed and grabbed some leftover hors d'oeuvres that had been left on a table before returning back to Nikoletze’s side, pinning his weak arms down with one hand.

“Nikoletze I’m going to take the gag out, but I need you to not bite me, and I need you to be quiet.”

Nikoletze gave the boy a fierce, frantic look and shook his head, tears beginning to run down his face. Sachar paused before pulling the fabric out and quickly replacing it with a biscuit, almost losing a finger in the process. After a few seconds, the king appeared to be sated and returned to his former self.

Once certain that the fit was over Sachar grabbed more food, some crackers and desert fruits, and began feeding the king as he continued their previous conversation as though nothing had happened.

“Maybe you’re right, maybe we’re just two people using the other for our own sake. I need some money, and you need an escape from your position. Maybe there’s no real lo-”

“I’m dying, Sachar.”

Sachar held the saccafruit in the air as his sardonic disposition evaporated, not wanting to get emotional in front of Nikoletze. He knew if he did then it would mean he couldn’t keep lying to himself about how he felt about the crown, and by extension those that have made his life harder than need be. Hatred had been hard for the courtesan over the comfortable years with the king, but he fought against his affections fiercely, vainly.

The knowing silence chilled the air as they took in what the king’s death would mean. Sachar stared at the wall for a few seconds before turning back to the young king and putting on the most comically frantic expression he could muster.

“Now?!” he exclaimed as he threw his hands in the air.

Nikoletze bursted into laughter that quickly turned into another bout of coughs. This time he didn’t suppress them, he let his bloodshot eyes bulge out of his head and he started grabbing Sachar’s sleeves and shaking him violently.

“You listen to me… you listen to me! The key to the treasury…”

He raised a dramatically shaky finger and pointed at a picture frame on the wall.

“It’s behind…” but before he could finish, he threw his head against his rather large pillow and died forever.

Sachar rolled his eyes and started checking his nails and playing with his jewelry, feigning disinterest. He was snapped out of their joke, however, when his hands grazed the elaborate chain wrapped around his thigh.

It had been given to him by Wyverna in private some time after he’d become Nikoletze’s private courtesan. She did so without any explanation but he’d always thought it as a symbol that she approved of their arrangement, even though he and Nikoletze had thought their relationship had been secret. Of course, there was also the implied threat that came with it – the reminder that nothing happens without her knowing. It was a message that Wyverna didn’t care that they were meeting, she just wanted Sachar to know that she was watching.

The pendant on the chain was in the shape of an elegant dragon with its mouth reaching for its own tail, which is just out of its reach. He knew that symbol could mean a thousand things, but he chose to wear it whenever he was doing something meant to be private – as a reminder that Wyverna would always see him. Sachar never told him that she knew, he figured Nikoletze should be allowed to think he had at least this fraction of privacy in his life.

“I should go. Barta will be looking for me.”

“I’m serious that I’m dying, Sachar,” Nikoletze said, opening his eyes again.

“I know.”

“I’m scared.”

He could hear it in his voice, how afraid he was, how vulnerable. He turned his head and looked at the king with an indescribable emotion before speaking again.

“What about the healer? It’s far too early to give up ye-”

“If my sister is willing to admit that her own knowledge about my condition is surpassed by someone she’s never even met, that means she’s desperate, which she never is. I think it’s time that I face facts. I’ll go tomorrow morning, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you don’t see me alive when I return,” Nikoletze took a shaky breath and grabbed Sachar’s hand before continuing, “I’m not ready to die… There’s so much I want to do. I want to give you a better life than just being paid to be with me. I want to fix this city. I don’t want to go out like my mother with so many things unfinished. I-”

Sachar bit his lip trying to hold back his emotions and leaned down to lay next to Nikoletze.

“It’s okay. It’s okay,” he said, letting the king cry into his shoulder, “just sleep.”

Sachar was seldom a stranger to Nikoletze’s vulnerable side, as that was an integral part of the relationship, but while the king drifted off into sobbing sleep leaning on his chest, he found himself at a loss. It was true what Nikoletze had said before, that there was so much he still had to prove.

He felt that he owed Nikoletze a great deal of support for allowing him such an esteemed position as the king's courtesan. Not only that, but for giving him access to much of the knowledge he never had before, such as various histories and artistic endeavors. He’d always been a relatively learned man, having spent so much time with aristocrats, and having been trained by someone as knowledgeable as Barta, but the wealth of opportunity that he’d come into during his time with Nikoletze gave him an immeasurable edge on other competing courtesans. Thanks to the king, Sachar had become known throughout the city as the most powerful and influential in his field.

Much of what Sachar learned came from books Nikoletze had taken from the royal library, which happened to be almost religiously overseen by his sister, as it happens to be her favorite part of the palace. He was certain the books had been used as a bargaining chip of sorts at a point in time; that Wyverna agreed to turn a blind eye in exchange for some sort of power or signage of documents.

If that woman was anything it was exploitative, and she knew how to play with the cards she’d been given. Sachar had long observed how fearsome Wyverna could be to get her way. He recalled many times that she would force him to sign documents he’d never even read with almost effortless manipulation, although Nikoletze seemed a particularly easy target for that sort of thing.

Many times Sachar thought he should intervene, but he was smart enough to stay out of their family affairs. Moments such as those were such a frequent occurrence that he wondered if Nikoletze ever made decisions of his own as a king. It seemed as though Wyverna was merely letting him keep the title while she did just about everything for him. It was obvious to Sachar that she did this in front of him so often to make Nikoletze seem weak-willed, but he didn’t care, he would rather fear the princess than fear the king. He wasn’t attracted to Nikoletze for his power either, at least not anymore.

Sachar sighed out loud as he played with the king’s hair and thought about what would become of himself if Nikoletze really were to die. He would come into an obscene amount of money, as is the custom as a royal courtesan, but there was a part of him that felt the need to prepare for the emotional toll it would take on him. He mindlessly reached down to touch the dragon pendant again and let his attention drift to what his relationship with Wyverna would be like should she become queen. He shook his head before he could continue, however.

“You’re here now… and for now that’s where I’ll be too,” he said softly before feeling himself drifting off to sleep.


Chapter 3 

The Party




After her meeting with Nikoletze, Wyverna scheduled a meeting with a rather elderly politician by the name of Pilar over lunch. She knew him well, quite well. She knew of how Nikoletze’s dissolution of the political system rendered his ways of business obsolete, and how badly he wanted to go back to the old ways. The previous system was one that coddled him into power and influence and when that began to wane with the dissolution of the previous system, he became ravenous.

Wyverna recalled that the old man had acquired a cult-like following from the remnants of his political finesse, but it would never be quite what it was when her grandfather was ruling. Although times had changed for what remained of the palace goers, there was still power to be had within the cracks of the once-admirable cities bones. He was still merely a bug to her, but the sting of an insect is a sting all the same.

Pilar had become one of her prime targets for a group to support her should anyone oppose her claim when Nikoletze eventually passes from his condition. It would be easy to convince him that they have a common goal, but it wasn’t enough that he found that their interests aligned, she needed to be certain that he had nowhere else to go. A political relationship built on things as flimsy as trust and common goals are doomed the instant that one of the involved parties has the opportunity to get the upper hand.

He was a stupid, desperate, oafish man; precisely the type to stab her in the back thinking it would give him any semblance of the past. Men like him were dangerous. If he were intelligent, he could be trusted not to make a decision down the line that would hurt the both of them, but alas, this was not the case. He would need to be watched carefully – to Wyverna, there is nothing more unpredictable than an stupid and ambitious man who thinks he’s smarter than everyone around him.

She hated that the weak minded were still allowed to have as much power as they did, but there was still pleasure in knowing that they truly believed they were in on the joke she sought to make of them. That had become her primary way of bringing others to her side, making them believe that they had all the cards in a game of dice.

“Hello Pilar,” she cooed as she slipped into the seat across him. 
She looked down at the food he’d ordered for them both and cocked her eyebrow. It was Envy of the Stars, an elegantly prepared, but ultimately unfulfilling dish that could be eaten in seconds. It was mostly composed of nuts and berries – hardly a meal at all.

“Somewhere to be after this?” she asked.

“No, but I thought you might appreciate the haste considering your arrangements afterwards,” he grinned.

“Was that supposed to intimidate me? I hardly wanted our lunch to be so intense. I had only one thing to discuss. I was merely wondering if our families could be allies. Like the good old days when my grandfather was around.”

She could see his anxieties practically melt out of his pores and the tension he’d been holding faded away like sand. All the rehearsed monologues he’d prepared to swoon her to his side wafted out of his ears like smoke, leaving his brain exquisitely, seductively, empty. She smiled to herself at how afraid he had been of her, and at how quickly he let down his defenses. He constantly proved every rumor about him to be true.

Pilar was a bitter and slimy man, constantly creating desperate and obvious plans for a great deal more than he was capable. Wyverna knew how his knees buckled at the mention of a position of influence and she knew that he would sign his name under any paper if it meant he could one day live the life he once had.

She handed him a slip of paper with the promise of almost comically minute power should he always support her reign under any circumstances – bar nothing. She could have told him signing the paper meant he would die in a month and he would have done it. In his mind he probably thought this was the product of weeks of carefully earning her favor –  maybe he even thought that he was in some way cheating her out of something, or making herself vulnerable to some haphazard plan to one day pull the rug on her. She considered all these possibilities as she watched him eat the bird food he’d ordered them. Men like him needed to believe that they were winners, especially those who once were.

Convincing powerful people that things which were in her best interest were also in theirs happened to be something she was naturally gifted at, but it hardly shined a light on what she could do to those who have already been backed against a wall. There could be a graveyard amongst the nobility for those who have fallen into her snare of papers and fairytales of eternal allegiance. She happened to be particularly fond of hiding things in plain sight, as a sort of game she plays with those who strike a deal with her, the same game she plays with her brother when feigns the truth as a joke.

Pilar’s story had already been played out in full some time ago. He was a man who failed upwards while King Lagaské was in power until Eneferrah became unable to support those like Pilar and began discreetly cutting the fat out of the palace. What Eneferrah wouldn’t be alive to watch would be the maggots crawling back to the smell of her corpse. Her mothers failure would be the reason for Wyverna’s success and she could practically see her army of desperation defending her until their last coin was tossed into her mound of gold.

She flashed him a toothy smile and began rapping her nails on the table as he pretended to read the document. The second the quill left the paper she snatched it out from under him and tucked it into her bag.

“Now that that nastiness is behind us, you happened to be correct that I had other arrangements. You can finish the rest of my dish if you wish.”

She knew he would.

At that, she stood up and continued her leisurely tour of the city, making a couple detours to ensure she was unnoticed before finally arriving at a small social gathering of some of her close friends in a private venue.

The room was cozy and its ceiling was a tapestry of interwoven strips of fabric that colored the light that went through them. The divet in the floor under the couches and chairs was coated with cubes of ice to keep them cool in the scorching heat of the desert city.

“Oooh well look who finally decided to show up!” laughed Tithile, “we saved a spot by Tarek for you too, me and the girls figured you might like the company.”

She rolled her eyes before walking over to the couch and draping herself across it next to Tarek. He had short curly hair and wore a rather revealing top that he made sure would show off his body for her. He smiled as she sat down and wrapped his arm around her. The boy was crazy about her – she just liked that he never asked too many questions. He commented only on what he knew of her, not what he assumed.

“So what’s our dear advisor up to that has her here so late? Is he still whining about that cough?” continued Tithile.

Jordan turned her head towards Wyverna and cocked her eye.

“It’s fine, I told her a few days ago,” Wyverna said with a wave of her hand, “and speaking of… Is he ever the complainer! I had to check up on him and give him all this silly medicine… but not before I spent all this time getting ready! I even wore that perfume you bought me babe, you know I always keep it right by my vanity,” she said as she kissed Tarek on the cheek, earning a blush.

“Only the best, love,” he swooned.

“Y’know I’m so glad we came out tonight, we deserved a night out with just us girls… and of course our girls’ boys. All this political drama is just far too much lately,” said Tithile.

Iselda raised her drink and cheered, clearly already drunk.

“Oh sorry, our girls’ girls too.”

“Meh, I might as well be her man,” Iselda laughed before turning back to the princess “and you just need to tell that crybaby he needs to go on vacation or something.”

“He does need some fresh air, and my father could arrange the whole thing if you like. It’s the least we could do after you gave us the entire eastern oasis for a resort.”

Jordan sighed loudly and Iselda laughed. Tithile pretended not to notice the couple making fun of her.

“You’re right on track actually hun. I’m buying him a trip all the way out to Gellerionne for a little vacation! More to cure the headache he gave me than to cure his cough really,” Wyverna said, earning more than a squeal from Tithile.

“Wait, really? That's a bit… exorbitant for someone who’s sick. Wouldn't he have to go through the western side of the desert too? It's full of-” but Jordan was cut off by Iselda.

“So you’re saying we’ll have you to ourselves for the rest of the, what, month that he might be gone?” she turned her head to Jordan on the couch next to her abruptly, earning her a scared yelp.

“I can finally get time to teach you how to fight!”

Jordan petted her enormous head of curly platinum hair and smiled.

“No.”

She let out a frustrated huff and turned back to Wyverna.

“But you’re probably gonna take over when he’s gone so you’ll be busier anyways.”

“Oh please, like I haven't been doing his job for him for the past decade. I’d say I know my way around his position by now.”

“Right. I mean you were practically born to be queen right?”

The room suddenly went deadly silent, all eyes on Wyverna.

“What!? As if you weren't all thinking it?” complained Tithile.

“Okay didn’t we say this was our little break from all the politics!” interjected Iselda, “and anyways I’m much more interested in what’s going on over here.. with Yvie and this arm candy she’s about to take a bite out of,” she laughed, gesturing at Wyverna who had begun playing with the golden bangle around Tarek’s bicep.

“Stick it!” she laughed as she threw a pillow at her.

“That's rich coming from the girl who couldn’t stop talking about how much she needs her man’s big schlo-”

At that, the room erupted into a fit of laughs and thrown pillows; a fight which Iselda won in spectacular fashion for her ‘liege’ Jordan, who merely watched the chaos unfold before her.


Chapter 4

The Afterparty




After the party was over, Iselda and Jordan let the others go their separate ways as they usually did. They, however, stuck together with a bottle of wine and two glasses in tow also as they usually did. Jordan kept a bottle of cold water as she always did, that would eventually become wine, again, as it usually did.

They walked out of the room Wyverna had prepared and were met by the darkness of night. Just down the same street, was a side entrance to the palace wing where Iselda’s office resided. It was a rather private and undecorated room except for some bookshelves and Iseldas favorite object in the entire world; her battle hammer.

It was a beautiful weapon, the construction of which had been an effort that had taken her years to complete, years that began even before she’d moved to The Verdillion. Being a Fleurucian magician, she was capable of exerting considerable gravitational pressure on objects. This power gave her the ability to create incredibly sturdy weapons that were far too heavy for anyone but a powerful Fleurucian magician such as herself to lift. It was a particular skill and technique that her parents had passed down to her which had previously been used to produce gorgeous gemstones for their family's business. Many of her earliest childhood memories were of showing her parents her new prototypes for the hammer and watching them try to maneuver her interests towards the family business.

Iselda was unmoved by her family's work with jewelry, but Jordan couldn’t have disagreed more. She instructed her to decorate the hammer with some of her own designs as a way to come to terms with the way her relationship with her parents had turned out. Iselda only agreed to decorate it as such because she wanted to impress her; and impress her she did. It was beautiful, even when just leaning against the wall of the office.

When they were finally situated in the privacy of the locked office and the drinks were poured, the battlefield was drawn, as it usually was.

“I give those two lovebirds a few more weeks,” quipped Jordan as she raised her glass of water to her lips.

“I think it’s very unprofessional of you to be gossiping about our friends the way you are right now.”

Jordan almost spat her drink out and had to set her glass down on Iselda’s desk before continuing.

“I’m serious though, Iselda. They just don’t mesh well at all… It’s like she’s forcing herself to like him.”

“I did think it was weird when he just kind of appeared out of nowhere as this guy she liked, and I’ll give you that she does parade him around, but he doesn’t seem to mind – I wouldn't.”

“Yeah me neither,” she sighed as she took another sip, “but it still feels like she's trying to prove something…”

Iselda’s mouth flew open into a smile and she grabbed Jordans arm.

“You don’t think-”

“I’m just saying… I doubt she’s ever had the clarity of mind to think about anything but her brother and getting all her little minions in line. She probably just picked him because he’s some gullible dude and she wants us to think she’s all relaxed and romantic. I have a feeling she has more… refined tastes.”

“Of course she gets a boyfriend and you immediately clock her.”

“Don’t tell her anything. The poor thing is a terrible liar, even to herself. She probably thinks she’s manipulating him or something but it's all gonna work itself out. It’s important that we let these things happen naturally. She needs to figure herself out.”

“You’re so smart babe,” Iselda said, filling Jordan’s empty glass with wine, earning her a raised eyebrow.

“You know how I get with alcohol.”

“I do,” she smiled.

As the time passed, the two exchanged more topics of gossip as they were driven further and further towards a drunken stupor, gossip of which neither were immune. Jordan accused Iselda of pretending to be drunk at Wyverna’s earlier party, which was denied on the grounds that it was a well known fact that they were both lightweights. Tithile’s inability to not mention her father was also a topic of a rather heated attack on their friends personality, which was quickly followed by the assurance that they certainly only aired out their grievances towards her out of love.

“Do you think she even likes Tithile?”

“Now Jord- ‘scuse me. Now Jordan…”

“I have theories-”

“I know you do.”

“-that she just keeps her around so her daddy will too.”

“I mean, duh.”

“She probably feels something similar about us too,” Jordan said, now having draped herself on Iselda’s desk, “I mean, what else could she possibly want with us? I’m clearly only here because I can afford to be, and you’re only here because people feel bad about your mothe-”

Jordan slammed her mouth shut, realizing what she was about to say.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to-” she started.

“No it’s true, I suck.”

“No, it isn’t true. You’ve earned your spot just as well as I. If this city goes to war with Hölkenstripen while you’re in charge of the army they’re screwed, and it’d be a crime to act like you can't spar circles around anybody in this city. I just… I can’t act like we aren’t being used like pawns in her little plans. I mean sure we were there for her when her father died but… she’s different lately. It’s just… Well I guess I thought she would be done by now.”

The energy in the room died as the two took in the seriousness of what Jordan was saying. It was more than mere gossip, it was something they’d both thought about in private before. The two had been loyal to the princess for years but that loyalty, though not entirely circumstantial, always came with an unspoken threat of abandonment should that trust be disrespected. Although the public image of Wyverna’s circle was that of a group of equally footed young socialites, it was always known that Iselda and Jordan were a package deal and had their own motives in mind. Wyverna’s relationship with these two women was unique in that it was one that at its core simply wasn't political. Tithile and Tarek were different, Jordan and Iselda had history with the princess.

The two had known each other for much longer than they had known anyone else. When Iselda’s family moved to the Verdillion, the two sustained their childhood romance from a distance. Through letters, Iselda confided in her how difficult it had been for her to be part of one of precious few other Fleurucian families in the city and about the pressure that was put on her to be successful in spite of the failures of the past. She also explained how involved the royal family had become in that success, seeing it profitable to invest in a foreigner's success in light of the city’s history with the Fleurucians. She talked about how she was all but forced to get along with the royal children; a snobby rich scholar who thought she was smarter than everyone else, and her lazy, unambitious brother who was content with an insipid life of glamor and wealth.

As per the customs of the particular group of fleurucian magicians that Jordan was raised in, Jordans parents were provided an enormous amount of wealth by the community to raise her. When she became of age, she was given the option to take that wealth for herself and become permanently estranged from the community and her parents, or return that wealth to the community and rejoin them as equals. She, much to her parents' chagrin, opted to inherit that wealth and join Iselda in the Verdillion after hearing about the enormous scandal that had befallen Iselda’s family – one that had resulted in her mothers banishment. It was an impactful decision, and one that was met by a mix of emotions from her people. Her parents always felt like they had failed her in some way, and they would always see her decision as motivated by greed rather than love.

The two were inseparable from the moment Jordan arrived in the city. When Iselda’s family's wealth slowly declined, Jordan was the one that urged her to stay behind and make something of herself – to finally chase her dreams of being a warrior.

When King Lagaské died, the couple became empathetic of the princess, who they had been paid to babysit during their financial struggles. When that emotional support was rewarded by Wyverna campaigning for Iselda to be the Chief of War and Jordan to be a diplomat for Fleurucian magicians, the duo had slowly cemented themselves as the primary power couple of high society.

It was a difficult campaign for the both of them, and they frequently wondered what exactly motivated Wyverna to push so hard for the both of them – they certainly didn’t feel as if they were owed such an enormous gesture for merely being there for her. Convincing people that an estranged rich girl from the east was a candidate for representing diplomacy for the complex relationship between the Whaero and Fleurucian magicians, and that the daughter of a famously scandalous family with almost no personal renown as a strategist should be the Chief of War was no easy task.

“We don’t owe her anything.” Iselda said, reading Jordan’s mind, “but she’s our friend and I trust her. Even if she’s using us, and I’ll admit that she might be, I honestly believe that she has our best interests at heart. Believe me, she wouldn’t have helped us as much as she did if we didn’t mean anything to her besides our usefulness. Not everything is political around her.”

“I know you trust her, I know. She’s lied constantly, and she’s not the best at it either, but I’ll give you that I don’t think she’s ever done anything to hurt us directly. I feel like I’ve been so in my head lately about her.”

“She needs to figure herself out. Yvie’s been through a lot of shit with her family and I think she just needs a bit more time to grow before we start jumping to conclusions about how she treats us. She’s still young.”

Jordan exhaled and threw her head back to look at the ceiling. After a few seconds, she looked back down at Iselda, who’s face had become a bit flushed from the drinking.

“How come whenever I’m a little buzzed, I get all emotional, and you get all wise?” She said, squinting her eyes.

“Maybe I’m always that way and you only notice when you’re not thinking straight.”

“Oh whatever. Get up here so I can kiss all my sorrows away.”

“Yes ma’am.”


Chapter 5

Powerless




Back in Nikoletze’s bedroom, Sachar was walking around and inspecting all the artifacts that adorned the space. He knew little about what they actually were or where they came from, but he enjoyed creating theories about them. The enormous bed was framed with a gorgeously colored wood, the same wood that he recognized in Wyverna’s ever so cherished royal library. Being in the middle of the desert, it could only be imagined how expensive it would have been to import such a material. He imagined the wood must have come from the forest of Haga Mountain, and in one large swath. Perhaps it was a diplomatic gesture from some of the Fleurucian tribes that governed that area, or a payment of a debt that they owed the city.

Sachar could form countless theories about all the origins of the things the king surrounded himself with. It was always a bit strange how enormously un-curious Nikoletze was about these objects. There were probably a thousand stories that could be told about the things that he viewed as mere decorations. This lack of curiosity, or rather, lack of admiration about that which surrounded him was once the source of an enormous well of malice from the courtesan.

How can a person be so ungrateful, so oblivious? He’d once thought.

It brought him back to a conversation he’d had with the king during the beginning stages of their relationship. Nikoletze was explaining what he had done with his power when he was first given it, and Sachar was pretending not to care.

Nikoletze mentioned that he took an aggressive approach towards dissolving the political parties that dominated high society. He talked about it like it was some noble cause; that he was exterminating the vermin that infested the palace, which in some ways was certainly a noble cause. He explained that his ultimate goal was always to use his power to deconstruct the systems that made high society so exclusive and inapproachable to those who weren’t raised in it. Sachar quietly decided that this was inspired by a frustration with a system he didn’t understand rather than an actual desire to help the needy. It must have been incredibly frustrating to have as much power as he did, yet still have to cater to rules he didn't understand. Rather than learning these rules, he got rid of them. A bold move, but not one without consequences.

In this discussion, the name Frenik was one that caught Sachar’s attention. It was the name of someone who had once employed Sachar as a chef's assistant in his home. The job was nothing glamorous, merely chopping meat or washing dishes, but it was dignified work, much more so than the line of work he was eventually led towards when Frenik’s fortune suddenly ran dry.

Sachar realized that Nikoletze’s decision had inadvertently been the cause of his current economic situation, leaving him with the almost impossible task of masking his anger. Flashbacks of the not-so-long-ago time he’d spent in brothels being grabbed by strangers and tossed coins that went right to his ‘employer’ came to his mind, and he remembered becoming overcome by rage while Nikoletze painted himself a picture of grace and charity. He thought he was going to kill him that night, but he resisted against all odds.

Sachar’s mind had gone to Barta, the woman who bought him off of his first brothel and promised to teach him how to make something of himself. She was a vile, crude woman who seemed incredibly unfit to teach anybody how to use their wiles, but she managed to do precisely that. Her house of ill repute was more of a decorated alleyway than anything, and was focused more on teaching – but work was offered to those who were ready and willing, while receiving the bulk of what they earned.

Barta provided those who worked for her with about as much autonomy as she could, letting them choose their clients and days of work, while her own recommendations were always given. Some opted to not take clients, and rather did work such as cleaning and doing makeup on those that did take clients. It wasn’t perfect, and Barta was known for being rather strict about certain rules, but there was always the underlying idea that she was doing everything she could to help them escape the system, and everything she could to break it. Rumors of her vicious nature ran like bitter wine through the upper class, and everybody knew that courtesans wearing Barta’s jewelry were not to be touched without dire consequences.

If he saw anybody as being some kind of ‘champion of the downtrodden’ it was her. Little was known about her life before owning the house, but based on how much she knew about the lifestyles of the rich and powerful, she once walked among them as equals. Sachar always assumed that her life was always that of sacrifice, but he thought it best not to ask.

That was the distinction that Sachar saw between those who actually helped, and those who merely wanted to look like they were. Though it was clear that Nikoletze never wanted the power he was given, the reality is that he could have at any point given it up. It was his reluctance towards sacrifice that tainted that aura of purity and innocence that he wanted to surround himself with. Whenever Sachar is reminded of Nikoletze’s innocence and naïveté, he’s subsequently reminded of its potential for unintended danger when combined with ruling power.

It had taken quite some time for Sachar to overcome these ideas about the young king, but when he did it made the reality of his own situation a bit more bearable. In watching him over the years, he discovered that Nikoletze sang his accomplishments because he’d been conditioned to do as such; all his life he’d been taught to brag. Sachar finally saw right through that illusion of pompousness. He saw the shame of incompetence, the frustration of his sister throwing it back in his face, and the hopeless desire to fix something he knows is wrong, yet not knowing how.

He turned his head away from the intricate mirror he’d been watching himself in and turned his attention to the slumbering king.

“In another life…” he sighed.

Sachar would never stop being angry about the circumstances of his life; feeling cheated out of something better, but Nikoletze would remain immune from that wrath for as long as he saw him for what he really was; powerless.


Part Two: The Desert

"Illutine is the embodiment of selfishness. He believes himself to be the manifestation of existence itself and thus heralds himself as the singularly omniscient, omnipotent, and omnipresent force within this world. He is wrong, and I have shown him that, and that is why I have the influence that I have in this world. His fear of me has provoked the greatest of the Harbinger Moth's children to take me in as their own. Illutine will never again look down on mortal souls again for as long as I live."

- Latrieu, The specter of Salt


Chapter 6

The Assassins




By sunrise, Nikoletze was ushered out a backway of the palace into the desert, with the company of common men dressed in guards' armor. They knew absolutely nothing of the desert and were just as lost as he was. They were on the brink of starvation and dehydration almost immediately after leaving the city and only had enough food to convince him that they had more. All the baskets they held were filled with stones, stones that weighed them down deeper into the warm embrace of the hot sand.

After many days completely lost and starving in the desert, a troupe of berobed soldiers could be seen soaring towards the group over the sands. Thinking them to be a rescue team, Nikoletze came out of his misshapen tent and beckoned them near.

Wordlessly, they began a relentless assault of the camp, assaulting the men with weapons fashioned out of motion itself. These were no mere assassins, but powerful Whaero magicians, the very same that were meant to be his people. Nikoletze turned his head to see what was hardly a fight at all. His company merely stood and waited for their deaths. The magicians approached the men and pushed them down by their shoulders, leaving their heads suspended in the air, unbleeding. The bodies bled, however, and it seeped down into the burning sand like magma from a volcano.

One of the men dove down from the sky in front of him and smiled viciously before rushing the young king with speed unbound. Only able to dodge a couple of the blades, Nikoletze’s calf was sliced deeply, immediately being covered in the salty sand which stung the fresh wound in a swarm of stinging pain. It was a unique sort of pain, he’d never felt it before; injury. The furious touch of the desert burned into his flesh – it was as if the elements themselves wanted to torture him, to erode his will to fight back and to just give in to the assault of both the sun and the assassins; and give up he did. His head hit the ground with an unceremonious thud; punctuated by the sound of pushed sand. It was as if even the desert sighed in relief. The naïve king put up no fight.

“Drink from your cup that can never be filled,” the assailant said as he kicked a rusty goblet at him, “choke on the damned sand.”

“I… can give you…”

“What?” said the assailant, “What can you give me?!”

“P-power… I can give…”

They just stared at him as he writhed about like a worm, trying in vain to remember anything at all. The king closed his eyes silently for a few seconds before speaking again.

“Please… I can’t die.”

With that, they laughed and sped off, leaving him surrounded by death and sand. Hours passed agonizingly while his very spirit leaked out of his pores and into the vast expanse of orange and gold. After he had been almost completely sapped of life, he felt the sand under him begin to cool ever so slightly and the sun on his back finally let up. Even just being shielded for a moment from the blazing heat seemed to give Nikoletze a profound resurgence in spirit and willpower. He exhaled loudly and spat blood.

Though he couldn’t see what had given him such a blessing, in his state he assumed it was some sort of spirit carrying him into the great beyond. He was blinded by the sand that had stuck to his eyes and even when he opened them he couldn’t see what hovered above him to give him such reprieve.

Nikoletze arched his body in shock at the feeling of cool, silken ribbons wrapping around his body, groaning with pleasure as his injuries faded away to their caress. They lifted his limp body up into the air, tenderly surrounding him until he was entirely trapped inside a cocoon of soft ribbons. He laid there inside the cocoon, a foreign power pulsating through his body and healing him of all his ailments for what felt like an eternity of bliss. He wished he could spend an eon entombed in that scintillating hourglass. The pleasure of stasis invaded his mind until he couldn’t help the tears from streaming down his face within the womb. He was a child again, writhing about thoughtlessly within his mother.

He was then interrupted by a sudden bursting sensation in his stomach and before he could even realize what was happening, he threw up a disgusting heap of meat that looked as if it had been already decomposing inside him. It was his petra, the organ in a magician that generates their abilities, the same organ that Wyverna was starving out and allowing to consume him. A stream of thick blood and sand poured out of the bottom of the cocoon, creating a small mound below it.

Eventually, the ribbons released him and he fell to the ground feeling completely reborn, yet still exhausted.

When Nikoletze looked up to where the creature had been, there was only a soft gust of wind, and a feeling he was unable to describe even to himself. When he looked around at the camp where he remembered he had fallen, all that remained were colorful, enormous crystals where the bodies of his company had been just a day before. When the sunlight struck the crystals, he could see a world of color painted into the sand. It was beautiful, though only a reminder of the lives that once were. Whatever had saved him had found them undeserving of life, but still of pity.

He closed his eyes and turned his head upwards to feel the sun burning again into his skin. He had never felt it this intensely before. Ironic, he thought, that he had lived in the desert for all this time that he had lived and yet he had never experienced its dominating power like this before. He felt its piercing warmth on his face and heard its cry for understanding through the menagerie of sandy dunes that thrashed about delicately through Naiad.

I am at her mercy.

Turning back to look at the city from whence he came – a mere speck on the horizon now – Nikoletze squinted at its oppressive silhouette, towering above all else that surrounded it. The heat mirage made it appear to shake, as if it was cowering in the presence of the far grander desert.

And so are they.


Chapter 7

The King and the Moth, Part 1




Days passed as he walked aimlessly through the desert, farther and farther away from any sort of civilization. He had no food, no water, and not even a speck of knowledge of which direction to go. He made his way only deeper and deeper into the wretched expanse of death and dryness that was Naiad. There were no lizards, no snakes, no traveling merchants, and nothing but the wind to sing to him. His only mark of distance traveled was that of the sand beneath his feet. At times it was entirely orange or entirely golden. At times it was as fine as powder, or with grains as large and smooth as river stones. Even at times there were small pieces of bleached coral, though he mistook it for oddly shaped stones. All he knew was that there was nothing around him to walk towards. The only footsteps were his own, and there was nobody to tell him that the sun rises first in the west and points back towards the city. It was miles behind him, and he trodden on only deeper still.

Eventually his eyes happened upon a great mountainous stone on the horizon, with an odd shape perched upon it that he couldn’t quite make out. It pulled him towards it as if it was magnetic, as if his vitality was being restored by merely walking closer to it. Now breaking into a run, Nikoletze’s hair waved elegantly in the wind and the closer he got to the stone, the clearer the figure became.

