
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          The Mist Keeper's Apprentice

        

        
        
          The Life & Death Cycle, Volume 1

        

        
        
          E.S. Barrison

        

        
          Published by E.S. Barrison, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE MIST KEEPER'S APPRENTICE

    

    
      First edition. May 21, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 E.S. Barrison.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1734367003

    

    
    
      Written by E.S. Barrison.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


	

Book One of the Life & Death Cycle

 

[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]

[image: A close up of an animal  Description automatically generated]


E.S. Barrison


 Copyright © 2020 by E.S. Barrison

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

 

E.S. Barrison

www.esbarrison-author.com

 

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.


	
Content Warning: This book is rated 16+ due to violence, sexual content, and language.


	
Book Layout © 2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

 

The Mist Keeper’s Apprentice/E.S. Barrison. -- 1st ed.

ISBN 978-1-7343670-0-3


 

 

 

 

Dedicated to Grandma Rhoda & Grandpa David

 

 

 

 

 



  Table of Contents



    	Start


    	The Storyteller


    	In the Garden


    	The Girl in the Tunnels


    	Rho


    	The Effluvium's Soul


    	The Woman in Black


    	On the Mountain


    	Year Birth


    	Early Spring


    	Tunnels, Cities, and Taverns


    	The Release


    	A Second Voice


    	Caroline


    	Monster in the Library


    	Soiled


    	Wilted


    	The Pit


    	Three Lanterns


    	Ice


    	Almost Withered


    	Cows, Kisses, and Monsters


    	The Mist of the World


    	Revealed


    	A Drunk and a Fool


    	Breakfast in the Swamp


    	The Storyteller in the Tavern


    	The City of Mert


    	Past the Mist


    	Lovers in the Library


    	The Forgotten Woman


    	A Goodbye


    	Collecting Hope in Jars


    	How to Fight a Nightmare


    	The Giant and the Queen


    	The Mystical Cheer


    	The Architect


    	The God's Meal


    	Trepidation


    	The Cleanse


    	Broken Walls


    	Hidden in the Pews


    	Disorder


    	The Diabolo


    	Something Pretty


    	Acknowledgments


  


[image: A close up of a logo  Description automatically generated]

 

 


    [image: Image]


 

 

CHAPTER ONE
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The Storyteller

Brent ducked into the alleyway, leading an entourage of children away from the market to a makeshift stage. He hopped up on the boxes and peered over his audience’s heads, waiting for the guard to turn away. Once the path cleared, Brent ushered the children closer, bending his knees to reach their level. 

“You ready for a story? Cause I got a good one.” He grinned, his audience rapt, and continued, “This is a story about someone you all know: Madame Gonzo!”

“Madame Gonzo!” one child proclaimed. “She’s the nice old lady who runs the market square!”

“She gave me a lemon cake yesterday!” another added.

“That’s right! But, did you hear she had a granddaughter? There’s a story—a rumor, I mean, that Madame Gonzo’s granddaughter was born with a flower blossoming on her head.” Brent focused as the children’s faces lit up. “Haven’t you heard? I imagine not! Old Madame Gonzo once had a granddaughter, and well, a beautiful white flower crooned towards the sky at her birth. Her mother, the pernicious witch Angelana, never named the child, but Old Madame Gonzo called her Rhodana, like the song you sing in school. 

“The story goes, on a sad-sad note, that the Evil Witch Angelana killed her daughter. But I believe Rhodana is alive! Wouldn’t that be something? Wouldn’t that be—”

“Mr. Harley!” 

Brent shot up. “Cap—Captain Carver!” 

The captain grabbed a fist full of Brent’s curls and dragged him back into the market, “What have I told you, boy?” 

“No stories,” Brent muttered.

“I’m sorry?” 

“Under statute 19-10-20-B, storytelling by the general populace is prohibited on the counts of hearsay, rumors, malice, and destruction.” Brent winced as Captain Carver dug deeper into his hair. “All those over the age of twenty-one will be sent to Newbird’s Pit.” 

“And how old are you, Mr. Harley?”

“I turn twenty-one after Year Birth.”

“Then think about where you want to end up.” The captain tossed him onto the pavement before marching towards the cadets on the far side of the square. 

Brent clutched the ground, digging his fingers into the dirt between each of the cobblestones while clenching his eyes shut. He cursed once, pleading that no one watched; of course, they did. How could they not? How many times had he been tossed to the side after another story? He wasn’t even twenty-one yet, so why did it matter? 

Because of your stamp. As he sat up, Brent rolled up the sleeve of his coat past where a leather bracelet clamped around his wrist. Beneath it sat two black triangles, connected like an hourglass, upon his wrist. He ran his finger over it, tracing up to the back of his hand where another stenciled image of a single triangle, like a shadow of the stamp on his wrist, rested beneath his knuckles. No one ever noticed this one, not like the black stamp on his wrist, but its mere presence wore heavily on his heart. With it, he lost his ability to love, assigned to another for an empty marriage. 

His attention drifted to the wooden fence on the eastern side of the market, blockading Newbird’s Pit, the domicile’s shantytown harboring all those subjected to vagrancy. It extended down the road to where the Senator’s Gardens stood as the precious gem of Newbird’s Arm, and up past the square towards the stairs of the Temple of the Effluvium. As the watchful eye of the Order, the Temple gazed upon the town with its ruby embezzled Year Glass, counting down the final moments to the New Year. 

Probably two days. When the sun hits the pinnacle in the sky, and the Effluvium is the highest. There we will sing…and a king will — 

Shite. Stop thinking up stories. It’s no good for you. 

Brent rose, coming face-to-face with the lovely Jemma Reds—her hair the color of her name, and brown eyes as scornful as her scowl. 

“Jem,” Brent gulped. “Hi. Sorry. I—I was…I mean the children wanted a story and I—” 

“What am I going to do with you, Brenton?” Jemma tugged him away. A stenciled triangle identical to the one on Brent’s hand garnished her hand. “At this rate, you’re going to end up in the Pit before I come of age. Can you not contain yourself for a fortnight?” 

