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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Call

          

          ADORE

        

      

    

    
      I am with my mother, Ce’lah’ime, gathering fruit for the Tilt. I love watching her skin glow. She’s the shade of the puek leaf, shimmering like gold and diamonds under the eternal sun. We’ve come to the Forest of Naught to pick the ci’ke, ton’rek, and ci’cha fruit. Duk, three. That is how many fruits are needed for celebrating the eastward leaning of the perpetual sun.

      My mother insisted on the ci’ke, ton’rek, and ci’cha. I wanted the lu’kek, pin’kek, and ze’ru, but she said it was necessary for me to acquire a taste for the fruit that grows in the Forest of Naught. When I asked her why, she offered no reason.

      “Ve’ku, nek, Tet’ram’kek, Ce’lah’ime,” I say to her, pleading one last time.

      “Speak English, Adore,” she gently scolds.

      “Please, can we go to the Forest of Whispers?” I say as we stop at the sprawling, purple-leaved vekt bush where the ci’ke grows. “It’s better there.”

      Ce’lah’ime’s mouth stretches into a smile, and she touches my cheek. She is a gentle mank’et, the creature who is able to give suck when her belly is full with child, like the human woman. She is the only mank’et ever to distend at the belly and breasts, giving birth to the seven daughters of Felix Benel.

      “My Ad’ru…” There is sadness in her bright scarlet eyes. “We’ll take these. You will like them. You’ll see.”

      “Yes,” I humbly acquiesce while reaching to pull a ci’ke off its spiky branch.

      I choose to complain no more. Instead, I relish in the eastward sun. Its delicate rays glide across my skin, and I feel as if I’m being kissed on the lips a million times by Tryst. He’s in the Forest of Whispers, gathering with Links and Valor. I always miss him when we are apart, but never in the way Cl’auta longs for the Selell Ze Feldis, or Na’ta for the Selell Telman.

      Yet Tryst’s nearness does make my insides tickle. The feeling is like sliding down Jaf’ra Falls when the waters transform from gray to green. That’s when the current is the fastest. But that’s the only effect he has on me. He doesn’t make my thighs burn or head grow light and giddy. I have felt those sensations in my sisters when they are around their Selell bonds. That such a thing can happen to me is terrifying. I hope it never does.

      The thought of bonding with a Selell troubles me as I fill my basket with the dark purple ci’ke. Each fruit is ripe for the picking. Ce’lah’ime, who usually hums a hymn of gratitude to the trees whenever she picks from them, is silent. I detect a kernel of sadness in her eyes, and I notice that she scarcely looks at me.

      “Mother,” I begin excitedly, attempting to brighten her mood.

      Now she smiles, and I already feel relieved.

      “After the feast, Tryst, Bohem, and I are going to the Vast Sea to chase the sickels,” I announce with unconstrained jubilance.

      We, I, can hardly wait. The sickels of the Vast Sea are quicker than the average ones. They are elusive and enjoy being pursued in the watery depths. If you can keep up, then you’ll be rewarded. They will lead you to uncharted territory. Once they brought us to a huge dome with walls made of solid emerald; that’s what we call it—te’ko’lok be’kt, the emerald dome. The green waters stream in all directions along the slippery walls, and if you catch the right current, they will slide you across the wall, or up it, or in loops, or send you crisscrossing in so many directions. It’s always surprising when it carries us in ways we never expected.

      I am sure I look happy about my plans, and usually my expression is reflected in Ce’lah’ime’s face—but not this time. Her dim smile curls downward at the corners.

      “Mother, what is it?” I’m concerned, but not for her. Strangely, I’m only worried for myself.

      She stares at my wide and curious expression. Her lips part slightly. She wants to speak, but she doesn’t.

      “Please,” I beg.

      After a moment, the smile I’m used to returns. “This is enough ci’ke, Ad’ru. Let’s gather the ton’rek.”