He slowed as he saw enormous insect wings the size of buildings, and an aura of crystalline dust floating around them. When he got close enough to see anything more than its silhouette, the creature suddenly bursted into motion, barrelling towards him at impossible speed until it flew right over its head. The power of its momentum threw him to the ground and he was sprayed with the crystal dust that surrounded the creature. He looked down at himself and noticed how the dust continued to move about with its own will. He heard the creature land several feet behind him with a dramatic boom, golden sand and polished stones flying through the air like mist around its enormous body. He turned back to look at it and was finally able to see it in its splendor.

It was beautiful.

The creature’s tail was curled around its body elegantly – powerful and muscled while covered in a silky, shimmery, coat of iridescent hairs. The middle of its tail was decorated with two sets of 3 wings on each side that waved daintily through the gentle winds of Naiad. The tail was tipped with a sharp yet flexible looking needle which dug playfully through the sand as the creature laid in it. It had no legs, instead writhing about the sand like a worm or a serpent.

What struck Nikoletze most about the creature were of course its massive wings. He’d never seen anything like them before, they were strikingly similar to a moth but moved uniquely to any animal; like fabric stuck to a clothesline, but with the discipline and grace of wine poured from a glass. The top set of wings was medium sized and started at a point from the base, coming out in a shape similar to a wasp. The middle set was the largest, spanning outward vastly like a moths. The bottom wing was quite thin and incredibly long, trailing down the large body of the creature and curling into wide loops and constantly whipping around itself like ribbons. It seemed like this set was capable of much more dexterous motion than the other two. They appeared to become tangled with another set of what appeared to be long sleek antennae that came from the creature's head and constantly caressed the rest of the body of the moth, wiping itself clean of sand and dust.

The entire body of the creature was covered in ornate colorful jewelry that likely had unimaginable value. Gorgeous strings of pearls and precious gemstones were woven directly into its flesh and sparkled like constellations in the sunlight. He noticed there were patterns to the jewelry as well – each and every one was placed meticulously to enhance the creature's beauty even further. The most notable of these adornments appeared to be a great thick rope with intricate knotting in it that tied the ends of the middle set of wings together, preventing them from stretching out to their full breadth.

The rope itself had other ornaments attached to it; a myriad of gems and trinkets draped themself across the creature that caught the sunlight and blinded Nikoletze. These however, were not all jewelry, some were small figurines or what appeared to be humble riverstones. There were even pieces of polished wood wrapping around parts of the rope. When it was pulled taut, the rope hummed deeply and flashed a bright red light.

Nikoletze held his breath when the creature began to move, turning its head which had been faced opposite the boy, to finally show itself. All the moving parts shook in the sunlight and created a cacophonous clinking sound that broke the sprawling white noise of shifting sand.

The front of the moth was equally stunning. Its face was framed by a set of two iridescent antennae that appeared to be long flower petals. They were nowhere near as long as the set that trailed down its body but significantly wider and less flexible. Two emerald compound eyes sat above a pair of what appeared to be two thick black spines that rubbed against each other to create a deep humming noise where its mouth would be. Across the rest of its face was a sheet of thick white hair that gleamed in the sunlight. Now that the creature faced him, Nikoletze caught a better view of its underside which was covered in a series of shimmery scales.

As the two stared at each other, the beast exhaled deeply, billowing out a sheet of more crystal dust to coat the sand under it. It moved slowly and warped the now reflective ground below its body to an effect similar to the watery illusion of heat mirages.

As Nikoletze looked at the gorgeous and intricate ornaments across the moth's body, he wondered what they had seen whilst in its company, and he wondered if what they had seen was worth the pain of being sewn to the creatures back. He wondered what the function of its anatomy was, and if he was the first to gaze upon it with such wonder. Its silhouette constantly changed as the ribbons flew in the wind; changing from appearing almost like an orchid, then like a dragon, then like an amorphous piece of abstract art. With the massive wings outstretched and the antennae framing its head, it most strikingly looked like an amorphous flower. He was speechless in its presence, and merely looking at it gave him the sense that he would live forever.

It looked prepared to strike with its back arched and its gaze on him attempting an intimidation that has likely been the last vision of many, but Nikoletze was nowhere near afraid of it. He was overwhelmed with mesmerization, dumbstruck by the moth’s complexity. He tentatively approached the creature, and finally worked up the courage to speak.

“What are you?”

The creature looked at him as though seeing the boy for the first time, respecting his boldness to speak. Nikoletze noticed a longing in the beasts compound eyes The façade of its bestial intimidation cracked apart to make way for its sadness at being spoken to for the first time in centuries. It had been alone here for so long, hiding itself away from the world in fear.

“You have no reason to hide yourself away. You deserve to be seen – to be worshiped. I am the king of a city on the horizon from here, I can tell them about you. They will write songs of your beauty.”

The silence that followed was broken by a deep vibrating noise emanating from its body, melodic and purposeful like poetry. The song was soft like sand yet just as abrasive, eroding away all sense of fear and apprehension. The creature oozed intimidation and power. Nikoletze was uninterested in that feeling, it was the longing that spoke to him. He wanted it to feel loved rather than worshiped.

It turned its head up towards the stone behind Nikoletze, pushing his wings into the sand and beckoning Nikoletze near to follow him deeper into the den thay lay beneath. When it slithered past him, Nikoletze gasped at the aura of pressure coming off of it. A faint vibration could be heard coming off of the beast and it ruffled the sand making a sound like a choir of chanting monks.

This is a god.

He followed it into the den beneath and was appalled at the size of the space beneath the rock. It was an underground oasis; a crystal blue lake laid in the center of an area that seemed to span miles back, surrounded by small creatures such as salamanders and dragonflies floating around the water as they dove beneath the surface to lay their eggs. There were species he’d never seen before, and fish capable of swimming through the air as if it was water. Beneath Nikoletze’s feet he felt a carpet of soft wet moss. It massaged the pain out of his burned and tormented feet and he let out a groan of satisfaction. The heat inside the den was different from that of the desert; where the sand's heat burned, the spring's heat soothed. Like a sauna, his anxieties and traumas were poured out through his skin and into the bed of moss.

The sand of the desert was replaced by smooth river stones as he ventured deeper into the cave, many of which were chiseled with artistic patterns or figures he couldn’t quite make out through the moss that partially covered them. He imagined that carving them must be one of the creature’s past times in the years it must have spent alone in this cave. Either that or they were gifts from worshippers from a bygone age.

He looked up towards the moth and saw how his strength and stature was merely a front for a deeply rooted appreciation for life; an appreciation he felt just as strongly in himself. Rather than being a violent lord of the desert, it was like a guardian of this hidden oasis, ensuring its survival and protecting it from desertification. He saw the beast fervently greeting the creatures in its den and filling the entire space with its ribbony antennae to touch all of them. There was only the sound of running water and the beast's soft, ambient vibrations filling Nikoletze’s ears to an effect not unlike the rush of the windy sands from the desert. He found it hard to believe that the harsh desert laid mere feet away from where he stood, and even harder to believe that he’d never heard of such a place in Naiad at all.

He brought his hands to the creatures back and began stroking its fur, feeling its tenseness wash away under his touch. The soft low hum that followed echoed through the den, attracting the attention of all the creatures within. The moth's voice commanded them with an assured love that need not be reciprocated. As Nikoletze let himself fall to the mossy ground he rested his back against the soft skin of his friend as it wrapped him in its glorious wings.

This is peace. Thought Nikoletze before drifting slowly to sleep.


Chapter 8

The King and The Moth, Part 2




Nikoletze awoke days later to the gentle touch of a salamander chewing on his finger. After brushing it aside lightly he looked up to see the moth swimming in the lake. It was dancing freely and whimsically, as though celebrating its new friend. Flashes of blue burst through the water as he dove in and out, lighting up what appeared to be bioluminescence and moving the glowing plants that grew beneath the surface. As the water hit the mossy shore it glowed blue as well. Nikoletze smiled widely, wishing to join the creature. So as not to destroy his only set of clothes, he undressed and set them by the shore, letting himself be uninhibitedly encompassed by the water.

It was as though he was an alien floating through space, grounded to reality solely by his sense of touch as he swam through the sea of lights and constellations. He saw galaxies in the bioluminescence and planets in the undersides of lily pads.

When he reached the moth it wrapped him in its ribbony antennae, pulling him from the water and onto its back. It was gentle, yet filled with excitement; the creature. Before the king could even say a word, it dove beneath the surface, pulling Nikoletze down with it. When he opened his eyes it was unlike anything he had seen before; its wings functioned like fins, dancing ethereally through the crystal clear water as they flew through the surprisingly deep lake. Before he could even process what he was seeing, they suddenly burst out the water, plowing straight out of the mouth of the cave and into the sunlight. He soared high into the desert air, grabbing the long antennae for support. For a moment he was afraid of his nakedness in the sunlight, but remembered how many miles he’d walked before seeing a single living creature.

“How did this all come to be?” Nikoletze said to himself.

He gasped as he heard a voice pounding into his consciousness; familiar and foreign all at once.

“Do you wish to hear the tale?” the voice boomed.

“Is it one I’m worthy of hearing?” Nikoletze asked, now realizing it was the moths voice

The beast was silent for a moment, genuinely contemplating it.

“There was once a grand ocean of water here; boiling, smoldering water that was then replaced by this vast expanse of sand and thirst.”

It stopped its ascent, allowing Nikoletze to take in the desert in all of its splendor as they hovered in the sky gazing over the ocean of sand.

“This place of death and selfish infatuation was many, many things in the distant past of which only precious few recall… Taçad was first simply a creature itself, made only of amalgamous living matter. It was made by a Lu-Tyan by the name of Jorgkithhe, who’s power over living matter remains sovereign. The forest of Nihdrasi was at the heart of his creation. It was beautiful, populated by a tribe of creatures that tended to its existence with the love a mother gives her child. They lived to support it. When the first human was born from the roots of Jorgkithhe’s creation, she was just as selfless as all his others, but held a power unique to her. She could defend and embrace the living and even add to the world's splendor with the skill to manipulate water with the Evermelted Ice.

That first human’s name was Effervencina and she was made to be his counterpart. Her water was the blood that would run through life's veins; a material without which they could not live. But she was made weak. She carried an endless well of power over water but her ability to channel it was flawed, purposefully. The energy required to move this water could never be contained – any use of her power over water caused it to be brought to a great boiling heat. Her imperfection was the very thing that made her so beautiful. As the population of humans grew from her with the time they were given, no others were given the power she had, the blood of life could only belong to Jorgkithhe’s love.”

The moth was silent for a moment, as if bracing itself to confront a painful memory,

“Eventually, he became bored of her imperfection and bored with her unconditional love. He asked the elder gods, myself and my first child, Illutine, to give him a more capable force of nature, one who would stand up to him, make him feel the full breadth of emotions. He longed to see anger, frustration, and even sadness; all things that she couldn’t give him, but that humans could. Her body was his own creation, something he could control, and something that left him with a need to be challenged. On these grounds, Jorgkithhe asked me to birth another being to match him, one who had the freedom to not love him; the freedom to feel emotions like hate, fury, and wrath. Thus, I created another, Reñaterii, who I chiseled from an ancient and powerful stone; the Jad’skyaraev. This stone was all that does not breathe or move of its own volition. It was all that lacks life, and the blood that rushes through it. Unlike Effervencina, she was not created with a predisposed love for him, but rather the inability to love those that were not him. She was not human. She was created perfect.”

Nikoletze was reminded of Sachar by the story, who by law wasn’t allowed to court any other in romantic regards while he serviced the king. He wondered if he was holding Sachar back from feeling love, or even if Sachar happened to want such a thing from anyone at all. The alternative; that Sachar did want love, but love from him, was impossible. Sachar always made his intentions known.

He looked down on the city from his place in the sky and found himself missing his companion. In their time together, Sachar had become his second half, even more so perhaps than his sister – there were things he told only him, and things Sachar confided in only him as well. More than anything he wanted to bring Sachar here to see the moth, and he smiled at the thought of how shocked he would be to hear the tale. Neither of the royal children ever left the city often, and even though Wyverna had read every book in the library a dozen times over, he was certain she’d be aghast at the history he was learning now.

His thoughts were quickly interjected by the moth continuing its story.

“Reñaterii did love Jorgkithhe once; when they created a world much closer to what is currently Taçad she did so out of love. When you see the crying mountain peaks, the sprawling hills, and even the subtle beauty of gemstones, know that she made them all out of love.

Their love was cut short, however, when she began to understand the circumstances of her existence; being merely a counterpart to life; to Jorgkithhe. She discovered how and why she had been created. My daughter was thrown into a rage that continues to this day. In her determination to prove herself stronger than the circumstances of her life, she turned to the only woman who could understand her plight. Her and Effervencina fostered a relationship borne from the cast off shell of their love for Jorgkithhe. Where Effie was cast out for loving him as much as she loved the rest of existence, Reña felt betrayed, being left to love nothing at all. She needed to prove that she wasn’t merely an accessory to life.”

Nikoletze felt the moth's body tense even more with the coming words, still wondering how this related to the desert.

“But the way I had created her was not to be fought against. To prevent her from loving another, she would be plagued by visions of the strength she was so proud of being taken from her by the subject of her attempted love. I watched her torture herself for centuries, knowing there was nothing either of us could do. Try as Effie did to free her new partner from her torment, Reña’s mind was lost in her rage. She began lashing out, turning violent against not just Effie but the world itself.

She raised her new lover into the sky above the great forest of Nihdrasi and encased her in a tomb of unmovable matter. It was a test of her allegiance, to either be crushed in the tomb and die innocent, or try to use her power over water to break free and boil to death, dying a traitor. Effie decided that the pain of being proven wrong would be too much for Reña’s mind, that knowing that she truly was trapped by her inability to love would be far worse than allowing Reña to believe that she had been betrayed. All of the water in Taçad screamed as it watched its mother fill the tomb with boiling, scalding water until finally it stopped flowing. All of this land had become sapped of its water in a plague of drought.

Water overflowed out of the tomb when she died, breaking the walls Reñaterii had created and it rushed out for miles across the land below us, creating a vast boiling ocean. It scorched the great forest beneath and burned all that resided in it to death. All that remained of the once beautiful world, rich with artfully placed lakes and streams, was her ocean of boiling tears. That ocean lasted hundreds of years before evaporating into the deserted land we now call Naiad. Every bit of the water you see in the world today stands as remnants of that ocean, and every bit of the heat we feel in this desert stands as a testament of her sacrifice. This land was not dried out by the whims of nature like some believe. It is a horrible scar that I have been punished for my part in.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Hjerkaia ignored the statement, aiming Nikoletze’s attention towards the city from whence he came.

“The pain of not being able to love doomed this land to an existence of blistering, withering heat. For years I’ve seen that story play out amongst you humans in your pursuits of power. I’ve thought that power is to you humans what love is to the gods. But you have shown me differently. You are weak, feeble, and naive.”

Hearing that from a god stung like knives. He was right of course, but it still stung.

“But you are so full of love. I watched you from my den of stone and water falling over and dying fightlessly and found myself jealous of your weakness. I realized that you humans are but flesh, and perhaps I had been too rash in condemning your kind so many years ago. That a human can fight one who does not fight back reminded me of my daughter. I saved you because I didn’t save her.”

“I think I understand now,” Nikoletze said solemnly, “thank you.”

He looked intently at the city Hjerkaia motioned to as he spoke, wondering if he should return to see his sister, to formally give her the power he knows she deserves more than he. No. He thought. She is strong, she does not need me to give her permission to rule. Whatever she wants she will take. That is why she will rule with more strength than I ever could. He smiled at the city, trusting in what he left behind.

The two returned to the cave and stayed there for a series of weeks, losing themselves in their mutual isolation. After so much time together they had become like one mind, understanding each other on a level incapable between humans. Their connection surpassed any mortal notions of love. The boy had fallen in love with the creature, and the creature to him.

For the first time in its eons of life, it felt comfort in the arms of another.


Chapter 9

The King and the Moth, Part 3




One night, nestled in the moth's wings by the shoreline of their den, Nikoletze offered his body to the creature, something he hadn’t yet done even with Sachar. It, sharing in his inexperience, consummated their relationship in the only way it knew how. The enormous creature wrapped him in its wings and began rapturing the king's body, igniting something deep and visceral within the both of them. It was the closest thing to sex that the moth could offer and something that couldn’t be offered by any mortal. Nikoletze felt like he was dying when it happened but he was unafraid, embracing the creature with open arms.

After several days of ravishing in this manner, Nikoletze’s body had been quite spent, and he again found himself nestled within the great moth's wings. Neither of them spoke for quite some time, causing the moth to become afraid that he might have pushed Nikoletze’s mortal body too far. Almost as soon as this thought appeared in his mind however, Nikoletze interrupted it.

“What should I call you?”

He was taken aback at first, unsure of how to answer. He had been called many things throughout his long and laborious existence. Many of them he had once considered his titles, but there were two that struck him the most as being his true name and his true title.

“I was once known as the Harbinger Moth, though that title has aged as well as my power. My oldest name; Hjerkaia – that is the name given to me by the light that made this world.”

“Hjerkaia… may I call you that?”
“I can think of none more deserving.”

Time had all but evaporated for them in their tomb. Weeks became months until what might have been years passed by. There were times that Nikoletze missed his old life and worried for those he had left behind, but found comfort imagining that the people he knew could reach their full potential in his absence. By law Sachar would continue to be paid for his courtship to the king even in his absence – kings courtesans are treated as widows when their kings die. Should Nikoletze never return, Sachar would be given payment reflective of a lifetime of service. Of Wyverna, there was never any doubt that she would make do in his absence, perhaps even thrive in her newfound leadership. No, there was no doubt that she would be better off without him.

He wondered if the moth had left anybody behind when he entered this cave for the first time. One day, nestled in the warmth of his partner's wings, Nikoletze asked Hjerkaia how long he’d lived in this cave.

“I have been here since before this desert even existed. When it was still the boiling ocean that scorched the land below it, I called an island at its center my home. When Effervencina died, I watched her ocean dry up over the course of thousands of years from this place. As water returned to the rest of Taçad all that remained of the original ocean was this ancient pool of warm water that I’ve protected for all this time. I never kept count of the years but I imagine hundreds or even thousands of years have passed while Naiad expanded. It was never quite so large, you see.”

“So this oasis is all that’s left of her.”

“Indeed. If this pool were to be left to the devices of those wretched hum-”

He caught himself as he remembered who he was talking to.

‘If anything were to happen to this cave, I don’t think I could bear it. There are traces of her power here and here alone. The heat of the water hasn’t wavered throughout all the time that I’ve been here. I like to imagine that her soul remains within it even now…”

The two looked down into the lake quietly. The knowledge that Hjerkaia had been here alone for so long with only this painful memory to keep him company gave him a profound sense of sadness. Hjerkaia didn’t deserve this. He realized that he was the first person in all those thousands of years to speak to this tortured god and through all those emotions, he realized he’d fallen in love.

“I know your mind, and I know that you think I am undeserving of this fate, but you must know that what I have told you about the torment of my daughter… can never compare to its reality. Reñaterii, she- she is unsaveable – trapped within her own body for eternity. She can’t even take her own life if she wanted to and nobody in this world is strong enough to do that for her either. You cannot imagine the rage that she inflicted upon this world. She built every mountain, every valley, and every miniscule grain of sand with her own two hands, and when she discovered what she was made for… a mere accessory to Jorgkithhe… his plaything… she took her rage out on everything around her. She hated Jorgkithhe, and took that anger out on the world he created, the world of life and of the living. My daughter took the Evermelted Ice from Effie’s boiled corpse and used it to bring Jorgkithhe to his knees. She forced him to create predators, monsters, and diseases. She created the bitter cold and brought the burning sun ever nearer. The strife of mankind, of life itself, is my doing.”

Nikoletze was silent, trying to find the words to console the creature. He didn’t care if what he said was true. He didn’t care that Hjerkaia might be the one responsible for the imbalance in the world. He could feel it in the creature's tone how much time he’s spent blaming himself, trapping himself in this cave wishing he could undo everything.

“You are more than what you have done.”

“You don’t understand.”

“You’ve punished yourself enough! You deserve to be happy regardless of what you’ve done!”

“I DO NOT WANT TO BE FREE!”

The moth shoved the boy away from him and slithered towards the lake. His entire body was tense as he begged the boy to understand his plight. He did not want to see the world that he had left to fend for itself against his daughter's rage, and the rope tying his wings together was a daily reminder of her untouchable strength. Hjerkaia was not the god he once was.

“I don’t care whether you want to be free or not; you should do it anyway. If you want to atone then do it, but that's not what this is. You’ll never forgive yourself if you just wallow about in this cave dreaming about undoing the past. The world isn’t all fire and ice like you think it is, there is beauty still. Travel through the rest of Taçad and decide then if you deserve to continue tormenting yourself for your hand in creating it.”

“And you have seen the world?”

“I haven’t,” Nikoletze said, approaching the enormous moth, “but I can still show you.”

The creature’s body relaxed upon feeling the king's hand resting on his muscular tail.

“It has been some time since last I saw what humanity has done with the world in my absence. I remember them as pungent; a selfish and immature species. But you…”

Hjerkaia’s antennae began rubbing the length of Nikoletze’s body.

“You smell of sweet, saccharine optimism… I find your form of naivety much more charming than that of your predecessors.”

He paused for a moment and looked up out the mouth of the cave and into the desert.

“In the past, I watched humans fiddle with the flowers we higher beings gave them and divide themselves just as they were meant to. I casted them off in my mind as doomed to fight amongst themselves. My error was not considering human individuality – humanity is enduring, but a human is fleeting. I hadn’t considered how my immortality has shrouded my judgment of mortals.”

One of Hjerkaia’s antennae reached the side of Nikoletze’s face, caressing it tenderly.

“You are beautiful.”

“There is more where it came from.”

“Perhaps there is.”

~

As the time passed, thoughts of one day returning to The Verdillion frequently passed his mind and he wondered if he ever would. He certainly trusted his sister to rule in his stead, but wondered about what she could have made of it all. Part of him scoffed at this thought.

As if she hadn’t been ruling the entire time.

It also struck him that they must have all assumed he died, and that realization made it impossible for him not to return; at least to quell the mourning of his supporters. He’d completely lost track of how much time he had spent with the moth. Weeks blended into months – even years could have passed and he would have been entirely unaware.

Aside from proving that he lived, he wanted to sing the praises of Hjerkaia, to reintroduce the world to the divine being that was once sovereign over everything that existed, because his beauty deserved to be worshiped.

The moth responded to this plan by agreeing to help him with the journey back to the Verdillion, but with the stipulation that he must not be seen unless it was ensured that the people were prepared to meet him. He trusted Nikoletze’s judgment of course, but still wasn’t sure if he could trust the rest of humanity quite as much, even after Nikoletze’s frequent assertions of humanity's need for his presence. When the king would return from his mission, Hjerkaia hesitantly agreed that he would travel throughout Taçad with the boy on his back. They would see everything together.

The journey took a mere two days, Hjerkaia swimming through the fine sand while Nikoletze held onto its antennae and skied behind standing on a polished stone. He found that it was just as exhilarating as flying, but without the fear of falling. All the anxieties of the desert seemed to wash away with Hjerkaia helping him, and it became just as much his home as any other could have been. He found that the fear of the desert was merely a disconnect from life in the city, they were far too engrossed in their wealth to enjoy what lay just outside. He smiled as he thought of all the things he could change when he returned, of the beauty of the desert finally being appreciated.

It was only here, skiing through the sand on the back of the great moth that he truly felt like he was the king of the desert city. He realized that all his life he’d known deep down that he didn’t deserve kingship but he was too vain to give it away. Ironic, he thought, that now that he thought he deserved it he was going to give it away.

When the city came into view, Nikoletze decided he would walk the rest of the way, and that Hjerkaia should wait for him in the den so as not to be seen yet. He would send a message in the coming days of all that happened. They embraced each other tightly for a couple minutes before Hjerkaia began his journey back, leaving his treasure to the grips of Wyverna’s city.


Chapter 10

The Bloodied Orchid




It was not long before his sister swept Nikoletze up into her clutches. Death, however, was not what was in store quite yet. Her soldiers picked him up before he could reach the gates and brought him to her through a series of back alleys. There was no reason to hold back now, and she was furious. This time, she was ready to show her true colors.

Wyverna was staring at a pure white orchid that was floating in the air in front of her. She had a devilish smile about her and spun the flower with the tip of her nail frequently to inspect its beauty, occasionally flicking off a piece of dust or a hair that had fallen on it. When her guards swung the doors open with her brother in tow, she hardly flinched.

“Hello brother…” she smiled, still looking at the orchid.

“What is the meaning of this!? My guards dragged me here without a word and my arm is-”

“Your guards?”

He was taken aback. Her tone was different than it ever had been before – something was off about her in a way that made his hair stand on end.

“Wyverna, what’s going on?”

“You have been gone a very long… long time. Some things have changed in your absence, and some things… haven't.”

“Yvie, I’m tired and it's been a long journey. I apologize if I’ve interrupted some sort of important meeting by coming unannounced but-”

“Hold him to the floor,” said his sister.

Nikoletze gasped as the guards instantly brought him to his knees before her. Wyverna finally turned to him and bent over dramatically so she could meet him face to face for the first time in years.

“Tell me everything. I sent a dozen assassins to see you killed in a sickened and weak state, surrounded by peasants who thought your death would buy their salvation, and you return to me unscathed… healed even. How?”

“Why…”

She lunged at him, pinning the boy down with her knee against his neck.

“How you survived I haven't the slightest idea. Even if my men failed to kill you, starvation should have surely followed. That doesn't matter though – this time I will break you, just like mother did to father, and I to her.”

“What are you talkiHYU-”

He gasped for air as she pressed her knee harder on his throat. What he thought was going to be an argument quickly began becoming clearer and clearer as a fight for his life. Wyverna’s sharp, red lips cracked to reveal the most genuine smile he’d ever seen from her. Her perfectly white teeth eclipsed the rest of her face as she leaned forward into a ray of sunlight. She was more happy than she had ever been in her life to do to him what she was about to do. She gestured with her hand and the pure white orchid dropped into her hand. Nikoleze’s eyes went wide with horror as she reached under her dress to grab a blade that had been strapped to her thigh. In the light all three items seemed to glow with a holy and pure light. He was terrified.

“Open your mouth, brother.”

He did not.

She smiled even wider as she punched his throat with her knee. She squealed with delight at his open mouth, quickly putting the blade between her teeth and shoving her hands into his mouth, holding his mouth open and placing the orchid inside. Once in place, she used her magic to make the flower supernaturally sturdy so that he could not spit it out or close his mouth.

The boy could hardly breathe, let alone speak – and it was all he could do not to gag as she began cutting open the skin on her thigh to let blood pour down into his mouth. He tried to spit it out but as soon as it touched his tongue after filtering through the petals of the flower, he began feeling the urge to resist leaving his mind.

“Drink.”

He did not.

“DRINK!” she screamed as she increased the pressure on his throat, earning another gasp for air. He choked as he inhaled the blood and coughed it out into the back of the orchid, which still did not budge.

She pressed her forehead to his and stared down into his eyes, still radiating a fiendish joy. His thrashing and gagging eventually peaked and he began foaming at the mouth.

“YVIE STOP!! PLEASE YVIE!! I’LL DO ANYTHING JUST PLEASE STOP!!” he screamed through the tears.

He’d become frantic beyond human comprehension, fighting for his body and mind against the staggering power of her magic and the curse of the bloodied orchid. It felt like a million beetles had burrowed beneath his flesh and were devouring everything that made him himself. He saw flashes of light and pulsing, unstoppable sensations of pain and pleasure mixing into one; almost exactly the opposite of what he had felt during his embrace with Hjerkaia in the cave. The young king felt the very fibers of his brain and the nerves of his body shatter and reform as his petra began screaming its undying love for its new owner, his sister.

“KILL ME!!”

She didn’t let go until she saw his eyes dilate and she knew his mind was fully hers. He was no longer his, and she relished in that thought, knowing he could never again make her jealous of anything. He was no longer human, merely a bloated corpse being driven by a new brain where his stomach was – a brain she owned.

She finally got off of him and he, with his mind fully in tandem with hers, stood up as well. Before she could even ask, he told her everything she wanted to know; the failed assassination attempt, his relationship with Hjerkaia, and all that he had been told about the origins of the desert. The queen-to-be expected details of her assassin's betrayal but this was more than she bargained for. Part of her thought he was lying somehow, that he had managed to break through the curse’s binding of his mind and manipulate her, but she knew that it was impossible.

She cross examined every word of what he spoke with a variety of texts in the library, fascinated with what she discovered of the truth of the desert. Many of the theories she’d read and trusted, such as Dorianne’s writings about Naiad being the oldest landscape in Taçad and thus the first to begin rotting away of old age, were destroyed by what Nikoletze had told her. One such scholar, Victoria Lamber, was right about most details in her theories. Wyverna made a mental note to return to the library and compile her works to re-examine later.

This was far beyond her wildest imaginations. Not only was her brother saved by the intervention of a supernatural force, but that force happened to be the progenitor of all existence. As a child, she’d become familiar with various theories about the origins of this world, but she’d never believed the tales of a great moth and his children, especially not Lamber’s theories about Naiad being born from a lovers quarrel between gods. Not only that, but this also proved the existence of so many other things; gulldre fish, the coral reefs, and the origin of Taçad itself. So many thoughts and new theories swam around in her head with each passing word from her brother's lips.

The scholar in her was in ecstasy. Once this was all over, she would write an entire library of books detailing this impossible discovery. Wyverna would be known as the most influential figure in history towards the human understanding of the world, and the royal library of The Verdillion would be cemented as Taçad’s most valuable source of knowledge and history. People would flock by the thousands to the city just to be in the place where the great Queen Wyverna uncovered the mysteries of the world that scholars had lost their lives on expeditions trying to uncover. Wyverna had never in all her life been happier than she had been in that moment, and never more proud of herself.

When she was finished with her interrogation of her subjugated brother, she banished him from her presence and sent him to a chamber. He would wait there in silence until called upon to take further part in her plan – he was to be kept as bait for this long forgotten god.

Along with Lamber’s writings regarding the myth of the “Harbinger Moth”, there were tales regarding a quarrel with one of his children. The legend goes that his daughter struck him down and bound his wings together with a great rope; one that was made with the assistance of some other higher beings that she now had power over. Based on her brother's description, the Harbinger Moth was still bound during that very moment. The text also mentioned that this great beast draws great destructive and even creative power from these wings, and that, should they be removed, they can still be used. It is a vague theory, and one that even Lamber admits she is uncertain that it can truly be used by a mortal, only that they could likely still work when severed from the creature's body.

The queen walked to a window and gazed out onto the vast desert with a satisfied sigh. Thousands of new plans swam through her mind as she began reaching even higher than simply her brother's throne. It was as good as hers now, and she was prepared to expand the horizons of the city deep into the rest of the world. If she could get her hands on the wings of this creature then her legacy would be secured.

She would wage unstoppable carnage on the rest of Taçad subjugating every remaining city into her control, starting with The Verdillion’s old foes, Hölkenstripen and the Fleurucian tribes. It was a much older city that was populated by Hölken magicians, consumers of a flower that gave them a certain ill defined power over the human soul, one that was hardly understood even by themselves. Whaero and Hölken magicians had been going at it for ages, fighting for control over Naiad and the other weaker tribes of magicians. They extended some control over the Krengst magicians, but this was hardly comparable to the grip that The Verdillion had around the scattered Fleurucian tribes. It was the perfect time to strike, while the balance of power was already slightly tipped in her favor. All she needed was the moth's wings.

She was sure that this creature would one day find its way to the borders of her city in search of its mate, and that was something Wyverna would count on. In fact, it was something she would instigate even further. Such vulnerable power as the moths was far too ripe for the taking, and the delicate craft of taking power from others was something she had spent a lifetime refining.


Chapter 11

The Plan




“Yvie, you know I love you to death, but I’m going to need a bit more information on what exactly you’re asking me to do,” huffed Iselda, who had hunched over her desk after throwing away yet another crumpled up piece of parchment.

“I need you to help me take down a very large animal.”

“Ok. First it was an army you think is hiding out in the desert, then it was some sort of weird evacuation plan, and now it’s… what I assume is a rapturer?”

“No, not a rapturer, our target is much larger.”

“Oh of course, an animal larger than the seven foot tall fortune telling guardians of t- oh now she’s gonna read me a fairy tale,” she sighed as Wyverna slapped a book over her desk.

Wyverna flipped a few pages before turning it upside down and pushing it towards Iselda who only rolled her eyes.

“I was kidding when I mentioned fairytales… besides, I’m the Chief of War, not a historian. You know I don’t like reading. I’ll just have Jordan read it for me.”

“It isn’t a fairytale, this is by Victoria Lambér – she spent a lifetime creating theories about the greater forces of the world. The Wasteland, the Three Tiered Soul, the idea that souls leave our bodies through the eyes… that was all her.”