“What does it matter? Neither of us wants this.”

Jemma pinched the bridge of her nose as she led Brent away from the center of town. He hunched his shoulders to hide his face, digging one of his hands into his pocket.  People watched. The captain always made a scene at the mere mention of stories, and even with his departure, his stringent words hung in the air. The stamp on Brent’s wrist only helped to make him a moving target. The moment he passed his first birthday and his eyes failed to darken from silver, the Order marched onto his family’s doorstep. They stamped his wrist black and cleansed him, to protect the Effluvium—the binding mist of life, death, and everything—and keep demons from latching onto his back.

The Effluvium haunted the landscape, descending from the mountains and encapsulating the fields, sifting over the river through town, and decorating the land with malcontent. Dirt spiraled from the roads, and with each gust of wind, the trees trembled. 

“Miss Jemma,” a shopkeeper called as Brent and Jemma walked past. “Good day to you. A pleasant day, no doubt.”

“And in the arms of the Effluvium, and from the mountain, it will continue,” Jemma acknowledged.  She approached the shop keeper, “Good wares today, I hope. I heard Grover’s Marsh avoided another plague this season, so their citrus should be impeccable!” 

“Ay, is true Miss Jemma,” the shopkeeper beamed. “A new crate of lemons arrived this morning.”

“Could I—” Brent mumbled, reaching for a coin in his pocket. 

“We don’t serve your kind here,” the shopkeeper snapped. “Go back to the Pit like the rest of ya vags.” 

“I’m not—”

“Brent, go,” Jemma hissed. “I’ll see you later.” 

“A’ight, fine…” Brent exhaled. He should’ve been used to Jemma’s bluntness by now, but he couldn’t help holding out that perhaps she would open her heart.  

“Miss Jemma, you are so noble to love a vagrant like him,” the shopkeeper remarked. “Not many could handle a man with a black stamp.”

Love? Is that the story they’re going with now? Brent shook his head.

He plodded into the heart of the town square, ignoring the glares of most shopkeepers. Old Madame Gonzo waved to him from the wicker chair on her porch. On some days, he sat with her and watched the world go by, listening to her so-called facts. But were facts not stories of a different nature? Local legends, old wives’ tales, rumors, and facts; why did they chastise Brent for similar tales?  

Brent waved to Madame Gonzo as he kept moving. Eyes watched him, and he swore murmurs followed with disgust. The orneriest of the guffaws and shouts came from the steps leading towards the Temple, where a group of cadets sat smoking. Heralded by Christof Carver, the captain’s son, the cadets threw their dead smokes at him, yelling to get into the Pit. Brent hid in his shoulders, flinching as one of Christof’s smokes hit him in the face, scuffling along as fast as he could towards the edge of the market. 

Remember the time you got all those smokes stuck in your hair? Brent brushed his curls back and restrained a nervous laugh. Bria spent all those hours removing them. What a tale…imagine if my head lit on—stop it! No stories!  

Brent shut down his thoughts and diverted his gaze towards a merchant selling wicker baskets. Beside the merchant, his daughter placed flowers in a child’s hair, smiling. Brent’s heart skipped. The lovely Bria Smidt, with eyes darker than her skin and dimples in her cheeks punctuating her smiles, always stopped him in his tracks. He still dreamed of the nights they walked together through the Senator’s Gardens, talking and laughing, smiling and kissing.

Things were different then. 

“Brent!” she called as she put the last flower into the child’s hair, “You alright?” 

Brent shrugged.

Bria frowned, sending the child on their way, before walking over to Brent and placing her hand on his arm, “So no.” 

“I’m a’ight, really.”  

Bria saw through it. “I saw Captain Carver make a scene. He’s been picking you out more and more lately.”

“I’m turning twenty-one soon. I guess I gotta…I mean, I need to start behaving.”

“You mean stop telling stories?”

 “Yeah.” 

“That’s stupid, though! You love telling stories.” Bria kicked the ground. “You should just run—”

“I can’t.” 

“I’ll—”

“Harley! What’re you doing?” Cadet Christof Carver shouted, marching across the plaza. He mimicked his father’s walk, his chest puffed outwards while stomping his feet.  

“I’m just…I’m talking.” Brent turned, though Bria’s fingers stayed on his arm. “I’m allowed to do that, right?”

Christof’s nostrils flared, “Not for long.”

“Leave him alone. He’s not doing anything wrong.” Bria glared up at Christof.

“You shouldn’t be talking to him, Briannabella. Doesn’t look good for you either.”

“I said go away, Cadet Carver!” 

Christof grabbed her wrist. “You shouldn’t talk to me like that, doll. Just ‘cause I’m stuck on you now doesn’t mean I’ll always be.”

“I don’t care!” she protested, tugging away, “Let go of me!”

“Please stop!” Brent held his hands up and brought his hands to his head. His throat tightened, the anxious gong in his head starting to vibrate as he took a step backward. “I’m—I’m leaving, a’ight? There’s no reason to fight. I mean, please…don’t.” 

Before anyone replied, Brent backed into the market. The mist from the mountains had grown heavier around him, but that was far from unusual. Sometimes, Brent wondered if the mist had a way of knowing when someone needed it the most, to become invisible, to hide their sorrow. 

Once upon a time, a sad monster lived in the mist. It knitted a cloak out of the fog and walked at night with the clouds. The townsfolk spoke— 

He shook his head, and the story vanished, just as he tripped backward into someone.

“Oh! I’m—I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…” He turned. “I’m sorry—” 

A pale woman draped in black gawked back at him. She opened her mouth to say something, but as soon as she breathed, a fog trickled over her, and she was gone. 


 

 

CHAPTER TWO
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In the Garden

Brent gawked where the woman stood, blinking away the remnants of mist. A muffled buzzing filled his ears. Had it been another story in his head? It seemed no one else had noticed the woman, resuming their business, shoving by him and tossing glances as due. 

