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CHAPTER 1

 The
Only Eternal Thing



“I DREAMT OF YOU, often the
same dream,” the man said. His gaze journeyed across a marble
counter toward his wife, in all her precious beauty, as she cut
fresh vegetables.

The woman did her best to
conceal the distressed sea of emotions that churned in the pit of
her stomach. Its wild crests broke dramatically beneath her façade.
“I know your nightmares, darling. Since we were children. I’ve not
forgotten so easily.”

“But I never told you of
this dream,” the man responded. He tried to draw a positive
curiosity from his wife in hopes that she might forgive him. “It
wasn’t a nightmare. It was the most significant lesson I’ve ever
met, and it didn’t arrive until after we parted.”

The woman continued to cut
her vegetables, pretending not to be interested, but her eyebrow
unconsciously raised itself. By the time she caught it, she had
already given her secrets away. She stopped cutting and rested the
knife on the cutting board. “If this is an attempt to distract me
from the abomination you’ve brought into our home, that lies asleep
in your study, who I have to cook dinner for…” The syllables in her
words grew barbs. “Then I’m… not… interested. Honey.”

“Not a distraction,” the
man replied with ease. “A revelation.”

The woman stared at her
husband. She wanted to stay mad, but damn it if he didn’t look as
handsome as ever. He looked better, as much as he looked different,
than he did on the day they met. “Your dreams never seemed to serve
one master.”

The man conjured up his
boyish charm. “Ah, but that is why I was never lonely, my angel,
even before I captured the Jewel of Caliphweald.” He raised his
hand toward the vegetables his wife had chopped.
“Pinnr, doer ulu ussa.”

A slice of carrot, apple,
and broccoli floated off the cutting board and hovered toward the
man.

The woman’s irked eyes
widened. She put her hands up to stop the slices.
“Pinnr, vrine’winith!”

The vegetables stopped,
suspended in midair.

“The gall you have!” the
woman said. Her irises shimmered like gems that harbored the
secrets of the universe.

The man grinned wickedly.
He loved provoking his wife, for there was nothing more seductive
than rousing her acrimony. She had spent the past hour preparing a
pie that was stuffed with an assortment of Aronia, goji berries,
blackberries, wineberries, huckleberries, gooseberries, pears, and
cherries.

He made haste in creating
a playful dilemma. “Duulakah, ku’lam
phor!”

The pie rose up into the
air and hovered.

“No!” The woman was trapped somewhere
between laughing and sternness. “Don’t.”

“Or what?” the man
asked.

The woman’s manna was
strained by opposing the force of his equipoise, like a dancer
holding a pose for too long. Her skin glistened, and even though
she felt fatigued, it was nothing more than the burn at the
beginning of an exercise regimen. Her brow rose above her cool
eyes, and her lips curved.

The knife that was used to
cut the vegetables revolted against the countertop and floated its
blade towards the man’s throat. Only a master of equipoise could
accomplish such a feat without the use of commands.

The man raised his chin
high to afford the blade more real estate. “Done talking, are
we?”

The woman remained silent,
but her smirk cemented itself as she gazed lustfully into his eyes.
The man’s stare was equally as fervid, a reflection of her passion.
They opposed each other, their arms extended and their palms open,
surrounded by floating fruits, vegetables, a pie, and one very
sharp blade.

The pie’s unbaked dough
peeled itself open. The berries soared from within like bees
departing their hive. They swirled around the couple like an
asteroid belt caught in a planet’s gravitational field.

The man’s eyes grew hungry
and violent. The woman’s eyes invited both of those qualities to
take to the wilderness and revel with her, but nevertheless the
knife’s blade stayed firmly across the man’s neck. His eyes fixed
themselves upon her bosom. He was desperate to taste her heart and
swim in her soul—a desire she welcomed.

His eyes wandered back up
to hers. The lace in her bodice unraveled
itself. It retracted through the fabric
until the garment grew loose around her flesh. The cloth peeled
back, revealing the woman’s breast.

Wineberries floated over
to the woman and mashed themselves into jam over her mammilla. She
exhaled a soft moan and closed her eyes. The knife that she’d been
using her mana to suspend, fell to the floor and clanged against
the tiles. The relief of letting go soothed the entire expanse of
her body.

The man was done playing
with food, but he was by no means done playing. The contents of the
pie returned themselves to the confines of its dough and sealed
themselves. The chopped fruit and vegetables returned to their
place on the cutting board.