Iselda slowly flipped the book over with a cocked eyebrow and glanced at the cover of it.

“The Great Moth in the Horizon,” she mumbled.

“Iselda, I need you to just trust me. I can’t tell you how I know this but not only does the moth exist, but I know that it plans on laying siege on the city.”

Iselda squinted her eyes for a second before responding.

“You’re serious about this aren't you?”

She flipped back to the page Wyverna had laid out.

The Greath Moth in the Horizon sleeps in a pocket of space where the land meets the sky, awaiting the proper moment to strike down his daughter, the Queen of Jewels. His scales are of fire and his breath is a light to dim the sun. His wings are stronger even than the dragons of our age, and decorated by the valuables of those it deems foul. It is the bane of humanity, laying waste to any that gather in too large a group. Of all the gods of our world, the error of inciting its rage is second only to its daughter – I fear, above all, the being capable of striking fear into the heart of this wretched creature.

“And you’re sure you don’t want to wait until your brother gets back to-”

“Why do you think I waited until now to discuss this? I’ve known the moth has existed for quite some time now, but you know how my brother feels about using the army for anything other than decoration.”

The two sat in silence for a second. Wyverna held her friends' gaze intently, trying as much as possible to communicate how serious she was.

“You knew for how long about some giant animal in the desert that I could be fighting and didn’t tell me?”

“It was a sensitive topic at the time but now-”

“Wyverna…” Iselda started, “you should have just led with this! Do you have any idea how bored I’ve been having to spar with you or Jordan to keep my strength up? And no offense, but if you aren’t holding back when we fight then I worry severely for where you’d be if you were going to fight some giant wild animal without me.”

“I’m serious about this Iselda. Don’t treat this like some sort of challenge. A single mistake, a single flaw in our plan of attack, and this entire city could be destroyed.”

Iselda’s usual disposition flickered for but a fraction of a second as some sort of realization struck her all at once. As soon as she stopped, she returned to her usual bubbly self, however.

“I’ll have our plan laid out in a little while, but give me a few days alone with this book to figure everything out.”

“Thank you. Now I should also mention that you absolutely cannot tell anybody about this. The last thing we need is a bunch of idiots trying to be heroes and getting all our people into a stir.”

“Duh…”

“I’m serious. Not even Jordan or the others.”

“I’m not stupid, Yvie. Now get out, you’re getting all bossy and I hate when you do that. Y'know, you once told me and Jordan that we were equals even though you're royalty.”

“Well I apolo-”

“And whatever perfume your little boyfriend gave you is giving me a headache! Out!”

Wyverna rolled her eyes and waltzed out of Iselda’s office without another word, shutting the door rather unceremoniously as she went.

When she was sure she was gone, Iselda slapped the book shut and put it into a drawer under her desk. She had no intention of keeping this a private matter, especially after discovering what would happen to the denizens of the city if they were to fail, which, given Wyverna’s earlier tone, seemed likely enough to be worried. Her mind went immediately to Jordan, who was well within arms reach to protect. Immediately following her, however, another person came to mind. It was someone she still had so much to say to, someone she hated, but knew deep down had atoned for her sins. She deserved to be warned about what to do if their plan should fail, and given forgiveness if she should die without having the chance to receive it in person.

Iselda would have to mull over how she would plan on describing how the book went missing if the two of them were to survive the attack, but she always thought it best to ask for forgiveness rather than permission when it came to Wyverna.

She glared at her pen as she organized her thoughts.

Mother, she began.

She sucked her tooth as she read that one word. She looked up at where her hammer was always propped against the wall and then at the dent in the floor under it. The memories of her mother came flooding back to her and she made a fist, nearly breaking the pen. Being emotional was never her thing, she much preferred to leave that to Jordan, though it wasn’t always her thing either.

“Fuck.” she said under her breath.

Iselda had suppressed all her true feelings about her mother for as long as she can remember. She’d told everyone that she hated her but over the years those feelings waned. Part of her knew that it had been a while since she’d stopped hating her. If she still hated her she would have turned her in when she found out where in the city she was, but she didn’t tell anyone, not even Jordan.

She took a deep breath and wiped away the beginning of a tear that had formed in the corner of her eye. Putting her pen back on the paper, Iselda began the process of telling her mother she forgave her.


Chapter 12

Sparring




“It’s so FUCKING hot outside!” Jordan yelled from beneath her umbrella.

“Well… we do… live… in… a desert!” shouted Iselda between attempts to strike Wyverna with her hammer.

“So then why are we outside while you two beat each other up! There must be a place with a little bit more shade than this… or better yet why don’t you two do your sparring in the evening when the sun is a little lower?” Jordan said as she popped an ice cube into her mouth.

Wyverna took advantage of Iselda’s moment of distraction to dodge another swing of the hammer and go in for a cheap shot with the blunt end of her spear. This was rewarded by Iselda putting a powerful force of gravity on the space Wyverna was aiming for, causing her to plummet down into the sand.

“You said you wanted to fight without using any magic,” the queen snipped.

“Hey, ease up babe. Wouldn’t want you to wrinkle that pretty little face of yours,” said Tarek. The three women turned to him in stunned silence as he smiled and winked at Wyverna, who reached up to check her forehead for wrinkles.

“See, this is what I’m talking about with him. Like what the hell is that?” said Jordan.

Iselda rolled her eyes while her opponent squinted hers. As they prepared to return to their sparring, Jordan turned to Tarek and offered him a fan to cool himself off with, which he turned down. She let the folding fan slap closed on her lap as she leaned back in her chair and crunched down on her ice cube.

“Why do you hate me?” Tarek asked.

She didn’t even flinch as she popped a new piece of ice in her mouth, this one shaped like a heart. When she responded, he could hear it clicking against her teeth.

“I just don’t understand you.”

“It’s more than that. Every time I say something to Wyverna I can hear you cringing, especially lately.”

The diplomat shut her eyes, thinking about her next words very carefully. It would be so easy to share with him her theory that she was only using him as bait for the other members of high society to think she’d become soft. In her years of diplomacy between The Verdillion and the various groups of Fleurucian magicians, however, she’d learned that it was better to leave the subjects of gossip as out of the loop of it as possible. She thought it better to distract him with another target; like giving a pet a toy to keep them from gnawing on furniture.

She leaned forwards in her chair and looked him directly in the eyes.

“I think you’re playing a dangerous game pretending you’re into Wyverna when you’ve been after something of mine for a little while now.”

His eyes went wide and he shook his head in surprise. The second he started trying to explain away any glances at Iselda he might’ve had, she knew she’d fixed the potential problem.

“No no, it’s perfectly fine to look. Just make sure you know that all you’re ever going to get is a look,” she said as she flicked open her fan. The girl then turned back to look at the women fighting each other, making sure that her jet black hair flicked through the air just so.

She always enjoyed watching the two of them spar from time to time. This was in part because she liked seeing how into it Iselda got, but mostly because of how elegant the two of them were when they fought. It was like a dance, and the two of them had their own distinct style. Iselda was the powerhouse of the two, being capable of dishing out swings of her hammer with horrifying amounts of weight and power behind them. Wyverna, on the other hand, was the acrobat, capable of dancing circles around her opponent and sneaking in hits between dodges. Iselda was stronger in shorter fights and Wyverna was stronger in the opposite, content with dodging until her opponent became exhausted. This pattern came as a shock to Jordan when she first discovered it, since Iselda tended to be more easy-going and Wyverna was known to be terribly impatient.

It had been quite some time since the last session between the two of them, so Jordan was excited to get to see them go at it again, even if the location was less than ideal. After taking a look at them in the heat of it, however, she realized that this was different than most matches. As much as she tried to conceal it, Wyverna was hiding a sense of seriousness to the sparring.

Wyverna’s gaze was low and her breathing was heavy. She clutched her weapon like she wanted to shatter it into little pieces under her knuckles. The aura surrounding her was frantic – like she was an animal. Jordan stopped fanning herself as she toiled over whether or not she should be excited for what she was about to see. On the one hand, she was worried about the state of her friend – but on the other hand, this was bound to be an incredibly entertaining fight.

She flicked an eye over at Tarek, who had apparently noticed the same thing about Wyverna. He looked more afraid than anything. Upon further inspection, however, she noticed that he wasn’t looking at Wyverna at all, but at Iselda, who Jordan now noticed had a similar disposition. Her excitement quickly dissolved into a similar concern.

Iselda swung fast at Wyverna’s head, but she was ready, and slid down across the sand, using the momentum to try to strike at her opponents legs. Iselda’s footing was stronger than she expected, and the strike threw her own balance off more than it did her opponent. The moment of pause was enough for Iselda to rear the hammer back to try and crush her under it, which Wyverna only barely dodged by rolling over. The princess yelped as she opened her eyes to see the hammer coming down again. The fight quickly became a repetition of Wyverna barely dodging strike after strike in the sand. The two were used to this dynamic of Wyverna being forced on the defensive, but this in particular fight had become hard to watch.

Wyverna screamed and used her magic to stop the hammer just as it was about to come down on her leg. She then bursted into motion and began leaping around at impossible speeds, using her control over momentum to enhance even the slightest of her movements. Iselda smiled, knowing that this meant that she too could use her magic too.

“That’s it…” Iselda smiled as she sapped more weight out of the enormous hammer, feeling it become as light as a feather in her hands. Her head of curly platinum hair seemed to hover around her as she began manipulating the force of gravity around her.

The two locked eyes for a second before the first strike, sharing a look of excitement. Iselda lept into the air as light as a feather, and crashed down with the power of a meteor, throwing sand in every direction. Wyverna made the sand stand still in the air and used the hovering grains as a ledge to hurl herself over, landing directly in front of her opponent. Just before Iselda could manage a swing, Wyverna tossed a ball into the air and let it freeze in place as she pulled her power out of the sand, letting the grains finally fall to the ground.

Jordan cocked an eyebrow up from where she sat, not quite recognizing the purpose of the ball. This was some new tactic the princess must have come up with on her own. She typically enjoyed analyzing the fights the two of them had and weighing the usefulness of their tactics of strength and agility against each other, but she was at a loss this time. That is, until Isadora’s hammer collided with the ball, leaving it perfectly still.

Isadora exchanged an impressed look with the queen – few Whaero magicians can control the movement of an object enough to counteract a force of that caliber, and rarely so quickly either. The queen immediately took advantage of the opening and plucked the ball out of the air, moving it back into another position between them. Though it was such a small object, it was an incredibly useful barrier. Iselda was frustratingly powerless as long as Wyverna could simply place an immovable object in the air the second her hammer was mid-swing. It allowed her to manipulate the tempo of their fight with ease.

As time went on, Wyverna became much more bold with it – throwing the ball at Iselda’s feet or even using it as a platform to give herself something to swing on when dodging. Revealing a technique of her own, Iselda began creating pockets of high or low gravity areas around her, making it difficult for Wyverna to predict her own movements. It had become impossible for the two of them to land a hit on each-other as they drew on the inspirations of the others abilities. Wyverna drew on her ability to temporarily make objects supernaturally sturdy while. Iselda drew on her ability to manipulate the space that objects moved.

If Jordan thought the women’s previous sparring battles were a dance before, they certainly were now. She couldn’t help but be in awe of what an accomplishment their fight was for the techniques of magicians. Even still, something worried her about that look in Wyverna’s eyes. It wasn’t the look of a woman excited to show off what she can do, it was that of someone who was still angry that it wasn’t enough.

Enough for what? Jordan wondered.

When she fell into the sand because she’d run into a pocket of high gravity, she screamed out in frustration. Jordan had been told this fight was just some entertainment for them but she wasn’t buying that at all anymore; there must have been some other reason. She smiled as a devilish thought crossed her mind.

Is she trying to prove something? She thought. Is she trying to impress her?

Jordan let her mind run wild with different analyses of her friend. She couldn’t help it. It was in her nature to draw straight lines over jagged ones, and Wyverna had always been incredibly fun to analyze. Thinking about her in such a way brought up old memories of when she first met her, and when she herself first arrived at the Verdillion. She leaned back in her chair and gazed up at the intricate pattern on the underside of the umbrella, letting her mind drift to the past.


Chapter 13

Memory




All those years ago, when Jordan threw away her past life amongst the Fleurucian magicians of Haga Mountain, she never looked back. Even as a girl she knew that even though the leaders of her tribe promise no judgment, that her parents returning empty handed after their journey would tarnish their reputation. They’d be seen as failures. She knew that the few friends she’d made would never see her again, and likely wouldn’t want to either. No longer would she be a member of the tribe that had raised her.

The test of resisting wealth wasn’t one that had been failed very often, and she couldn’t think of anyone in recent memory who had, but she knew she had no other real option after hearing about Iselda’s family.

It only took a fraction of a second for her to make up her mind when she received word that Iselda’s mother had been involved in a scandal of the palace goers. She knew little of the actual nature of the crime, but only that it was severe enough that her father had been forced to publicly denounce her. Iselda’s mother Hestia was sentenced to be exiled, but instead went into hiding, further tarnishing her family’s reputation. The Sedaville family’s long reign over the trade and production of jewelry throughout the city had come to its fateful end, and Jordan instantly knew that she had to be there for Iselda during such a terrible time. Jordan’s own parents never supported her relationship with Iselda, but that hardly mattered until the moment she had to choose between them. It was a quick decision, and one that she’d been mulling over for years. Part of her was glad to have to make such a choice, because it wasn’t one she thought she would be able to any other way.

Jordan entered the city with a singular goal in mind, and assured herself that nothing else mattered except Iselda’s well being. Her role in her life was perfectly clear and it became her mission to comfort Iselda amidst the chaos of her increasingly distant father and criminalized mother. She intended to throw every bit of the wealth she’d acquired from her failure as a member of her tribe towards the goal of supporting the woman she loved.

Convincing Iselda’s somewhat proud father to accept her offers of financial support was no easy task, but he eventually caved when he came to terms with the future of the Sedavilles. He watched powerlessly as what could have been an empire faded into crystal dust, and subsequently became a shell of himself. The only remaining figure of comfort in Iselda’s life was Jordan, and vice versa – all they had was each other.

As the two became attached at the hip, Jordan came to know the princess and the prince, who was a few years younger than both her and Iselda. For some time, Iselda had been acquainted with the two royal children but now the meetings were more formal, as Queen Eneferrah thought it proper that Wyverna be the one to teach Jordan about the customs and culture of the city. It only took but two meetings with both Wyverna and Nikoletze to discover that teaching Jordan about high society was merely a ruse; the two girls were meant to babysit an extremely spoiled, and extremely antisocial brat, and her rather hapless brother.

Eneferrah needed to keep tabs on the Sedavilles, the Sedavilles were in need of some extra money in order to support their lifestyles, and not having to deal with her children too much certainly didn’t hurt her own intentions either. Thus, Jordan and Iselda became the best paid babysitters in the city.

Jordan and Iselda listened to the princess rant on and on about how she was going to be the queen and rolled their eyes until they forgot they could do anything else. She was easy to watch though, as was her brother. The king and queen of the time were relatively lenient as to what the duo could do with their time with the royal children and it was clear the girl needed some friends.

Jordan, however, had no intention of being friends with what she quickly identified as a spoiled brat. She, even more than Iselda, found Wyverna’s constant babble about herself and how smart she was completely unbearable. Iselda was accustomed to Wyverna’s brand of self-importance since she had been raised by her mother, but Jordan, only recently escaping her humble life in the Fleurucian tribes of Haga Mountain, was not.

It was on one occasion in particular that Wyverna seemed to be studying the two of them while pretending to be entirely focused on the game she was playing with her brother, of which she of course was winning by a landslide. She watched the two of them talking and laughing with each other and felt herself suddenly become overcome by some foreign emotion. She was unsure if it was contempt, jealousy, or just curiosity, but either way her lack of a filter got to her.

“What are you to each other?” she asked.

The two looked at each other and exchanged a concerned look before Iselda answered with a smile.

“She’s my girlfriend.”

“I see. And what, might I ask, do either of you think the future of your relationship will look like?”

They exchanged another look.

“Oh just play your game,” Jordan grunted.

“He’s not even trying and neither of you know the rules to play with me in his stead, so I need something to stimulate my mind. Tell me about yourselves.”

Iselda began to open her mouth before quickly being interrupted by the princess once more.

“Jordan first. You’re the most quiet, I’m much more curious about you. You’re clearly masking some kind of foreign, unrefined accent that I can’t place and I want to know more.”

“Uhuh,” Jordan grunted, “where would you have me start then? Do you want to hear about where I used to live, how I used to pray to the mountain, how I used to make all my own clothes, grow my own food, and hunt my own game. Would it make you happy to know that I don’t deserve to be here?”

“Jordan…” Iselda said, reaching for her hand on the table.

Jordan yanked her hand back towards herself.

“I’ve heard the way you talk about the people who weren’t born here. I’ve heard how you think people who weren’t born into wealth have a certain ‘unrefined’ part of them. You talk a whole lot about grace and dignity and how diplomatic you’re going to be but that’s just something you read in a book. You don’t want to know about who I am because you want to get to know me, you just think I’m stupid. You think you’re all that because you’re gonna be the queen one day and maybe I should be kissing your ass like everyone else but guess what honey-”

Before she could finish, the door opened and a servant walked in.

“My apologies for the interruption, but an audience with the royal children is anticipated by her highness Queen Eneferrah.”

Wyverna squinted her eyes at the two teenagers before grabbing her brother by the wrist and walking out with the servant and the royal guard that they’d both forgotten was there. He gave Jordan an almost invisible nod of silent approval at Jordan before turning the corner.

“That was beautiful,” Iselda laughed.

“Yeah well… whatever.”

Jordan rolled her eyes as she sat back in her seat and looked at the room they were intended to clean before they left. They sat in silence for a few seconds, aside from the sound of Jordan rapping her fingers on the table. She sucked her teeth and sighed before speaking again.

“My stupid hair was in my face the whole time, and I probably looked like an idiot,” Jordan groaned.

“And your face got all red too there towards the end you were like ‘how dare you ask me about myself! I’ll have you know I graduated top of my class at the university of being poor and yadda yadda ya! I used to kill ’” Iselda said, waving a finger in front of herself and bouncing her head around.

“Godddd.” Jordan threw her head into her hands.

“It was super cute though.”

“Oh shut up.”

“Kinda hot really.”

The two of them glanced at the royal kids' mess, especially Nikoletze’s, who had about a dozen toys decorating the floor, and began cleaning up.

Jordan recalled how embarrassed she felt after that interaction, but even more so how that embarrassment became utter humiliation when the news of King Lagaské’s death reached the public by the next morning. She could not have timed her snapping at the princess any worse if she had tried.

~

Being able to manipulate motion, Whaero magicians are capable of preventing a body from decaying for quite some time. By putting it into a sort of stasis, the body can last for years in the right conditions. Thus, when high ranking members of The Verdillion’s society die suddenly, their funerals often take place months or even years after their deaths.

Lagaské’s funeral took place nearly two years after his death due to the amount of planning and political upheaval that it caused. The coronation that followed a few days after the announcement of the king’s death shocked the entire city, including Jordan. Her entire view of the princess had changed. The girl who was once the personification of all her tribe's tales of how wealth can corrupt a person, had now become something victim of it rather than a beneficiary. She watched from below as Wyverna’s eyes solemnly stared at the golden crown. The princess had been crushed entirely.

Since Jordan’s spat with the princess, neither her nor Iselda had been summoned by any member of the royal family, as was to be expected. They continued to make do with the money that Jordan still had, but after a little over a year even that had begun stretching thin.

One morning, however, Jordan received an invitation. It was mere weeks before the royal funeral, and Wyverna had asked for Jordan specifically to help prepare her. Part of her wanted to be surprised, but a larger part of her thought it wouldn’t be completely uncharacteristic of the princess to want to force an apology out of her. The timing was strange though. Reluctantly, she crossed the many halls of the palace to the beautician's chambers and waited at the door with her hands crossed.

When Jordan was finally let in by a servant, she was stunned by the room’s beauty. Every surface seemed to have been hand-crafted out of clearly imported products. Every sort of green stone made its way into the imagery, and Jordan was stunned by how many there were. There were emeralds, peridots, jades, malachites, and even leafstone set into every surface. The room smelled strongly of the leafstone in particular – likely sourced from another distant forest. She found herself jealous of how few pink things she could use to represent her status as a Fleurucian before quickly remembering how many flowers she’d been growing in her bedroom. She made a mental note to purchase some sort of pink accessory at some point in time.

Just before she lost herself in the grandeur of the obscenely expensive room, she remembered what she came here to do, and caught the gaze of the girl who’d summoned her.

Wyverna sat in a chair just barely too big for her, and faced a luxurious mirror that revealed the storm of emotions on her face. A heavy silence filled the air between the two before it was swiftly punctured by a huff from Jordan. She walked up to the chair and put her hand on her hip.

“I’m told that Hestia, Iselda’s mother, designed much of this room herself. All of these stones were made either by her personally or selected by her personally, for me.”

“For you, why?”

“It was a gift. She wanted to stay in the royal family’s good graces so she became something like our slave, tirelessly designing room after room, furniture after furniture. She even was allowed to alter the crown with gemstones that were somehow even purer than the ones already on it. Did Iselda ever tell you that about Hestia?”

“She never talks about her mother, and I don’t expect her to.”

“I looked down on her, both of them. I thought that people that helped me did so only out of their own selfish goals. She was desperate to make something of herself and she did so only because we wanted to have the best jeweler alive in our pockets.”

“Until she did what she did.”

“When that happened, I had never hated anyone more in my life. Striking my father, the king, who had given her so much… and in front of his family, his people… it was pure evil.”

“And do you still feel that way?”

“She deserved what she got, but I understand her now.”

“You don’t.”

The princess turned around in the chair and gave Jordan a somewhat shocked look. Jordan didn’t flinch, she meant it.

“So you heard I’m good at hair?” said Jordan, stopping Wyverna before she could argue why being denied your birthright is the same as striking a king who had insulted you.

“I know Iselda doesn’t do her own; you did a good job.”

“That’s because I like her,” she snipped.

Jordan reached down and absentmindedly began playing with the royal daughter's hair. Her mind ran over all the possibilities as to why she’d been summoned to do hair for someone who she hadn’t spoken to in nearly two years.

“So do you wan-”

“Do whatever you want.”

“Really? Whatever I want?” Jordan said as she caressed the length of a pair of golden scissors that was laid on the table. “How about going bald?”

They just stared at each other in the mirror.

“Why do you let me get away with saying things like that?” Jordan continued, stepping away to look at some of the tools laid about the counter.

“Because when you say things like that, it doesn't hurt even though it should.”

“Is it because you’ve never heard it?”

“No. It’s because I’m curious as to how you do it without having any actual power over me. How can you insult me to my face like that and not be afraid, knowing what I could have done to you? You get to be mean even though you don’t have power.”

Jordan sauntered back towards the chair with the scissors in hand.

“Because there is nothing you can do to me that would hurt me more than having to kiss your ass.”

At that, she grabbed the bottom of the royal's hair and held it up in the air before cutting through it in one swift motion. Wyverna just closed her eyes and sat there, motionless. Jordan dropped the hair to the floor and turned to the side of the chair, moving the princesses face towards her own in one swift motion. She flipped up a single finger to Wyverna’s face and practically spat the next words at her.

“Wyverna. Look at me. All your life people have been afraid to stand up to you and your vain, arrogant nature. They have lied to you, and laughed at you the second you aren't around to hear it, but I want you to know that I will never do that. I will never lie to you. I know you feel alone and I know you’re dealing with so many complicated emotions but I promise that whenever you need anything or whenever you feel like people are treating you like some spoiled brat, I will never, ever treat you like that, because that's not what you are. Not anymore.”

When Wyverna looked back in the mirror she realized that her eyes had become slightly watery and she wiped them away as quick as she could and blinked quickly to compose herself. She took in her new hair length with a heavy breath.

“That wasn’t just for dramatic effect by the way, I’ve wanted to do that to your stupid little cape since the day I met you. I don’t know what got in your head to where you think hair past your hips suited you, but it doesn’t.”

Wyverna stifled a laugh.

“Now I’m gonna give you a little bob and if you aren’t comfortable with that, veils are probably fine for a funeral anyways.”

“You’re insane.”

“Oh whatever.”

Hours had passed before the two left the beauticians chambers and Jordan found herself giving the royal girl a full makeover, which she later realized likely wasn’t quite proper given that the event was something so somber. Nevertheless, the royal girl seemed like an enormous weight had been lifted off of her shoulders. Jordan taught her how to everything that had been done to her; the proper way to brush hair, what sort of lip color fitted her complexion the best, and

In the coming years, Jordan and Iselda became closer and closer to Wyverna, the two of them taking on a big-sister role in her life for a time that eventually left them all on the same footing when their difference in maturity blended out.


Chapter 14

Respect




Back in the desert, draped under her umbrella, Jordan woke back up from her daydream. As she craned her neck back to the scene before her, she realized that the princess and Iselda were still fighting. She smiled as she noticed Wyverna’s hair, which hadn’t changed in style even a little bit since she’d cut it all those years ago.

Upon further inspection of her face, however, she realized that something was unplaceably wrong; as if she’d become a completely different person since that memory. It wasn’t just that she’d matured, but it was as if she’d gained a sort of unhinged, unhealed quality about her. She wanted to brush it off as Wyverna just being in the moment as the two were fighting but there was no shaking it; this fight meant more than she was letting on. She turned towards Tarek, who appeared to have noticed the same ferocity in his girlfriend. He seemed afraid of her.

Jordan felt sorry for him. It was clear that he wasn’t prepared for the whirlwind that the two of them were destined for, and it was clear that she needed someone who could handle her better than him. Jordan looked at the way he looked at her and it was as if she was watching Wyverna’s last hope of normalcy vanish.

The more she looked at his expression, the more she realized that it wasn’t just fear that he seemed to harbor for his girlfriend; there was a sense of sadness there. Whether that was out of empathy for her, or regret at allowing himself to fall for someone who was more complex than he was capable of understanding, was unclear. For the first time since she’d met him, Jordan saw him as more than just an insipid brainless piece of eye candy. He wasn’t just in it for how pretty she was or even her position, and he wasn’t in it just because she was the first one to ask for his hand. He really did care about her, and was frustrated that he didn’t know how to.

“I didn’t mean what I said earlier,” she said, diverting his attention.

“Oh I know.”

She cocked an eyebrow up, not sure if she could believe that he saw through her lie about thinking he was after Iselda.

“You do that a lot by the way. You’ll act more mad about something then you actually are, and then apologize for it later. Yvie talks about it all the time.”

She held back a little laugh at realizing that he actually did buy her lie, just not the emotion behind it.

“Well I apologize.”

“Apology accepted,” he smiled at her.

“I still don’t understand you, though. That part I meant.”

“Well I don't get you either. But that doesn’t mean I don’t still think you're cool.”

“Cool?”

“Yeah. You’ve got a nice thing going on.”

“Whatever that means,” she said with a smile as she leaned back in her chair.


Chapter 15

Gulldre’s Pond




It had been quite some time since Sachar had taken the company of the king, and although he and the house enjoyed the payments that came without requirement of work, he found himself growing increasingly more lonely as time went on. The first moments of the king's absence were to be expected as he already knew about the trip to the apothecary in the desert, but the few weeks that the king was intended to be gone quickly expanded. During those early days he did work directly under Barta, as he’d recently become her favorite student.

Barta and Sachar mostly used chores as excuses to exchange gossip about the house's clientele, but much of their discussion could be seen as important work as well. As a courtesan, making effort to be in the know about just about anything could be seen as important work and even training. Gossip was an art, and practice made perfect – at least that's what they told each other.

She took his experiences and advice in her decisions about the future of her business and found that he actually had a great deal of wisdom about new policies to ensure the safety of the other courtesans. Particular emphasis was placed on giving each courtesan a weapon of their choosing to defend themselves in their endeavors, not out of intent to harm, but more so as a deterrent. It was well known that the workers of Barta’s house were taught martial arts, something that separated them from many other houses, but Sachar suggested that carrying a physical weapon would work as a better deterrent against clients overstepping their agreements. It could be something small, a decorative knife, perhaps – but it had to be visible enough to remind clients what fates would follow if they should try to bite fruit that they have not been freely given. Barta quite liked this idea, and made a note to have a supply of bejeweled knives made – no sense in having a weapon that is not beautiful.

These discussions, among others, only amplified Barta’s pride in him and what he’d become. It made her wonder if he could act as a sort of successor for her when she eventually left this life behind. Part of her hoped against it – hoped that the house would die with her. In her growing age the house mother had begun putting more and more thought into what her life would look like when it was over. Her regrets were many, but in recent years the house and its workers had become an unexpected source of pride for her. Though the status of being a brothel still stood, it had become known throughout the city that those working under Barta were primarily entertainers, although courtesans could sell sex as well should they choose.

Watching Sachar, who once fought in the streets for food rise the ranks in clientele all the way to the top of the palace was as impressive as it was slightly unnerving. What exactly motivated him to rise to such heights was never clear to her, aside from a possible fear of returning to what he once was. She could understand that fear more than most. There was something else within the boy though, something dark brooding within. It was none of her business, she figured, but hoped he would trust her enough to tell her before doing anything rash.

As time passed beyond what would be natural for a trip into the desert and back, Sachar began to join the rest of the city’s inhabitants in questioning Nikoletze’s whereabouts. There was gossip about a diplomatic journey turning sour which led some to a fear of war with Hölkenstripen. Most hardly even knew the king had left at all though, since Wyverna had been acting in his stead for quite some time now. Sachar suppressed all of those emotions and decided for the first time since Nikoletze had left, to put his services back on the market.




~




The appointment took place in Gulldre’s Pond, a rather prestigious spa location that happened to be just barely outside of the Cubacthulle, which was the district of the city that dealt with Sachar’s line of business. It was placed in a rather strategic spot so that many pleasure houses' back doors led to a somewhat concealed street that connected to the spa's back entrance. Courtesans of Barta’s house in particular were as good as employees at this establishment. It was for this reason that the spa had become a hotspot for these courtesans customers who enjoyed the ease of access as well as the privacy that the establishment provided.

Among the many amenities of Gulldre’s Pond were a series of small heated pools, some of which resided within their own private booths. Had it been any other customer's first session, Sachar would have opted for an open pool, as was his preference with non-sexual arrangements, but this was Maha, a woman who had become rather notorious among Barta’s house due to a severe and repeated lack of compliance with the rules.

In recent months she’s been getting increasingly handsy with the other courtesans and used her wealth to coerce them. There are a number of foul allegations against her that haven't been able to be proven, but that was about to change. This was a customer he had no intention of entertaining; rather, he decided that it was his duty to deter her from making future visits. The moment Barta told him that this girl had been waiting for him to be back on the market he decided she would be his grand reintroduction into courtesanship.

From the moment the two met in front of Gulldre’s Pond he knew all the rumors about her were true. Her appearance was dreadfully uninteresting, so much so that Sachar thought it might be intentional; that she intended to be unrecognizable. After hearing the pitch of her voice, however, he thought not.

“I can’t believe I’m finally meeting you! I’ve been on a waiting list for years now!” Said the bright eyed and rather enthusiastic girl.

“Oh indeed. You were actually the reason we created waiting lists,” Sachar responded.

“Persistence is key as my mother always said!”

“Well at least you listen to somebody.”

“You’re so feisty”

In a complete failure of seduction, the woman reached for his waist. He saw it coming and instead turned towards the entrance of the spa, dodging her touch entirely.

“Shall we?” he said with a smile.

When the duo walked inside, Sachar was met with a gasp from the receptionist.

“Sachar! I wondered when we would see you again!”

“I missed you too Adeem, and King Nikoletze’s vacation was taking longer than expected so I thought I might take the opportunity to get back to my roots.”

“Ha! ‘My roots’ he says! Well I hope this lady knows how lucky she is…” he trailed off when he realized who he’d walked in with.

“Oh I do! I’m a little starstruck actually! Huge fan!”

“A fan yes… Well which services might you and our resident celebrity be indulging in today. The private booths have been popular lately so unfortunately our open po-”

“I’m sure you must have something with a little privacy.” Sachar interrupted as he leaned over the counter.

The woman smiled up at Sachar and began reaching for his ass but he pretended not to care. His eyes were locked onto the receptionist who squinted his eyes between the courtesan and his customer before pulling out a booklet from under the table. He flipped it out and revealed a graphic of all the available booths, pointing at one in particular.

“This corner booth is all we have available at the moment. Is this to your liking?”

“That will do,” Sachar said, holding Adeem’s gaze intensely.

The receptionist slapped the book shut and tucked it back under the table before Maha could see. He turned his gaze to her with a sour grin and nodded at an assistant who’d been standing by.

“My associate here will see you to your booth while me and Sachar discuss payment. Our collaborations with the houses are private matters to their customers, you understand.”

She rolled her eyes and walked away with the assistant, popping a whaero petal in her mouth when out of view. The moment the girl left their sight both of their attitudes dropped.