      I walk behind her, following her to the trees which yield the fuzzy orange ton’rek. Our feet crunch in the grass, and the tender, warm wind presses against our skin.

      “Tapeetha has left Enu?” she asks.

      Her question takes me by surprise. “Yes.” I don’t want to speak of it.

      The truth is, I am the only daughter of Felix Benel left in Enu. For that reason, I did not want to lead Cl’auta and the Selell Ze Feldis to Pan’a’tua. My entire heart had hoped that Pan’a’tua would resist them and stay in Enu, but she did not stay. And now…

      “And Clarity and Ze Feldis have taken her to Earth?” my mother asks.

      “Yes.” I don’t like her questions. I don’t want to talk about it. Instead, I want to tell her more about the emerald dome and Tryst. “Who told you this?” My tone is sharp, but only because I sense the implications in her questions. My sisters are gone. I’m here. She must know, as long as I have a choice, I will never leave. I cannot live without her or Tryst or my home, my majestic Enu.

      “Your father,” she answers, just as I thought.

      “But not for long, I’m sure,” I sing with forced enthusiasm. “Maybe Na’ta will return for the Tilt. She loves the celebration. Not even I can do the Dance of Flows like she can.” For some strange reason, I search over my shoulder and mutter, “I’m sure she’ll show up.” I am not certain.

      My mother does not comment. Even she knows that my hopes will be thwarted. I continue to follow her toward the ton’rek trees. We are engulfed by their fragrant mist.

      She whips her face toward the Diamond Mountains to the north. “Ah,” she sings with delight, “Felix Benel has arrived.”

      I feel as though I’m shrinking into my feet. This is all too strange. Even as I reach out to take in the energy of Enu, I cannot soothe my anxiety. He knows that I am the last of his daughters to leave Enu. What news will he bring me? I close my eyes to let the dread pass through me. My mother’s warm hand touches my arm, and I open my eyes.

      “You gather the ton’rek, Ad’ru. I will join him,” she says.

      “You’re leaving?” I ask, disappointed.

      She puts her scarlet eyes on me. They are glassy, the closest she has ever come to crying. Enuians do not cry. Ce’lah’ime touches my face again then kisses the tip of my nose. She does this every time we part company, but this time, her lips linger longer than usual. What’s frightening is that I feel nothing from her, none of the deep happiness usually contained within her. It can only be because she is not happy, and there’s no reason for that. I’m here with her, she’s gathering fruit for the Tilt, and my father, Felix, will soon join us. Why is she not happy?

      She reaches into her basket to give me a ci’ke. “My gift upon parting.”

      In my mind, the tiny fruit seems to expand in her hand. It looks too heavy to bear.

      “I don’t understand, Ce’lah’ime…” I don’t reach for it. I don’t want to take the gift, although it’s bad form not to accept it. I want her to withdraw the offer.

      “Take it,” she insists.

      “But…” I hesitantly put my hand on the ci’ke.

      After a moment of reading my face, she says, “You don’t want it, Ad’ru?”

      I shake my head, relieved she asked.

      “Well then…” She puts the fruit back into her basket and surprises me by handing over the whole basket. “Then hold this while I answer your father’s call.”

      My hand creeps up to latch onto the handle. Oh, how I wish she wasn’t doing this. I can refuse her, although it would be a slight akin to striking her with my hand. So reluctantly, I take the basket and am left holding hers and mine too. A true smile has returned to her face. The happiness from within her emanates. My human heart expands with love, and my angst flutters away.

      “Be Oh, Ad’ru,” she says and kisses me once on my lips.

      This makes me nervous again. She’s given me the kiss of long journeys. I wonder if she’s going away with my father. Will she not attend the Tilt? Yes! That has to be it. That is why she’s given me her gatherings and is leaving so abruptly. Felix and Ce’lah’ime are bonded by something deeper than mere love. My mother told me how they came to be.