“Brent?”

He turned. Bria looked up at him, clutching her basket of flowers to her chest.

“You okay?”

“Yeah. I think…I mean, yeah, I’m fine.” He gulped and changed the subject. The last thing he wanted was for Bria to worry the stories had gotten the best of him. “Christof leaving you alone now?” 

Bria met his gaze; those pensive brown eyes read him like a book. “I can handle Christof. It’s you I’m worried about.” 

“I’m fine. I thought…I mean…” He paused to choose his words. “I thought I saw something. Just my imagination, a’ight? I’m…it’s nothing.” 

Bria shuffled the flowers in her basket, then turned towards the Senator’s Gardens. Travelers often marveled at the Gardens, speaking rumors of the abysmal world beyond the Newbird Mountains. They said only evergreen trees and shrubs, locked in a dust bowl of smoke and ash, lived beyond the town of Newbird’s Arm, claiming the world had always been dead. Others blamed the Order’s vengeful hand against all magic. Once, after hearing an old traveler rant about the death of the world, Brent concocted a story of a wizard who stole all the greenery, only to have the Forest Queen plant a tree and give life to the world again. 

Those were but stories.

Truth-be-told, Brent never ventured beyond the Newbird Mountains. It would be easy enough to hop on a train and leave, but with a black stamp and little money, leaving town might have been a story itself.  Besides, he could never leave his ma or sister, or— 

“Hey.” Bria touched his arm. “I’m going to head home if you want to walk with me…unless you’re busy here?” 

“Yeah, right, okay,” Brent replied. “Let me just find Alexandria.” 

He scoured the marketplace, over the heads of the patrons, towards where a coterie of children gathered. A young girl with pigtails and gray eyes met his gaze, then bounded towards him with a grin spread from cheek to cheek.

“We going home now?” Alexandria asked.

“Yeah, almost supper time.” Brent took his sister’s hand. “Bria’s gonna walk with us, a’ight?”

“A’ight!” 

They walked towards the Senator’s Gardens, silence nestling in the air between them. Brent used it to fade out the vulgar calls from the merchants, duck his head away from the guards, and even hide his face from Jemma as she spoke with Brother Roy Al Carver of the Order. The younger brother of Captain Carver stared with serenity behind a pair of rimmed glasses on his thin nose, and whenever he spoke, his lips puckered like a fish. He selected a miniature Year Glass from a merchant table and held it in the air, mimicking the one hanging above the Temple as it counted the final days of the year.  

Outside the market square, Brent breathed. The stares on his back vanished. Even Alexandria perked up, hopping along the stones in the river while picking a few wildflowers for Bria to weave into her hair.

“I’m gonna be a flower princess…like Rhodana!” Alexandria beamed at Brent. “How does that story end? You didn’t finish it!” 

“The one from today, you mean?” 

“Yeah! About Madame Gonzo’s granddaughter!” 

“Oh, right.” Brent grinned back at his sister. “Well, I told you, I think Madame Gonzo’s granddaughter–the little babe named Rhodana–lived. There is a story that, instead of dying, Rhodana blossomed into Senator Heartz’s immortal camellia bushes. You see?” He motioned to the bushes on the side of the road. “Have you noticed how they never die, even when demons turn the wind frigid or when mothers sing the heat into summer? I think, wherever Rhodana is now, she is keeping the camellias alive. They are her children like she was a child long ago…and as long as she thrives, so do they, right?” 

Brent glanced back at Bria. She stopped at one of the bushes, picking a flower and holding it up to the sunlight. With the tip of her finger, she grazed the petal, then frowned. 

He backtracked to her, “But, I think without help—I mean, without gardeners like Mr. West and Bria…even Rhodana couldn’t keep these flowers alive.” 

“Maybe Rhodana is just a magic gardener?” Alexandria piped. 

“Maybe.” Brent took Bria’s hand. “But most gardeners are magic.” 

Once again, another smile. Bria reached up and put the camellia behind his ear. “The world could use a bit more magic and fairy tales, not just gardeners.” 

“At least gardeners are real.”

“But gardeners don’t have fantastical stories.” Her face fell and, after glancing behind her, she placed a hand to Brent’s cheek. “It’d be a shame for a storyteller to stop telling stories. If you ran away—”

He removed her hand from his cheek and squeezed between her knuckles. “I can’t leave; I don’t have money, and I mean, all of this…for my ma, for my family…it’s the only way to break the cycle.”

“Well, it’s ridiculous.” She turned away to pick another camellia flower. 

They reached a fork in the road. The gravel road led towards the barracks, the sight of guards marching in the distance apparent. Another headed straight, branching into the weaving pathways of the Senator’s Garden. The last road turned into dirt, trailing towards the border of the Pit. Bria disbanded there, placing one more flower in Alexandria’s hair, then vanishing into the Senator’s Gardens without looking back. 

“Brent?” Alexandria tugged at his sleeve.

“Yeah?”

“When are you and Miss Bria gonna get married?”

“Wha—What!?!” The blood rushed to Brent’s ears, “Why would you—what makes you think—why would you say that?”

“You two are in love! Like the story of Prince Sol and Princess Luna you told!” Alexandria crossed her arms, “I saw you kissing!” 

“Ally-cat, no…” Brent wiped his face. “It’s not like that.”

“But you are!” 

“You know I’m marrying Miss Jemma after Year Birth.”

“But why!?! You don’t love her!” 

Brent guided Alexandria down the dirt pathway, lowering his voice as he spoke. “It’s not as simple as love.”

“But in your stories—”

“My stories are just that—stories. So, I have to marry Jemma.” Brent recalled the day of the betrothal, weeks before his nineteenth birthday. A snowstorm had ravaged the domicile, and he nestled by the fire with Bria, draped in blankets and drinking warm tea. It was then Brent decided he would ask for Bria’s hand when she turned eighteen later that year.