“How many do you think?” the receptionist asked.

“Two should be plenty.”

“You’re sure?”

“She doesn’t seem the type.”

The receptionist rapped his fingers on the table and thought about it for a second.

“I’ll make it three.”

Sachar nodded at him.

“Now for the expenses,” Adeem said as he pulled the book back out and flipped it open, “Which probably should have happened before I put the book away but alas!”

“I’m still with Barta’s house.”

“Of course. You’re lucky to have each other.”

“We keep each other on our toes.”

“And everyone else! From what I heard, housing the king's courtesan put your house at the top of the food chain! Not that I’m a huge fan of his.”

“Oh Barta’s house is still an old shack, all the new money went to better food and clothes and whatnot before you get any funny ideas about overcharging us. And I know how you feel about the king. If it’s any consolation I’ve discussed how his policies affected places like this and it was truly a lack of foresight – no harm was meant.”

Adeem squinted his eyes and gave Sachar a sideways look.

“You’ve changed. Before you wouldn’t have hesitated to damn the palace goers.”

“I’m only saying that he isn’t evil, he’s just stupid.”

“Say he’s stupid again.”

“He’s stupid.”

“Mmm,” Adeem smiled.

“Now as nice as it was catching up, I wouldn’t want to kee-”

“Yeah yeah, just give me a second.”

The two were silent for a moment while Adeem fidgeted with a small abacus before jotting down the bill for Barta’s house in the book.

“Good luck,” Adeem said.

Sachar nodded and walked through one of the doorways and down the hall. As he walked through the humid maze of wooden booths, he suddenly became nostalgic for the days he once frequented the establishment. He made a mental note to bring Nikoletze here when he returned from his vacation. Before that thought could transform into worry for the king's wellbeing, he found himself facing the wet, wooden doors of the corner booth. He took a deep breath before he opened the door.

Maha was completely naked in the circular hot tub, in spite of the agreement clearly stating that what she paid for was merely the entertainment of conversation and music. He didn’t pay mind to it, however, and merely derobed into his own swimwear; a bikini set that had been specially designed for his body. He was adorned in pounds of gold jewelry as was his signature. He felt naked without them – they reminded him that he wasn’t merely a cheap toy to be bought by those that could afford him.

“Such a tease…” Maha smiled.

“Don’t pretend that more was agreed upon.”

She frowned.

“So tell me what ails you dear. I hear that you've made some headway in entering the palace, how’s that going?”

“Oh don’t pretend you don’t already know. I got out maneuvered by one of my fathers ‘friends’ and just as I was getting ready to prove myself. It’s so stupid, he just did it because he wanted to make me look bad for my dad.”

“Such is the plight of nepotism…”

“Am I paying you to berate me?”

Sachar raised his hands up in sarcastic defense, quickly changing the subject.

Throughout their time in the heated pool, she fought against the tide of their conversation fiercely. There was nothing she couldn’t turn into a euphemism to get what she wanted. Sachar would attempt to discuss the myth of the spas namesake gulldre fish and she would begin asking him how long he could hold his breath underwater. He would respond by explaining that the courtesans of Barta’s house were trained with instruments, and his was a flute, which he offered to play for her. She responded by offering to play his flute, and reaching up his thigh.

“Might I remind you-”

“Does it look like I care what I paid for? I would have bought it if you’d have offered it. Besides, I know you’ve been needy since the king’s disappearance.”

“What a shame that I haven’t been!” he said as he grabbed her hand just before it reached too high. He smiled as he turned her hand on its back and pressed his thumb into her palm as hard as he could. She tried to pull the hand back but his grip was too strong.

“You’re hurting me!” she cried.

“And that means I should stop right?”

“Oh don’t get smart with m- AH!”

She yanked her hand again towards herself when he pressed down deeper, causing a loud splash of water. Maha’s posture suddenly changed entirely, no longer amused with the tease. She shut her eyes for a second and took a deep breath before channeling her power as a magician over the courtesan. His jewelry froze in place, pinning him to the spot where he sat. He tried to get up but it was useless, as if he had suddenly become trapped in a cage of gold.

“I didn’t want to be like this but you can’t just tease people the way you do! It’s not like I’m ugly either, just give me a good time and I’ll pay you for it. It’ll be good for you too!”

“Don’t you dare touch me.”

“Like you can stop me.”

At that, the door to the bath flew open and three magicians walked in.

“Oh no I wasn’t-” she started.

“We are going to put your skin into stasis. Do not attempt to move without one of us moving you manually. Attempting to move while in this state will cause you severe pain and possible injury. You-”

“Am I being arrested?!”

“-will be taken to your residence and your entry to both the Cubacthulle district and its services will be barred indefinitely. We will be in contact with the authorities of the palace regarding an investigation-”

“I hardly think this is necessary!”

“-into your history of violence, which will now be tied to your formal title. I would also inform you that this is a sexual assault charge that will be a collaboration with both Barta’s house and Gulldre’s Pond, who have both presented claims against you.”

After his speech, the rather large security guard turned towards Sachar, who had begun massaging his wrist where one of his bangles was.

“You may leave. She will also cover the expenses of your time here. I apologize on behalf of Gulldre’s Pond and should you desire it you may enjoy the rest of our services free of charge until you leave.”

“Thank you, Nakia,” Sachar said.

The guard only nodded his head before continuing dealing with Maha.

Sachar grabbed his clothes and his flute as he rose out of the water to walk past the three guards. He glanced at the towels for a moment before deciding he would rather just leave than take the time to dry off in front of everyone – he was never one to care about wearing anything revealing in public anyways.

He could hear Maha’s protests only until the door closed on the soundproofed room. Out of curiosity, he walked towards the back of the booth and put his ear to a specific panel which deliberately lacked the soundproofing of the rest of the booth. He could hear their conversation clearly.

Smiling to himself, he walked through the maze of wooden boxes, pleased with his role in ensuring that Maha’s reign of terror was put to an end. As he reached the front desk, he contemplated if he should take up the offer to spend the rest of the day enjoying the spa. Before he could think more about it, Adeem called him over to the counter.

“How are you feeling?”

“Oh I’ll be fine. She was a little much towards the end but your guards stepped in before things got out of hand.”

“I hope they were rough with her.”

“I left before it would have gotten to that point. It was awkward, she was naked and they had her skin all frozen in place.”

Adeem reached out and grabbed Sachar’s hand.

“You know we’ve got your back here, and you did the right thing getting her to do it here, the law people won't even blink at something like this unless a reputable business claims it… Oh, and don’t let me forget!”

The receptionist pulled a package from under the desk and plopped it on top.

“Some little blonde lady came in and asked me to give this to the next customer of Barta’s house.”

Sachar cocked an eye at the package, unsure why someone would want it delivered in such a way.

“I was told it was meant to be anonymous.”

He just shrugged and picked it up.

“I hope we see you again on less dire terms. I wasn’t kidding when I said we missed you here.”

“I’ve certainly missed the hospitality.”

Adeem smiled widely at Sachar and then back at a jar at the corner of his desk. He rolled his eyes and dropped a few coins in. Adeem glanced in the jar and then back at Sachar, still smiling cartoonishly wide. Another coin dropped in and the receptionist didn’t move.

“Adeem!”

“You’re the highest paid courtesan in the entire-”

Sachar threw another coin in and stuck out his tongue.

“Mmm,” Adeem sighed.

“Now this next one,” Sachar said as he raised up a single, larger coin, “is yours if you can manage to keep your eyes to yourself.”

At that, Sachar turned around and began walking out of the establishment, making sure to strut just so. Adeem, torn between his love of money and his love of thighs, struggled with every fiber of his being to avert his eyes. After a long, laborious walk to the door, Sachar dramatically leaned on the side of the door and dropped a coin to the floor.

“Greedy bastard…” Sachar laughed before turning the corner and finally leaving Gulldre’s Pond, happy with the eventfulness of his re-debut. If that experience had been any indication of how eventful his future endeavors would be, he was sure it would help keep his mind off of Nikoletze.

Even through all his efforts of distraction, however, his worry of the king was almost impossible to expel. It was a persistent gnawing sensation in the back of his head that always found a way to bring itself to his attention. His nails dug into the sides of the package.

“He’s fine,” he spat at himself.


Chapter 16 

The Dinner




“I need you to make me a few weapons,” said Wyverna, pointing at Iselda with the empty rind of her melon slice.

She was sitting at the head of a large table in a very old and snug room, one that traditionally housed regular meetings of the most influential of the palacegoers. Nikoletze rarely utilized the room, but these meetings were an important way to make the less powerful feel as though they are in an inner circle of sorts. The truth is that only the opinions of two palacegoers, Jordan and Iselda, meant anything to her, but having Tarek, Pilar, Iselda’s father, Tithile, and a few others at the table made them feel as if they were part of the conversation for the betterment of the city. They brought their own food and were instructed to attend weekly meetings at around second sun.

“Ooh,” cooed Jordan, interest finally piqued after a rather boring meeting.

“Like the ones you used the other day in our sparring?” said Iselda.

“Exactly. I want a bunch of the sturdiest objects you can make, and I want them to be easily drawn from a belt or something of the sort that I can wear.”

“Like a quiver of little… things? What shape? Or do you want them all different?” Iselda said with a mouth full of the meat Jordan prepared.

Wyverna thought about it for a second before Iselda’s father interrupted.

“May I inquire as to why?” he asked.

“Prototypes for the army,” Wyverna said without skipping a beat.

Jordan squinted her eyes at the princess and then back at her girlfriend. A part of her thought she should conceal her thoughts, but the part that wanted to get to the bottom of the situation was stronger.

“Are we at war?” she asked.

“Her highness does not have to answ-”

“Her highness?” Wyverna interjected before Pilar could finish his response, “and I’ll choose for myself what questions I answer, thank you.”

“I apologize, it’s just that you’re sitting at the head of the ta-”

“Eat your food,” she snapped again.

Tithile and Jordan stifled a laugh.

The man shrunk down into himself almost instantly, doing as he was told. He damned himself in his head at making a fool of himself and speaking out of turn during his first meal with Wyverna. He looked around the room and recalled the way it once was.

When he was young, he sat in the chair that the one with the white hair did. Back then it was reserved for one of the financers, and the Chief of War sat across from where he currently sat. Diplomats sat on a different side of the table entirely, so the black haired one was in the wrong seat as well. The chairs were just chairs now, except for the one Wyverna sat in; the ruler's chair. She knew, and so did everyone else. He stared at his food and wondered if he could spin a thread about Wyverna destroying the traditions of the city.

“So?” Jordan asked.

“No, we aren't at war, Jordan,” Wyverna said.

A silent and implied sigh of relief filled the room, but Jordan remained unconvinced. She turned her gaze to Iselda.

“I must be asking the wrong person. Are we preparing for war?”

Wyverna butted in before Iselda could start, “Jordan, if it’s the Fleurucian tribes you’re worried about, they have nothing The Verdillion wants. They’re not fighting amongst themselves, they’re trading their goods with us, and it was you that told me they’re receptive to our demands about where they ought to farm.”

“I’m not talking about my people, you know exactly what I’m talking about.”

Wyverna’s eyes went wide and she exchanged an accusatory glance with Iselda, who gave a confused look back. A bead of sweat formed on the princesses forehead as she realized her fault in expecting Iselda wouldn’t tell Jordan, and how keeping secrets from the diplomat would make a powerful enemy out of her. She pictured all her plans of slowly weakening the Fleurucian tribes turning to dust and the plan to steal the wings of an ancient god be revealed to every member of the table. She had been too bold, too confident in her abilities, and underestimated the love and trust her friends had for each other far too much.

“How can I help?” asked Jordan.

Everyone gave the diplomat an extremely confused look. Wyverna and Iselda held back gasps, but Tithile, sitting in her fathers place, was the first to inquire as to what she was talking about.

“Help with…”

“Hölkenstripen. If we aren’t at war now, then we’re about to be. Anyone who’s been paying attention can tell you that they’re still angry about the situation with the Krengst magicians, and things aren’t getting any better now that your brother’s gone missing.”

“Jordan, he isn’t missing, I’m just the only one who knows where he is.”

“And you don’t think the king going missing for as long as he’s been missing just before being out of the public eye for a series of months makes us look weak at a terribly inopportune time? Don’t you think our own people – your own people – have a right to some inside knowledge given their investments?”

“Jordan!” Iselda yelled.

Everyone’s eyes turned to the princess.

“Fine. In the interest of honesty with the palacegoers, we are preparing for war with Hölkenstripen. I have a small group of troops that I have tasked Iselda with the training of, and we plan to make the first strategic move very soon.”

There were a number of gasps in the room at the confession, and Jordan made note of Iselda’s gasp in particular. She wasn’t getting the truth of what those two were up to, but she was getting there.

What Wyverna said made sense though. The two of them had been meeting in private for some time now to discuss “boring political stuff” as Iselda referred to it, which she of course knew was an obvious lie. Jordan also knew for a fact that tensions between The Verdillion and Hölkenstripen were reaching their peak, so of course it makes sense that Wyverna would need help from the Chief of War, but this doesn’t explain the need to keep her in the dark.

While Wyverna continued to brief the remaining palacegoers about the alleged plans for Hölkenstripen while Jordan scanned the room for any other peculiar responses to this information. Pilar was merely staring at the table itself numbly, Tithile was completely out of her element, which her father might not have been had he been present, Iselda was quickly beginning to conceal her disbelief, and failing, while Tarek seemed to be following in Jordan’s footsteps, quietly observing and thinking. Iselda’s father was just like any of the other witless palacegoers, hanging onto and believing Wyverna’s every word.

After the meeting, most of the other palacegoers were sent away and swore secrecy. Tarek attempted to stay back with Wyverna, Jordan, and Iselda, but Jordan shooed him off and he left without argument.

“So you mentioned you wanted to know how to help,” said Wyverna.

“I did.”

“And you think trying to expose me in front of everybody in that room was helpful?”

The princesses tone had a bite to it. She was angry, and not in a playful way that one might snap at their good friend; this was serious.

“Jordan that was a bit… intense…”

“Maybe, but she seemed like she had a handle on the situation.”

“That isn’t the point. You shouldn’t have put me in that position at all,” Wyverna snapped.

“Likewise.”

Wyverna looked as though she might erupt.

“Why did the both of you keep this from me?”

“This was a matter of the military, not diplomacy. You should stay where your expertise lies, not meddle in the business of matters which do not concern you.” Wyverna said.

“Don’t talk to me like I’m just another palacegoer!” Jordan suddenly shouted, “It does affect me because Iselda is a part of it! We’ve never had secrets before and now we do and I can’t take it! I have never lied to you, either of you! You’re both treating me like I’m just another stupid rich girl who doesn’t know anything and that isn’t fair after all I’ve done for you! I don’t know where or why your brother has gone missing, I don’t know what you and Iselda have been doing in the dark, and I don’t know why you don’t feel like you can trust me!”

Every word struck Iselda like a knife, she hated seeing her girlfriend feeling betrayed like that. She wanted to tell her everything, about the moth, the plan to take it down, about how she’s been sending her own guards into Wyverna’s chambers just for them to come out looking different, and how afraid she is for her friend. Before she could open her mouth, Wyverna again cut her off.

“I do trust you Jordan, you know that. When this is all over, I promise that I’ll tell you, that we will tell you,” Wyverna gestured to Iselda, “and then it’ll all make sense.”
Jordan wiped a tear just before it formed.

“Okay.”

“Are you okay?” Iselda said, reaching for her girlfriend's hand.

Jordan slowly pulled her hand back towards herself, “I’ll be fine. Just… do whatever you two need to do.”

“Jordan…”

The three were quiet for a second before the diplomat finally stood up and walked out.

“Crisis averted,” quipped Wyverna as she reached for her wine.

Just as she was about to touch the glass, it exploded into a violent storm of shards in every direction. One of the larger pieces only barely whizzed past her ear and she yelped in surprise.

“If you ever make me lie to her again, I will kill you,” said Iselda.

“...”

“Am I clear!?”

“Yes, you’ve made your point.”

“I will kill you,” said Iselda again before getting up from her seat, “I’ll make those weapons for you and the second I’m done we will handle the moth. After that I will tell her everything.”

“I still have things to d-”

“You will ensure that you finish whatever you’re up to before I make your weapons.”

Wyverna grit her teeth. She could tell Iselda meant it. She would kill her, and it would be easy.

“Leave,” commanded the princess.

“Of course, my queen,” Iselda said with a mock bow. At that, Iselda walked out, leaving Wyverna alone to her thoughts.

After a few moments of silence, the princess glanced down at one of the glass shards and picked it up unceremoniously. She eyed it for a moment, taking in the way the light of the sun hit it through a window, and pulled up her sleeve, revealing an arm almost completely covered in red marks. With a groan, she pressed the glass over one of the marks as if to scrape it off. It did nothing but draw blood, which she watched drip out of her body insipidly.

“It will all be worth it,” she sighed to herself as she pressed the glass deeper into her arm.


Chapter 17

The Fury of the Dragon, Part 1




In his sleep, Hjerkaia was awakened by the presence of a small chest that had been thrown into his den and he was excited, thinking it to be a message from his new lover about when he would be ready for their journey. The great moth carefully opened it with his antennae before being overcome by dread. It was a single skull, fresh with bits of flesh and hair still stuck to it. Upon further inspection of the head he saw writing along it that had been carved into the bone.

From what information I’ve gathered from my brother, you are quite the creature. This is an invitation for you to either give me recompense for ending his life, or perhaps you might even try to get back the rest of your little toy from me. Either way, I expect the appearance of a great beast on my horizon at your nearest convenience. I know what you are, and I want what you have.

The Harbinger Moth bellowed out an unholy shriek at the message. It was an enormous cacophony of an ancient, untapped potential for wrath – the vibrations of the creatures call reaching every possible octave at once. Its fury shook the scales and hair across its body all the way up into the rope that bound its wings. Visions of Hjerkaia’s fury appeared for fractions of seconds in the storm of dust that began to billow up around him. The cries for justice and anger at the betrayal cascaded across the entirety of the desert in the shape of clouds of sand.

Hjerkaia had never in its many millennia of living felt such companionship with a living being before, and the thought of that being taken away in the name of some petty pursuit of mortal power enraged him beyond comprehension. The beast's muscular tail slammed into the ground, flinging more sand in every direction as it readied its attack on the city. He wanted them all to pay, for the only creature that ever cared for him, for Effervencina, and for the lost creatures of Nihdrasi.

He couldn't fathom such flippant carelessness for life. Even when Taçad was in its infancy, the sacredness of human lives were recognized. The very concept of natural death itself was created because his daughter couldn’t handle the responsibility of killing, and the implication that one would kill an innocent for such an absurd reason brought him to a dark, violent place within himself. He had no idea that the world had changed enough that a human could be capable of such evil, such pointless wrath against their own kind. How could humanity be descended from the womb of Effervencina herself and yet still be so heedless in the face of such innocence as Nikoletze? This would not stand. If death would be willed by that city, he would show it to them.

As he folded his wings in, the air around him began to shake with heat and raw power. He hated what his creation had become, he hated their self centered wars and their undying reluctance to appreciate the gifts they are always given. They abused their strengths and manipulated the generosity of the higher beings for their own further gain – always feeding further into their wailing, bottomless abyss of desire. Visions of slaughter appeared before him and all that he could see was pulses of violent red beating through the ground like a dying heart.

When its two bottom wings stretched back to their full length they moved like hand fans. They tenderly dipped into the sand to test their strength before thrusting his body forwards, causing the dunes to break under the wind like explosions from cannons. He didn’t fly, but he sprinted through the sand with his wings acting as his legs, throwing massive swaths of the desert into the air behind him.

Hjerkaia had become a missile of anger and malice. Even without his largest wings able to reach their full span, the silhouette that he created conjured up images of the most harrowing depictions of the old world. Time had forgotten what true power was, but he would remind them of what inspired the stone portraits carved into Haga Mountain, even without all the power he once had. This wasn't the first time Hjerkaia’s fury had been invoked, but he hoped that it would be the last.




~




Miles away, just out of the view of The Verdillion, Wyverna stood tall in front of her small army, oozing poise and refinement. Her dark skin drank in the sunlight like it was a thick and smooth wine. The sand clutched her sinking feet like an infant to its mothers breast, beckoning her mercy.

In her hands she held a set of two types of weapons she dubbed the Royal Nails; one was a large bladeless spear made of solid obsidian, and the other was a sharp, teardrop object that fit perfectly in her palm. The two items were originally a set of ornaments for a specific type of coronation in a much older, yet smaller, kingdom of Krengst magicians that once stood in the northern borders of Naiad. It was said that this civilization was old enough to recall a time before Naiad was even a desert and that they worshiped a goddess of water and heat who cursed the ground beneath her. When a new queen rose to power, this civilization believed her to be the incarnation of this goddess and thus provided her with two tools; the water and the fire. The fire was one singular weapon, the spear, that was passed down between queens, but the water, the teardrop, was made anew each time, specific to each ruler.

The owners of these objects, typically skilled Krengst magicians coated the teardrop in visual illusions that reflected their emotional state, and projected sound from the tip of the spear. In this way, they could communicate using only these weapons rather than their physical bodies, which were viewed as impure vessels of the soul. Owners of these objects were capable of communicating without use of their bodies, a highly coveted skill.

As a child Wyverna found herself inspired by that notion of divinity among the royalty and when excavators found one of the past queen's ornaments, she began collecting them. Over the years she amassed dozens of water nails which she found to be not only incredibly sturdy but also easy to channel her magic through. They, before any sword or spear, were her weapon of choice.

She concealed the smaller teardrop in the sleeve of her light armor which consisted mostly of close-knit fabric that left her quite exposed. She knew she needed to be fast; no amount of armor would let her survive even a single blow from such a legendary monster so she might as well make herself more nimble.

Iselda, however, stood behind her, covered in a heavy, yet well-fitted, armor that she was always most comfortable with. Even in this state, her massive hammer dwarfed her by comparison, and proudly so. Her platinum blonde curls waved in the wind as she glared at the horizon, attempting to put all her feelings behind her in preparation for the battle.

She looked upon her army, the trap that lay in wait for the bug. The wind billowed around her as she allowed her power to flow freely, massaging her petra fervently. She took a deep breath as she saw a speck on the horizon begin to grow.

Both Wyverna and Iselda gasped at the growing sight of it. Iselda herself half-thought that the whole thing would just be made up, or at least dramatized, but seeing it with her own eyes she knew she was looking at something ancient and powerful. It was too late to change her mind though, this wasn’t about Wyverna, or the city, or even her own well being, it was about Jordan.

Wyverna was beside herself with bliss, surprisingly to herself. Her eyes widened as it approached and took in the light reflecting off of its wings until the glare of the sun off of them nearly blinded her. She felt hypnotized by its power, lost within her jealousy and admiration as the speck grew larger and closer. Just as soon as the creature's appearance bewitched her, she snapped out of it to command her army.

“Remember to avoid damaging its rope at all costs! Never directly strike it!” she yelled.

Wyverna grinned as she took on a more offensive stance. It had been much time since she’d last fought alongside the queen, outside of sparring, and she enjoyed not having to hold back.

Behind them, one of the guards stood with tears running down his eyes, an orchid strapped to the mouth of his silver helmet, dripping blood into the sand and his mouth. He looked down at the blood and wept bitterly, his body standing stiff, hypnotically obeying the commands of his ruler. He turned his gaze to the beast barreling towards the city he loved so dearly with terror. Through the curse his brain strained itself to come up with any thought that wasn't one Wyverna had placed into it.

“My love, Hjerkaia,” was the last thought that was his own before the curse took even his thoughts from him, becoming one with Wyverna’s army of bloodied orchids.

As the moth neared even closer, its wings began shimmering in the sunlight like the setting sun over a lake – its long antennae began twisting like whips in a windstorm while its tail flapped propulsively behind it. The beast's massive upper wings pulled at the rope attaching them that restricted its span, reminding him that he was still weak. He cared little for his life: part of him hoped to be defeated.

With a final vibrating scream, the moth reached the battleground, slamming its tail into the sand at Iselda and Wyverna who dashed away in the nick of time.

“NOW!” screamed Wyverna, thrusting her army into action.

They turned uniformly to form a circle around the scene, stomping on the ground to throw sand in the air around them which grew into a vortex, trapping those within the circle in the eye of a storm of sand and wind. Wyverna took a deep breath and flashed a wicked smile at Iselda.

It begins.


Chapter 18

The Fury of the Dragon, Part 2




Wyverna lept through the torrent of air and sand, immediately bolting towards the beast with the determination and desperation of a starved animal. The great draconic moth reared up its tail to strike her, but she was far faster, using her magic to unpredictably change her momentum to thrust herself underneath it. She plunged her spear between one of the massive scales of its underbelly before using that momentum to hurl herself back on top of the creature. Hjerkaia screeched out, it had been hundreds of years since he had last felt pain. She tossed the teardrop into the air towards Iselda and froze it in the air for a few seconds. The Chief of War began wailing on the object with her hammer and letting the energy store itself before Wyverna released it, causing it to soar back at the beast like a bullet, piercing through one of its wings with ease.

After the feat, the two of them began feeling the initial effects of the lack of air. Wyverna reminded herself to remain calm so as to breathe too quickly. After this short moment of composure, she ran up the beast's body towards the nape and grabbed one of her Royal Nails, but the beast was smarter. It wrapped its wings flush against its back, strapping the woman down to his body. Struggling was useless as she felt the moth's wings quickly rise in heat until they became that of a furnace, attempting to burn her alive.

“LOWER IT!” Wyverna screamed, ordering the guards to compress the tornado further to the ground, forcing even more air out of their space.

Iselda ran around to the front of the creature, now grounded. She lifted her weapon up to the moth's head and swung as hard as she could, pouring a mountain power into the side of its head. Hjerkaia recoiled in pain, aghast that such a small creature could pack such a punch. He knew well of the strength of Fleurucian magicians, he had a hand in their creation, but had no idea that one could grow to such heights. He fell to the side and dropped Wyverna, who was now covered in burns.

The storm got tighter and tighter until the vortex finally reached the ends of the creature's outstretched wings, forcing it to curl them in for fear of getting clipped by the rushing sand. He felt panicked as he realized that he was slowly being pinned down as the torrent forced more and more air out of the arena. The colossal size he was so proud of became his demise.

When Wyverna fell to the ground off the creature's back, the fast moving sand cut into her skin like microscopic knives, drawing blood from every part of her body. She screamed in pain before hurling herself back into the arena. The princess looked back at her partner and wondered how long it would take for the air to completely run out. Iselda shared her concerns.

The two continued to wail on the creature, whittling it down with Wyverna’s precision and Iselda’s brute force and sturdiness, keeping it from grabbing her out of the air again. Over time, Wyverna had placed dozens of other Royal Nails in the air throughout the arena. Every time she dodged an attack, she would place another into the air and let it hang until the beast, unable to account for such a small object in all the chaos, struck itself on them. These objects also acted like ammunition for Iselda, and she would strike them intermittently to let them store that energy until Wyervna would release one of them and fire it at the enormous creature. Over just a few minutes of fighting, they had trapped the ancient beast in a den of knives. There would be nowhere it could move without hurting itself in the process, and it was slowly but surely running out of air as well. The two women worked in perfect tandem.

Unbeknownst to Iselda, one of Hjerkaia’s thin antennae had snaked itself under the sand and began closing around her ankle, rooting her to where she stood. Just as she was about to leap out of the way of another strike, she fell to the ground instead.

Her eyes went wide. All she could do was look up in terror as the beast whipped its body back towards her after having pretended to be distracted. It was smarter than she thought. Focusing all its attention on her, the moth grabbed her again with another antennae and began turning the rest of its enormous body towards her, ignoring the piercing of the Royal Nails. When she tried to raise her hammer to strike him, Hjerkaia yanked her into the air and slammed her to the ground like a ragdoll, causing the impossibly heavy hammer to go flying in the other direction. Her body landed with a sickening crunch and Hjerkaia began to beat her deeper and deeper into the sand with various swipes of his muscular tail. She poured all of her magic into trying to stop the blows, but to no avail.

“Yvie…” Iselda called out weakly, already stripped of her previous strength.

A deep rumbling sound began emanating from the creature and its wings started shining with a bright light. The Chief of War looked up at the light and before she could even react, a violent gush of dark red, almost black, fire exploded onto her body. The fattened, sweltering blaze poured out of the beast like a waterfall and sparks of flame drooled out of its rabid maw around the plume before fluttering out upon the sand.

The bloodcurdling scream of Wyverna’s friend could be heard just barely over the sound of the fire and when it was over, not even her armor remained. The sand where she once was had become blackened and thick vines of smoke floated up from the spot.

Wyverna was frozen by horror. It was the swiftness of her death that struck her the most. The raw power of this creature was so great and she hadn’t even known it until this moment, until one of them made a single mistake. They had dodged all of its attempts to attack them until that moment, but knowing that every single time either of them stepped out of line, that that was their fate, shook Wyverna to her core. She froze as she took in the fear of what she might have done by evoking the wrath of this ancient god, and the fact that it was up to her now to take it out.

Wyverna could feel her hair standing on end as she tried desperately to overcome her mixture of fear and grief. She wracked her mind in an attempt to expel those emotions in the face of what could very well be her last moments of life. The emotion that remained from that struggle was exactly what she needed though; not anger, and not vengeance, but jealousy.

Seeing such a display of raw power ignited a fire in her eyes that had been but embers before. She no longer wanted to kill this creature – she wanted to become it. Eyes wide with admiration, Wyverna looked back from the burnt sand to the creature as if seeing it for the first time. She let herself return to that trance she found herself in when she first saw the Harbinger Moth and breathed deeply, letting it consume her fully this time.

Still regaining energy from the moth's attack, she opened a pocket in the side of the vortex and jumped to the other side, which had become slightly raised as the sand within the dome was being pulled out of it. She let the Royal Nails fall to the ground as she poured the breadth of her power into speeding up the flow of sand with the other magicians. From within it, Hjerkaia screamed out in anger and tried in vain to push his body through to the other side. His efforts were met only by sprays of its own blood.

As the vortex of sand continued speeding up and sucking out more and more air, Wyverna could see that the beast was finally beginning to weaken from the gradual suffocation. In response, she ordered the magicians to flatten out the arena until she saw the moth reduced to a worm pressed down into the sand. Hjerkaia gasped and cried in pain as he felt the top of his body being shredded by the sand that tore into his flesh.

Once satisfied with how weak and worn it had become, Wyverna took a deep breath and jumped back down into the arena.

Diving at him again, Wyverna ran around the beast's compressed body, quickly stabbing him with her spear before opening another small hole in the arena and jumping back out. She kept diving in and out like this until the moth, too weak from lack of air and much too disoriented to know where she was coming from, became unable to even find the will to fight back. Its vicious strikes became aimless swipes at thin air as she seemed to be absorbing his very essence, becoming stronger as he became weaker.

In a final attempt to subdue the beast, she made a beeline towards his head, trying to stab it in the neck. She was, however, blocked by a whirlwind of sharp ribbony antennae. The shorter, thicker antennae that shielded his neck blocked the strike while the longer whipped her in the back and slammed her into the ground before strangling her neck against the sand, forcing her to drop her weapon. She frantically reached for another Royal Nail and slashed at the antennae, earning a gush of iridescent blood and a shriek of pain.

Hjerkaia writhed on the ground, screeching and bleeding and gasping for the air he couldn’t find. In one final cry, it began to belt out small bursts of fire that burned out almost instantly without any air to fuel them. The short fires began mixing into the sand billowing above them, turning the vortex a mixture of red and orange and yellow. It was as if the sun itself was crushing itself against him. His tail whipped out and started striking the soldiers, desperately trying to stop the wind and sand. It wasn't enough.

“Enough! Next formation!” She commanded.

The remaining soldiers jumped to action and began channeling the cyclone of sand into a stream of knives. A group of soldiers started an inward pull of sand while others began an equally powerful downward flux. Another group dropped hundreds of blades into the flow, creating a high-speed conveyor of enknived wind around the moth, who was now entirely defenseless as he tried desperately to recover from the prolonged lack of oxygen.

The Harbinger Moth could only watch as Wyverna grabbed her limp brother from the crowd of guards by the head and walked into the moth’s line of vision. She tore the helmet off and revealed Nikoletze to him.

“Do you see your lover?” she spat.

Hjerkaia cried out weakly, trying to reach for the boy with his antennae but screeching again as one of the soldiers directed part of the flow into its tail, cutting it off its body jaggedly, causing him to scream again. His vision blurred as more blood began gushing out of him.

Allowing the effect of the curse to weaken, Wyverna watched as Nikoletze began crying even harder, seeing his companion in such a state of immeasurable pain. He opened his mouth to speak but spat out blood into the sand as the injuries he endured while under his sister's control caught up with him. Without his body being held together by the bloodied orchid, it began to die.

“I…” he tried to speak again but could only weep. Wyverna let his body fall to the sand, its heat and saltiness burning into his skin just as if it were fire.

