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“Dove & Crow”

 


 


Introduction.

 


Not much is certain.

 


There are no guarantees

that what has happened

in the past should

ever occur

in the future.

 


One's own

worst enemy

might suddenly

cast down

his sword

and offer his hand.

Dwarves have always

distrusted tomes

that promise

insight.

 


 


The halls of

Khasdum,

at times

were bastions

of wealth.

 


At others, more often than
not,

the floors were

carpeted with blood.

 


This is yet one of those
tales.


Chapter One:

“CRADLE OF SIN”

 


I

 


The grass dances in the warm breeze
in celebration, back lit by the waning light of an afternoon
sun.

 


Today is special.  After a long
drought, the thirst is finally quenched with the blood of a
dove.

 


A lone crow picks at the dying dove.
It stands on the dove's broken wing, pinning it down with its
crude, reptilian feet.

 


The crow openly rejoices at the
dove's misery, it had arrived to the carnage first and it had even
beaten the flies that would have invaded such a prize.

 


The crow swallows a morsel, smiling
in its own way to the dove's shrieks of pain. "Thought you could
soar with eagles, did you?" cajoles the crow. "Apparently old
Thoragil didn't agree, eh?"

 


Thoragil was the eagle chief and he
had in deed knocked the dove from the skies.

 


The dove, convulses and chirps
curses at the crow, blood welling from its severed wing. The crow
steps aside, croaking, "Fly, stupid Dove. Fly away. To your worms
and play that you so love."

 


The dove stands on its rickety feet
and makes a last, feeble attempt to regain flight. The dove chirps
one final time then dies.

 


The crow saunters over, cawing in
its crow-laughter as it pecks out an eye and swallows it
whole.

 


Not for the first time, the agling
is reminded of how dissimilar they are; as the saying goes, these
two wards of his "are as different as night and day."

 


The mischievous one tosses a stone,
laughing as the crowl laughs; in mockery. He usurps it’s mirth for
mirth of his own. He is a boy that believes a smile is something to
be stolen, not shared or given.

 


The stone travels its predictable
course, striking the crow a mortal blow and ricochets so that falls
at rest in front of his sibling’s feet. The throw is a marvel,
calculated with cruel precision.

 


The agling suppresses a smile before
his cracked lips manage to form it upon his face. Now is a time for
discipline, not pride. A teacher doth not praise what he wishes to
declaim. What remains of the crow look rather like an ink
spill.

 


The weepy one stares at what brother
had just killed. He stands slump-shouldered, as if carrying the
burden of grief were it a physical weight upon his shoulders; a
cross he has borne many times throughout his young life.

 


A single tear shimmers its way down
his cheek. The wretched brother tossels the weepy one’s hair and
stomps the crippled crow to death; grinding its bones into
powder.

 


The lighter brother sighs. He
gingerly lifts the bleeding husk of the once flighty dove into his
arms and holds it against his chest.

 


His heart beats softly in his chest
while the dove’s is stilled within its breast. He kisses it. His
hands and shirt and lips are stained the same pink from the crimson
of the dove’s blood.

 


He spits the small drops out with a
grimace, ignoring his brother’s contemptuous requests for a sip. He
breathes into the dove’s beak.

 


And then the dove is whole again,
its small heart no longer still, wings no longer broken. It leaps
into the vapors of its home from the deathly ground, pausing only
to chime a tune of thanksgiving to its healer and it is gone from
this tale.

 


It is at this time that the agling
decides to make his presence known. He’d followed them this morning
as he follows them every morning.

 


He rides his pony closer up behind
them, forming a centaur-shaped silhouette on the ground beneath
their feet.

 


They both stiffen. Muttering amongst
themselves, taking turns passing the blame. They turn about to face
their grandparent.

 


He sits slumped forward on the bare
back of his elderly pony, supporting his head in his right hand in
a thinking gesture. His gray eyes peer at his "grand children"
through his dusty spectacles.

 


His brow furrows, forming a
caterpillar-shape before softening again. He clicks his tongue
against what's left of his teeth, signaling to pony that he wished
to dismount.

 


Instead of lifting a leg over the
pony's back, he merely shuffles forward over the pony's head and
raises his hand to signal it to stand. He walks to the crow's
corpse with the pony in tow, sparing the boys from having to meet
his glance a few moments more.

 


"Well," he croaks in an old man's
voice.

 


"It'za crow, Grampah," the younger
boy says.

 


The old man immediately fixes him
with an exasperated stare: I'm not blind, boy. Just because I'm old
don't mean I'm stupid!