He never had the chance. Morning arrived with a knock on the door from his mother, sending Brent’s life into another spiral. “Ma and Brother Roy Al came up with the plan that if someone pure like Miss Jemma marries me, then I may not end up in the Pit like Dad. It doesn’t matter that we don’t love each other; Miss Jemma will be doing what’s best for the Order, and I’ll do what’s best for you and Ma, a’ight?” 

Alexandria scowled. “That’s dumb.” 

Brent didn’t disagree. While many people thought it was a waste of time, Brother Roy Al wanted to prove the elders of the Order wrong. That men and women marked with the black stamp did not belong to the demons. There was a cure, he claimed.

But maybe I don’t want to be cured. Brent scratched at the triangular betrothal brand on his hand, turning towards his dilapidated home at the end of the cul-de-sac. 

His mother waited in the kitchen, stirring a large pot of watery stew, hunched over and mumbling to herself. Clothes hung on the line in the kitchen. When he was younger, he would help deliver the clothes for his mother, pulling in the occasional extra coin, but with age came skeptics, and his black stamp prevented him from helping any longer.

Brent kissed the back of his mother’s head then vanished into his narrow bedroom. It was no larger than a closet, with a thin mattress and a single end table.  There, he let his magic come to life. Brent kept strips of parchment he’d torn out of newspapers and the three books he had read back-to-cover in his drawer covered by few garments of clothes. He used a fountain pen as his wand, scribbling stories across the papers of a goddess of Camellias, a man with burned eyes, and a woman in black traveling about town whom no one could see.

He paused, ink bleeding through the paper, wracking his brain over the woman again. She’d left in an instant, like the Effluvium marching down the side of the mountain. Brent convinced himself it was his imagination playing tricks again. Only a story, nothing more. Right?

“Brenton?” his mother knocked.

“Ma!” He pushed the strips of paper back in the drawer. “I’m sorry—I didn’t…I mean, is supper ready?”

“Was ready hours ago.”

“Oh, sorry, I—” He shook his head. “Can I help you clean? Or with the laundry? I can help.”

“No, no, it’s a’ight.” She sat beside him and stroked back his bangs, “I’m just glad you came home tonight.”

“Uh, yeah.” 

Her face fell. “You’re going out again, aren’t you?”

“Yes.” 

“Be safe then, a’ight?” 

“I’ll try—I mean, I will. I promise.” 

 

Once the sun set far beneath the mountains and his mother and sister went to bed, Brent snuck into the trees following along the Pit’s wall. He hunched his shoulders, hands gripping the scraps of paper in his pocket, keeping to the shadows. The moon hung as a single slither in the sky, and Brent relied on the distant lights from over the Pit’s wall to guide him back towards the market. 

Brent slipped inside the cracked opening of the Pit’s gate. A mirrored version of the market met him. Merchant booths lined the alleyways, and people of the night strode half-dressed through the streets. The guards turned a blind eye as townsfolk entered the gate, bribed by free wares from the dealers, the harlots, and the so-called Magii of the Black Stamp. The Magii sold their fantastical antidotes and spells, blessed with magic long thought eradicated by the Order itself. Yet, while townsfolk entered, the vagrants were not permitted to leave unwarranted. 

Brent kept to the side, his head down, not daring to make eye contact. Even when his drunken father swaggered by, Brent didn’t call out. Bite your tongue, keep your head down, and don’t attract attention. That’s what Ma always says. 

In the Black Market, he listened. Although townsfolk traveled each night into the forbidden tents, harboring of fruit and vices, Brent knew if they spoke his name, the guard would march up to his front door the next day. 

So, Brent said not a word as he moved between the vendors. He traded five strips with stories for a bag of lemons. To a vagrant named Micca, only a few years older than Brent, he traded seven stories for a pack of smokes and two more for the ones that told his worries goodbye. Micca waved Brent off with a cocky smile, counting the story-strips like currency as he waltzed away. 

Even though the stories granted the vendors solace, making the trip all worth it, Brent didn’t stay around. Once he bought his wares, he snuck out of the Pit and towards the fields. Cattle slept beneath the oak hammocks. Brent glanced towards a large oak tree, basking in the evening mist. Shadows of the past flashed through his mind; some nights, not too long ago, he had sat with Bria beneath that tree, laughing, touching, and kissing. They sat there and named the cows. He did the same now, blowing smoke towards the field, squeezing a lemon in his hand. The black one is named Gregory, the brown one is Paula, and the calf is Emily. 

Brent puffed on smoke again. It blew back behind his head, towards the Senator’s Garden over the creek. The smoke mingled in the air, spinning about, dancing even, forming a— 

He blinked.

No, it’s gotta be in my head.

He blinked again. Yet the smoke still gathered around her.

The woman in black meandered into the Gardens, her hood up over her face, as spectral as when he first laid his eyes upon her. Her skin glowed like the outline of the moon, or as the snow that tampered with the ground. 

Brent stomped out his smoke and followed her from afar. He felt drawn towards her like chains had wrapped around his ankles and dragged him to her. No matter how hard he tried, he could not shake them. How could no one else notice this woman? She was like a bruise against the landscape.

The woman paused by the camellia bushes and picked one flower from it. Upon holding it up, the flower wilted. 

Brent ducked behind a bush and shivered. I’m going crazy. This has gotta be a story. The flowers can’t die. 

The woman shook her head, dropping the petals to the ground. 

Brent followed from the bushes as she strolled along the edge of the garden where the forest met the flowers. Her stride ceased at a towering oak tree.

When the woman touched the trunk of the tree, the ground swallowed her whole, leaving a trail of mist in her wake.

“What the—” Brent left his hiding spot and rushed over to where she stood. “What the shite? Where did she—I’m going crazy!” 

He kicked a root in frustration. 

The ground loosened beneath him, and like a door swinging open, it collapsed. 

Darkness engulfed him. Seconds later, he hit the ground. The only source of light came from a torch glowing down the tunnel. 

Drip.

Drip.

Drip.