      To the Enuians, when Felix was born, he was a novelty. They had never seen an infant, and so they came from every space on the orb just to get a glimpse and a whiff of him. He was nurtured by Meni’he, the tiller in the east spectrum, for the first eight years of his human life. That was when he first saw Ce’lah’ime. He was just a child, but she was not.

      As soon as he could walk, he roamed the landscapes of Enu. Three years into his human age, he would climb the grassy mountain of Bar’tuk’me whenever the sun tilted dut, or two degrees, west. That was when she appeared. Tek te’re’tu mank’et. The Golden Lady. Those were the first words he ever spoke. For five years, at the same time of each long Enuian day, he hiked up the hill to watch the Golden Lady dive off the steep cliff into the crystal stream that ran along the ridge below.

      At the end of his eighth year, Loel, the celestial guardian from the Higher Heavens, carried him away from Enu to rear him in the ways of the earth. Loel taught Felix human logic, science, languages, customs, and all about the power of his mind. My mother said it was during those years that my father saw and experienced the worst of mankind and, at times, the best. She says the worst is the reason he had very little joy.

      He was twenty-six in human years when he returned to Enu as a curious mathematician and astronomer. And just as when he was a child, the Enuians journeyed from all parts of the orb to welcome the half celestial-half human being back to their world. With each kiss on the lips to mark his journey home—and there were thousands of them—he began to feel joy once again. The spirits of pure-hearted creatures, the perpetual daylight, and then the Golden Lady. Throughout the years, he’d never forgotten the way she leapt off the cliff, soaring through the air with her arms wide, legs piked behind her, as graceful as a willow leaf rides a burst of wind.

      He thought he would have to wait until the sun tilted dut west to rest his yearning eyes upon the mank’et he had never forgotten. He even looked for her among the faces of those who had come to welcome him back to the land from where he came. However, he did not have to wait until dut west to see her. His humanity had set the mank’et creatures burning with lust for him, for the magnetism of his physical form and severe beauty, the brutish yet sweet smell of his human flesh and angelic composition. He was made from the heavens, and that reflected in his appeal.

      On the day Ce’lah’ime ventured east to find Felix Benel, the son of the human and the angel, she found him pruning the bo’vek’et bushes, preparing them for the season of ripening. When he caught first sight of her, something amazing happened: her chest grew, giving her rounded breasts and nipples for suckling. With one look, he had chosen her as a mate, and from that moment on, they were bonded.

      They are still special to each other. Humans call such a connection “married.” If my father had it his way, he would never don the attire and occupation of a man and walk the earth again. He would remain home with his Ce’lah’ime and spend eternity here.

      “Be oh,” I say, beaming because now I know why she’s behaving in such a manner. She’s going to spend special time with my father and will miss the celebration of the Tilt!

      “Good-bye,” she whispers, and there it is again—the sorrow. But she is gone before I can question her about it.

      I’m alone in the Forest of Naught. Other than Ce’lah’ime, Enuians do not venture here, even to gather the ci’ke, ton’rek, and ci’cha. I decide to gather a few more ton’rek and then rush off to join Tryst in the Forest of Whispers.

      “Ad’ru,” my father whispers.

      Caught off guard, I call, “Father?”

      “Ad’ru, come,” he says.

      I search ahead, toward the high regions where the ci’cha grow. There shines a light to one of the doorways fashioned by my father’s power. My feet turn heavy. My intuition forbids me to go. This visit is unexpected. Father has already called for Ce’lah’ime. What does he want with me?

      “Ad’ru,” my father calls again.

      Hearing his voice a second time makes me hurry forward to the door. “Father?”

      I go stiff because something foreign grips me. I feel as if a hand has reached inside my chest and taken hold of my heart, and is squeezing the life out of it. In my entire existence, I have not sensed such terror. Is my father in distress? He has human parts. He once returned from the earth injured. However, he is able to heal himself.

      “Run!” my instincts scream.

      “Ad’ru, come now!” he demands.