Nikoletze felt his emotions as one force in his body, pain and powerlessness overpowering every one of his senses.

His sister kicked him in the spine with as much force as she could, causing a loud crunching sound as he almost instantly lost feeling from there down. His eyes rolled back into his head and he started drooling into the sand; his brain reaching the end of what it could handle.

Unpleased by the sound that was met by her strike, she began kicking him more and more, feeling the crunch of his bones against her foot. He did everything he could to refuse her the satisfaction of hurting him, holding back his screams as much as possible. His bloodshot eyes met the gaze of the moth as the two realized these would be their last moments.

“All my life I was forced to live in your shadow! You are weak, you are impotent, and you were always unfit to rule! You cannot act on every impulse you have and think that counts as genuine love or leadership! You just sat up on that damned throne and took the credit like a damned fool! And I was a fool to have not done this sooner! You have no idea how much I have wanted to do this ever since our fucking mother gave you that which was mine!” she screamed, “it was supposed to be ME!! I was five years your senior and twice the ruler you would have ever been! How dare you ask me for help at every decision you made yet still deny me my birthright; you never-” she started crying, everything she had ever thought about him flowing out of her, “you never even wanted it. You treated it like a chore, and I had to watch you complain about what I had spent my entire life dreaming of,” she collapsed next to him, crying even harder now and looking back at the city, “what? Just give him everything because he won't say no to mother?”

She rose, wiping the fresh tears from her face to look down at the choking pile of flesh below her.

“You filth,” she said as she spat on him. She looked up to the moth and bore a toothy grin, “I suppose you should want to see him better in his final moments.”

She picked up her brother by his hair again, kissing him on the lips passionately before the moth, tasting the blood leaking out of his drooling mouth. It was a horrible sight. She caressed his bloodied face and dug her fingers into the wounds on his body as hard as he could, causing him to scream down her throat.

“SCREAM!”

After a lengthy period of time swallowing his screams of pain, she groaned and pressed Nikoletze’s face to the moths.

“I guarantee you, he wasn’t worth it.”

At that, she turned behind Nikoletze and pressed her knee into his back, pulling his head up. She smiled at the creature as she slowly pressed his neck further up into the stream of knives and sand. A ghastly sound of tearing flesh broke the brief silence, which was followed by a spray of blood bursting out like a geyser across Hjerkaia’s body.

The great moth let out an unholy sound at the sight, writhing in agony and pain. He saw everything he had ever loved come out in agonizing clarity; in the bright red blood he could see the sun, the blazing fire of passion from which all life depended on. He saw the world in its crushing reality, sparks of his love dancing in front of him.

As the blood circulated through the currents of wind and sprayed out from the centripetal motion, it began taking the vague shape of a crown, a brutal display of the effects of Wyverna’s jealousy. Hjerkaia wanted nothing more than to be released from the torment, to be finally killed after bearing witness to millennia of suffering throughout the world. She again smiled wickedly at the moth through the torrents of blood before dropping her brother's limp body with an unceremonious thud.

“Aww, baby lost its toy?” Wyverna laughed, “spare me. He was worthless, destined for failure,” she lept onto Hjerkaia’s back and pressed her knife against the nape of his wings, “Now, I’m sure I could kill you, but your life isn't what I came for… its these.”

She tilted her head to the side to get a better look at the massive wings. More specifically, she looked at the rope that bound them together.

“I wonder if all that power of yours you weren't using is just stored up here, tied down by this rope you can't cut yourself. I bet that was a deliberate effort by whoever put it there…”

She tilted her head to the side and smiled at him knowingly. His body stiffened as he realized just how much she knew, and what she could do with that knowledge. It finally struck him that the entire thing was a ploy to get something greater. He’d grossly underestimated her ambition; she didn’t just want to kill what she thought to be a threat to the city, she wanted to use him to expand her reach even further.

His failure was in assuming that she was like other humans, that she existed in a world with other people in it. That simply wasn't so. Where one might have seen an ancient god as a thing to be respected, or at the very least feared, she saw a tool. He sensed no fear, no remorse, and not even humanity as he thought he had once known it.

“I do wonder why you didn’t let my brother cut it for you, but maybe he was just too stupid to notice that it was anything more than a pretty decoration. I understand the threads of this rope run deeper than your wings, they touched your mind too – they kept you from even wanting it gone…”

At the feeling of the knife hitting the base of his wings, he suddenly found the energy to thrash out again and try to shake her off of him. He was overcome by panic. This wasn’t just his life anymore that was on the line – if she were to come into possession of his power there would be an unprecedented age of suffering. She shouldn’t be able to use them – no human should – but he sensed something about her, a sort of hunger that resonated deeply with them. Her gaze reminded him of his daughter in a way that reignited a sort of trauma he hadn't felt in an age.

If anything, his lashing out only made her angrier. Almost the exact moment he started moving she ordered his guards to restrain him. They stopped the stream of knives and instead pinned him down to the sand with the blunt ends of the blades. He screamed in a more human way than the animalistic shrieks of before as he fought with what little energy he had left to keep his power from her, all of it was in vain.

With a grin, she began cutting his wings off, earning another ground-shattering scream from the beast. She worked slowly and deliberately, with the precision of a surgeon and the passion of a serial killer; she wanted the creature to feel every fiber of the pain she was inflicting upon it. Her eyes went wide with desire as the blade parted the wings from his body with an incredibly satisfying sound. She wondered if the bloodlike iridescent fluid that poured out of him was some sort of energy source for the moth, but there wasn’t time to study his discharged fluids. No, she was having far too much fun to be distracted by the biology of a dying god.

When she was finished, she cut the rope tying them together. A terrible groan bellowed from them at the release and they began to take on a darker pattern as they began rotting away into nothingness. The jewelry dropped off of them almost instantly when the rope was cut. She held the wings up like enormous fans and began to dance with them, further mocking him. After she was through, she struck a sarcastic pose and looked back with a smirk, wrapping the wings around herself like a silken robe.

“I’d read that you were immortal, but hmm… I can’t very well have you simply flying, or perhaps crawling, through the desert so I guess we’ll have to bring you back home. Don’t worry, we’ll treat you like royalty,” she smiled, gesturing over to her brother's body.

The wind had long stopped blazing around them and she ordered her troops to bring him back to the city after cutting up his still living body beyond recognition, making it appear like it could be any of the body parts of her guards who passed away defending the grand city. Even when he had been severed into chunks of anonymous flesh, Hjerkaia still lived, trapped within his rotting body.

Wyverna announced tearfully in the coming days that her brother had been afflicted by a great sickness and passed away in his sleep. A grand funeral was to be held in the coming days.

In the dungeons far below her was the naked body of Hjerkaia which was reduced to a pile of misshapen body parts. For a great time it sat there, left to its own futile devices. But after months of laying there, a cocoon began to form around his body. Away from prying eyes, Hjerkaia waited inside the cocoon, begging to be reunited with Nikoletze.

Wyverna sat on her throne with the wings attached to the sides of it, having turned them into enormous hand-fans. She smiled devilishly at her success; proud to be her father's daughter.


Part Three: Queen Wyverna

“I’m baffled by what you mortals have reduced the concepts of pain and death to. Pain is the one force to quell the endlessly languid insipidity of an everlasting life. To us Hagasctvesu, pain is an awakening; a breath of fresh air, and a rare taste of death that we are never allowed elsewise. It is our only source of humility. Some of us run from it, but those more privy to the true value of pain welcome it  – perhaps even inflict it upon ourselves. Some think of me as a monster for fashioning an end to the mortal coil but when I gave this world death I gave it life too; killing. Death may come from the tip of a blade but life… life bursts from its hilt into the wielder of that blade. How spineless you humans are, abhorred by the very thing that makes you free.”

-Progeny, Wielder of the Blightblade


Chapter 19

The Offering




Entangled within the silken fabrics that form a roof above The Verdillion’s Cubacthulle district, Sachar began packing his things.

Wyverna’s earlier visit had been short. Barta’s house was no stranger to the royal family, as Wyverna chose Sachar specifically for her brother, but this visit was different. She told Sachar that King Nikoletze had died of his illness with the apothecary, a lie he didn’t believe for even a second.

She explained that even though his services as a courtesan were no longer needed, a place among the palace-goers would be available to him should he ever want it. She promised him a charmed life of glamor amongst the upper class and much greater status than he would have been given as a widowed royal courtesan. He wanted to be surprised by the offer, but it wasn’t as if he had no idea that she’d respected him from a distance. The two had always had an unspoken regard for one another, although neither truly understood the other’s motives.

The news of Nikoletze’s death took up more space in Sachar’s mind than he’d thought it would. Try as he might to convince himself that he hadn’t become attached to the impotent ruler, his reaction to the news proved these efforts were in vain. A million emotions bombarded his thoughts – things he’d always wondered if he truly felt. Love, fear, pity, and anger were the chiefest emotions he could muster. Yet seeing how emotionless Wyverna’s delivery of the news was, he knew he had to follow her lead, lest he raise suspicion.

While continuing to pack his things, he wondered if that was right; to feign frigidity. While he’d always sensed a strange sense of respect from the princess, he never could quite place why. Was it that she secretly cared for Nikoletze and was glad someone could make him happy, or did she admire what she perceived to be an incredibly committed long con. Perhaps it was a third thing.

Jealousy?

He laughed as soon as the thought crossed his mind.

Impossible.

Instead of wondering what she thought of him, as he usually did. He decided to instead wonder what he thought of her. He looked up through the fabric that protected him from the sun and then down to his body, covered in a blanket of colorful light. It took little time to decide on resentment. She absolutely poisoned her brother for his position, no doubt about it – but what to do with this knowledge now that she is to be constantly within his grasp during his time at the palace.

Being in such a position of financial vulnerability all his life while constantly being exposed to the wealth of those who could afford his services had left him no stranger to rage, but this was different. It was violent, and built up over an imagined eternity of yearning for catharsis. He felt his heartbeat in his throat as he continued staring towards his body, hypnotized by fantasies of spectacular murder.

Interrupted by the sound of footsteps approaching, he quickly hid what he was holding under his crossed legs and threw his body to the floor to cover them, feigning prayer.

“Hm. I never took you for the religious sort. Trying to fashion a better time in the afterlife?”

He ignored her and mumbled more prayers, despite not knowing any.

Barta smiled sarcastically through her yellow teeth.

“Well it's good to stretch your body anyhow, ‘specially since you’ll be making an appearance at the palace rather soon where your flexibility will be… quite useful! Some old fart wants a piece of your pie and I figured you must miss getting a mouth full of dust all the time, so I already started getting everything ready for you.”

He’d realized that she had no idea that he wouldn't be coming back – Wyverna hadn’t told her about the offer. He looked up reluctantly, getting a good look at her horrid face, as well as other… curious details of her appearance that were hard to ignore from where he was sitting.

“I wasn’t praying for a better afterlife.”

“Oh?”

“I was praying for the razor that would one day have to shave down the forest blooming out from the sides of your-”

“Choose your next words carefully boy, you’ll find it hard to do your job without a tongue,” she said as she pulled her skirt down a little.

“Wouldn’t that be terrible, not being able to do the job I don’t get paid enough for.”

“It would be terrible.”

The two smiled at each other, both suddenly pleased by the other’s presence.

“You’re so stupid,” he laughed at her.

“Yeah, well, stupid sells. Be ready in an hour. Oh your client, Pilar, also happens to be a little on the blind side like me so when the glasses come off feel free to get grabby with things he won't miss. Steal a pair of his glasses if you can, we wear the same size,” Barta said as she began setting the clothes he would wear on his sleeping mat.

She unfortunately flashed her teeth at him again as she continued spewing her hot breath into the air around her. He didn’t want to know how she knew his glasses would work on her.

“Unless you’d rather I go in your stead and show you up… I’ve been meaning to get back into the business and show you whores how far up these legs really go!”

“I got a pretty good view a few seconds ago, actually.”

She laughed and continued laying out his clothes and jewelry in a moment of silence. After a few minutes, she turned towards him again with a more serious tone.

“I’ll level with you. I know you have a lot to think about, and I won’t ask what you and the princess talked about, but I want you to know that whatever it is, trust your instincts before you trust her words. You’re smart so I’m sure you picked up on it, but you aren’t the only one with doubts about that bitch.”

“Thank you Barta.”

“Mhm.”


Chapter 20

The Revenge of the Mantis




Sachar awoke the next morning wrapped tightly beneath a veiny, sweaty arm which was attached to an expensively bejeweled hand. All that could be heard was the deep heaving coming from the ancient man. Sachar was at first going to just blow everything off and immediately head to see Wyverna, but something compelled him to finish what he’d started. Perhaps nostalgia, perhaps part of a plan he wasn't quite aware existed yet. Either way he was thankful for the silken sheets preventing the man's sweat from actually reaching his body. He groaned at the smell that wafted towards his nose in the dawn’s wind.

Replacing his body with a pillow, Sachar peeled himself from the couch and leaned over the balcony to see the Cubacthulle. He thought it amusing how each time he saw it from these heights, it was always in some way drastically different, yet the grandiosity of the palace experienced none of the adaptability of the world below. Where those in the streets changed themselves to fit the world, the upper class and its lust for security consumed all within. Part of him wondered if he too would be consumed by vanity, but his pride perished the thought.

Sachar turned his head back over his shoulder to look at the man on the couch, surrounded by his sweaty wealth and steeped in a mirthless lack of dignity. He might as well have been a pig rolling in slop and shit. As though the home was his, Sachar began relieving his body on the furniture with his favorite stretches. He imagined the memory of Pilar’s touch escaping his body through the cracking of his joints as he contorted. After a few minutes of exercise, he’d finally considered himself truly awake and, without taking his eyes off of the man, walked back towards the couch. Disgusted as he was by the politician, something kept him coming back for more. Perhaps it was just the thrill of the seduction, or maybe some part of him truly enjoyed the act, but he thought little of it. He never saw his clients as human, they could not hurt him in a way that mattered.

“The sun is in the sky, my love, perhaps a second round?” said Sachar, seductively draping his body on top of the politician.

Still foggy from waking, the man merely groaned and started to roll over.

“Oh come now, sir. You offend me with your grogginess. A sight like this should surely rouse you.”

He leaned back and grabbed hold of the railing of the balcony, letting his robe fall off his shoulders. To his amusement, he felt a response from the man beneath him. He tilted his head back in a feigned moan as he wrapped his legs around the neck of the still waking man.

“I don’t even need the money. I just want to feel it… a feeling I’ve never felt before, a feeling only you can give me.”

“I’ve heard it all before, just go home, whore.”

The word stung him in a way it hadn’t ever before. It was like a lightning bolt had shot through his head and awakened the carnal thirst for revenge that lay within him. Like a mantis bursting out of its disguise to strike its prey, Sachar suddenly tightened his grip around the man’s body with his muscular legs and lurched forwards to hold his head in his hands. It was automatic.

“Wai-”

“Such a naughty boy… I might have to punish you sir…”

At that, he leaned back and threw all of his strength into pulling on the headboard with his arms to throw the man’s body over his head and across the balcony in one swift motion. With a sickening crunch, his spine was broken in two as his back collided with the corner of the balcony.

Before the people below could see him sprawled across the wall, Sachar whipped back around to yank the partially limp body back under the cover of his private home. For such a feminine looking body, Sachar happened to be incredibly and deceptively muscular. The years of Barta’s training ensured he would be able to defend himself should a client become too rowdy.

The man coughed up blood, barely able to formulate any kind of response. Sachar wasn't done, however. If he was going to murder a politician in a spontaneous fit of rage, he was going to make sure he got away with it. Dragging the body back through the house and into the bathroom, he began rummaging through the man's drawers and cabinets. Unable to find the razor he was hoping for, he instead thrust his hand into the politician's mouth, digging his nails into its tongue.

“This is your only weapon, pig? This fleshy whip which has beaten on the backs of all those like me that writhe in agony below you. You don’t deserve the pleasure.”

As if punctuating his words, Sachar suddenly pulled his nails back, cutting a gash into the tongue.

“Ironic how this soundproof room meant to stifle my screams now stifles yours! Now let me fetch you a drink, you look parched.”

Sachar knew well that the men of the court had connections well enough to obtain a wide variety of drugs, and over the years he’d come to learn each of their names and uses. Giving the drawers another search, he found not exactly what he wanted, but something that would do just as well. It was a jar of maljungi; a highly addictive  drug that is known for being rampant among the members of the Cubacthulle. The palace goers consumed it all the same but in secret, lest they be associated with the habits of those they looked down upon. He never allowed himself the pleasure, but he knew well of its reputation. A good trip could send someone to heaven, but a bad one sent them to hell.

Sachar put the vial in the man's mouth and forced him to bite down on it, causing the broken glass to cut even more gashes into his gums and tongue.

He held the politician's head steady with both hands and forced himself to look his victim in the eyes as the drug found its way into the cuts in his mouth.

The people of the Verdillion had long believed that the eyes were the gateway to the soul. When a beloved person died, they were laid out in the desert with their eyes gazing at the sky to free their soul so that it might overcome the confines of the body. Criminals were to be buried face down, trapping their wickedness within their bodies forever – lest their wicked nature one day make its way into the eyes of the living.

Sachar held the man's face so close to his own that there would be nowhere else for his soul to go but within his own. There would be no freedom in death for him, no escape from justice. Within Sachar’s body his soul would be met with a blazing pool of malice and hatred. He didn’t believe in an afterlife, but he hoped that his body would be hell enough.

Beads of sweat formed on Sachar’s face as he attached every fleeting thought of anger he’d ever had towards the people of the palace into this one man. Every fantasy of carnage, every dream of retribution, and every sleepless night spent wondering how he had allowed himself to fall in love with the ruler of that which he longed to destroy – all these things would be attached to the death of this one singular old man who happened to be so unlucky as to be there when the boy decided that he had had enough of using his words.

When Pilar’s eyes finally dilated and his body suddenly relaxed, Sachar felt his own face and realized he’d been crying. He wiped it off and sighed a breath of relief. Part of him wanted to feel remorse, he’d just killed somebody after all, but when he really thought about it, he felt like a debt had been paid.

He felt disgusted by himself and what he’d let himself become. He was intelligent, beautiful, had powerful connections, and a myriad of other skills such as dance and music. He could have thrown away this past self and stayed with Nikoletze forever. The courtesan sat down next to the dead body and put his face in his hands, finally mourning.

He did love Nikoletze. He loved the way he didn’t care that Sachar had a tendency to be rude, he loved that he didn’t have to worry about being sexy, he loved that he didn’t feel like he was cheating Nikoletze out of something, and he loved that Nikoletze listened, genuinely listened, when Sachar would air out his concerns. It wasn’t fair, nothing had ever been fair. The one time he had ever felt what he was supposed to be simulating in his clients for himself it was taken away from him – and for what, power? No. Debts were still owed.

Before leaving the scene of the crime, he threw out more drugs from the drawer onto the floor and destroyed the rest of the bathroom before placing the body against the lip of the bathtub to make it appear he fell on it and broke his back. He then briskly walked out to make a beeline to plead with their guards to help the politician he was meant to sleep with the next night.

“Quickly come with me! I think someone’s been killed! There’s shattered glass everywhere and there’s the strangest smell of chemicals!”

Upon hearing the commotion, a woman who happened to be walking through the palace scenery began walking towards Sachar and the guard.

“You, what is the name of the man you found?” said a somewhat familiar voice.

Sachar kept his head down and his face in his hands to try to cover his identity. He didn’t answer, unable to speak through his feigned sobs.

“Oh! Princess Wyverna, I am sorry for this distur-”

Sachar’s false tears were caught short, stunned by the realization that he was standing mere inches away from the woman who was responsible for his rage. He could feel his heart beating through his throat as he looked down at her shoes coming into the frame of his vision. He could do it right now if he wanted, he could pounce on her and snap her neck before she could react. He wouldn’t get away with it, but that didn’t matter. A life without revenge is not one worth living.

Wyverna swayed her hand dismissively at the guard who’d begun kneeling before her.

“Oh hush, just come with me. You, here is enough money to buy your freedom, never speak of this again.”

Sachar stifled a gasp as the queen dropped a bag of coins on the floor before him. He knew well enough that if he were to come back to his home with that much money at once he would be accused of and jailed for thievery far quicker than given freedom, but he wondered if the queen knew that too. She must have, seeing as how Sachar being thrown in jail for thievery would ensure that any claims of the ‘truth’ of the situation would be cast off as lies.

He caught himself over analyzing and quickly knelt down to pick up the coins. All he had to do was get away from her before she caught on to who he was, the rest would come after. He quickly ran in the other direction in a symphony of feigned sobs.

After running back down the steps of the palace into the crowded streets, he stopped crying to draw less attention as he approached the Cubacthulle. He realized he was still wearing nothing but the robe he’d stolen from the politician so he quickly maneuvered his way through the crowded streets back into the world of tapestry and darkness that he’d grown accustomed to.

Upon finding the bedraped opening to the house he belonged to, Sachar rushed inside and quickly made his way to his room. Waiting for him was Barta, who immediately smacked him across the face.

“Sit,” she commanded, “and tell me exactly what happened so we can alleviate at least a little bit the scandal.”

After a brief moment of contemplation as to how she even knew about what happened yet, Sachar abided and sat on a chair across from her.

“Do you think I don’t care for you? Do you think I don’t see in this city exactly what you do? That I didn’t have to fight like you to get to where I am now when I was cast out of the palace? I thought there was an understanding between us. I could be much harsher, I never ask you to do things you cannot say no to. I’ve always tried to protect you and the others of his house from your fates, to give you the skills to take that which is not freely given.”

His eyes didn't meet hers, instead focusing on the dirt floor.

“I-”

“I’m not stupid, boy. I know just as well as you that your little boyfriend the king wasn’t killed by some sickness. It’d be a cold day in the desert before the royal doctors couldn’t fix whatever affliction that befell him. You might think you have nothing to lose, but there’s always something to lose,” she said, suddenly getting emotional.

He sensed that she was talking more about herself than she was him with her last statement.

“What, were you thinking? That nobody was going to see one of the richest politicians in this city suddenly hanging over the balcony of the palace?! And did you not think to at least not wear that stupid jewelry she gave you? I mean come now, how stupid are you, killing a politician and walking halfway across the city wearing something so noticeable.”

She gestured at his leg and he gasped as he reached down to touch his thigh, suddenly becoming all too aware of the gaudy dragon pendant that had become a signature part of his attire. There’s no way she didn’t see that, she sees everything. But why wouldn't she- The realization came all at once and he suddenly burst out.

“Wyverna saw me!”

“Oh she wha-  Then why didn’t she arrest yo- someone followed you here. You have to get out of here, NOW!”

Barta quickly stood up and began yelling at the other members of the house to begin packing everything up.

“This wasn’t part of the plan! I was just supposed to-”
“Oh shut UP!” Barta shouted, throwing the bundle of jewelry to the floor. “If there was some kind of plan at all behind this mess then it was a damn lousy one. I saw you had your things quite well packed so I suppose you must have anticipated having to leave so soon after killing a politician – at least you were prepared for something. This is stupid this is so fucking- UGH! I have to protect the others… leave.”

“I can he-”

“You’ve helped enough! I saw something in you one day, something that could take my place and to finish what I started! I took you under my wing and turned you into the most powerful courtesan this city had ever seen so you could one day keep an eye on- nevermind. I had too much faith in you, that fault is mine. Leave. This isn’t the end of your greatness, but it's the end of mine.”

At that, she turned on her heel and began yelling at the other courtesans that there was an emergency and the house had to be collapsed within the hour. She left Sachar with only a glance of silent approval and the command to hide somewhere secret even to her until it all blew over.

Sachar squinted his eyes, unsure of the meaning of everything she had said, but did as he was told regardless; her instruction had never been wrong before. He grabbed his case and went as far as he could until he finally reached the entrance to the secret tunnels he’d used to meet with Nikoletze. He prayed that the tunnels were the one thing Wyverna never knew about their meetings, though he knew it was a fat chance. He felt his heart beating into his chest as he crawled into the vents.


Chapter 21

The Serpent




Deep beneath the vanity of the city, Hjerkaia slept furiously within his silken tomb – pregnant with the blood and carnage that sought to one day reform into a body worth residing in. He toiled over his suffering with the images of Nikoletze’s death pounding through his mind like the panicked, frantic flight of flies trapped in a jar. The torment of remembrance to the moth was just as physical beneath the layers of silk as any other piece of matter in the world. He was a god, the harbinger of every ounce of power that flowed throughout Taçad; and yet had been reduced to a clustered mess of lost grandeur. The pain festered within the cocoon for what felt like eons until it transformed into an entirely separate entity within him; Talmund.

Now split into two, the Harbinger Moth began its strenuous fight for dominance within itself. Talmund was a representation of Hjerkaias subconscious resilience – an undying need to survive that surpassed the equally compelling desire Hjerkaia had to embrace the wet horizon. Talmund was born to keep his agony in check, a balancing force that was only now called into action amidst the Harbinger Moth’s ever waning desire to live.

“Brother, you torment me,” spoke Hjerkaia, begging for release.

“And what torment will come to this great land after your release, hm? What of Illutine? What of all that you’ve worked for? You will live forever.”

“They don’t deserve me.” growled Hjerkaia, “I have writhed on my belly in fear of their power for far too long; their monotony is maddening. I have seen it all before, years become seconds when one has lived as long as I, and it feels as though all their beauty and all their innovation has been playing on a loop. This world is a never-ending dance; ceaselessly beckoning itself further and further into its own vanity. When one era comes to a close by way of war or famine or the like, it simply regenerates in a barely unique form with an astounding sense of importance. So what exactly am I here to do with them?” an opening splintered through one of the cocoon layers as Hjerkaia continued, “I created Illutine with those wings that now sit like toys upon a throne. I remember when we created these humans to worship not me, but the world that they live in. If they no longer worship the ground beneath their feet and the food that they eat and the air that they breathe, then what do they worship? I asked myself that question for eons as I toiled through this forsaken desert, until only in recent memory did I discover who they answered to; power.” A forked red tongue quickly flicked another crack in the splintered opening, growing the hole enough to poke its eye through. “It’s ironic if you think about what those flowers were designed to do. Illutine created them to further observe the humans reaction to power – he thought they would fear it. We thought that introducing power as a concept to the humans would make them realize how small they were, but it didn’t; they gave in instantly, each and every one. In watching them, us higher beings ourselves began giving in to the seduction. I always thought it amusing how they were meant to lead by our example, but look at us now – practically a mirror image,” the cocoon opened even further, appearing to be in the process of giving birth to something, “but that boy, Nikoletze. That purity of heart, that innocence… Being around him opened my mind to the precious little we’d truly learned from our creations. Me and my kin from the wastelands that existed before this world was born, we were never given free will until I created Illutine by accident. Every time I looked upon this wretched world, I regretted that moment. Nikoletze was one of the few times my regret was challenged.”

“Is it still?” asked Talmund.

“I think not. This world is like mud. Though it was once pure, it has been spoiled and corrupted into something foul and poisonous.”

“But it can be cleansed,” said Talmund, “I find that ever since you created Illutine, you left the reins of how Taçad would be governed between him and your children, you forgot yourself within their madness, Hjerkaia. Your sons and daughters have turned your creation into a mockery of itself. You can do so much good, you can remake it in your image – make them pay for what they’ve done to your perfect world.”

The side of the cocoon finally burst open into a flurry of white scales and fragments of silk threads with a soft crackling sound. A serpent then wriggled itself free of the threads and began its work repairing its mess. It was beautiful, covered in a blanket of obsidian feathers and a tail plated with a peculiarly flexible blade of silver. Its head was adorned with a set of red leaf shaped scales that coiled around its body tightly with a golden needlepoint on each end. As it slithered across the floor, it used the leaves to sew the opening of the cocoon back shut. When its tongue flicked the air, the space appeared to warp and ripple like water. It was beautiful, but was but a child; innocent, thoughtless, and impressionable. Hjerkaia gazed at this creature in silence until Talmund spoke again.

“You have mourned enough, sweet brother. I offer you this proposal This serpent, though small in stature, is capable of great acts of violence upon the mind. It can make itself invisible as it stalks its prey before striking them with its tail. As long as the tail rests in its victim's wound, it gains complete control of their senses. It can fry their brains with pleasure, or leave them a husk of themselves within a universe of suffering – all in an instance. From the moment it touches them, it can see into their very minds, and so can we through its own mind.”

Hjerkaia was silent, somewhat afraid of what his new brother might do with such a thing.

“I leave him as your protege. Nail is his name. He is composed of your own mind, and I intend for us to watch him very closely while we remain in this tomb together.”

“Just let me die, Talmund. I’m so tired.”

“If that were true I wouldn’t be here, and that serpent would have already killed you since I have no sovereignty over him. Your entire mind has been programmed into that snake, it does nothing you wouldn't, and everything you would. I think you merely mourn this world that you see yourself responsible for. Though it is not up to me to decide if it is right to do so, I know that there is much to be done, particularly to your children who tied your wings with that very rope.”

“She didn’t understand what she was doing.”

“Indeed,” Talmund boomed.

The two watched from within the cocoon as the serpent slithered up the wall and into a vent near the ceiling. So began Nail’s journey through the city.

Hjerkaia was surprised at his relief at seeing the serpent leave his presence, perhaps he misjudged himself. Talmund grinned from within the cocoon, pleased that Hjerkaia’s will was revenge, even if he didn’t know it yet.

“This is an act of vanity, Talmund, wanting revenge changes nothing about how I feel.”

“I see. Then luck be with the serpent,” answered Hjerkaia.

At that, it vanished into the vents. All but the subtle noise of gold scraping stone evidenced its existence.


Chapter 22

The Funeral




The royal palace was easily the largest structure in the city, and was made even before King Djoser’s rule, with whom Lagaské was descended. The palace was initially merely a tall tower, itself referred to as The Verdillion, sprouting out of the sand where the Whaero magicians could learn to manipulate momentum. Ancient texts refer to The Verdillion as a site of worship for a long forgotten god and sacrifices were to be made by throwing heretics off of the top of it. At the time of Djoser’s life, however, it was a place where families expecting a child would frequently travel to raise their children to be skilled magicians. One would climb the tower’s steps and toss a variety of different sized stones off of it and attempt to change the direction of the stones descent while it was midair. Eventually, the tower became a place where even experienced Whaero magicians would come, bringing their riches with them and allowing the town to eventually bloom into a city.

When word of this city and its tower had reached Fleurucian magicians, they came in droves to have a place to practice their own skills. For the first time in history, groups of two magicians lived in one place and even learned from each other’s techniques and cultures.

Eventually, Whaero magicians became able to pause object's momentum entirely similarly to how Fleurucians knew how to suspend objects in air using gravity. Their techniques blended into each other in such a way that the difference between what they were capable of was almost purely academic. They were a living testimony to overcoming what was once an impossible task of opposing species of petra occupying the same space.

The tower rose higher and higher and was split into tiers based on one’s skills. Rooms were made within it to lead classes not even always on the matter of glovenesse magic, but matters of politics and history as well. At the peak of the tower was Djoser, who had developed new ways to use both Whaero and Fleurucian techniques to construct buildings and create devices that would expand the Verdillion as a civilization further and further until it had become the largest city Taçad had ever seen. At its center was always the tower; the soaring symbol of unification between the two groups of magicians and of growth into the new age of civilization and technology.

The fleurucii flowers, being epiphytes, were grown on the walls of the tower while the whaero, being succulents, were grown in pots that lined the windows and railings of the stairs, making the tower into a great pillar of gorgeous green and pink colors. While the effect of the fleurucii flowers gave the tower its weightlessness, the whaero variety made it much sturdier. They worked in tandem to let the tower rise higher and higher without the need of traditional architectural support.

This was not without its flaws, however. Although it was true that the two types of magicians were able to convene in doses, they were never meant to be living in such close quarters. Djoser, who had reached the status of kingship in his growth as a magician and as a politician, was given the task of overcoming the petra’s desire for isolation among its people. It was a slow and drawn out failure. He was there when the tower was first built, and seeing all that had been achieved slip through his fingers when the magicians couldn’t work together angered him to no end.

Djoser watched the Fleurucian magicians leave the city over time until there were hardly any of their flowers left on the tower, and thus it no longer could hold itself up on its own. In time, its stability faltered and supports had to be built in the form of extra buildings. Upon Djoser’s death, his descendents, including Lagaské, were left to decide what would be done with the tower, and there was much pressure from his advisors to tear it down completely – they believed it was a reminder of the failures of the past. Djoser was unconvinced that their past was something to be ashamed of.

In the early years of Lagaské’s rulership, an enormous feat of construction was to be done around the tower that would cause it to lose its shape entirely and to appear more like a large building than a simple tower. He couldn’t bear to let go of his fathers dreams; the city would grow into a new age from the bones of the past and at its heart would always be The Verdillion. Even during these times, the tower itself remains mostly untouched aside from the supports built into the side of it; it lies in the center of the palace as a grand stairwell and leads to the highest point of the palace where one can see the city in its entirety.