Water fell from the stalagmites. On the wall, a lattice of vines bathed in the water, crooning towards the small bit of light hanging in the air. 

Brent groaned as he crawled up from the floor, gripping at the ground, then at a shoe.

His gaze trailed upwards.

The woman in black glared back. 

 


 

CHAPTER THREE
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The Girl in the Tunnels

“Shite!” Brent scrambled backward. 

The woman in black jammed her sharp heel into his hand before he could get far. Her shrill voice pierced the silence. “What are you?” 

“I, uh…I’m uh—”  

The woman thrust him face-first into the wall of vines. “Answer me! What are you?” 

“I—I don’t—” He cringed. “This can’t be real! I’m spent, aren’t I? Shite—ow!” 

She slammed him against the wall again. Brent gripped the vines, digging into them with the tips of his nails. To his surprise, at his touch, they moved, slithering about his fingers. He stared back at the woman in horror, but as she swiped at him again, the vines retorted by pulling him in the opposite direction and through the wall.

Brent toppled backward into a dark room. The woman in black shrieked as the vines knitted shut behind him. She clawed at them, but the lattice only tightened. 

A few lemons and one of his smokes fell out of Brent’s coat as he collapsed on the ground. They rolled across the floor, past the dim fire, to the feet of a young woman crouching at the far wall. A gray scarf covered her chin and hair. Yet, even more obscure, what appeared to be tree branches shot out from behind her right ear, encasing her face and twisting into her frizzy hair.

Only her dark left eye remained visible in the firelight.

“What are you doing here?” The scarf muffled the young woman’s voice.

“I, uh…I—” Brent winced as the woman shrieked on the other side of the wall. “The woman…I followed her here and I—I mean she attacked me and—” 

“What woman?”

“The one out there. She’s right there.” Blood dribbled from the puncture wound on his skin as he pointed. 

“There’s no one else down here, though.” The young woman peered out of her vines. “You’re the first person I’ve ever seen here.”  

A knot formed in Brent’s throat. It played a song up the back of his spine, into his forehead, where a laughing old man banged a gong in his head. He brought his head to his knees and wheezed. “I’m going crazy…or I’m spent or—or—shite!”

“I don’t think you’re crazy,” the girl whispered.

“But the woman—I mean this—I don’t…” Brent gasped for air. “You didn’t see her! I should’ve listened. This is what I get…I should’ve—”

“You were floating in the air against the wall…and you’re bleeding.” The girl pulled a kerchief from her satchel and motioned to the side of his face. 

Brent took the kerchief and pressed it to his forehead. Blood stained the material instantly. 

He sucked in his bottom lip as the woman in black screech once more. “Can’t you hear her, though? She’s screaming so loud.”  

“I don’t, no.”

Brent gritted his teeth and shook his head. 

“But I trust you. And you can trust me.” 

“I don’t know who you are, though.” 

“No, you—” The girl looked away. “Right, no. You can call me Rho.” 

“Rho…” Brent furrowed his brow. “Okay Rho…do you…I mean, where am I?” 

“That’s a good question,” the girl called Rho replied. “I’ve been trying to figure that out for years now.”

 “But you live here…don’t you?”

“I discovered them by accident, just like you.” Rho shrugged. “They’re my tunnels.” 

“Tunnels…” Brent glanced around at the walls. “Tunnels to where?”

“Anywhere, everywhere. Magic.”

“Magic…” Brent’s gaze retraced the vines. “So wait, did you do the thing with the vines? That brought me here?”

She nodded.

“So, you’re a Magii? But I thought…the Order, I mean. They eradicated magic decades ago.”

“I’m something.” Rho picked up a lemon and rolled it in her hands. “The tunnels are my hiding place. The Order can’t find me here.” 

“Shite…the Order! If they find out about this…shite I need to go home…” 

“Why would you want to?”

“Why would you—” Brent narrowed his eyes, “I mean, why do you care?” 

“Forget it.” Rho dropped the lemon. As it hit the ground, a tree erupted from the fruit, spiraling up towards the ceiling in the shape of a bark-covered twisting staircase. A few lemons sprouted along its branches. 

“What the—”

“Magic.” Rho peeled open another lemon, “Go on. That’ll lead you home.”

“Oh…uh, okay. Thanks.” Brent stepped onto the tree-made staircase, “Um, don’t tell anyone I was here…please. I mean…yeah, please don’t.” 

“Who would I tell?”

“I—I don’t know.” Brent glanced once more at Rho. There was something familiar about her, like seeing someone he met in passing. Beneath the layers of sweaters and jackets covering her body, he couldn’t tell her actual size.  But she did well to avoid his gaze, masked away by the little branch on her face.

Brent climbed up the lemon staircase, clutching the railing and trying his best to ignore the headache ringing in his ears. Yet it never faltered, the gong in his head rippling through his vertebrae. 

When he reached the top of the staircase, he crumpled to the ground in the Senator’s Garden, where he stayed until the sun rose over the Newbird Mountains to the North. 

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER FOUR
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Rho

Rho waited for Brent to leave before collapsing by the fire. All her life, she’d been waiting for someone to join her in her tunnels. She’d wandered them alone since childhood, dreaming of a friend to explore the world and share secrets. Of all the people who had to enter her hideaway, of all the people it could have been, why did it have to be Brent Harley?  His silver eyes, marked with stress and fear, left a shadow around her. His words weighed heavier.

A woman in black… Rho exhaled. But it’s only ever been me.

She picked at the seeds inside her fresh peeled lemon. They found a home in her satchel, mixed with an array of other seeds Rho had collected over the years. 

It had to be Brent. Of course it did! She inhaled. Nineteen years! She’d been trying to understand these tunnels and her magic since birth. Now Brent Harley had come toppling into her world and admitted to seeing more of the tunnels in those minutes than she ever fathomed. Why didn’t the woman in black show herself? How many times had Rho wandered the tunnels searching–no, begging–for answers?