      His tone triggers movement in my feet. Although I’m gripped by fear and dread, I charge through the doorway, and I’m instantly swept up by a strange force. I can’t see it, but I feel its presence. It’s twisting my legs and my torso; it’s bending my body forward and backward. It’s so unrelenting that it takes no mercy on me when hard particles of some sort slam into my face, back, chest, and legs. This is chaos!

      I choose to struggle to regain control of my limbs, but there’s no winning. All I can do is give in to my aggressor’s will. I squeeze my eyes shut to endure the attack and wait for it all to stop. A small number of seconds feel like forever, but finally the experience is over.

      The noise. It’s like zenet’tuk’ra, a million voices. And what’s this sensation that’s smothering me? Where’s the warmth? What’s squeezing the life out of me is bitter and prickly, scratching deep into my skin. I think—and I’m sure—that for the first time in my existence, I am cold.

      My body is shivering. This is all too much to bear. My eyes are still shut tightly because I’m too afraid to open them and see what’s around me. Slowly I open one eye and then the other. What I see causes a gasp to escape from my throat. Where is my sapphire sky that cuddles the perpetual sun that’s tilted dut west? I’m trapped beneath a domed sky that’s a swirl of white and gray. Are these human beings gazing down upon me?

      “Are you all right, ma’am?” one shouts.

      “Is she breathing?”

      “Her eyes are open!”

      “Is she alone?”

      “Anyone with her?”

      Their bodies range in size from husky to narrow, and their skins are the hues of the earth, like my sisters’ and mine. Their brown and blue eyes are ablaze. I sense their fear and concern in equal parts. Only now do I realize that I’m gagging, choked by rank air.

      “Somebody call 911!”

      My eyes want to close, but I refuse to let them. My throat doesn’t want to let this foul air into my body. I have to get home, back to Enu. It’s hazy, but far off I see a white-stone temple with a steepled rooftop. All I have to do is lift myself off the cold, hard ground and fly toward it. There I will wait until my father comes to save me.

      The edifices around me are tall and imposing. I reach toward them, intending to fly to them and hold on until my father comes to save me. But then I hesitate and consider the crowd’s collective gasp. Through the haze, I see that, one by one, the humans are gazing at the newly blackened sky. The atmosphere grows colder. I’m no longer the only one who’s deathly afraid.

      Now more than before, I have to get far away. The humans only pay me scant attention as I gag and choke while attempting to lift myself off the concrete. I’m too weak to move my heavy limbs. Tears well up in my eyes, and a thick lump forms in my throat. This debilitating feeling makes me want to cry. Never in my life have I been so hindered.

      “Cl’auta,” I whimper. If this is Earth, then she’s here. She has to come and save me.

      To my relief, as my eyelids grow heavier, I see beauty again. But he’s not Cl’auta. He’s delicate. His eyes are onyx, and his lips are ruby, and his white mane glistens in the sudden nighttime.

      “She’s with me,” he shouts, but not loudly. His voice glides over me like the tepid dew that lays over the Meadow of Showers.

      I use all my unspent energy to give him my hand. When he latches onto it, I quickly pull away from him. It’s my worst fears realized. He is a Selell. He’s going to kill me.

      “Help,” I whimper, but it’s too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Bond

          

          ADORE

        

      

    

    
      I’m conscious, although my eyes are still closed. I’m lying on a fluffy bed. Was I asleep? Had I fainted? I’m not sure. I’ve never been unconscious or asleep. My head feels as though it may soon explode, and my life center craves the lu’kek and pin’kek fruits.

      I open my eyes slowly. I’m surrounded by four walls, and there’s a huge, colorful stained-glass window to my left. The dark night sits behind it, but the dim light from the chandelier above this bed wakens the many colors in the glass. I remember the face of the Selell, his white hair, and his black eyes glaring down upon me. My hands fly up to rub both sides of my neck. I have not been bitten, and it seems as though I am still alive.

      Beyond the doorway, I see a hallway lit with the same kind of artificial light the chandelier above the bed emits. I am worried about what or who roams beyond the threshold, but my stomach is pained by hunger. I have never in my life had such desire to eat.