As Wyverna climbed the steps, she thought of how it was now hers. She had spent an imagined lifetime as a child learning about the histories of each of the monuments of the city, and The Verdillion itself was always her favorite. The idea that something that was once used for such horrors as human sacrifice could one day become a symbol of such a purehearted goal was fascinating to her. Much of her younger years were spent climbing this tower to do her studies at the peak of this tower to hone her craft. Her daydreaming was cut short by the aching in her legs as she and her guards climbed the steps with her brother's casket on their shoulders.

She recalled the sight of the guards and her mother doing this for Lagaské – mostly she remembered how hard she cried as she followed behind them. It was a memory that had symbolized the end of her adolescence for so long in her mind. She remembered the sensation of exhaustion from ascending the tower being like the weight of her fathers memory rising closer and closer to the moment of his death. She also remembered the feeling when they reached the top, that he was finally and truly gone forever.

There was none of that sadness to be had for her brother though. Part of her was surprised that she felt so little remorse, not that she wanted to, but she thought she would at the very least be nostalgic. It was nothing but work to her to carry the ornate casket up the steps – she found herself almost bored.

When she looked around she saw people wailing and groaning, people who’d probably never even met him. If they only knew what he’d taken from her, and how she’d taken it back. Among those who’d come to stand on the railings to watch her ascend the tower were some of her colleagues and friends. Jordan in particular looked at her with disgust, seemingly putting the pieces together that Iselda’s death likely had something to do with Nikoletze’s. They hadn’t spoken since hearing the news, and this was the first time they had even seen each other since Wyverna returned from the battle.

Wyverna winced at the memory of Iselda’s death, but replaced the feeling with anger. Jordan knows how much this moment must mean to her. How dare she be angry at a time like this.

Within the passageways of the palace, Sachar could hear the echoing of the music being played at the funeral service which he’d only just now remembered was to occur today. He wondered for a moment if he should even bother following the sound, but he thought he deserved to see the ceremony – perhaps it would give him closure.

Upon reaching a higher opening in the tunnels, Sachar found himself with what was likely the best spot he could have. He could see everything; from the ascension of the open casket, to just about the entire audience, and especially Nikoletze’s casket, though he was too far to see the finer details of his mangled body. He was, however, close enough to see some finer details others were too far down for. Among these details was Wyverna’s face which was surprisingly contorted into an almost terrifying smile which was accented by a pair of dead, emotionless eyes that made his hair stand on end. It was as if she was possessed.

She looked like a child clutching her favorite toy as she held the casket over her shoulders in a way that she likely didn’t even realize fully, and for the first time Sachar realized just how much she relished in her success at poisoning Nikoletze. Staring at her brazen delight was all he could do until he noticed the guard walking just beside her. It was Nikoletze’s personal guard who he recognized quite often as he snuck in and out of the late king’s quarters – he remembered mostly how strict she’d been about his protection and how devoted she was to him. The woman seldom spoke, but just from her mannerisms alone Sachar knew that she cared for him more than the average guard would have.

She was noticeably furious, likely because she’d noticed Wyverna’s face too. It would never be her place to cast judgment on royalty seeing as how she is now Wyverna’s personal guard, but it was clear she’d put the pieces together that Wyverna had something to do with his death, as have many of those close to her he imagined. It was impossible to know how helpless she felt, knowing she’d failed to do her job, protecting the king, and was now living in service of his assailant.

The guard seemed like she was fighting against every fiber of her being not to strike Wyverna down right there. She knew she could do it, the queen was known to be slippery when sparring, but never strong; it would be so easy to just take her out when she had her back turned, but she didn’t. When she saw the platform where the coronation would take place, she knew the chance to avenge her king was over, and she would spend the rest of her days waiting for another chance.

“The passing of a royal is not the end of a reign, but the dawn of another,” said a man who was dressed in a rather consuming robe, “we are gathered not for the sadness of the departed, but for the opportunity to bask in the dawn of the second sun!”

Sachar rolled his eyes and let the long, drowning speech fade away into white noise. He, along with everybody else, focused his attention on the new queen. She was practically bursting with excitement, not even attempting to contain it. The courtesan watched with wide eyes as she failed entirely to even feign remorse for what she had so obviously done – to kill your brother in a move for power was one thing, but to not even have the decency to act remorseful was quite another. She, surrounded by a congregation of anguish and grief, was a beacon of unrepentant, hysterical ecstasy.

The second the crown touched the hair on her head, she moaned involuntarily. She’d worn it before while her brother slept, but to have it on her head in the presence of thousands was a sensation that drove her over the edge. Her nails dug into the sides of her dress and a tear came to her eye as she interrupted the berobed man's speech.

“I promise you, this will be an era that the world will never forget! Under my rule, The Verdillion will become the greatest city that ever existed!” she cried out with an enormous smile.

Some of the crowd cheered in response, but not as many as she intended. Most were silent, still somber over Nikoletze’s death. She didn’t care. She was the queen, Queen Wyverna.

After the ceremony, Queen Wyverna and the guards finally reached the top of The Verdillion and were met by the door that led them out of the public eye and into the rooftop.

Now out of the sight of any civilians, Wyverna let out an exasperated sigh and tore out the pin that had been keeping her hair up, and began fastening the crown better on her head. The other guards were silent as she stepped away from the casket and ordered them to put her brother down on the pedestal. The sun was hot and the angle of it meant that the little pavilion that stood over them no longer shielded them as it should. She held her hand over her eyes and squinted silently at his body.

“Carmen, put the casket on top of my brother.”

It was considered an enormous dishonor to call a royal guard by their first name as it breaks the barrier of anonymity that they are given. Wyverna knew of this, she wanted to humiliate her, though she wasn't sure as to why. Carmen held no guilt in Nikoletze’s rulership and Wyverna knew in her mind that she was merely doing her job at protecting him. But for some reason she couldn’t quite articulate, she felt the need to humiliate her.

The guard knew how much she cared for her brother, and she also knew what it would mean to force her to entomb his body in a casket with his eyes away from the world.

She slowly walked up to Nikoletze’s body and took in the sewn up wounds which had been only barely covered by makeup and poorly fashioned prosthetics. A tear fell down her face as she noticed the largest one on his throat. She didn’t ask what happened to him because it didn’t matter; all that mattered now was that she served the new queen.

She lifted him up like a baby and nodded at another guard to pick up the casket. When they did, she laid him on his back and got one last look at her king before he was trapped beneath the heavy stone.

She clenched her jaw to hold her tongue when Wyverna coughed loudly to break the silence. The new queen started fanning herself with her free hand and doing just about everything she could to remove the decorum from the event. She wanted to make her brother’s burial as unceremonious as was possible because in her eyes, he was never king. She smiled and turned her attention fully towards Carmen.

“Certainly we wouldn’t want his skin getting burned in the sunlight, right? That would be just the worst.”

“Yes, it would,” said Carmen, breaking her silence at last.

“I’m glad we agree. Now I understand by tradition we’re supposed to stay up here for a day to mourn, but I have more pressing matters,” Wyverna said before climbing down the side of the domed rooftop. She quickly made her way to the balcony leading back inside the royal quarters and finally was out of the eyes of the public.


Chapter 23

The Painting




Immediately after closing the stained glass doors behind herself, she let out an incredibly dramatic sigh and plastered herself against it. She turned her head slightly to look back out the window and up at the scene above, letting her eyelashes press against the colored glass. The sunlight drowned her in every shade of green as she grinned at her highly decorated guards being used for nothing more than public appearance. Quite pleased with what she saw, she peeled herself away from the glass and sauntered towards her bedroom to change clothes.

Though she’d always received compliments from her late father on the tidiness of her room, it had almost instantly become an abominable mess after he passed. Try as she might, she could never muster the motivation to clean it, especially when her mother had reminded her to do so. Part of her kept it messy just as a way to spite Eneferrah even further, to prove how much the death of her father had affected her. Even when she would clean it, she would make certain to leave at least something untouched on the ground.

She always expected that when Eneferrah died, she would finally clean it, but she didn’t. Even now that she had everything she wanted, her clothes were sprawled across the floor and her bed was nothing more than a mound of blankets. She could make servants do it for her, but something within her stopped her from doing even that.

Upon opening the doors, the unsightliness of it failed to move her, as it always did. Being such a perfectionist, it should by all means be out of the question that she keep it as tidy as she kept just about everything else in her life, but it was almost impossible for her to care.

After finding a more fitting garment than the funerary garb of before, she retreated to one of her favorite parts of the palace; the royal library. It was a vast swath of knowledge and was always entirely silent. Since she’d started gaining more control of her brother, she’d closed it off from other palacegoers completely and turned it into a personal lounge of sorts. Upon doing so, she also had arrangements made for the addition of some personal decorative touches alongside those her father had made during his time. The library was gorgeous, and easily her favorite part of the entire palace.

The walls of the library were decorated with imported wood from the forest at the base of Haga Mountain with gorgeous patterns carved into them, some of which were carved with historical events or scenes from famous works of writing. Between these panels was a fixture that would generate some sort of ambient sound which was different depending on what section you were in. These included running water over stones, flowing sand, and a variety of other auditory fixtures. One part used to be a stage for violins, harps, or flutes to be played while visitors read. The latter was no more, and the instruments only collected dust now, much like many of the books in the library.

One such section of books was her own personal compilation. This section was more secluded than the others, and had an enormous block of ice fixed to the wall above a block of stone. The dripping of the melted ice on the stone was the main draw of this section for her, as the sound of it was perfect for relaxing amidst the chaos of her life. Even when she didn’t feel like reading, she would spend her free time here attempting to stop a droplet of water in the middle of its descent towards the stone. When she felt rather bored of this, she would stop several of these droplets at once to let them drop at varying intervals to create a sort of melody. This fixture happened to be as similarly absent as many of the auditory fixtures around the library that required any amount of upkeep – it had remained almost completely silent for quite some time.

Atop a recently finished painting of her mother and father, she read a book titled Claws for the Smooth and was written under the pen name G. Pulcher, which happened to be the same name of an author that wrote a manifesto for a revolution of villagers a couple hundred years ago. It was an old book and one that held little value among most scholars, mostly due to the fact that the revolution he was a part of was an obscure failure. However, she frequently reminisced on a particular passage in a chapter titled “The Bloody Orchid”.




Among the many ways that non-magicians have learned to resist total submission to magicians, the Bloody Orchid, which was developed by a sector of non-magicians in the southern hills, is perhaps the most impressive. It is an ancient recipe for a curse that involves preparing a particular species of orchid that was native to the same region the curse was developed in.

The simplicity of a Bloody Orchid’s preparation is much of the reason it has come to be so useful to the singularly human. All one must do is acquire a Glovenesse albiflora, known by most as the white orchid, and then place a portion of one's own blood onto the curled lip of its labellum. Once the spongy flesh of its petal has soaked up one's blood, it has also inherited part of one’s soul through the blood. In this state, the bloodied orchid becomes a vessel of one’s soul, and if a magician is to consume this vessel, their petra will digest it – in turn transferring the bond of your spirit to the magician's body. When this happens, the petra will believe it belongs to the body of whomever the blood came from, and in turn will release hormones into its host's body that convinces them of the same. Essentially, the Bloody Orchid allows one to completely dominate the mind and body of any magician.

The only way a magician can be cured from a bond is if they are to consume another Bloody Orchid composed of their own blood and a new flower, which will return their body to itself. If one wishes to keep a victim of a Bloody Orchid under their control for an extended period of time, it should be noted that the curse does deteriorate gradually over time and they may require being renewed, which is dangerous to the victim as overlapping bonds by a large amount can cause the magicians brain to become incredibly strained, possibly resulting in brain death or a coma. It is also of note that when the curse eventually wears off without the victim being re-bonded to their own soul, they will be completely emptied of mind, body, and soul, as the petra will not belong to anybody, while still having total control of its host's mind.

Extreme caution must be taken by whomever is creating the Bloody Orchid to not let their victims blood or other body fluids touch the labellum of the orchid before their own blood dries on it. If this is to happen, the flower will inherit part of its host's bond as well which would allow a small chance that the petra will inherit both bonds simultaneously, which could result in a number of consequences for both parties.

In the interest of discretion, it is also advised to pull the blood from a wound in a location of one's body that is easily concealed, as a permanent red mark will appear on the area that the blood used to create the Bloody Orchid was drawn. However, the marks are viewed by the less knowledgeable as mere tattoos to identify members of our cause, so the concern of discretion is, at least until the magicians get their wits about them, moot.




After she was finished re-reading the text, she led the book fall to the floor with a thud. Wyverna’s nails gently scraped the surface of the still-wet painting where Eneferrah’s face enjoyed the immortality found within the canvas. Her eyes fell to the red mark on the back of her mothers wrist that she ensured the painter would include in his rendition of her, and then she turned back to her own marks.

“I wonder if you and your son are laughing at me… Well, I suppose he wouldn’t be. I don’t think even now he would have quite grasped the situation,” her voice echoed throughout the space, accompanied only by the sound of dripping water. Her talonous nails carved into the wooden frame she laid upon, creating another sound to punctuate her self-torment.

She sighed and turned her attention to her father’s side of the portrait resting directly under her own head. Her hands reached out to touch him but only found the stick of wet paint that was now being tarnished under her touch. She didn’t even notice these imperfections as she continued her increasingly speech. Seeing his expression ignited something in her. Though he was painted with a relaxed, entirely calm gaze, she saw it only as shame.

“You don’t get to look at me like that! They wanted to destroy your legacy; our legacy… But don’t worry, I can still make you proud. I slaughtered those that destroyed you. My mother who disobeyed your decision to not crown my brother… I made sure to right her wrongs! This city will be exactly what you and I imagined it to be!”

Tears began falling from her face and down the painting, reaching his own eyes. She covered her mouth at the sight of him crying.

“Oh please don't cry! Be happy that someone capable is standing in your place!”

With shaking hands, she reached down and wiped away the tear from the painting. Without meaning to, she smeared the paint instead, wiping away part of his face. Her eyes went wide in shock, fury suddenly coursing through her body as she felt the weight of what she’d done. Her eyes darted to the rest of the painting with the horrific realization.

His body was covered almost entirely in fingerprints and stray hairs and every last one of them was hers. Every last smudge and every last tarnished piece of his immortal presence was mangled by nobody's hands but her own. Her hands shook and she screamed as she kicked the painting off its fixture, with her still on it. Her body crashed down and landed on top of the painting, further smearing her father’s image that had become even more wet with her own tears.

In a panic, Wyverna began using her magic to restore the painting, attempting to warp and maneuver the existing paint back into shape. She was frantic and meticulous as she let the paint keep its malleability while plucking the hairs off of it and she tried in vain to keep the original image in mind as she tried to smudge the paint back into place with her fingers.

Upon reviewing her work she saw only a portrait of her own face upon his body. She cried out again in rage, pounding into the painting and using even more magic to increase the malleability of the paint to distort it further and further, taking her mother with it.

In her frenzy, she’d completely lost control of herself. The paint whipped and whirled while trapped within the frame – taking barely identifiable shapes before warping back out of shape again. For flashes of seconds images of hairbrushes, jewels, and hammers could be seen before they turned into bloodied flowers, screaming faces, and crushed moths upon marble floors. She felt her hands reach out to touch the painting as she cried more and more, her tears turning the paint into watercolors as she did.

“I DON’T KNOW WHAT I AM IF NOT ENRAGED BY HIM… I’M NOTHING IF NOT OBSESSED WITH VENGEANCE!” she shrieked, closing her eyes and turning away from the ever changing mural, “ALL MY LIFE I LIVED IN HIS SHADOW! I LEARNED TO THRIVE IN THAT SHADOW – IT BECAME ME! BUT WHAT AM I NOW THAT MY VENGEANCE HAS BEEN PAID!?” Her nails dug into the wooden frame, causing part of it to break into splinters as she let her head hang down in shame.

Wyverna began hyperventilating, finding that she had crawled on top of the painting itself. Panic upon her face, she saw that only the red paint had covered her hands while what remained in the frame was the image of her brother smiling triumphantly up at her.

Her entire body started trembling as she covered her face with her hands. She felt herself collapse in a ball on top of her brother.

“You never loved me…” she cried.

“I-I was every ounce the ruler, no, the person that you were! You never did anything with yourself or your power. All I could do was watch while you smiled and waved at them when they put that crown on your head – so oblivious as to why it was put there,” her hands fell from her face, wet with tears and sweat and paint, “yet they adored you.”

When she opened her eyes, it had changed once again but this time into the vague shape of her mother alone. She wiped the tears off her face.

“And you always favored him more than me… whenever I would beat him at those games and he cried because he couldn’t accept it, you were always there by his side. And whenever father would tou-” she said, cutting herself off through sobs.

She sighed as she threw her head back to look at the ornate ceiling fixtures and let herself become lost in their geometry as the tears streamed down either side of her face. After a few minutes of this, she got up and hobbled out of the library, attempting to compose herself as much as possible before opening the massive double doors.

She was thankful that she wasn’t seen in such a haggard state as she walked through the halls and she continued trying in vain to fix her frazzled appearance as she walked. When she finally reached her throne room, she was prepared to order everyone to leave, but there was nobody there to order. She was met only by cold silence.

It was an enormous and intimidating room, especially with only Iselda’s cursed soldiers in it. The tall ceilings and sprawling columns seemed to bend themselves backwards as one walked down the carpet leading to the throne. It wasn’t always such a sight though, when her father was in power it was much more welcoming – there were benches and tables as well as books of philosophy lining the walls. It was to be a place of discussion and debate that he could oversee to gain an understanding of the perspectives of his people. That was a far cry from the coldness of what presently existed.

Wyverna despised her mother for what she did to the room after he died and would frequently accuse it of being a reflection of her vanity and pride. Nikoletze, of course, never had an opinion on it as he let his mother do as she pleased. She could have changed it back, but didn’t.

As Wyverna walked down the carpet leading to the doors of the throne room, she recalled how desperately she wanted to hate the power and satisfaction she felt when sitting on it. The wings were her own personal touch and when she would reach up to pluck them off of their stands she was always surprised as always at how light they were, and less surprised at how well they fit in her hands. Even in the months after the incident in the desert, she found herself distracted by them; basking in their glow whenever someone would enter the room with information for her. Letting them flow through the air in her hands put her in an almost hypnotic state, similar to the state one might find themselves in while watching a serpent writhing about on the ground. She would pluck them off and fan herself with them – barely listening to anything her subjects had to say while she watched flakes of their iridescent dust float about the air.

As she pushed the doors open, however, she was left with a rather unembellished throne to gaze upon. She stared blankly as she took in the unadorned throne, her precious wings having been apparently stolen. The queen was hardly surprised, seeing how valuable they were and that the cursed guards are incapable of moving without being told to. Anyone could have simply walked in and taken them for themselves. She couldn’t even be bothered to conspire as to who might have taken them; she didn’t care.

Now in this room by herself, she realized how empty she felt. The decades she’d spent in the shadow of another gave her drive, gave her purpose; but now that she was in the light, she hadn’t any idea what she wanted to do. All that she’d dreamed of, she’d finally gotten.

She’d employed her tactics to further keep the Fleurucian magicians farming on land that was void of proper nutrients, something her mother had done that she agreed was a wonderful way of discreetly weakening their power. She wondered if Eneferrah had really understood the effects that the land would have on the Fleurucians, but it was a wonderful move regardless. As they worked the soil, it would certainly bear fruit, but its power would gradually weaken with each passing harvest. Eventually, the long-feared war between the Whaero and Fleurucian magicians would never come to pass, as they would be far too weak to pose any threat. Wyverna was loath to admit that she felt some regret in using Iselda and Jordan, especially Jordan, as tools towards the end of disguising this plan as an act of intervention in the tensions between groups of Fleurucian magicians. Her mind went back to the look Jordan had given her during the funeral, and she touched her hair, remembering how she always dreamed that Jordan would do her hair for her coronation, just how she had for her fathers funeral.

Aside from the task of weakening the Fleurucians, Wyverna had perfectly manufactured a group of powerful supporters, and even covered up Nikoletze’s murder without a hitch. Along the way, however, her visions of what she wanted had to be changed to fit the circumstances. Iselda was meant to be next to her on her throne as her personal guard and assist her in the impending war against Hölkenstripen, Tithile was supposed to be a permanent fixture among the palacegoers, making her fathers resort an official part of The Verdillion, and Tarek was supposed to give her an heir. Pilar was meant to be there as her new puppet too, but his recent overdose changed that plan entirely. She made a mental note to not use maljungi as part of her bribing techniques in the future. With Sachar as a trusted advisor, she would have almost complete control over the Cubacthulle, the heart of The Verdillion as well. Barta’s house was a rival almost equal in influence to the crown amongst the people of the Cubacthulle, and having its heir bound by a mutual hatred of her brother would ensure their alliance. It would be perfect.

As much as she wanted herself to believe they were all necessary sacrifices, she couldn’t deny how much it hurt to remember Jordan’s face. The hatred was so pure, so palatable. The state of reminisce left her somewhat drained emotionally, especially after the events that had transpired earlier. Even with the crown, she felt incredibly cheated.

She had been raised since she was a young girl to be the queen to such a degree that it had become tantamount to breathing in importance to her. Every waking moment, every passing thought was spent obsessing over what her life would one day be when she sat where she now sat. Everything had been meticulously planned since the moment of her brother's coronation. She didn’t want to have to do what she did, but she did, and that was a reality she thought herself comfortable with until this moment.

Just as swiftly as it came, however, her sorrow faded into stoicism. She decided she was quite tired and needed some rest to clear her mind, and thus left the throne room without ever breaking the silence that had consumed it. She would worry about the wings later. She’d spent months trying to unlock the potential they held, read every book on the subject, and still all she felt when she touched them was a spark, nothing more.


Chapter 24

The Treasury

Within the secret passages of the palace, Sachar had always allowed himself a rather glamorous sense of importance. Knowing about places that only he and Nikoletze knew existed, entire rooms within the tunnels that were reserved for just the two of them – it made him feel powerful, influential.

Parts of the tunnels overlapped with the air vents and it required him to crawl on all fours sometimes, but he never minded it very much if it meant he got to spy on the palacegoers.

Now, however, there was a much more somber tone as he realized how hypnotized he’d become by the late king’s promises of wealth and love. In the beginning of his relationship with Nikoletze, he was always skeptical, but towards the end, he’d become blinded. Rather than publicize their relationship as being more than simply king and courtesan, Sachar had been meant to crawl on his belly through the palace. That wasn’t love. If it was, he would have been disgusted at suggesting his partner do such a thing. He felt ashamed now to be in the cramped tunnels, perhaps even more so than he had during his life prior to meeting Nikoletze.

He paused as he heard crying from one of the air vents. Being as curious as he was, Sachar turned his head and peered through the grate to see who it was. He instantly recognized her; it was a woman named Jordan, one of the more affluent denizens of the palace, and a close friend of Wyverna. He knew precious little about her other than that she was actually a foreigner from a tribe of Fleurucian magicians as well as Iselda. He’d never met her personally, but a part of his past enjoyment of the tunnels was watching Wyverna’s parties – of which she and Iselda were frequent attendees. Seeing her in this state made him remember that he’d heard something about the Chief of War dying recently. There were rumors about the death of Nikoletze and Iselda being connected, but he didn’t know anything more than that.

She was curled over what appeared to be a massive hammer. It had been decorated with pink flowers, which the politician had grown all throughout her room to give it the effect of an indoor botanical garden. The usually smooth divots in the wall where the cooling water flowed down had stones attached to them where the fleurucii orchids grew and wicked up the water. He looked back at Jordan and wondered what sentimental meaning the enormous hammer could possibly have to move her to tears. It frustrated him how seeing her so vulnerable began rehumanizing the other palacegoers in his mind, which had been mulling over the idea of killing more of them for quite some time now.

He continued crawling through the vents until he made his way back to a walkable passage. It was a pretty long hallway and happened to be where Nikoletze would usually meet him to walk the rest of its length, but not this time. When he eventually reached the end and climbed the little ladder that led up to a trapdoor under Nikoletze’s bed, he paused and braced himself for all the memories that would come back to him. But he had to do this, he wouldn’t be able to move on otherwise. He needed to see it for himself, how empty the bedroom would be.

He popped open the door and peeked around a bit to ensure it was empty and then hoisted himself up and crawled out from under the bed – much to the surprise of Wyverna, who had been laying on top of it. They stared at each other in stunned silence, Wyverna stunned at the gall of Sachar to sneak into the palace, and Sachar stunned by fear for his life.

“Wha-”

Sachar sprung into action before she could even finish speaking, instantly throwing a punch at Wyverna’s throat. She let out a gasp of air before feebly reaching for one of the Royal Nails, which he quickly stopped by diving onto the bed and slamming his head into hers with as much force as he could muster. She fell back onto the bed as quickly as she had risen, completely unconscious.

It was so fast he didn’t even have time to think, but here she was underneath him, completely vulnerable. There she was, the subject of all his rage and indignation. If killing was sex, the politician from before was merely masturbation by comparison to the feast that laid before him. All he could do was stare, however. Every time he got closer to her body he was bombarded by the image of the fear on her face as he struck her. It wasn’t just that he didn’t know she was even capable of fear, but that Sachar was something to be afraid of.

Over and over again he reminded himself that it would be justice to take her life, and over and over again he tried in vain to make his body move. He felt helpless. After what felt like days of looking at her unconscious body, he finally gave up on trying to kill her – there was nothing more he could do to convince his body to take her life.

He turned his head to the rest of the room and decided to take his visit which was intended to reminisce, into a mission of thievery. He would take everything he could and then flee the city. Hopefully he could survive in the desert long enough to reach the western oasis.

As he piled the various jewels and valuables into a tapestry he’d torn down, a particular painting caught his eye – one that he remembered from the last time he’d been with Nikoletze. Only barely trusting in his curiosity, he walked over to it and took it off the hinges. He stared at what was behind it and sighed deeply; it was a small hole in the wall with a key resting in it.

After his moment of disbelief that Nikoletze was being completely serious when he made the joke about hiding the key behind a painting, he grabbed it as well as his bag of valuables and descended into the hole under the bed.

He wondered if he even needed to steal anything at all from the vault, certainly having the key and preventing the palace from accessing their money until they could break into it would be sabotage enough. His greed far usurped that idea, however, and he waited for the two keepers of the treasury to begin switching shifts before kicking down the rails of the vent and descending onto the one that remained. Before the guard could even react, Sachar held his body in place with his legs and snapped his legs.

Sachar quickly put the key in the treasury and opened the door. He thought it would be bigger. It was a space about as large as a walk-in closet behind the heavy doors and within it was really just a collection of documents and some presumably valuable historical objects. He couldn’t be too frustrated that “treasury” referred to a place where secret documents were kept, because really this wasn’t part of the plan to begin with, but nevertheless it was incredibly underwhelming. Not wanting the detour to be a waste, he thought it would be nice to finally sate his curiosity on the subject of the royal family, so he snatched up a few documents and went on his way back into the vents.

Back in the vents, he made his way to one of the ice rooms and decided it was time to take his last bath in the Verdillion. Years of visiting these ice rooms has evidenced the fact that these rooms are almost always completely vacant – much to Sachar’s delight. When he dipped in the pool surrounding the enormous pool of ice, he set the papers on the floor and started reading them.

The first one he looked at was titled The Oasis and detailed a town in Naiad that retained its sovereignty from The Verdillion and was able to keep themselves prosperous due to its usefulness as a stopping point from traders. The document also detailed plans to choke it out to prevent it from growing any further, as its growing status as a trading hub could one day rival The Verdillion’s. The back of the document was signed by Eneferrah herself, and he couldn’t find out if they’d done anything to the town other than just sending spies who never came back. He assumed they took their opportunity to run from the city – even when Eneferrah was in power The Verdillion wasn’t exactly ever safe for members of high society.

Before he could read another document, however, he suddenly became overcome with horror and dread in ways he never thought imaginable. His vision blurred and he thought he might vomit as he reeled forward until the sensation of something tearing itself off of his leg seemingly pulled that feeling out of his mind as well. He braced himself with his hands on the rim of the pool as he breathed heavily to try to compose himself.

When he looked back up, there was a gorgeous serpent crawling out of the pool and looking back at him. It seemed incredibly afraid and began coughing up water as it started frantically changing colors. He’d never seen or even heard such an animal, but it appeared distressed and it hadn’t any of the markings suggesting venom, so he reached out and tried to touch it.

It, being in no position to get away, merely coiled on the floor under his hands which it then found to be rather warm. The creature's body was cold to the touch, more than it should be and Sachar wondered what it possibly could have been doing in the icy water, let alone the royal palace. He dismissed the thought, however, upon realizing that he too was incredibly out of place. The courtesan picked up the snake and kept trying to warm it up and much to his surprise it became rather friendly towards him and began coiling around his arm like a cat would. Being in the undercity his whole life, he’d never really come into contact with a domesticated animal before and considering that this animal had appeared to take a liking to him, he took it upon himself to take ownership of it for the time being. Something about the creature seemed like it was intelligent, capable of communication to some degree.

He got up out of the water and dried himself off with the tapestry he’d brought before wrapping the snake in part of it and making his way to the outer walls of the city.

~

Far below him in the dungeon, Talmund grumbled to himself. Hjerkaia only laughed at his serpent's failure to resist companionship in its supposed mission for torture.

“Perhaps I’d underestimated how pathetic you are,” Talmund remarked.

“Perhaps. But I don’t see how you couldn’t have, an eon of loneliness in the desert has weighed itself on my spirit. I’m hardly the god of vengeance you want me to be, Talmund. Be thankful, at least Nail was able to procure our wings,” he said, nodding towards the set of wings that had become attached to the back of their cocoon.

His flippancy only angered Talmund further.

“You would lead me to believe that you would use the power to control another human to… hitch a ride on them and sleep?! You are a god! I put your spirit into that creature only to watch it fall asleep and almost drown following some suspicious human around!”

“You put far too much faith into me. Let me die, Talmund. I have been tormented by you enough.”

“It is you that torments me. I should obliterate your mind and take this body for myself.”

“Then why don’t you?”

“Because you haven’t let me.”

Hjerkaia paused for a moment, surprised that he’d been holding onto his life without even knowing it. When he thought about it, even now he couldn’t bring himself to let go despite telling himself how much he wanted it. Talmund laughed.

“It’s frustrating, isn’t it? That you don’t even know what you want. I couldn’t even take your life if I wanted to. I was there when your daughter tied your wings, I was there when you crawled into what remained of Effervencina’s lake, and I was there when you crawled back out to save that boy. All this time I had been silent, watching your tireless exertion to find peace, but only in these moments did I think it worthwhile to make myself known. Why do you think that is?”

Hjerkaia was silent, unable to come up with an answer.

“It is because this is the first time you have ever felt truly alone. Fate taunted you with that boy, Nikoletze. Before him you had never known love – you thought you did, but you didn’t. You worshiped Illutine, you pitied Jorgkithhe, you feared Reñaterii, and you cherished Effervencina, but you did not love any of them.”

“Then why the serpent?”

“The serpent is a tool to show you what it is to love those around you. You can live vicariously through him; feel what he feels, see what he sees, love what he loves. If you want to kill yourself, then fine. If you want to sit in this cocoon and allow that foul woman to continue her experiments on us, then fine – but watch this serpent and what it searches for most. All that you have ever wanted for yourself is to look at what you have created and feel that it is worth loving, whether in the state it is currently in, or in a state you’ll one day refine. I want you to see the journey Nail goes on, and I want you to make a decision about this world.”

Hjerkaia was taken aback. All this time, his subconscious had created an entirely new being within him with the sole purpose to reinvigorate his need to create, and to prevent him from taking his own life. For so long he had craved inspiration. It was chilling to think that for hundreds of years crawling through the sand, he had been spied on from within.

“Luck be with the serpent,” they said in unison.


Chapter 25

Sacrifice




In Nikoletze’s room, Wyverna finally shook herself awake. She found that she’d acquired an enormously painful headache and quickly was reminded of an even more painful memory.

Part of her wondered if it was merely a dream, but when she looked about the sacked room, it held all the confirmation she needed. She was again presented with the decision whether to respect or fear Sachar, as she tended to whenever the two interacted. Throughout their peculiar relationship, she kept her distance as much as she thought wise because she saw much of herself in the boy. When even she couldn’t discern whether or not Sachar was putting on an act for money or if he was truly in love with her brother, that was when he finally won her over. Even if it wasn’t just the skill of an excellent liar, having the luck to have your best interests line up with someone you truly love was something Wyverna couldn’t resist being jealous of.

She’d given him a piece of her own jewelry, one of her favorites; a thigh chain with a pendant shaped like a dragon straining to reach its own tail with its mouth. She discovered the symbol in a book her father had given her about various mythological figures throughout Taçad, amongst others such as the Timeless Place, Illutine Forest, and the Sisters of Venom. In the book, the creature is described as an ancient being that is supposedly representative of the nature of existence. It lives somewhere in the sky and constantly tries to consume itself, though it will never be able to reach it.