 


First he looks at the twin to his
left. The first striking thing upon first glance at him is his
eyes. They are small, colorless globes in the middle of his pale,
round face. His skin is as pale as ash. His hair is just long
enough to stick out over his face and touch his shoulders and is as
white as his small teeth.  No wonder the old man calls him
"Bleach."

 


The boy to the old man's right is
the exact opposite of the other; both in appearance and
manner.  Both are a terror to discipline, yet this one, he
suspects, is pure evil. The lad, in stark contrast to the tattered
ensemble preferred by his brother, is impeccably tailored in
flashy, new duds. Where did he find it? He cared too much about his
clothes, yet he was still a kid.

 


The outfit was complete with a black
cape, chained across the throat with a silver clasp. Only his face
and hands can be seen from behind the dark clothing, a gray tint to
his skin and long, painted nails. His black hair is full, although
contrasting to the gaunt face and haggard skull from which it
grows.

 


The old fellow suspects that one may
have missed a few meals, yet the arrogance and conceit apparent in
his eyes precludes any pity he may have felt for him. Those very
same eyes glint back at his elder with contempt, the portals from
which a damned soul perceives the world. He is "Blacky."

 


Just as the old fellow clears his
throat to begin a lecture, a sudden explosion interrupts him. He
wasn't quite caught off-guard, so he turns his back to the
spectacle and stares at his dancing shadow. He knew this would
happen.

 


After all, it happens twice every
single year, doesn't it? He isn't surprised that his benighted
grandchild shields his eyes beneath the shadowy tent of his cape.
He's also isn't surprised that the other one is staring at what he
knows he should not be seeing.

 


What does surprise him is that the
horses are spooked away, but not his faithful pony. The old cuss
had died and obediently lay stiffly at his master's
feet.

 


II

 


 


He stares straight at the spectacle,
knuckling blood from his eyes as if they were tears.  A naked
woman of angelic beauty can be seen in the sky, her fiery red hair
billowing out around her head like a flaming halo. He can't
entirely see her body because her most private areas are covered
with a sash of pure shadow that surrounds her.

 


Bleach can't understand why a woman
with such radiance would choose to wear something as hideous as
that shawl. It doesn't emphasize her beauty, but actually abolishes
it.

 


Just then, the monstrous head of a
serpent rears up from behind the woman. It meets Bleach's gaze,
hypnotizing him with its eyes. The serpent's body is composed
entirely of a bleak darkness, but its eyes glow. Not with a light
of their own, but with the blinding gleam of the sun reflecting off
of a well-polished sword just before the thrust.

 


His stiffens with the arctic chill
of absolute fear. The serpent makes a move for him, he flinches.
Then, all at once, he sees nothing.

 


"I can't see, Grampah!" complains
the small boy. Actually, the elder man isn't related to the boys by
name, blood, or species. They're halvan-nymphs, the sons of a great
warrior and the Goddess of Harvest. The old man is of the
Dav-Torve; the accursed's spawn.

 


"Well, heal yourself with the spell
I had just taught you, stupid boy! Does it take pain to cause you
to forget your lessons?!!?" calls Gramp's voice from beyond the
curtain of darkness. It doesn't echo as if from within a tunnel or
from above as if you just happened to fall in a hole, but is clear
and precise.

 


The boy does as he is asked, and the
world slowly comes into focus as if it were being painted
meticulously upon a canvas.

 


The Suns of Galfaste, once more
flying their figure-eight formation around their queen, begin to
set in the west. Darn! He missed it again! He finally got a chance
to see the fabled Equinox and lost his sight just as it was getting
good.

 


When his gaze returns to his
grandfather who is leaning on his cane before him, he mutters an
apology.

 


Grampah sighs and begins his
lecture: "You must never be so foolish. God's Flower is the mother
of us all. We are her children. If not for her gifts of light, all
life in this world would cease to exist. So, upon the hour of her
desecration, you must avert your eyes as a show of respect. Never
awe at her naked glow, for not even you is worthy of such a
vision."

 


In an instant, it is has become
nighttime. Bleach collapses, falling asleep even as he hits the
floor.

 


The coniferous blossom, which he had
intended to plant with the help of his brother, fell loose from his
pack and lay on the grass beside him.

 


Blacky would have crushed this as
well if Grampah had not caught his foot with the cane and tripped
him. "Blacky. That was a vile thing you did! Is your heart so cold
and hard as stone that you know no compassion? All creatures were
born to die, but it is not your task to decide their
fates!!!"

 


Blacky screws his mouth in a shrewd
smile, "Deride yourself, 'thou strok'dst me, and mad'st much of me;
would'st give me water with berries in 't; and teach me how to name
the bigger light and how the less, that burn by day and night; and
then I lov'd thee in mine own, and shew'd thee all the qualities of
the isle.'"