She ran her name over her tongue, foreign to her. After all these years of planning to tell anyone in the tunnels her real name. But when Brent arrived, she panicked, replacing her identity with a hearsay tale. 

He’s so stupid. How did he not recognize me? Not hard, Brent, not hard. 

Rho exhaled and peered out of the vines again. Except for the misplaced foliage, no sign remained of her unexpected visitor. 

 “Hello?” Rho called as she stepped into the tunnel.

Her muffled echo responded with the wind. The frigid air sent shivers through her body, and she wrapped her cowl tighter around her face. It proved a good disguise from Brent, complemented by the little branch nestled behind her ear. 

Her little branch first blossomed behind her ear the day she was born. White camellias bloomed with it, and her mother buried her alive that same day. Instead of withering away, Rho flourished, giving life to the Senator’s camellia bushes and sometimes to the flowers in her hair. 

Like the stories said. 

Yet today, she had no desire to give life to the flowers, sending her little branch back behind her ear as she moved further away from her secret corner.

She followed the tunnel to a junction where many other paths met. At her feet, the vines and root followed, slithering past her to the empty towering northern wall.  Rho checked each tunnel; no one loitered but the occasional dripping of water or the lurching blow of the wind. 

“Hello?” she called out again, “Is anyone there?”

The wind howled back.

“Please, if anyone is there…answer me…please!” 

Silence. 

Someone, please…answer me…please.

Rho withered by the empty wall. She forced away the knot in her throat. Why did she bother coming down here anymore? Every time left her vacant and alone. Childhood memories of children mocking her still haunted her years later after a game of Come Find Me with her peers.  Tunnels?!? You’re silly! It’s just a tree! I see no tunnels. 

That was over ten years ago. So why not just forget it all, live her life as a simple gardener like her family wanted? There was no reason to return to the earth like this. 

There was no reason to be Rho. 

Besides, no one cared about a girl who talked to plants.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER FIVE
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The Effluvium’s Soul

Brent lay shivering on the cold ground, picking at the weeds. He tried convincing himself it’d been a dream, but the dried blood on his hand and the pounding in his head told him otherwise. He half expected the woman in black to climb out after him and drag him by his feet back into the endless oblivion beneath the surface. 

Or maybe that strange girl, Rho, would reconsider.

He didn’t move until the sun ascended over the top of the mountains, sending the Effluvium down the mountain to mask the cattle in fog. The only light came from the subtle glow of the Gardener’s Hut at the far end of the garden.

Mr. West, the heavy-set, balding gardener with a wide smile, stood on the porch, smoking. He called out to Brent as he walked by, “Brenton! What’re you doing about so early? It’s hardly sunup!” 

“Oh, hi…um—”  

“What’s going on, Ric? Who is it?” Another man who Brent recognized as Mr. Smidt came to the doorway, placing his hand on Ric’s arm as he peered behind him, “Oh! It’s that boy…the Brenty-Boy…the boy who—”

“Yes! It’s Brenton!” 

Brent retreated on himself, bringing his ears to his shoulders. “I was just out for a walk and—”

“Your ma ain’t gonna like that.” Mr. West shook his head. “Why don’t ya come in for tea and biscuits, hm? We can see if Briannabella’s around.” 

“I hope she’s home. Wanna talk with her ‘bout somethin’,” Mr. Smidt mumbled. “Worried she’s gonna go running off or something and then…” the man continued to ramble as he retreated back into the house.

“No, no, it’s a’ight,” Brent gulped. “It’s a’ight…she can…I mean, let her sleep. I’ll come by another time.” 

“You sure, boy? You look pale.” 

“Yeah, yeah, it’s a’ight. It’s fine.” 

Before Mr. West could say another word, Brent bolted down the path and out of the garden. 

He walked in a haze while the early morning market bustled with vendors setting up their tents. Old Madame Gonzo bumbled between the vendors, her checklist out and taking stock. Brent still remembered the brief time as her apprentice; the numbers eluded him, but he kept the lists tidy and the vendors in check.

Until the merchants withdrew from Newbird’s Arm. A boy with demon eyes had no job running the market, after all. 

Brent trailed along the side of the Pit. The red-eyed stare of the Temple gazed over him, where early morning service goers gathered at the front steps, waiting for the doors to open. A few guards loitered on the railing, yawning and disinterested, save for Cadet Christof Carver, who peered up at the Year Glass. At the front of the crowd stood Jemma. 

“Jem!” Brent called out to her, but she vanished into the Temple before he reached the front. The rest of the congregate whisked him into the Temple.

The Temple’s doors opened to a long hall, with crevasses beneath the stained-glass windows. Patrons occupied them, kneeled beneath the array of colors, hands pressed to the smaller Year Glasses on the floor. They didn’t move, bodies draped in simple smocks, faces turned downwards as they recited scripture to themselves. 

Brent took a seat on a bench in the back and gazed up towards the Year Glass at the top of the atrium. The Year Glass counted each passing second with a metallic red liquid dripping down its sides. On the surrounding walkway, Elder Don Van cast a shadow over the room below. In the back of the room, the guard gathered, heralded by Captain Carver. 

Brent’s attention shifted when a younger brother of the Order hit a small drum beside the stairwell. It announced the arrival of Brother Roy Al, draped in emerald robes, his long brown hair whisked up by the gentle breeze blowing through the doorway. The young brother with the drum followed behind him, the two men carrying an aura of serenity in their presence. 

Brother Roy Al strode to the podium. He lit the candle on its surface. A cloud of smoke filled the air above the congregate, mingling with the flame, and drifting between the colors of gray and blue, ruby and emeralds. The Brother enchanted them all. He was not much older than Brent, but he held the congregate in the palm of his hands, detailing the room with kindness and smiles.  With a mere nod, he commanded the congregate to bow their heads. A simple chant turned into a spell, lifting Brent into a cloud of complacency.

 

Exuberance,

The Year such ends,

A snowfall blesses our dens. 

Chilled.

Cold.

So does the air.

The sand counting as the hour’s curve.