The man eyed the woman’s
exposed chest, rising and falling with her breaths. Tomorrow wasn’t
promised. Each night when he fell asleep, it was as though he died,
and each morning when he awoke, he was lucky enough to be born
again. This made each day a lifetime, and at each ending, he
assessed how it was lived. There would be no looking back on this
day and wondering what might have been.

He stared his soul mate
down with coveting eyes. She was the most magnificent person he’d
ever beheld, and he knew it could be his last time with her, for
tomorrow could bring something more unexpected than a bastard son
in the middle of winter. He assaulted her teat like a blind newborn
seeking its source of life.

“The
children,” she moaned.

The doors on both sides of
the kitchen slammed shut and locked themselves. The man slid his hands beneath the fabric of his wife’s
gown and up her thighs till he found her hips. His fingers wove
themselves beneath her delicate undergarments and gracefully pulled
them down.

“What about your dream?”
she whispered as she suckled his earlobe.

In between kissing her
neck, he whispered back, “You are my dream.”


______________________________


VOICES OF CHILDREN PLAYING war games echoed through the
shadows of a nostalgic wildwood. The trail-laden timberland was a
sacred location, the stage for many childhood acts of valor. From
the warm nights of Sunscrest, through the longest days of Aubade,
and till the crisp winds of Dusktide, the Amori played a game
called Manhunt.

As nightfall pervaded the
last rampart of day, the tribe divided into two sides, which hid
from each other, scattering about the forest like embers on a windy
day. Each side’s aim was to capture every last member of the
opposing faction until there was no one left but
prisoners.

It took cunning and
daring, oftentimes sacrifice, to free the captured and win the
game, but the lessons learned about the true nature of people were
invaluable. It was a great exercise of the mind and body, a game
that evoked the competitive energy of war without any of its
heinous side effects.

The man felt a delicate
bed of pine needles and earth beneath the soles of his deerskin
boots. He stood on the ground of his origins, grown but youthful,
examining his hands. His skin hadn’t aged past its prime. A long
mane of healthy hair cascaded over his shoulders and feathered
about in the breeze, grazing his cheeks and chin.

His old friends and the
people from his childhood surrounded him, eager to start the game.
They looked exactly as he remembered from the time when he was a
boy, even the ones he knew to be dead. Know-it-all smirks flashed
from all directions.

He turned, basking in the
reunion, meeting the eyes of every person he’d ever encountered.
They kept appearing from the shadows of the thicket, even people
that had never ventured into the forest. He knew it was a
dream.

A pair of helical eyes
stopped him in his tracks. Their familiarity and elegance entranced
him. The eyes belonged to the only person who didn’t resemble her
former self: his wife. She was as healthy and vibrant as ever, just
the way he remembered. Her hair swayed with the wind, entwining
itself like sumptuous ribbons of gold.

The man extended his hand
and caressed her rosy, porcelain cheeks. He ran his fingers through
her sleek hair and cradled her neck.

The woman’s lips pursed
into an alluring smile. No words were spoken. Outsiders and
strangers flocked into the woods from the outside world, like bears
attracted to honey, until everyone in all of Caliphweald encircled
the man and his wife. They stood in silence, watching, waiting
intently for the game’s commencement.

As the man searched the
different faces, his wife’s sly smile ignited the flame seen round
the world. It spread like wildfire from eye to eye, in harmonious
agreement that the game had begun. The mass of figures enticed
everyone to disperse. The gleeful whoops and cries reverberated
through the whole forest in an opera of excitement.

With guiltless consciences
and the hearts of children, the man and woman ran hand in hand
through the Eidolon Woods. Golden orbs of aether drifted through
the forest like snowflakes with no destination. The couple traveled
towards the man’s favorite grove. But something unnatural spread
through wilderness. The deeper they roved, the darker the night
became, and the sparser the luminous organisms grew.

A fragile chill crept
through the air, penetrating their garments like a knife peeling
the skin of a fruit. The further they trekked through the
timberland, the fewer participants remained within
earshot.

The air turned
treasonous. It revolted against the warm
night of Aubade and grew as bitter as the solstice in Eventide.
With each passing minute, the people of Caliphweald, even the Amori
who knew the woods so well, surrendered to the cold, dark tyrant.
They shamefully bowed their silent apologies and exited the once
enchanting game.

The couple halted. Each
discovered that only they remained in the eerie forest. Their eyes
locked, searching for their next move. Both were unequipped for the
plunging temperatures, yet they stayed silent.

The man scanned the
forest’s floor for its dead currency. He gathered as much of it as
he could to use as tinder for the fire. The woman wasted no time in
building a foundation with the brittle underbrush, stacking it like
a fortress.