 


Grampah is nonplussed by this and
then recalls the same play; "'Abhorred slave; which any print of
human goodness will not take, capable of all ill... I have used
thee, filth as thou art, with human care; and lodged thee in mine
own, till thou didst seek to violate the honor of my child.'" At
this, Bleach cries fitfully in his sleep.

 


Blacky, demurred rebukes him with,
"You presume too much."

 


Grampah carries his "grand child"
off to the camp, a scornful eye on Blacky.  "I am by name...
you are by nature.  Son of Dav I am; Son of Dav you should
be.

 


 


III

 


Bleach awakens and yawns widely.
Grampah, sitting in his usual chair in front of the fire, stokes
the flames. He glances over his shoulder at his grandchild,
steadying his horn rims with his thumb. "Well, well! What a mighty
sound from such a small boy! Make your bed and wash; you can have
breakfast when you're clean!" Bleach looks out the window that
overlooks his bed, basking in the light of dawn. All of his life,
he has slept since sunset to sunrise, and he still finds pride in
the warm glow. It's as if, in her wisdom, God's Flower refuses to
grace the sky with her presence, unless her favorite (himself) is
awake. It's a beautiful, but childish fantasy, and he knows it, but
still... There's always faith. By contrast, Grampah never seems to
sleep.

 


Bleach quickly, but reverently,
tucks the sheets of the small bed under its meager mattress and
fluffs the pillow. Although faded from many years of use the
topmost blanket or pillow case shines with a wealth of color: a
beautiful rainbow-arch originating somewhere in the "horizon" of
the design and ending at a pot of gold; the thousands of hand-woven
coins each bearing his youthful face. This was a gift from his
mother, which she had crafted on her rare visits.

 


Bleach frowned. He had to check the
chart on the wall. His height is marked there each birthday. The
chart’s last measurement shows his height at his tenth such day
which happened three weeks ago. In the middle, a month after his
fifth birthday, there is a small, crying face to indicate his
mother’s death that he drawn. As was custom, the reaps of each
year's harvest was also considered. The numbers for harvest started
diminishing around her death. And a new Harvest Goddess hasn’t been
appointed since then. 5 years ago. She’d been dead half of his
life. Sometimes, he greatly dreaded growing older and increasing
that sad gap of loss.

 


Well, he can’t dwell on the past
much longer. At least, dwelling while standing in one place won’t
do any good, but he could dwell while he washed.

 


Bleach rushes out of the cottage,
wearing only a towel tied around his meager waist and runs
bare-foot down the paved streets of the city and quickly arrives at
the communal bathhouse, which is in the center of the Town Square.
Once inside, he rips off the towel without the least of cares and
dives straight into the cold water, making sure that he is a
considerate distance away from the elders. Underwater, he curls
himself into a ball, and "turtles" to the surface, holding his
breath as long as he can. When he can no longer hold it, he springs
his body upward.

 


The dull crack of his skull on bone
echoes throughout the enclosure. Bleach whirls around, almost
tripping Amy with his flailing feet. She stands before him, two
years his senior and a few inches shorter than his brother; her
nose bleeding profusely down her chin and into the water. Bleach's
panicked mind becomes unhinged, leaving him dumbfounded and
speechless.

 


The pangs of long-suppressed amour
towards her suddenly well up from his heart and he would of spouted
poetry in declaration of his love for her, yet the words become
caught in his throat and he chokes them down with all of his
effort. For the moment, his usually pale face was suddenly flushed
with color. S-s-s-sorry, Amy," he finally blathers, cursing his
idiot tongue at his time of need.

 


"It's okay, Small Fry. I should have
known better." She holds one of her long-fingered hands to her nose
to stop the bleeding and tilts her head back. As she does this, her
ample chest thrusts forward in an unintentional and ambitious
seduction. Bleach shies away from this in shame, peering down at
himself. For the first time in all of his life, he realizes his own
nakedness within this small town. At first, the good-natured and
carefree spirit of these people had elated him as a youngster. But
now, he has grown to distrust it.

 


The original settlers of Lover’s
Climb were a man and a woman, deeply in love, who had fled the
strife of their homes so they could live together. They were both
born and raised within the frozen regions of the northern mountain
range; their house separated by an age-old and barely remembered
conflict.