And as it falls,

So does the snow.

 

The snow comes like the sun,

She falls.

And Effluvium marches on,

Wraps you tight,

Protects you from the demons.

Dark.

They hide as the night grows nigh.

Alas the Effluvium fights with might,

Pacing those who steal your rights.

The moon stares down as you

As I

Wait for the Effluvium to soothe

Those damned.

The demons, those demons,

They’ll fight but fail.

The Effluvium serves the pure,

Those with a soul prevail.

 

Back demon! Say you be true.

I have a pure soul!

 

Cast aside those woes,

Those unfortunate woes,

That the demons so desire.

And remember me,

Remember you,

Remember the snowfall,

As been for a thousand years tall. 

 

Remember Effluvium is watching,

It kills the Year clean,

The evil shrivels,

The demons falter,

And you can speak alas.

Say it loud.

Louder.

Say it now.

 

I shall not be your agent!

 

Sing it to the dark sky,

And the sun will rise again.

 

I shall not be your agent!

 

Repeat it.

Memorize it.

Remember the Year as it bores.

 

I shall not be your agent!

 

Why I ask?

 

Because.

 

Why?

 

I am the Effluvium’s Soul!

 

“I am the Effluvium’s Soul!” Brent repeated with the congregate. The words fell from empty lips. Brent felt out of place amongst the droves of worshipers, pressing their Year Glass necklaces to their mouths. He curled in on himself, placing his fingers to his leather cusp and black stamp instead.

“We say this prayer every Year,” Brother Roy Al preached. “It only seems fitting that the Year ends on another snowfall. It says something about the Year that ends and the Year to come. A thousand Years we have sang this tune, and each Year for those thousand, we reflect on such exuberance. Happiness marked this Year: marriages, babies, vagrants clearing their souls…and the strongest market square we have ever seen! A beautiful end to a beautiful Year, no doubt. And who knows what next Year will bring! We’ll hear of our young folk traveling far away to the Capitol or across the sea! More babies will be born, more families made, and a flourishing garden will continue blessing our homes. We’ll each begin fresh, yes? So, let’s celebrate at the Year Birth Festival tomorrow. The moon may be dark, but we are the Effluvium’s soul. So, ban together, pray, and ward the demons away!” 

Applause erupted. The words of the Effluvium’s Soul teetered around Brent, locking him in place. If the woman in black waltzed through the doors right then, he’d be helpless.

 Brother Roy Al’s chants cut off Brent’s thoughts, “Now, for the last full day until the Year is reborn, let’s cross boundaries! Unite with those who stand in the back and forget our—”

“Brother Roy Al!” 

From twisted stairway Elder Don Van marched down from the Year Glass. A squat man with silver hair and stark blue eyes, his gaze darted about the atrium, his ruby red cloak skimming the floor. Captain Carver left his post in the back, joining Elder Don Van as he paused a few rows away from Brent. 

“Elder Don Van.” Brother Roy Al bowed, his glasses almost slipping off his nose. “Service is nearing its conclusion. What do you bring on this lovely morn?”

“The word of the Order, as it shall be.” The Elder peered up to the Year Glass and said, “The Year shall bring a fresh cleanse to our populace, yes, yes indeed. But it is only if we choose to be as vigilant as the Effluvium, keeping our promise to watch for those with demons on their backs. Magic is futile, silver eyes belong to Death’s demons, and storytellers will bring a plague upon our homes. Lies belong to magic, and magic gives birth to vagrancy. So, Brother Roy Al, I do ask…why did you allow a damn vagrant into the Temple today?” 

Brent shrunk into the pews. 

“Pardon?” Brother Roy Al straightened his back. 

Captain Carver walked into the seats a few rows back and yanked a woman draped in red, the black stamp tattooed across her wrist, to her feet. The Captain dragged her into the center of the aisle. “This is repulsive, brother! You let vagrants into your services? Despicable!” 

“I believe all should have a chance to enter the Effluvium’s arms,” Brother Roy Al stated, standing his ground. “Madame Ursula here has not done anything wrong but open her mind.”

Elder Don Van waved them away. “Get her out of here, Captain. Brother Roy Al, I expect you in my chambers in the next hour. We have much to discuss.” The Elder ventured back up the stairway and towards the Year Glass without looking back.

The atrium dripped with silence. 

Then came the loud crack of a whip.

A scream.

And more silence. 

Brent’s throat tightened at the sound. All else spoke in whispers, leaving the Temple behind with their heads down, never making eye contact. 

“Brent?” Jemma’s voice caught Brent’s attention. “What are you doing here?” 

“Jem…oh, hi. I was, um…I needed to—I wanted to—” The words stuck to his tongue, and he looked to the Year Glass above them. If I tell her, then I’m next. “I just want to—I mean, if we’re going to marry, I thought I’d try to attend…for you. I guess—I mean…” He chewed on his lip. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, well…” Jemma’s face softened. “That’s kind of you, Brent. But you shouldn’t come unless by my side. Otherwise…well, you saw.” 

Brent nodded.

Jemma took his hand, their identical triangles lining up near-perfectly next to each other, before saying, “I appreciate the efforts, Brent. Really. I do. I know you mean well, but it’s best that you stay in the shadows until the Effluvium blesses our union. It’s for the best.”

“Yeah, I don’t know about that…” 

“Trust me,” She squeezed his hand, then hastened out of the Temple with the rest of the congregate. 

Brent followed from the back. Outside, the vagrant from the Temple huddled on the ground, blood dripping from her bare back and her robe draped around her breasts. She gave out a pained sob as Captain Carver walked away from the scene, tightening his whip onto his waist. Cadet Christof Carver and another cadet, a large fellow with an atrocious face like a wide-eyed gecko, shoved the woman back to the Pit. 

Brent shook back the gong playing repetitive songs in his head. Everything is okay…everything is fine. They didn’t see what you saw…or if you saw…or that you saw… You’re fine! 