When she’d asked her father what the meaning of it was, he explained that it was supposedly worshiped by ancient civilizations who believed that it was a god of perfection and infinity. They believed that if it was ever successful in its task of autosarcophagy, that time itself would be put to an end and that there would be no reason to continue existing. In saying this, however, Lagaské explained to her that there are an almost infinite number of ways to interpret the symbol and that he himself saw it as representing how easy it is to mistake self-improvement for self-destruction. She preferred his interpretation.

As a gift for passing an examination on her readiness to be a future ruler, he gave her the pendant as well as dozens of pieces of jewelry and told her that she should attach the pendant to whatever jewelry she wore. Giving it to Sachar was one of the greatest signs of respect she could offer the boy who might one day be king alongside her brother. Even now, she thought it odd that she ever considered Nikoletze’s future as king if she’d always planned to one day take it from him. As she laid in the bed holding her forehead, she wanted to cry again but knew she hadn’t it in her.

She just played the image of Sachar attacking her on a loop through her head, wondering how he was able to sneak back into the palace without her knowing and how much he might have seen while he was there. She was horrified to think that he might have seen her in such a state and even more horrified at the havoc he might be reaping at this very moment throughout the palace. Her mind went back to the boy who’d come running out of the politician’s house who’d overdosed. She hadn’t ruled out murder but dismissed the thought under the assumption that it didn’t make a difference whether he was killed by his own hand or anothers. Wyverna had to admit she’d lost her touch. It was as if she was decaying before her very eyes.

She got up from the bed and walked towards the bathroom, staring at herself intently in her brother's mirror. Her lack of sleep was evident; she had dark circles under her eyes, dark makeup streamed down her eyes, and her clothes were wrinkled from not changing them in two days. In all her years of living, she’d never seen herself in such a state. Even after her father died she forced herself to keep a level head in his honor, but now she felt like she hadn’t enough motivation to even appear presentable.

She could feel herself coming up with excuses in her head but she couldn’t stop herself. She fabricated stories of being too busy and that her guards were too lazy to inform her of the proper time to sleep. She blamed anything else to distract from her own vulnerability. She looked at herself in her bloodshot eyes and it struck her that she would never recover from this feeling. It was completely foreign to her, the feeling of helplessness and tiredness, and she hadn’t any idea how to expel those feelings.

“I don't know what to do!” she screamed at the mirror and threw a punch at it. It didn’t break. It just stared back at her, mocking her with its silence.

Wyverna looked down at her fist and started shaking with rage at how much it had hurt her to do something so pointless. Her entire body trembled with fury and the entire world around her turned red as she grabbed her hand and stared at it with wide, panicked eyes. Trying to contain herself was like trying to tame a thunderbolt and she started hyperventilating and laughing uncontrollably. It was fear more than rage that she felt now as she realized the full extent that she’d lost the control over herself that she’d always prided herself with.

Then the bolt finally struck her. Her eyes darted towards a pair of scissors and as quickly as a mantis strikes her prey, she picked it up and stabbed herself in the throat. She didn’t even think about doing it – it was automatic. Her mouth flew open in horror as she dropped it and reached for her neck to stop the bleeding but it was much too late, even her powers over momentum couldn’t stop the amount of blood she’d lost just staring at the sight in the mirror.

The realization of what she’d done chilled her beyond anything she’d ever felt. Over and over again she screamed out that same line that she didn’t know what to do. She fell to the floor, still clutching her neck, and tried delusionally to pick up the blood off the floor and put it back into her body.

“I DON'T KNOW WHAT TO DO! I DON'T KNOW WHAT TO DO!”

She screamed it over and over and over until her voice was hoarse. She smacked at the puddle with her hands and threw it into the air with her magic, creating a halo of blood around her that she grabbed fistfuls of and held up to her wound, trying in vain to return the blood to her body. No matter how badly she regretted what she’d done, she was well past the point of return by now.

The feeling of a chilling cold overcame her and she felt her mind slip away from her. She leaned her head towards her hands, covering herself in her own blood as she came to terms with her brutal end. When she finally fell limply to the side, her body hovered in the air motionlessly and the blood pouring out of her neck swirled around her, joining the stream she’d created. In her final moments of consciousness, she craned her neck to look herself in the eyes and saw her pain wash away as she finally died staring at herself.

Even in death, her body remained in a state of stasis; unable to move until her petra finally ran out of the energy it was using to keep her staring at her own reflection.


Part Four: Massacre

“People have always studied death. When I was younger, I came into contact with a woman who considered herself a champion of death named Isadora Menjila. When I knew her, the old crone, she told me that ancient people of the northern desert used to refer to the moment of death as handing their souls over to a ‘wet horizon.’ They thought that when a person died, the story of their existence was stored inside a little strip of water where the distant land meets the distant sky. They were wrong of course, but I think the prospect of our lives being stored somewhere for all eternity is much more optimistic than what we know to be true. I think that above everything, everybody just wants to make sure that what they did with their lives wasn’t for nothing, or at least won't be forgotten.”

-Yttora, Elder of Hakapa


Chapter 26
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After only two days in the desert, Sachar had run quite a ways through the bag of food he was able to buy from a cart salesperson whilst fleeing the city. He stopped for a moment to begrudgingly apply sand to his skin to keep from being burned by the sun. The friendly serpent he’d brought with him seemed unfettered by the conditions of the desert, and surprisingly had no appetite at all. At first Sachar was worried about bringing the little thing with him, but being around it was *so strangely pleasant and it seemed happy to be with him too.

When he turned back to look at the city, he realized that he’d really never noticed how small it was compared to the vastness of the desert. He also never knew just how vast the desert was. He’d heard stories about how it takes up about a fifth of all of Taçad but hearing about its vastness was much different than seeing the endless expanse of orange dunes that laid before him. The only other structure he could see was Haga Mountain, supposedly the largest natural structure in all of Taçad which towered over all else. There were a great many myths about the mountain, but they’d never interested him – a mountain is only a mountain, even one shaped as strangely as this.

Haga Mountains significance to certain cultures was of note however, and he recalled a book Nikoletze had given him that explained how the largest groups of Fleurucian magicians once took residence at the base of that mountain before Queen Eneferrah had them ‘relocated’ and scattered about to various plots of land on the outskirts of the desert, supposedly to keep them from fighting amongst themselves. Sachar seldom put much stock into Nikoletze’s explanations of his mothers actions, however.

When he was finished putting the sand on himself, he got back up and started walking in the direction of the oasis that was supposedly nearby. Based on what he’d read from the late Queen Eneferrah’s document, the oasis was north west from The Verdillion, almost directly in the center of the desert.

As if he’d summoned it, the next dune he climbed uncovered the bustling town. It was gorgeous, lush with trees and a lake at its center. The sand surrounding it practically glistened with what appeared to be colorful crystals. Even from the distance he was at, the town was exactly what he was looking for; a place to start over.

After practically bolting towards it across the sand, he noticed that it wasn’t a trick of the light – that the sand was decorated with little multicolored jewels. They even appeared to blow through the streets of the town. It was just unfathomable wealth, unlike anything he’d seen even in The Verdillion which was supposed to be the most affluent of all Taçads civilizations. His gawking was interrupted by a rosy cheeked woman at the entrance who waved him over.

“You look like a new face, hun! Lost in the desert, or ‘re we just what you were looking for?” she smiled widely and put one hand on her hip as she spoke. The woman was gorgeous with her curly blonde ringlets and heavy makeup complete with a little heart drawn on the crown of her cheek.

“I’d say a mixture of both, but I was looking for a place to stay for a while if you have any places open?” Sachar said before gesturing at the stones at their feet, “I mean no disrespect, but are those… real?”

“The gems? Sure are! In fact, they’re our specialty!” she pointed back with her other hand towards a large building in the center of the town, “that there’s where it all comes from, the mine… you see, wayyy back we were a poor little town full of nothin’ and nobody, til we found out a little secret about this here desert. Dig a few feet under and it's more stones than we know what to deal with! We just throw out all the little ones, but you can take em if you like!”

Her accent confused Sachar a bit, being so different and… informal than what he was used to in The Verdillion, but it was growing on him rather quickly. He thanked her for her time and reached out his hand to introduce herself, but she waved it away with a smile, saying the people in town, despite their hospitality, aren't really the touchy-feely type.

“Nice to meet you though Suhkarr,” she said, pronouncing his name entirely wrong despite him saying it rather than spelling it, “I’m Betty!”

After their introduction, she walked him over to a little house where he could leave his stuff and he remembered about the snake, which had been sleeping in a wrapped up tapestry. He reached in and pulled the creature out and Betty yelped in surprise.

“The fuck is that!?”

“It’s just a pet snake I brought with me, I hope that’s alright. He doesn’t bite if that would be a problem.”

“I’ll… have to check with some of our elders, but just make sure it doesn't try to touch anybody, alright?”

“Oh you’re all pretty serious about the no touching rule huh?” said Sachar as he rolled out a rug on the floor.

“I hope you’ll understand, it’s more of a cultural thing than just a silly rule. People ‘round here just think any kinda touchin’ is the sexual kind, wouldn’t wanna give off the wrong impression.”

“No I suppose not… and I don’t want to deny the hospitality but I’ve been walking through the desert for two days and need some rest,” he said, gesturing to the bed.

“Oh don’t worry, I’ll get out yer hair hun! Holler if you need anythin’!”

Just like that, Sachar was finally alone to sleep on something other than some fabric on the sand. The moment his head hit the pillow he passed out completely into a dreamless sleep.


Chapter 27
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When he awoke the next day, it was to the sound of great distress and then Betty knocking on his door.

“If you thought your little friend was gonna sneak around and poke its nose where it aint wanted you’ve got another thing comin’! I’ve got a lady here sayin’ it picked a fight with her just a few minutes ago – now I fancy myself the reasonable type but you can’t be stayin’ here ‘s long as that things on the loose.”

Sachar rolled his eyes as he peeled himself from the bed and opened the door to see Betty surprisingly looking exactly as she had the day before, down to every detail of her makeup and attire. He looked down and she was pointing at the floor where the serpent laid while hissing at her. She gave it the finger and then looked back up at Sachar.

“So what’s the plan? This thing come with a leash?”

“Well I-”

“B'cus it’s either that, the desert, or the axe.”

“Okay okay I’ll figure something out! Just- do you know anything about this type of snake, I’d hate to release him just to sentence him to death out in the wild.”

She turned her head to the side and gave him a dramatically baffled look.

“Well it’s yours ain’t it?

“It’s complicated. You see-”

“Is it or isn’t it? How can you- y’know what, let me know in a bit, we’ve got a meal in a few minutes, just put ‘em in a cage or somethin’ for now.”

“A meal? Does the whole town eat every meal together?”

She paused as she was turning away.

“Well duh! Where’re you from anyways?”

“The Verdillion. It’s just over-”

She put a finger up to his face and turned her head dramatically , causing her hair to swish around as if it was punctuation.

“Lemme do you a favor and misremember that when I introduce you to the town. Consider it a little recompense in advance for not cuttin’ that things head off. Now I do hope you’ll join us in a bit for some eatin, we’ll be just down this street here and ‘round the corner. Don’t bring that shit with you neither!” she said, pointing at the snake again.

Sachar leaned down to pick up the aggravated serpent and walked back inside his room to let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. In all his life he’d never heard anyone in Naiad with an accent like that, despite spending quite a bit of time with foreigners. He’d heard something about the western side of Taçad having some pretty wild accents but this town was deep in the desert. He dismissed it as them just picking it up somewhere from being a town full of traders but he couldn’t shake that something was off somehow.

Sachar looked at the serpent and wondered what he was gonna do with him – he’d become quite attached, but that would have to wait because he also realized that he was starving. After throwing on some better clothes and fixing his hair, he reluctantly put a box over the snake on the floor with some holes cut out of the top and headed out the door.

“Sorry…”

When he made it around the corner like Betty said, he was a bit taken aback. There was a glorious pile of food on a table decorated with about twenty elegantly dressed people chowing away, making him feel quite under-dressed. All the women wore huge dresses that they were probably boiling to death in with the heat and the men, though few, were fairly well dressed as well. He felt incredibly embarrassed to be there wearing rags by comparison, but he hoped his jewelry would help his appearance a bit.

“Well look who- oh bless your heart honey have a seat,” said Betty, who gestured to the open seat next to her, but not before giving him a rather judgemental look up and down.

“So as I was saying… I-” someone started.

“Give the girl a damn plate Betty! What d’you take ‘er for, a camel?” said a gorgeously decorated woman across the table.

She was covered in overly-done makeup and casually wafted herself with an enormous hand fan. The woman sat at the far end of the table which was just slightly higher than the rest and also featured a gorgeous umbrella that perfectly shaded her, and her alone, from the sunlight.

“Actually I’m a-” Sachar tried to say.

“I know what you are,” she said, closing the fan and thwacking it shut and pointing it at him accusingly.

“You’re one of them Verdillion kids, thinkin’ they’re gonna come here and woohoo us into giving away our jewels and gaud just ‘cus you ask real nice. Ha!” she laughed, flipping open the fan again.

Sachar gave Betty a dirty look and she just looked away and tucked her ringlets behind her ear while she got up to make him a plate.

“Oh don’t look at her. Girl’s just doin’ what she’s told, and giving us the rundown on new folks,” said the woman glaringly.

“So what’s your story anyhow? The gold-digging was just a wild guess but nobody hikes like a camel ‘cross the desert just to see if the rumors of the Silver Oasis’s coin lives up to its conversation. You’s runnin’ from somethin’ missy?”

“Wish I was runnin’ from somethin’…” said another girl sitting not far from her.

“You’s about to be runnin’ from the back of my hand if you try to bring up dirty laundry in front of our guest!” shouted the woman with the fan, “and if you’re gonna speak when unspoken to, at least introduce yourself!”

“Pot n’ kettle…”

“Scuse me!?”

The woman threw down her glass and glared daggers at the girl who appeared to be related to her in some way; Sachar assumed she was her daughter. He just sat back and enjoyed the show, eating.

“Her name is Dixie, for those concerned,” Betty said sarcastically.

“Yeah not my first choice, that name… for those concerned.”

“And that would be her mother, Emmeline.”

“Yours too, which you seem to forget!”

Betty just scrunched her face off into a sarcastic smile and brought the plate back over to Sachar.

“Foods great, Emmeline!” shouted a man at the other head of the long table, raising his glass.

“Shut up. You know it ain’t,” she responded, shoving a fork-full of it in her mouth with an eye roll.

The conversation eventually died down as people began eating the food which Sachar had to agree was pretty horrible until he was interrupted by Emmeline again.

“Never did tell us who you were, missy. Cute little thing such as yourself struttin’ in here with a bunch of stolen goods and a ferocious animal… color me intrigued…”

“Well I wouldn’t say ferocious, but-”

“Chin up!” she shouted.

“Emmeline! He’s our guest, not one of your kids you can just shout at how you like!”

The outburst had come from another girl at the table who wasn’t dressed quite as gaudily as some of the others. She nodded back at Sachar and apologized for Emmeline’s behavior who just grunted at her and smiled with a feigned and unspoken apology at Sachar.

“To answer your question, I’m from The Verdillion but I hardly take pride in it. I ran off after the king died, the new management there is… not to my liking,” he said, trying to tell the truth while revealing as little as possible. He didn’t trust these people at all; and not because they didn’t trust him, but something felt off about the whole town.

As if on queue of him contemplating whether to trust them, every single one of them erupted into a simultaneous yelp of surprise. The sound jolted him back to attention and he thought he saw the world turn completely black for a fraction of a second and all the white noise of the area cut out for just as long. Then, Betty reached under the table and yanked the serpent from underneath before holding it up in the air and glaring at Sachar. She seemed mad, even more so than she did that morning. She looked back at him with fury in her eyes and then at the butcher's knife at the table. Just as she reached over to pick it up, Sachar lept up and shouted.

“Stop! Please, just let me release him into the wild. I swear I’ll do it just please don’t kill him!”

She paused for a second with the knife in her hand and looked back at Emmeline who had already begun fanning herself in horror. When she gave no response, she looked back to the other end of the table at the man sitting there who gave her a nod of approval. She just rolled her eyes and swung her hair back over her head before handing the snake over to Sachar with a judgemental flick of her eyebrow.

“You done eatin?”

He wasn’t, but he assumed she wasn’t asking him a question as much as she was making a polite yet stern demand, so he got up and followed her out of town. They walked a little ways out of the town and over a dune with the serpent in a little sack and when they finally reached a suitable distance, Betty motioned for him to drop it on the ground and walk away before it could follow them. It was a long walk away from the snake that he’d grown a sort of bond with, and he hoped against what he knew to be likely that the serpent would find a way to survive out there.
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By the time they’d gotten back to town, the meal had ended and he found himself somewhat sick from what he’d eaten. The meat had an odd flavor and texture to it, likely because they didn’t have the luxury of fresh animals out here where farms weren’t as easy to keep up with. They probably just ate whatever came in from the traders, which could be anything really. Life here would take some getting used to, and although he still wasn’t quite sure if it was the place for him, he thought he’d give it a few more days to let their culture sink in.

The dinner decorum was what struck him as most odd though. Between the way they talked and the somewhat hostile relationship all the residents had with each-other, he only hoped he’d just arrived at the wrong time for them. Perhaps there’d been some sort of family drama before, Dixie seemed like she was implying that she wanted to leave and Emmeline was keeping her here. Then there was of course all the other residents of the town that just seemed horrified by her altogether.

He thanked Betty for not forcing him to kill the snake and began walking around the town, wanting to get a better look about the place. Once he parted ways with her, however, he got the sensation of being thrown to the floor by an invisible force. He yelled out in surprise and felt the force start throwing him up and down into the ground and shaking him around. Eventually it grabbed his hands and started spelling things in it, though he was much too flustered to decipher most of what it was writing. All he could make out was the last few letters “G S T” before it suddenly got off of him and let him be.

He looked around to see if anyone was around to see what had happened, but there wasn’t. The sound of wind almost comically punctuated how alone he was, and he paused there on the ground for a moment trying to understand what that possibly could have been. His first thought was that he was being drugged, which if he was, there was nothing now that he could do about it. Perhaps he just fell, and he was being crazy.

Entirely bewildered, he looked around again to make certain that not a single person was there who could have somehow pushed him to the ground, shaken him up, and ran off. It was still just him in the street surrounded by the miniature jewels on the ground.

Out of curiosity, Sachar reached out to touch them and found that they were incredibly light and finely ground into grain-like particles. He watched them fall through his fingers and catch the sunlight and let the reality hit him of just how wealthy this small town had become in spite of The Verdillion trying to suppress it.

He’d never even heard of anyone from this town in all the years he’d lived there, and here it was just a few days walk from the city with so much wealth that they could just have ground up jewels decorating the streets as if they’re the same sand from the desert. He grabbed a handful of it and decided he should try to sleep off his anxieties.

When he awoke, it was deep into the night. He recalled one of Betty’s rules of the town being that people shouldn’t be out and about in the night, something about thieves only coming at night. But if a crime is done in the night, and nobody is awake to see it, was there really a crime at all?

Amused by his own logic, he got out of bed and decided to have the look around the town that he wanted to before. Part of him wondered if whatever had happened to him would happen again, but he told himself if he was attacked that at least this time he would be ready; if it was one thing that Barta taught him, it was what to do if a client got handsy, and years of drunkards who wouldn’t quit when they were ahead left Sachar pretty confident in his capabilities. His somewhat muscular physique didn’t hurt either, but who was keeping count? He smiled as he closed the door behind him, content with his internal dialogue asserting that he must have simply tripped.

That the town was much preferably viewed during the day was quickly made evident. The glow of light on the walls from the colorful stones didn’t exist without the sun to throw the light in every direction, and everything looked dirty. He walked down the streets and found everything so much more dull; it was like a sheet of shimmering silk had been yanked off the top of everything in the town when the sun went down. Part of him wondered if this was why Betty didn’t want him walking around at night, but he figured that was a pretty dramatic rule just so people wouldn’t see the town at anything but its best.

Most strange to him though, was that certain small details that should still be there weren’t. When he walked to the lake in the pond, it didn’t appear to reflect light at all, and everything just seemed blurrier the more that he walked to the outskirts of town. When he followed the sense of clarity to a house in the center, he found that it happened to also be the source of an increasingly strong smell of rot and death, enough to make him gag a little bit.

The building was completely black. Not painted black, but entirely void of light. When he reached out to touch it, it appeared that his hands disappeared into the darkness before he pulled them back out. Squinting his eyes at it, Sachar found himself with a mixture of curiosity and fear.

Hand covering his nose, Sachar walked around the perimeter of it and to the front. From this angle he could see that it was definitely the largest building in the town, aside from the mines which he thought he remembered were right where this building was. Through the darkness he could see a sign on the front of it that read “THEATER”

Looking back over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being followed, he walked closer to the enormous double doors to press his ear against them, hoping to hear something inside. Instead, the smell of rot only grew stronger to an overpowering degree. He gasped at the smell as it grew stronger and stronger until he thought he heard something like footsteps rushing towards the door. Before he could take his face from the door, they swung open, hitting him in the face harder than he’d ever been struck in his life, knocking him out almost instantly.


Chapter 29

The Silver Oasis, Part 4




When Sachar finally awoke, he was surrounded by well-dressed people in an extravagant auditorium. Aside from the sensation of pain in his head, he remembered nothing from before. He looked around and recognized some people from the town, particularly the people that spoke at the dinner earlier, but before he could think more about that, the stage caught his attention. He shook his head as he took it in, wondering how he could have fallen asleep at such a grand and bright spectacle.

When he took in a breath at the sight, he was suddenly made aware of the rotting smell that seemed to bother nobody but him. He cupped his hand to smell his breath and wondered where it could possibly be coming from.

Standing on the stage were a group of dancers adorned with riches and extravagant fabrics. They were all covered in various body piercings that held the fabric to their skin in ways that otherwise wouldn’t be possible. One in particular had a great deal of pearl strings weaving in and out of her flesh, pulling it taut to the effect of corsetry. Sachar was astonished that she seemed to be in no pain as she danced upon a stage of silk and stone.

They moved with the fluidity of water and the vigor of fire, all the while perfectly in harmony. It was hard to focus on any of them in particular with how frequently and fluidly they weaved through each other and the sight of it was somewhat hypnotizing with how their costumes scintillated in the lights. Eventually, one of the dancers, the one decorated with pearls, took to the center and the others followed behind her until from where he sat, there appeared to be only one of them. She extended one arm straight into the air and a dozen hands sprouted from behind it and began moving around mesmerizingly.

Sachar moved his head to see if he could see them behind her, but to his surprise, it was only her. Before he could try to put together where the hands were coming from, they unsheathed long, sharp nails and clawed down her arm, causing a flood of multicolored crystals to pour out of it. Feigning pain, she fell to the floor and with one fluid motion spun into the fetal position, revealing about twice as many women as before sprouting from behind her pearl-strewn silhouette.

By this point, Sachar had become overcome with mesmerization and didn’t even try to imagine how the dancers did what they did. What followed, however, was unlike anything he’d ever imagined. The dancer from before stood up, still bleeding jewels into the floor and spread both arms out as the others behind her followed suit. They all swung in the same circular motion with their arms and from every dancer, a geyser of jewels erupted to coat the stage entirely, enshrouding all of them as they fell. When the jewels hit the floor, the stage was completely empty except one giant woman sitting on top of a jagged stone with a gorgeous tree attached to it.

Sachar’s eyes went wide as he took in the woman's enormous size. She was about nine or ten feet tall and completely naked aside from two enormous earrings in the shape of hands that reached down to cup her shoulders. Her honey colored hair floated as if being blown in slow motion by a hurricane, and the purple flower petals that decorated it seemed to blow off in infinite supply. She was almost completely still, but when she did move her arm to caress the trunk of the tree, it left behind mirror images that rippled around her and began moving of their own accord. When she moved her right arm to touch her neck, the mirror images seemed to bloom out and multiply from it as well until she appeared to have about twelve arms, six on each side.

She turned her head towards the audience and smiled wickedly as the arms began delicately plucking pieces of her body – tearing her apart with the same grace that they would give to sewing a garment. Her original arms continued caressing herself and the tree while the others began plucking her eyes out and ripping her skin off, causing the giantess to let out rivers of blood, gold coins, and various jewels in great amounts. Sachar watched in mesmerized horror as she destroyed herself and became a fountainous pillar of death and opulence. By the time the fountain had run dry, he noticed that she was hollow on the inside like a geode and the internal organs were laid at the bottom of the statue in a heap.

He watched as one of her original arms then squeezed the trunk of the tree, causing it to break inwards as easily as soft fruit, shooting out shards of wood and bark in every direction. A great, howling scream interrupted the now somber music as she crushed the tree, appearing to come from within the giantesses corpse itself. The pose she landed at was incredibly imposing; the mirrored arms were frozen in their violent acts, while her original ones clutched the tree and touched the rock she sat on.

Her head was now tilted to the side and back slightly, revealing her neck. One arm held her eye up to the side of her head while another held open a great wound on the top of her head, revealing a gloriously bejeweled brain that was surrounded by a pool of water with the purple flowers floating about it.

The horrible, cacophonous shrieking continued to rise in volume and as Sachar looked around, he noticed stones rising out of the ground in the actual audience around him in the places where those he recognized from the meal had been sitting. He covered his ears as the raging, discordant sound rose even louder and more voices in the audience joined in the tempest of sound. The rock then caught fire with a bright spark and lava began bursting down the sides of it as well as the now melting gold. Bright, cerulean blue tears poured out of the giantesses one remaining eye like a waterfall and when they reached the lava, it cooled them into more stone until the woman became overcome by it.

The second the fire reached the tree, it burst into flame and exploded, throwing more wood and branches all across the room. The pieces of wood that hit the stones in the now empty audience sprouted more trees that then caught fire as those too followed in the example of the giantess in becoming miniature volcanoes. Sachar tried to stand up to get away from the spreading fire but it was as if some invisible force was keeping him there. He looked back up at the stage to see that the fire itself had begun taking flight, spinning in circles like wind and picking up the jewels from the ground as its current expanded. The pattern of flight the jewels took was notably identical to the dance the original dancers took, but this time with a more distinct air of savagery.

What was once a simple dance show had become a hypnotic, almost intimate spectacle of magic and the avant-garde. He became transfixed in his seat, forgetting almost everything about himself as his brain tried to take in all that he saw – so much so that he failed to notice the sensation of another person with him in the room, or the pungent smell that began to follow him around in circles.

Eventually, the display of fire seemed to pop like a bubble of water, and it poured off of the stage and down into the rest of the now vacant theater, weaving through the stones as it did and creating a river of fire. The image reminded him of depictions of the afterlife that he’d heard about from the books Nikoletze had given him.

The memory of it snapped him back to reality for a moment and he shook his head, suddenly realizing that he should be afraid of fire. Before he could stand up, however, another invisible force turned his head to the side and began kissing him deeply. It was horrible, like kissing death itself. The specter’s tongue tasted like rot and bile and it was incredibly violent, as if it was actually fighting him with its mouth. It was nauseating and disgusting, yet he found himself unable to pull away. The fleeting thought of Nikoletze was almost instantly drowned out by the repugnant assault of his mouth as the tempest of fire and jewels continued their invasion of his mind from above.

Invisible hands pinned him to the seat by his neck, throwing his head backwards with a flourish which the courtesan punctuated with a defenseless gasp. He stared at the ceiling which had become an ever-changing menagerie and felt a moan of approval escape his lips. The ceiling was at once a visage of riches and gratification and then a rippling pool of viscous blood falling into his wide open throat. He drank it with fervor and it burned like alcohol as it went down. His tongue massaged the stream of blood absentmindedly, not knowing that it was his own. He didn’t care anymore.

Sachar had lost all sense of who or where he was. All he knew was desperation – he wanted to drink it more than he thought he had wanted anything in his life before. He wanted to feel the warmth, the viscosity, the power that it gave him. It was as if he was being ravished and eaten alive by a demon and there was nothing he could do to resist the rapture.

Yet another gasp escaped him as he felt teeth ravenously bite into his shoulder. The pain was white hot and made his vision blur. His eyes shot wide with a mixture of fear and longing, yet even now he made no move to stop what was killing him. He’d never felt anything like this in his entire life; the feeling of being worshiped like this. Sachar leaned his head back and opened his mouth wider to take in the flow of blood that he now noticed was coming from his own outstretched arm. He cupped his assailant's head to bring its maw closer to his chest with another groan as he again gazed up at the spectacle from above.

Molten gold had taken the shape of a great desert horizon and a setting sun surrounded by stars made of silver. Tears streamed down his eyes as he felt his life ending and the horizon coming ever closer to him and opening to take him in. The image of the sun passed through his bleeding arm and swallowed it whole, making the stream of blood appear to flow directly out of the bright orange sphere into his mouth.

Just before he swallowed the sun, he felt the force that had been eating him alive become struck by something and the visions surrounding him blurred out for a moment. It was but a second but through his blurry eyes he thought he saw the invisible thing that had been doing this to him; a scraggly man covered in dried blood and torn rags. As soon as it had left, the visions returned, but it was too late and Sachar had already begun regaining his consciousness and sense of self. His hypnotic stupor had been shattered and he felt his arm fall to the ground beside him as he became more and more aware of just how much blood he’d lost. He felt sick.

Sachar reached out and touched the flames that had coated the floor, and found that they strangely had no heat to them at all, nor any other tangibility that he could sense. He tried to get up for a moment but the amount of blood he’d lost almost made him pass out.

The visions around him began becoming even more violent than before, swirling and twisting around him in a cacophonous assault of the senses. He realized the smell of rot from before had grown in strength and when the visions blurred once more he looked around aghast to see dozens of bodies lining the sides of the auditorium, which could hardly even be called that.

The room was composed of shabbily put-together wood and even his seat looked as if it could fall apart at any moment. The floor was covered in sand and bits of decomposing flesh were strewn about the room. He thought he might vomit as he began to piece together what had transpired. He recognized some of the bodies lining the walls by what they were still wearing. There were gowns torn to shreds and covered in dirt and blood, but the one that caught his eye almost instantly was the freshest of the bodies, which still had a heart drawn on her cheek.

It wasn’t long until he threw up all the blood he’d drunk back onto himself and when he looked up, he finally got a look at the person who must have been behind it. At the center of the room was the emaciated man he’d seen on top of him, fighting the serpent he’d released into the desert. He’d never thought a domesticated animal could fight so viciously, but it seemed to be surprisingly winning the battle. Sachar wanted to help but he could hardly move and was still bleeding out of his arms. He felt cold, and as his vision blurred in and out, he felt the beckon call of the wet horizon tempting him. The sight of his own blood and vomit sent a chill down his spine and his eyes rolled back into his head as his body finally went into shock.


Chapter 30

The Silver Oasis, Part 5




Within the illusory fog, Nail fought viciously with the wretched thing still attempting to generate illusions. Neither Hjerkaia nor Talmund could understand, but both of them shared the same sense of horror at what they saw through the serpent's eyes. Try as it might to overcome the man with bursts of painful sensations and emotions, the serpent couldn’t subdue him. In fact, the opposite was the case; every time it tried to enter his mind, it was blasted by mind-numbing visions and memories. The man was wholly empty of humanity, less even than an animal. Entering the mans mind was like subjecting oneself to the most egregious torture possible, the greatest of which being hunger. Through the menagerie of twisted thoughts and broken minds, it was the hunger that it felt that struck the Harbinger Moth most egregiously – Hjerkaia felt himself starving to the point of fatigue with every strike upon the grotesque creature. Even still, Nail fought with his every bit of strength.

When his attempts to bring down the man by entering his mind failed, Nail had to turn to physical fighting by trying to whip him to death, but even that amount of contact was enough to accidentally peek into his broken, shattered psyche. The Harbinger Moth writhed in agony below The Verdillion as both Talmund and Hjerkaia were exposed over and over again to the man's endless hunger. They learned everything about him through the short bursts of invasion.

The man's name was Sylvae. He was once a powerful Krengst magician who was able to conjure up illusions of sound and sight by manipulating a massive cloud of particles. Usually, Krengst magicians are only able to produce small clouds of illusory particles , but this man was far beyond his peers, able to create a cloud wide enough to encompass miles of land – enough to encompass an entire town.

He had been a prisoner of The Verdillion for years while King Djoser still ruled. Being trapped in a prison cell with nothing but his illusions to keep him company broke him down completely and utterly to the point that even his petra stopped believing him to be human. The parasitic organ took hold of his body and began driving it against his will – it pierced his mind with a frenzied hunger. It broke him down to the very basics of human needs, and then allowed him to break free of even those needs. All that remained of his humanity was the art that his subconscious mind produced within his illusions.

The sort of loss of humanity that Sylvae experienced was unprecedented in the world and it allowed his petra to control his biology in ways that would normally be impossible. He had inadvertently been given a degree of immortality. His body's relationship with his mind was so greatly severed that deeper, more ancient forces of nature and magic were brought into action. He no longer needed to consume flowers to fuel his petra, and he no longer needed to eat to fuel his body. He was merely a vessel for the cloud of illusory particles, tethered to an emaciated body that felt nothing but the insatiable desperation to feed and express that hunger through the illusions.