      Cl’auta, can you hear me? I cry, reaching out to her from deep within. I cannot feel her presence or hear her voice. I sense that a deliberate barrier had been set up to block me from reaching her.

      Motivated by my hunger, I poke my head into the hollow hallway and call, “Oh, ek’k’ka!” Greetings, my friend.

      I stand still, waiting for a response. I cannot believe I called a Selell my friend. If he is not of the Pact of Gogulon, then he is not a friend—he is a foe. Only silence returns my call. However, the cold that pains me is soothed by a warm mist that trickles down from above. I sigh with relief. This is the first inviting sensation I’ve felt since arriving to this place called Earth. And because of it, I easily step out of the confines of this room and into the hallway.

      I reach a staircase and test my buoyancy by leaping over the banister. My feet hit the ground. I look up at where I last stood. Strange—my speed is hindered in this realm.

      A sweet scent permeates this room with its regal, red velvet furnishings. I inhale, and the smell transports me across another threshold, down another short hallway, and into a place I recognize as a kitchen.

      I see the baskets of fruit Ce’lah’ime on the counter. I hurry to swipe a ci’ke off the top of the batch and bite into the sweet purple flesh as though my life depends on it. I chew and bite, finishing one fruit and then another. My stomach is full by the fourth ci’ke. The pain in my head leaves, and I am again energized.

      Ad’ru, in here… a voice I’ve once heard whispers between my ears.

      After the initial jolt of fear passes, I reach out to touch the world around me. Another life force is near, although its energy confuses me. I gaze in the direction from which it calls. The i’lek’u is ignited within me as I tiptoe toward his voice.

      There is another hallway. It’s shorter, and a cold draft from the outside is trapped within its walls. The way out is near, which is confirmed when I reach a tall, wide, rustic wooden door. If there was ever a time to escape and find my way back home, it is now. I grab the doorknob and squeeze it tightly, but I’m consumed by terror. It’s nighttime on Earth. Selells thrive in the darkness. Also, the air is cold outside, and I can barely tolerate it. Yet I feel that my chances of connecting with my sisters are greatly diminished from within the confines of this place. All will be well once I reach Cl’auta, who will then use the power of the mind to lead me to The House of Benel, where I will be safe.

      I decide to leave, to run away from this creepy manor as fast as my body will carry me. But when I twist the doorknob, nothing happens. I try it again—nothing.

      It dawns on me that I might be locked inside. So I kick the door with my bare feet and pound upon it with my palm. All I can hear is my own banging and knocking—my efforts are feverish but futile. It’s a losing battle, but I won’t stop, can’t stop. Until…

      “Ad’ru,” the male calmly says from behind me.

      I twist around and push my back tightly against the door. My heart is knocking so hard that even as I stand here with my eyes glued to the ominous creature, I feel the vibration in my throat. It’s him, the creature with long white hair and black eyes. The Selell.

      “Who are you?” I wheeze.

      I wait for him to answer, but instead, he stares at me with such intensity that my insides tickle. My head goes so light that it feels as if it’s floating above my shoulders. I am sorely confused, unable to figure out why gazing upon him makes me feel this way. A part of me wants to escape and find my sisters, but I want to stay too, only to be near him. He watches me with furrowed brows. He looks conflicted. So I toss the i’lek’u out of my palm to subdue him.

      “No!” he roars, aiming his own palm at me.

      I gasp. The light slams into his hand and returns to me.

      “How did you do that?” I say breathlessly.

      Still, he refuses to speak. There’s no difference in his expression. What an odd creature, this Selell. I can’t take my eyes off his sweater. It’s a human’s garment, and I’ve never seen anything look so attractive on a creature. It’s black. His skin and hair are white. The way the neckline dips into a V-shape makes the contrast between his skin and the garment more remarkable. I want to touch this being who’s having a peculiar effect on me, but I can’t—because he is evil. I know this because he refused the light.