Brent hurried from the market, fumbling to light a smoke against the billowing winds. It caught the light as he arrived at the train station. A few beggars and travelers gathered on the steps, singing songs in ancient tongues. He collapsed next to an old woman untangling an old fishing net. 

Chewing on the edge of the smoke, Brent picked again at his leather cusp. You should run, Bria’s voice chimed in his head.  It’d be easy. The train chugged from over the mountain. A gold coin, and he’d be free. But then where would he run? Alone, he was helpless. What good was a storyteller in a land where stories were taboo? 

Brent blew a puff of smoke. It mingled with the air, sheathing the old woman beside him, growing thick around her face. 

Then, she disappeared.

Brent blinked once, looked at his smoke, then back at the space where the woman sat. A misty aura filled the space, trailing off to the bushes across the road. 

“What the…” Brent pursued the mist. A buzzing rose in his ears as he hurried.

At last, he saw her again: the woman in black. 

 

 

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER SIX
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The Woman in Black

“Shite!” Brent tripped backward. 

“Well, sards,” the woman in black hissed.

Brent dropped his smoke on the ground, his knees giving out beneath him. “Are you—are you going to—I mean, are you here to kill me or curse me…or something?” 

“Oh great, he’s a milksop.” The woman motioned to the mist, her voice as shrewd as in the tunnels. “Just what I need.”  

“You’re—you’re a demon, aren’t you? You’re coming for…coming for…shite I should have listened!”  

The woman’s gazed pierced him, “I am not one of your demons, boy.”  

“No one can see you and the tunnels—I mean, I—I…” He dug his fingers into the dirt, not daring to look up, and cried, “I’m going crazy.”  

The woman exhaled, slinging the net over her shoulder and looking past him. In the daylight, she didn’t seem as menacing. After all, she was only a few years older than Brent, with blue eyes that pierced the sky, hair as dark as her cloak.  

Brent refused to meet her stare, “Why can’t anyone see…why am I…what are you?”  

“Caroline.” 

“What—what’s a Caroline?”  

“No, that is my name, you dolt,” she guffawed. “I am Caroline, the Eighth Member of the Council of Mist Keepers, Illusionist to the Second World.” 

“I—I don’t understand what that means.”  

“Basically,” the woman named Caroline paused, twiddling her thumbs, “I am Death.”  

Brent blinked. He ran the word “death” over his tongue twice, before producing an obscene noise that resembled a pathetic elephant, and then darting back into the market. He rushed past a few vendors, almost tripping over a smaller woman with a trolley of baked goods. When a few toppled off, Brent stopped to pick them up, only to receive a smack of the hand and a few glares. He apologized and shuffled off again, finding a spot behind an oak tree. 

“Shite! Shite! Shite! I’m…this is crazy. I’m going crazy!” Brent laughed and wiped his upper lip.  

“Yes, it is quite crazy for you to behave like this.” 

Brent jumped. Once again, Caroline stood beside him. 

“You’re here. How did you…I don’t want to—I…” He bolted again, this time weaving towards the woods. Surely if he kept an irregular path, he’d lose her. He staggered over the roots and along the walls of the Pit, hopping across the rocks in an icy river. Ice and leaves crackled beneath his feet, and the farther he clamored up a foothill and through the dense bushes, the more rampant his breathing grew.

Brent stopped at a fallen tree and glanced down at the path. Anywhere farther than this met dense thickets that blinded even the sharpest eyes. 

I’m too young to die. Brent collapsed on the log and gripped his knees, Go away. Be in my head. Please. 

He snatched a branch from the ground and removed a few pieces of bark. A hero would fashion this into a blade. Why didn’t I take up woodworking? I could fashion this into a knife and then— He dug his fingers deeper into the branch, watching as the mist thickened again.

He swung the branch at Caroline as she emerged from it. 

She caught it easily. “Really? What do you intend to do with this, Brenton?”  

“You—you know my name?” Brent gulped, “Are you here to—are you going to…am I gonna die?”  

“Consarn it. This is why I hate using the word death. It misrepresents everything.” Caroline pinched her nose and exhaled. “No, I am not here to kill you. It does not work like that. Fate has another destiny for you, it may seem. If you believe in that malarkey.”  

“You’ve gotta be…shite, you’re in my head, right? You gotta be…” Brent closed his eyes. The gong in his head erupted again. “I should—I mean, I should—I can’t—”  

“Oh, lovely,” Caroline crossed her arms, speaking again to the mist rather than to Brent. “Come, it is obvious you are frightened, but we shall talk. You shall learn.” 

“I don’t know…I mean this…what about—I—”  

Before Brent objected further, she pulled him through the mist and into the heart of a tree.  

On the other side of the tree, they arrived in the tunnels. They weren’t how Brent remembered them, though. Rather than the eerie dripping of water or the slithering vines, the tunnels existed in a rainbow effervescence. Brent blinked when it clicked. 

The Effluvium. 

It moved with them, dancing in and out of the foliage on the walls, basking in the dim light. It had to be the Effluvium; what else would encase the world in such wonder? Would anything else hide magic but the Order’s god? 

For a fleeting moment, Brent’s mind wandered to that strange girl, hidden as much by the Effluvium as this world. Why couldn’t she see Caroline? Who was she? Why did she feel so familiar? He didn’t have time to ponder it, as Caroline grabbed him by his arm and marched him down the tunnel.  

They moved in silence, Brent’s entire body stiff as Caroline guided him.  He stammered and shivered as he spoke. “So you’re Death? Like if someone dies, you come, Death? The demon—Death thing?” 

“We have gone by many names over the years. Currently, we call ourselves the Mist Keepers.” Caroline shrugged. 

“Mist Keepers…” Brent’s thoughts darted again to the Effluvium. “But I’m not dead, right?” 

She grimaced. “That is why I have a distaste for the name Death. It implies that I control when your heart stops.” 

“So…so you’re not here to…you’re not gonna kill me?” 

“Nah.” 

“But then, what are you? I mean, if you’re not a demon and you don’t
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