He was sent into the oasis with the purpose to destroy it as one of Eneferrah’s first actions when her husband died. She was the only one that still remembered him down there in the dungeons, and recognized his potential for destruction.

He arrived like a plague of death – swallowing the town whole in a cloud of impossibly illusions that drove them insane. His boundless hunger gave him almost superhuman strength and, without being able to see or hear his approach, was allowed to evoke a massacre unlike any in history. He dragged the bodies into the center of the town and began eating them, specifically their petras, which he would use to grow his power and expand the cloud into a wider and wider reach.

As the years passed, however, Sylvae grew smarter and turned the town into a trap of sorts. What was in reality a ghost town, he made appear like a bustling oasis filled with wealth and culture. He would punish those that sought after the wealth by feeding them the bodies of those who came before until they were too sick to put up a fight when he eventually came for them.

The living people of the town were not people, but rather projections of his past victims. He imagined lives for them to keep him company to the point that at times he too became lost in the illusions forgetting himself as he made lives for them. Even when nobody was there, the town continued its stories. Some clever victims could survive for at least a short amount of time by playing their part and following the rules of the town, but should they step out of line, Sylvae would strike them down, if not to eat them then just to punish them for disillusioning himself.

When Nail finally struck Sylvae down, the illusion finally fell apart entirely and his den was laid bare. It became clear that the theater was his lair. Corpses lined the walls in excess, the walls were falling apart and there was only one chair standing; the one Sachar sat in.


Chapter 31

The Fury of the Harbinger Moth, Part 1




Upon seeing the boy's body through the serpent's eyes, Hjerkaia instantly was thrown into a tantrum of rage and panic. He shook with the fury he had been desperately holding together ever since his defeat at the hands of Wyverna. Talmund watched with a combination of pride and horror as the wing's antennae began tearing off the threads of the cocoon haphazardly and throwing them onto the floor.

He wanted out, he’d had enough of the innocent paying with their lives for the betterment of the powerful. He’d had enough of humanity and his creation being so destructive, so torn away from what was intended for the world. He’d had enough of watching time and time again as the world proved to him that it did not deserve to exist. Looking into the mind of Sylvae showed him that there is no hope. Nothing like that can ever exist in the world he created.

The cocoon finally erupted, and from within it unfurled a colossal creature formed out of rage incarnate. Talmund stared aghast at what their body had become. This was not the same moth that had writhed in its own helplessness in the desert, this was a strength that only Hjerkaia himself could remember.

In the oasis, the serpent desperately tried to resuscitate Sachar with its power over the senses, but to no avail. When it finally gave up hope, it wrapped itself around the boy and tried to give him the greatest sense of peace and happiness that he could muster, not even sure if he was alive to see it. Sachar died quietly and happily. With his death, the oasis was completely silent, and for the first time in a decade, the place could rest.

The same could not be said for The Harbinger Moth; their rest was over. Even so many feet underground, its hunger permeated the air of the entire city. Hjerkaia could taste their pride and their vanity like it was well seasoned meat. Him being so much larger than the room he was contained in, he struggled to break through the walls of it while he got used to his new body. Saliva dripped down from his mouth as he took in the scent of his prey.

He was stronger now with his wings back and the rope that once bound them torn by the woman that took them from him. All he saw was red as he breathed in and out slowly, testing his control. Talmund shuddered from within him at the feeling of this new body. He hadn’t existed in the time before Hjerkaia had been bound by his daughter, this was his first time experiencing the true body of the Harbinger Moth. With a grunt of satisfaction, Hjerkaia reared his back up and broke through his underground prison.

Being large enough to encompass the entire city, spreading out his body underground caused an enormous earthquake to break the ground and throw sand and rubble up in every direction. He shrieked loud enough to deafen any who were nearby and threw a gargantuan wing up from underneath. It was decorated with thousands of colors, some of which the human eye couldn’t even see, and rose up to blot out the sun entirely from the city. The light that reflected off of the iridescent scales of the wings followed the dust that brushed off of them, creating an aura of glitter around them that showered down on the city below.

When the other wing bursted from the other side of the city, they arched downwards and pushed the rest of Hjerkaia’s enormous body up, along with its ten other wings. The extra wings danced elegantly around his body and each of them vibrantly colored like their larger counterparts. Every time one of them waved, it depicted a new event from either the past or the future, turning them each into effective documentations of all that had ever been or will ever be.

Hjerkaia hovered in the sky, dripping down a stream of glistening iridescent dust. With his full breadth on display he appeared several miles wide, enough to completely encompass the city if he laid down on top of it. From wherever someone was in all of Naiad, Hjerkaia’s destruction could be seen. With another shriek, he began his assault of the city, delicately avoiding the palace, which was to be saved for later.

He began by landing on the center of the city and thrashing the sum of his ten thousand antennae, each large enough to take out a building by themselves. His smaller wings grabbed any person they could, burning them to death and smiting them from existence with a single touch. He used his wings to hurl himself into the sky only to come crashing down again face-first and mandibles gnashing. People screamed in horror and confusion but he couldn’t hear them, all he knew was hunger. The world of man had never known such a demonstration of a higher being's potential for massacre – but they would one day find that the wrath of his children would liken it to a child's tantrum.


Chapter 32

The Fury of the Harbinger Moth, Part 2




Of all the citizens of The Verdillion, only one was prepared for when Hjerkaia erupted from beneath the city. The crude woman stomped up the steps leading to the palace with a pack of rather afraid and confused courtesans at her heel. Barta was unstoppable against the crowd of screaming citizens of The Verdillion while she approached her target: a particular member of the upper class who likely had no idea who she was. That would soon change.

“Jordan!” Barta yelled as she kicked down the door to the girls bedroom, “It’s time to go!”

Jordan screamed at the sudden intrusion.

“What’s happening!?”

The ground shook again, followed by another shriek from Hjerkaia.

“That isn’t important, just come with me and the others! Don’t even think about taking more than you can carry either!”

Jordan recoiled when the woman smacked her hand out of the way as she reached for a case to start packing.

“There is no time to pack, there’s hardly time for us to even be talking! Just… hurry!”

“Who even are you?!” Jordan yelled back, yanking her arm away from the stranger as she saw the group of courtesans behind her.

“Listen to me, girl. The building is going to collapse. We. Need. To. Leave.”

Jordan’s eyes flicked over to Iselda’s battle hammer and then back at the haggard woman in front of her before diving towards the weapon, sparking a fight between the two of them. Barta smacked the girl in the face as hard as she could, drawing a little blood.

“JUST LET ME TAKE THIS ONE THING!” Jordan screamed, tears of anger and panic beginning to well up in her eyes.

Barta looked up to see what it was she needed to bring, and her blood went cold. She backed off of Jordan and immediately stood up, brushing her hair out of her face as she took in the beauty of the object. When she reached out to touch it, Jordan cried out.

“Don’t touch it! You don’t even know what it is – who’s it was!”

Barta glared at her and back at the fleurucii flowers Jordan had been growing on the walls. She snatched the closest one off and shoved it in her mouth.

Her eyes rolled back in her head as she felt the first full dosage of the flower she’d had in a decade begin powering her petra. She moaned at the long forgotten sensation of power. Jordan furrowed her brow in confusion from her spot on the floor, before gasping as the woman snatched up the impossibly heavy battle hammer like it was nothing.

“Of course I know who this belonged to. I was her mother.”

Jordan was speechless. It had been decades since she’d seen Hestia – even before she went missing. It was almost impossible to see the woman she once knew in the woman that stood before her, but there were small things she remembered from when she used to visit Iselda as a child. She saw the bony hands that had once taught her how to do her hair, the brow that furrowed when she talked about hunting for her own food, and the voice that told her how convinced she was that her and her daughter were switched at birth. There were only fractions of the woman who’d managed to reinvent herself entirely. What was once a powerful and successful jeweler who’d used her wiles to rise through high society had become the haggard and ill-mannered brothel owner that stood before her now.

“You might remember me as Hestia, though I’ve since shed that skin,” Barta said before helping the girl up.

“Now, you’re going to come with me and I’m going to do everything I can to keep you safe because that’s what she told me to do,” she said motioning to a book and a letter that were partly concealed inside her attire.

“Now,” she continued, “until we’re safe and out of the desert you are going to do every single thing I tell you without fail. I say close your eyes, you close your eyes. I say duck, you duck. I tell you to leave someone else, even me, to die, you will do it.”

Jordan was speechless as she nodded her head and looked at her as if for the first time. She had only met Hestia a few times when she was younger, but the memories all came flooding back the second she saw her eyes. Her eyes were all that remained of the woman she’d once been; a noble palace goer who would do anything to ensure the future of her family. Iselda had always been private about the reasons behind her mothers disappearance, even to Jordan, but it was clear that she hated her for it. She had no idea that the two were in touch, or that her mother was even still in the city. Though based on Barta’s disposition, she had no idea Iselda had found out who she was until seeing the letter.

Barta grabbed Jordan’s arm and pulled her through the doorway as another tremor struck, causing the ceiling to collapse. She lept into the air and, with a single swipe of her daughter's hammer, blew a hole through the rubble before it could fall on them. She didn’t miss a beat as she began tossing Jordan and her former apprentices through the hole as if they weighed nothing. Without even looking at them, she managed to channel enough of her power to ensure that they weren’t still heavy enough to hurt themselves from the fall.

Even compared to Iselda, who was the strongest Fleurucian magician she’d ever known, Barta was outstanding in her ability to manipulate gravity. She made the hammer as light as a feather while she carried it, and heavier than a boulder while she swung it, destroying every obstacle in her way. It was as if nothing but those she wanted to protect even existed as she pushed through crowds of screaming people without a word, smashing through any wall that dared stand in her way.




~




After hours of destruction, Hjerkaia’s gaze met the sparkle of sunlight against the gold lining the palace’s rounded rooftops. He howled as he rushed at it like a bull, slashing at it with one of his wings and reducing it to rubble like it was made of nothing. He let out a laugh at how easily it went down, but he had other plans for one who he knew laid inside. He recalled what Nail knew of the palace’s layout and one of his hands picked up a wing of the palace and brought it to his face for him to see inside. He wanted Wyverna for himself.

It was too late – he froze as he saw her there in the bathroom, already long dead.

A deep rumbling sound emanated from his body as he took in the knowledge that he wouldn’t ever have his revenge on her. All he could do was stare at her corpse. Talmund turned his head from within him, knowing how this would affect his brother. Hjerkaia’s wings fell to the ground in defeat and he turned back to see all that he’d done. The thought that she would take her own life enraged him in an entirely different way. It made her more than the vague figure of abhorrence that he’d made of her in his mind; it meant she felt guilt, or pain, or hopelessness – and that reality was unacceptable.

He dropped the room and watched it fall to the ground and pick up a cloud of sand and iridescent dust as it did. The rising of the sand in the air led his eyes to the strangely still standing pillar at the center of the palace's ruins. Upon further inspection, he realized what this was.

It was a part of one of his daughter's own creations. There was no mistaking the intricate pattern that he remembered being so proud of. It was the top of a much larger statue that laid deep below the sand in the shape of a giant dragon. She had made it for Jorgkithhe when they were once in love and still forming the world around them.

It once stretched for an obscene distance across the forest of Nihdrasi and was one of the first times she’d used her abilities to produce something that was purely artistic. He stared at what remained of the statue's horn and visions of Effie’s flood poured into his mind. He had long thought that the dragon had been destroyed by the boiling water, but here it was, still covering what must be the entire length of the desert and inspiring the growth of such a massive city.

He didn’t have to spend much time wondering what the dragon's horn had been used for, however, when his gaze then fell upon what laid at its peak. It was such a small box containing the body of the man he loved. He came undone when he lifted it and saw the ravaged and destroyed corpse.

“Hjerkaia…” Talmund groaned in pity.

“It isn’t fair,” Hjerkaia responded.

Silence surrounded the once vivid scene and the moth felt himself become jealous of Wyverna. She could simply destroy everything around her and take her own life, never having to face the consequences. That end wasn’t an option for him though, as much as he wanted it to be. There was much he had to do in the world. He wouldn’t have the privilege to run from his responsibilities. Suddenly, an idea bloomed into his head as he thought that there was something that could be done to right the wrongs that had been done. Talmund cried out in distress when he too came to the same conclusion.

“Brother… don’t allow your emotions to cloud your jud-”

“Silence!” Hjerkaia boomed.

He turned back and one of the talons at the ends of his wings let out a spark of fire. Another deep vibration punctuated his body which erupted into flakes of iridescent scales that floated off his body like snow. When they had all covered the city, the few survivors that remained thought of it as a symbol of his mercy and the end of his siege. They began reaching out to touch it because of how beautiful it was.


Chapter 33
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When the snow began raining down on the city, Barta yelled at the crowd following her, which had grown in size as other citizens made notice of her leadership. She instructed them to stay as close to her as possible and to wipe off any of the iridescent substance off of them if it stuck to their clothes. She ran through any pathway she could find and, in a radius around her, made the dust as heavy as she could, ensuring that it wouldn’t fly up as they walked over it.

The brothel owner knew she was running out of time as she looked up to see the moth taking position in the sky. She felt the handful of flowers she’d taken from Jordan’s bedroom becoming sparse and swore under her breath. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she strained against the excess amount of energy she was using to fulfill her daughter's last wishes. The only thing keeping her going was the memory of reading the letter that had arrived at her doorstep and the old book that had come with it.

She’d read Iselda’s harsh words of feeling betrayed when the scandal of her mothers infidelity came to light. She read Iselda describe how for so many years her and Jordan only had each other, and she loved her enough to plan on marrying her. She read about the day Iselda discovered what had become of her mother on the streets, and how she’d reached the very bottom of what The Verdillion had to offer. Iselda described the smallest bit of regret at never reaching out to help her, out of not only anger but respect for what she understood as the need to atone. Every word of her daughter's anger, sadness, love, and eventual forgiveness was burned into her mind as Barta fought against her petra screaming at her to stop, but the message at the end of her daughter’s letter was clear: do everything in your power to protect Jordan if the creature mentioned in the book attacks the city.

She gritted her teeth and shut her eyes as she pictured the floorplan of the Cubacthulle district she’d become all too accustomed to over the years. In mere seconds, the next route was decided, and she motioned the group to follow her through the quickest route of winding back alleys to the main street that would lead out. She only hoped she had enough time to get everybody through before Hjerkaia decided the rampage was to come to an end.

She tried as best as she could to avert her eyes from the people of the Cubacthulle district that had begun coating themselves in the iridescent powder as a show of gratitude towards what they thought was a sign of mercy – that the rampage was finally over. She had no time to tell them that this was no mercy. Some of these were people she’d spoken to throughout her career, others were clients who she wouldn’t miss, but they were all people; complex, varied people whose stories were not yet finished. She gritted her teeth as she blew through another brick wall.




~




High above the city, Hjerkaia’s wings began glowing with a sinister halo of black fire around them. Talmund’s pleas fell on deaf ears as he unsheathed a particularly crooked talon and pointed it down at the city. For a split second, the air seemed to cave in around the menacing claw before a tsunami of black fire; the physical manifestation of his undying vengefulness.

“DIE!” he snarled.

Talmund screamed in horror within their shared body as he felt their shared power drench what lay below them in a plague of spite and malice. When the outburst of his hatred in physical form made contact with the scales that had coated the city, it detonated into a cataclysmic eruption that reached out in every direction. The visage of destruction almost replaced the sun’s light and it blinded anyone that happened to look directly at it even from even miles away. The ground shook as it had never shaken before.




~




The second Barta saw the spark of light from the Harbinger Moth’s silhouette in the sky, she tackled Jordan with as much force as she could muster through the wall of the closest structure. So quick it could have been a reflex, she collapsed the ceiling of it and entombed the both of them in a shell of supernaturally hardened stone. Jordan let out a shocked yelp that was quickly replaced by protests to let her out to save the others. When she heard the sound of the blast her eyes went wide with horror.

“LET ME GO!” she cried, “There must be some way!”

Barta held Jordan’s head with one arm as if she were her own child. Her other arm fought to prop Iselda’s hammer up in their tight space to help give some support to their makeshift bunker. Her eyes were bloodshot with the strain of keeping it from collapsing in on them and it was clear that she was nearing the end of her abilities. The tightness of her petra was unbearable as she swallowed the last petal of Jordan’s flowers and part of her thought she might pass out, but she wouldn’t let that happen until she’d earned her daughter's forgiveness.




~




The sand of the desert was thrown hundreds of feet into the air and melted into jagged statues of glass as it was brought closer to Hjerkaia’s body. The crystals rained down from the sky and struck down the few structures that still stood in the city. The people that were directly coated by the scales were burned so fiercely by the ignition of the moth's malice that their very souls melted down and became colorful crystals sprouting from where they last stood. All that remained of the citizens of the city were these massive crystals that decorated the ruins.

When Hjerkaia unfurled his wings and looked at the crater of death and gemstones he’d left behind, he smiled wickedly with his hideous face at the two corpses he’d shielded from the destruction. He grasped Nikoletze and Wyverna both in hand and watched as the crystalized souls began glowing as he channeled their essence to pique the attention of a being almost as old as he.


Chapter 34

Prophecy




“I, Hjerkaia, the last of the Harbingers, the father of the Hagastvesu, and the creator of Illutine, evoke his blessing.”

The world appeared to stop, and the very air seemed to bend around a new presence. Though the being did not yet speak, the pressure of his existence could be felt even more clearly than if he was a physical being. Talmund shivered as he felt the presence of Taçad incarnate; Illutine. The being expelled an angered energy into the space around it that seemed almost curious within its fury.

“I will agree to any condition. I only ask-”

“My attention needn’t be called upon by destroying one of my most prized possessions, moth. I surround this world's every corner with my full and unbridled attention – I ponder the underside of a stone as much as I ponder the workings of your petulant children. I am this world. Do not attempt to wrest my awareness by putting an end to a display of humanity which had not yet run its course. Had you needed an audience with me, you could have gone to the forest before igniting these virile souls.”

Hjerkaia didn’t respond. Nikoletze and Wyverna’s bodies suddenly began feeling a sort of invisible pressure emanating from them as Illutine continued his speech.

“I know of your desires for their reincarnation, as I know your desires for your own obliteration. One of these I can see plainly is what you would ask of me, but I would like to hear you say it. Pick one, and one only.”

Hjerkaia responded without a second of hesitation.

“Give them life again.”

“You are rash, demanding, vain, and willfully incapable of acting without emotion. You could have asked me to tip the scales of our eternal battle in your favor, you could have asked me to give you the satisfaction of death, or even the power to give them life yourself, yet you waste my singular promised blessing, on reincarnating the fleeting subjects of your infatuation and hatred. You are a stain upon this world and I am loath to be your equal.”

Hjerkaia again did not respond.

“My daughters will one day fashion their souls into another body, but it will be at a time when you aren’t looking. I will see you scour this world in search of them and I will see you mourn them once more when it's too late. Death will find them before you do, your daughter made sure of that when she cast aside her responsibilities. You will never love that boy, and you will never get closure out of his sister. I leave you only with this hint of their existence.”

The next words seemed to carve themselves into his mind, chiseling his every thought and memory into Illutines prophecy.

“They will bring about this world's Catharsis. Nikoletze’s soul will be pure yet destined to resemble what became of his sisters. Wyverna’s soul will be plagued by the trauma she wrought on those around her in her past life, yet will meet the fate of her brother. You will never know them until they are too late to save, and they will each hurt you in a way you will never forgive. The Catharsis that they bring about will usher Taçad into a new and perhaps even final era. My blessing is the promise of The Catharsis itself; the end of our battle.”

“What of their bodies?”

“Of course that’s all that concerns you. The body is merely a vessel for the soul, only to one day be cast off like the molting of flesh. Do what you want with their corpses, they have nothing to do with what once laid within them.”

The moth curled them deeper into his own embrace, offended at Illutines remarks about his attachment to their corpses.

“I do have another question to ask of you, moth. I understand that you want to see that  boy again, but why her?”

Talmund answered for both of them.

“He wants to kill her.”

Illutine scowled his response.

“You are blind! Even that which I have put inside you has been corrupted by your wretched lack of introspection! I have whet my own blade against your block of asininity and now I witness its tremendous lack of keen!”

Illutine’s voice bellowed into the air and practically dripped with anger and contempt for the moth. Talmud’s answer acted as proof of Hjerkaia’s utter hopelessness to understand himself and his own goals, only further justifying Illutines contempt for him.

The two forces: Illutine and Hjerkaia, had long had a history of animosity, but that seldom enacted such profound hatred out of one another such as this. There was power behind Illutine’s disgust now.

“I believe that I may have been too generous. As another cost of your wish I will strip your brother of his devices; his only purpose will be to tether you to this world forever. He will be incapable of thought or expression entirely. The humans will write poetry about your lunacy, and the torture you inflicted on those poor human souls that will now repeat their vile existence until The Catharsis. You want to know why you want to put her back into this world? It is arrogance! You, in your great and calamitous vanity believe that you somehow deserve to torture them even further because in the desolation of this vast desert, you became bored. There is no grand ploy to what you have done here, but merely your interruption of what could have one day been something worth my attention. Even now, I too have become bored of your emotions over these many eons that I have spent in the presence of you and your children's witless bickering with one another.”

Every enunciated word hammered back into Hjerkaia’s mind as he realized the error of calling upon Illutine’s blessing, but it was too late to stop the progression of his prophecy now. If there was anything Illutine hated more, it was being interrupted, much in the same way that the story of The Verdillion was interrupted by Hjerkaia’s involvement. Illutine inhaled deeply before sighing in relief, incredibly amused by the fate that he had inflicted upon the great moth.

“A younger self might have his incarnation kill you outright… but I think I might leave that bit to chance. If nothing else, it will pique my interest in this development. I will watch from my dominion in the southern forest and count the days it will take you to forget entirely what has transpired here in this waste.”

Just as soon as Illutine’s presence appeared, it vanished. Not long after, Hjerkaia noticed a more profound sense of emptiness, however, in his brother.

“Talmund…” He cried out weakly to himself, “brother, are you there?”


Chapter 35

The Prophet




Back in the oasis, Nail wept in whatever way he could over the boy he could not save. He curled himself into a ball over Sachar’s limp body and told himself he would wait there until Hjerkaia presented him with an order; he wasn’t quite ready to leave the body.

Nail was interrupted however, by the doors to the theater opening abruptly and throwing light into the room. What stood in the doorway was another frail man who appeared incredibly distraught. Upon seeing the body in the chair, he ran towards him until the serpent jumped into the air to slashed at the figure with his tail before falling back down and taking a defensive stance. He wasn’t about to let the boy's peace be disturbed quite yet.

“I can save him you stupid animal!” he yelled before swatting Nail away and approaching Sachar.

“My master… he preferred his prey alive when he ate them. I lived here when he first arrived, and I survived only by pretending to be one of his own illusions and working for him,” the man paused for a second to prepare himself for his confession, “When there were droughts between the killings, I had to keep him distracted so he wouldn’t notice that I was here… I’ll never be able to undo my part in his massacre, but allow me to save his last victim.”

He put his hands over both the boy's face and the gash on his arm and began meditating for a few moments until both of their eyes flew open at once. The man turned his head to the side  and spat out blood. Sachar, now suddenly alive again, leaned forwards to say something before his eyes rolled back again and he fell unconscious.

“I was this town's healer before that monster came. I couldn’t do very much for diseases and the like, but I was considered skilled at reversing mortal wounds among the people here… to the point of something like reincarnation. I was once a devout prophet of Illutine, but I had to throw away that holiness to use my gifts for…”

He paused before scanning the room, looking for a body. When he spotted what he was looking for, he smiled and looked at the serpent.

“Is he dead? I only assumed when the illusions stopped but I’d rather be sure.”

The serpent made no gesture, but the healer took that as a yes. He walked over to Sylvae’s and put his hand over the corpse's face to meditate again. Nail slithered over to him in a panic, thinking he was trying to revive him, but he stopped in his tracks when a sickening crunching sound came from a space in the air, followed by a groan from the man.

“There are some souls that become so corrupt that they are rejected by the afterlife entirely. With nowhere else to go, they curse the land they died in forever. I can prevent that, or at least I can put them in a state where they wouldn’t be able to do much of anything for quite some time. I’m uncertain if this oasis will ever truly be free of him, but I’ll do what I must to fight it. Part of that poor boy’s soul was already put back into the mountain but… I gave him a piece of mine. He’s my responsibility now.”

He looked back at Nail.

“My name is Aeasco, by the way.”

When Sachar finally awoke several days later in a makeshift bed in a distant town, Aeasco and Nail explained everything to him about both the events of the oasis and The Verdillion. The sheer amount of knowledge at once hit him like a hammer to an anvil as his brain tried to piece together the past years of his life. He merely sat there in awe, silently.

Upon finding out the truth of Nikoletze’s fate, he just curled into a ball and cried quietly until Aeasco and the serpent left him alone in his room to face his emotions.

Above all else Sachar wanted to know why. Why the only person he’d ever loved had to be the subject of such indomitable acrimony, why the entire city had to be destroyed, why the first place he went for refuge had to be the site of such a heinous massacre, and why he had to be in the center of it all.

“I didn’t want to know any of this,” he cried into his pillow, “I- I would have been happy in the city, entertaining people I’d never met for money I would never see. I was happy living my pointless life… so why,” he reached down and touched the dragon pendant that was still attached to his thigh and ripped it off to squeeze it in his hand.

“Why give me this! Why let me be with him if you knew you would kill him anyways! Why taunt me with the blessing you knew meant NOTHING!”

Aeasco ran into the room, hearing the screaming. Sachar looked up from the pillow to yell at him. His face was red with how hard he was crying.

“Get out! You don’t know anything about me! Saving my life doesn’t mean you know anything about me!”

Aeasco didn’t say anything as he walked towards the crying man and put his hand on his shoulder. As much as he hated it, the feeling of Aeasco’s hand almost instantly started calming him down. He wanted to wallow in his suffering forever, to scream and cry until he died.

“I can’t stand seeing you like this alone. You saved my life too.”

Sachar rolled his eyes as he wiped away his tears.

“Oh yeah, you’re the survivor. Well I didn’t do anything, the fucking snake did. Go follow it around if you can’t bear to not follow something around.”

“No.”

He wiped his eyes and rolled over to look at him as if for the first time.

“Then… go get me something to eat if you’re gonna bother me for the rest of my life.”

“We don't have any money. We had to leave your things at the oasis when we rushed you here.”

Sachar exhaled loudly before wiping his tears and looking down at the pendant in his hands. He grabbed it and held it up to the sunlight, squinting his eyes and looking up at it as if it was an old friend. After a few seconds, he turned his attention back to Aeasco.

“This shape… what does it mean to you?”

“A dragon eating its own tail? Well I-”

“A dragon not eating its own tail. It was given to me by a very... memorable woman a very long time ago.”

Aeasco smiled down at him and waited a moment before responding.

“I think it means we don’t have any money.”

The two looked up at it for a few more seconds as he weighed Aeasco’s answer.

“Then I suppose we should do something about that.”

They pawned off the jewelry for much less than it was worth and used the money to get some food for the journey ahead. Their destination was Hölkenstripen, a city far enough away that they could forget everything that had happened before.


Chapter 36

Eternal Desolation




When Barta and Jordan finally emerged from their bunker, Barta was in critical condition, going in and out of consciousness. Sweat slicked her curly hair to her skin as Jordan pulled her up.

Jordan was speechless as she looked around her and the nothingness that remained of what she’d sacrificed so much to be a part of. There were no more buildings to hide the hundreds of lives that played their stories out within. There was no caste defining the worth of a person, and no more tireless battles to rise within that system. There was only peace and silence beneath the heat of the sun and the shifting of sands.

Jordans short moment of meditation and awe of The Verdillion’s destruction was interrupted when the old woman vomited into the sand. The girl quickly got Barta back up, lifting her entire body with her regrettably weak power. As she began what would have to be perhaps a several days long journey to whatever town she could find, she grabbed Iselda’s hammer. She closed her eyes as she realized that even dragging the enormously heavy object would be a strain for her, let alone while carrying a grown woman as well. She had to choose.

I’ll come back for it. She thought as she started walking again.

After a few paces, she turned back to give it one last look before her journey, and caught sight of something much larger a few meters behind it. She’d mistaken it for the remains of a building with how still it was. The moth was like a statue of itself. There was no breathing as much as she could tell, and part of her wondered if it was merely a cast off shell of it, or that it had somehow died in the blast.

She kept walking, hoping that it was letting her go, or perhaps hadn’t noticed her somehow. She decided to head to the east, towards Haga Mountain and the tribe she’d left behind, promising herself that she would stay by Barta’s side until her end. It didn’t matter where they went as long as they were together. They were what Iselda died protecting, and she would see to it that her girlfriends death wasn’t for nothing.




~




For days, Hjerkaia stood in the ruins of The Verdillion motionlessly while gazing up at the skies and the horizon he would never meet. He could still feel the husk of his brother within his body which now lacked even the ability to speak to him anymore. He understood that he was supposed to begin his endless search of their reincarnations, but more than anything at the moment he felt far too emptied to move.

In all the eons he’d been alive he’d never felt so humiliated as he did when Illutine had described how weak he was. As much as he wanted to deny those words, they were true. When he saw Nikoletze in the desert it was as if his years of boredom and loneliness in the desert had ended at last, that this boy would somehow be able to undo all the trauma and neglect that had been inflicted upon him by his daughter's bindings. He still couldn’t understand what Illutine believed his true motive to be in resurrecting Wyverna, but he decided that it was beyond his depth.

Days turned to months and he had still scarcely moved from his spot in the withering sand surrounded by the menagerie of crystalized souls. With the passage of time, they too became eroded by the wind and sand to become infinitely small fragments of what were once human souls. He didn’t even watch them as they were absorbed into the vastness of Naiad’s particles.

The remorse for what he’d done pinned him to where he stood like an enormous statue amongst the ruins. He could still see his child, the serpent named Nail, in his journey with Sachar and the Illutanic prophet Aeasco. It pained him to watch their lives play out over what became decades of motionlessness.

He watched them cross the desert to travel to Hölkenstripen, watched Sachar find peace amongst their people, and one day come to terms with what had transpired in The Verdillion. He watched Aeasco struggle to forgive himself for what he had done in the oasis, and he watched Sachar desperately try to convince him that he had done what he had to to survive. He watched Sachar take to performance arts to distract himself from facing the fact that he was still in love with Nikoletze – and he watched that hobby turn into a genuine dream for fame.

Over a great deal of time, Aeasco regained the courage to return to the oasis and ensure that Sylvae’s soul remained defeated. This would turn into something of a tradition for them to reverse the healing of Sylvae’s soul. Every few years they would make the pilgrimage to the desert and perform rites.

When years turned into decades, Hjerkaia watched the three of them grow old together just as he watched his own body become coated in the sand. People traversing the desert gave him a wide berth, but the braver minority of them came to get a closer look at the effigy of regret, suffering, and solitude. In his tomb of sand, he was hardly recognizable as a living thing anymore – yet those that gazed upon him could still sense the overpowering aura of spite like one could see the heat radiating off of the ground.

As surely as any mortal, the time came when Sachar finally passed. It was peaceful, and wrapped in the embrace of Nail to alleviate the suffering. He was quite old by the time of his death, and had lived a full life with Aeasco in the great city. He had spent his years in Hölkenstripen trying to be a dancer while Aeasco was happy to sit back and make money as their town's healer with Nail. This was to Sachar’s benefit, as he frequently injured himself attempting more dangerous performances.

When he grew too old to dance, Sachar was forced to assist Aeasco as a healer by growing herbs. He initially mourned his inability to reach the fame and status he so sought after, but it was then, when he settled down for the first time, that he was able to finally stop mourning and move on from Nikoletze.

When Aeasco grew too old to continue his journeys to the oasis, he decided that others would have to do so in his stead. Thus, he began writing a text that was at first the directions to destroy Sylvae’s soul further, but eventually this turned into his own autobiography. It became his singular goal to detail the massacre that had transpired in the Silver Oasis of Naiad, to warn any that would go near it to do so only with a fortified mind and soul. He decided he could never forgive himself for what he’d done unless he was certain that Sylvae would never return to plague the desert again.

Hjerkaia watched Sachar lying on his death bed through Nail’s eyes and could see Aeasco right there beside him, deep in prayer. He wondered if he would attempt to revive him again. That thought only made him think of himself, and how he had forced two souls to repeat their existence again just so he wouldn’t have to let go.

When his heart finally stopped, Nail released his limp body to the bed and began his journey back to the desert, back to his creator. Hjerkaia welcomed his child with a soft groan of approval for what he had done for the boy, and it slithered up his body to rest on his shoulder and join him in their infinite stillness. Though he could not take his own life while Talmund still lived within his mind, he could at least punish himself with the next best thing; eternal desolation.
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