      “Did you call my name?” I ask even though he hasn’t answered anything I’ve asked him so far.

      “I did,” he mutters.

      It’s remarkable; he hasn’t relaxed his frown as of yet.

      “Did you deceive me in the Forest of Naught?”

      He flinches and lifts one side of his mouth into a tiny bit of a smile. “No,” he says in a lackluster tone.

      I don’t believe him. “You called me Ad’ru? That is my Enuian name.” I push myself closer against the door and ready my palms in case a battle ensues. This time he will not be able to thwart my attack. “Are you ek’et’ru?”

      “Ek’et’ru?” He frowns, confused.

      “Evil incarnate.”

      There’s a glow of amusement in his eyes, which have turned opaquely green. “No, I am not that.” He’s grinning but in a very strange manner. One side of his mouth is lifted higher than the other. There are intentions beyond goodwill behind it.

      “You are a Selell?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “And you know I have the lifeblood?”

      “Yes.” He’s studying the rise and fall of my chest and possibly how my breaths slip out from between my lips.

      “You don’t want to kill me?” I ask.

      “No.”

      My head stops spinning, and my heavy breathing evens out. Oddly enough, I believe the Selell. “Then what do you want from me?” I squeeze the doorknob. “Why have you taken me prisoner?”

      “You’re not my prisoner,” he says with composed calm.

      “Then why have you locked me inside this manor?” My eyes travel across the high ceiling. The sight causes the cold and emptiness to seize me. A shiver streaks down my spine.

      But once again, the Selell’s lips are sealed. I notice that he is not only frugal with words, but he is a subtle being. His eyes shift subtly to the right of me. Subtly the lines in his neck tighten. He shifts swiftly, and he’s so close to me that I feel the heat emanating from his skin. I find this odd because, from what I’ve been taught, the body of a Selell is ice cold.

      “Give me your light, Adore. If that will make you trust me.”

      I’m caught off guard by his seductive tone. I blink myself out of a stunned pause. “You never told me how you knew my name,” I whisper, but my words still manage to echo in the hollowness. I’m determined to remain vigilant because I still sense deception from him.

      He glowers at me. “I can’t say.”

      I gulp. “But why?”

      “Because I don’t want you to be afraid of me.”

      “I’m already afraid of you,” I confess.

      “But I don’t want you to be.”

      “Then let me leave.”

      Once again, he exhibits all the nuances I once noticed. He balls up his fists. I notice how his fingers slip against the inside of his hand. His palms are sweating.

      “If I could, I would,” he says after a long moment of observing my curious expression.

      I look from his hands to his face. The two creases between his eyes have sunk deeper.

      “Why are you so conflicted?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.” He looks away from me and steps backward. Is it anger that now colors his expression? “But we’re both stuck here, so get used to it.” Then he’s gone.

      I feel deserted by the Selell with the white hair, by my father, my mother, and my sisters. Every part of me turns heavy—my heart, my head, all of my limbs. Regardless, I carry myself as fast as I can back up the stairs, through the long hallway, and back to the room from which I came.

      But as soon as I step over the threshold, I come to an abrupt stop. A different covering is stretched over the bed. It’s thick, white, and fluffy, and the hem sweeps the floor. A glass-topped wooden table is positioned against the wall beneath a hanging mirror near the doorway where I’m standing, and two tall candles burn on top of it, one at each corner. The candlelight casts its orange brilliance against the white wall. I am almost convinced that my captor has made an effort to make me comfortable, but I don’t want to be contented; I want to go home.

      I run to the bed and fall into the depths of its cushiony softness. I flip on my back, close my eyes, and try to contact Cl’auta. Once again, I do not succeed. I try to reach Falu and Pan’a’tua, but they do not respond either.

      “Na’ta,” I whisper. Na’ta—who is called Navi on Earth—is my last hope. I flip around to bury my face in the plush pillow. I’m holding my breath when, in the most splendid moment thus far, I hear Na’ta.