The man returned with a
bundle of branches and placed them beside the improvised hearth. He
watched the woman put the finishing touches on the frame, but he
detested the idea of her staying here. He clasped her
hand.

She looked up at him,
confused. The expression on his face pleaded with the woman to
flee. Nothing in the forest’s freezing murkiness was certain,
except death.

The woman was undaunted by
the impenetrable twilight that descended upon them. She raised her
hands to the kindling wood and cultivated the air like a sculptor
molding clay into a vase.

A particle-sized sphere of
energy excited and glowed brilliant red in the middle of the
sticks. As the woman nourished the sphere and enriched the power of
its equipoise, it grew to the size of a small fist. Its energy was
so hot that it set the kindling wood ablaze without making contact.
The sphere dwindled into nothing as the woman lowered her
hands.

A feeling of pride and
gratefulness broke into the man’s heart. He walked around the fire
and embraced the woman from behind, nestling his face into the
contour of her neck. He held her tight, completely in awe of her
essence, letting her know that he loved her more than
anything.

The first echo to reach
them was faint. It could have been mistaken for wind, but alas,
there was none. The couple scanned the cloak of darkness. The
fire’s splendor glimmered in their irises like portals to hell.
Nothing moved.

There was a second
terrifying echo. Screams from the heart of death scattered like
sailors being tossed by wayward swells.

The man’s instinct was to
call out to those who were lost, so that they would have a
direction to follow, but the veil of blackness clutched his
windpipes. He let go of the woman and picked up a stick. He dipped
it into the fire and ignited a torch. He wanted to seek out and
help whomever he could, but the night would not be bargained with.
He left the fire’s safety. The frigid air crippled his lungs and
brought him to his knees.

He raised the torch high,
but it was of no use. The darkness rejected the flame’s truth. He
looked back at the woman, trembling with pity, beckoning his
return. The night crushed him. He crawled till he could feel warmth
again.

He latched on to his wife
and she pulled him to his feet. Despair and defeat welled in his
chest, but it was too cold to cry. He embraced the her body and
heaved the burning torch into the abyss. It spun in a dance of
conflagration, getting smaller and smaller as it drifted into the
night. Then the shadows swallowed it.

The couple clung to each
other. Nothing could be done for those around them. The fire could
not be left unattended.

The air was so hostile
that it nearly stole their lives several times through the course
of the night. The vitality in the man’s organs fled, making him
tired and weak. He squeezed his love and pressed his face against
hers, vowing that he would hold onto her unto death. He would
protect her for as long as his body would allow.

The forlorn earth stung
their feet with icy numbness through the soles of their boots. The
distant echoes grew scarce, till a haunting quietude settled on the
forest. The couple was forced to focus on the moment.

Nothing existed beneath
the dissonance of life and all its pain except for infinite love.
That awareness introduced the couple to their higher selves. They
heard the mellifluous conversation between their souls. A
vibrational, cosmic melody resonated within each of them, revealing
that the only Truth, the only thing that shall ever exist, is
infinite love. Everything else was merely an illusion constructed
around that principle.

In an instant, the biting
numbness in their toes subsided, and the warm flow of blood
returned in their bodies. The sauntering mist of their breath
disappeared in a balmy breeze that swept the forest.

The chirping of birds and
crickets returned with a deluge of afterglow from the dawn’s
arrival. It revealed that the man and woman were never alone in
their fight to stay alive.

Other folk wandered out of
the thicket, hand in hand, nodding at them in an unspoken sign of
solidarity. The woman watched them pass. She looked into the man’s
eyes and tugged his hand. They ran with hearts of children once
more, just as they had come, bursting out of the wilderness and
into the soft, shimmering fields of Caliphweald. They basked in the
morning light, the glory of God.


______________________________


“IT WAS ONLY A dream,” the man
said to his wife. “But in that dream we were free to do whatever we
wanted, to live however we wanted. It was the first time in my life
that I felt completely at peace. You taught me that love is the
only eternal thing we may know, that it clouds all perception of
time.”

“Eclipsing all memory of the beginning and all fear of the
end,” the woman responded with a mischievous smile. She held her
arms beneath the man’s unbuttoned tunic, wrapping them around the
curvature of his ribcage and clinging to the muscles in his back.
The warmth of his flesh fused with hers as his kingdom’s southern
bastion crumbled in the heat of her moat. Her lips lolled against
his. “What does this dream have to do with that bastard
child?”

The man remained ever so
gentle. “Our fire was emitted from the embers of freedom. The love
it took for us to stay united during the bleakest
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