      Although she sounds far off, she whimpers, “Ad’ru, help me.”

      I fly off the bed and stand firmly. “I’k suk’ne’tu!” I shout, frantically twisting my neck to search in every direction. “I’m here!”

      I wait. Na’ta has the speed. She will come and sweep me out of here; the stranger with the white hair and dark eyes will not notice that I’m gone. The thought of leaving him makes my heart float up to my throat. I smash my eyes closed. I’m confused. I want to be saved by Navi, don’t I?

      The longer I stand here, the more it becomes clear that Na’ta is not coming for me. I flop back onto the bed and once again bury my face into the pillow.

      Time passes. My head is filled with memories of home until I’m running at full stride across the green blades of grass that layer my beloved Enu. This is the high grass that leads to the Meadow of Showers. My giggles pinch the air around me. Never-ceasing droplets of warm rain pelt my skin. I’m laughing because Tryst is chasing me. I’m in the part of the field where the grass grows high enough to swipe the bottom of my chin. It tickles, which is another reason I’m laughing so hard that my stomach tightens.

      “Got you!” Tryst shouts as his large orange hands wrangle me into him from behind.

      I’m caught. The chase is over. We both let go of our legs and fall onto the grass.

      “You are fast, Ad’ru,” he says in English.

      He obeys Ce’lah’ime. She tells him to speak to me only in the humans’ language to remind both of us that I am not fully of this world.

      Only I am fully of this world! I am here, perfectly contained in happiness. Tryst flips on his side. His orange eyes meet my emerald eyes. I’m still smiling. Yes, I love Tryst. We can endlessly explore our orb, running, jumping, swimming, diving, sliding, and lying side by side just like this.

      One of his hands rests on my belly. His fingers draw tiny circles on my belly through my wet white pal’k. But there’s something different about the way he’s touching me. My eyes are closed, and I compulsively suck in air between my teeth. His touch is so sensual, and my thighs long for him. I have felt this sensation before. It’s what Cl’auta felt when the Selell Ze Feldis mounted her on the Ridge of Way.

      I force my eyes open to see what’s happening to me, because I don’t understand why Tryst is lighting this fire within me. However, it’s a pure white face that’s looking down upon me. I’m shivering because, oddly, the air turns cold and because of the anticipation that inflicts me. His fingers remain on my belly, but each one slowly creeps toward my face. I curl my neck forward to see what he’s doing to me. I don’t understand why he makes me feel this way.

      “Stop,” I feebly plead.

      In truth, I don’t want him to stop. I’m eager to learn what his hand will do next as it snakes up between the bone that separates my breasts. The white-haired Selell’s hand freezes, but he lowers his face closer to mine. This Selell’s breath is extremely cold.

      “Are you dead?” I whisper.

      Although he’s close and my words reach his ears, he doesn’t honor me with an answer. Instead, he snakes his fingers up the round of one of my breasts. My eyes expand. I gulp. What is he doing to me? Why? His lips part at seeing what I see. My brown skin shows through the wet garment. His fingers circle my nipple, which has never been touched before, and I tickle all over. It’s not the sort of delight that makes me want to laugh.

      “You know what we are, don’t you?” he asks.

      I can’t answer him. I can’t take my eyes off his fingers and what they’re doing to me. “Please, stop.”

      “You want me near you, don’t you?” he whispers.

      “No… I mean yes.” I shake my head, confused.

      His lips are so close that they narrowly touch mine. I swallow hard in anticipation of what is to come.

      “You want me near you, don’t you?” he repeats.

      I’m unable to speak.

      Then the white-haired Selell’s lips move. “Ad’ru,” he says, but it’s not his voice that I hear.

      “Na’ta?” I gasp.

      Instantly, the white-haired Selell disappears. I’m no longer in the Meadow of Whispers. I’m standing on dry, cracked ground. A blood-red sun bears down over me in this desolate forest. It’s brazenly hot, so hot that my throat heats up with every
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