 


They had met by accident in the
wilderness that bordered their homes. He and his uncle were hunting
when they came across the woman, bathing in a clear stream. He had
caught sight of her and cried aloud in appreciation of her beauty.
As she was wading out of the water to dress, the uncle took hold of
her. The man had never liked his uncle, who had been his foster
parent and abused him as a youth, and it grieved his heart to see
this beautiful woman being handled so roughly. He struck his uncle
from behind and threw him into the water. As he turned to tell her
to flee, his uncle leapt upon his back and bore him to the ground.
His uncle cursed at him and brandished a knife in his face. While
wrestling for possession of the knife, the two men rolled down a
steep hill and eventually struck a tree. The force of the impact
had hurled them apart.  After his attempts to reason with the
man failed, he relinquished his life to the hands of his elder; on
condition that the woman is allowed to leave. The foolish old man
had slipped on the ice and fallen on his own blade, piercing his
vile heart with its rugged steel.

 


They then fled from the scene of the
bloodshed before either of their families could learn of the events
which lead to their meeting. They eventually reached the peak of
the highest mountain and were surprised of the warmth of the
climate after having lived so long in the cold. According to folk
lore, the lovers had stripped off their sodden clothes and heavy
jackets, their skin slick with perspiration, and made love on the
very spot where this bath house now stands.

 


Every person in this entire city is
reputed to being a direct descendant of the lovers, the children of
Lover’s Climb. The most beautiful and well-endowed people of the
entire world, bred to perfection for centuries. It has become
tradition that all lovers in the city should make love for the
first time in public, within the walls of the bathhouse to purify
their souls.

 


 


"Now, peering down upon himself...
Bleach finally recognizes the true differences which set him apart
from her.

 


He has known and recognized the
difference of some children being "boys" (which he is) and "girls"
(which she is) for several years (although he never understood WHY
there is difference), and has grown to accept it as he would the
fact that his beating heart keeps him alive.  But, now, in his
despair, what he sees further alienates him from her.

 


IV

 


She loved him. She knew it was
foolish, since he didn't truly love her. She had loved both of them
for so long. They were different. Completely unlike any two people
she'd ever met. And this was why she loved them.

 


She herself is far too ordinary.
Others may have commented on how her beauty, but they would call
just about anything beautiful. To her, it was a hollow word. As a
girl, she had once cavorted in a mound of fertilizer because she
had believed that it would magically expedite her growth much like
that of plants; for which a farmer relative of hers had named it
"miraculous". It wasn't until afterward that she had realized that
the word "fertilizer" was actually synonymous with "horse shit."
From this day, Amy never trusted anything anyone ever said. If a
pile of animal feces could be a called a "miracle," then the word
"beautiful" can also be a euphemism for ugliness. She had the
misfortune of living in a city of lies. She had been born here and
could see no means of her own to leave. Yet, they had been born
elsewhere, in the outside world! Together they may conceive of a
way to escape.

 


She had failed in her attempt to
"persuade" his brother to take her. Take her from here. She had
approached him once, just after midnight. She knew what others
would only guess: he prowls at night. She could never remember
seeing him during the day. She couldn’t quite say that if she had
seen him, that she would have been capable of recognizing him
because she never had the chance to see much of his face. Yet,
because of the fact that he was even out at all during the night
was indication enough of who he was. She was also sure, were it
someone else, then they would not have left their home without the
aid of lantern.

 


She had snuck out of her house
wearing only a flimsy nightgown and had carried no light. Even
though it was cold out, the nightgown was drenched in a sweat of
anticipation so that it clung to her uncomfortably. She decided to
take it off and as she pulled it over her head, she smelled him
even before she had heard the ghostly flap of that cape he wore. At
first, she had been afraid of that sound. It reminded her of window
that had been left open at night; a window through which the wind
might blow and rustle a curtain. A window through which something
else far more sinister might crawl through... Yet, she had not run
because her first sign of his passage had not been that sound, yet
it had been his smell. It was the fact that he actually smelled,
really. She was sure that he bathed; yet the smell which had wafted
through her nostrils and electrified her brain with excitement had
not been a smell which a body could naturally produce. What she had
smelled was most assuredly blood. She finally extricated herself
from the sodden garment and had carelessly rolled it up into a ball
and threw it behind her into the bushes where it would stay forever
for all she cared. When she was rid of it, her last shreds of
modestly and the fear which it produced was gone. She at first held
her arms across her breasts for a moment, and then let them fall
seductively to her sides with her hands on her hips. She was
ready.

 


As he passed the tree behind which
she hid, she could see that he was definitely drenched in the
stuff. It was also obvious that it wasn’t his own blood, because
she saw that he was carrying the corpse of a deer slung almost
casually over one shoulder. He must have been hunting. Surely, this
thought would have driven her mad with fear. She knew that it
should of definitely. Instead, it aroused goose bumps on her soft,
slick skin. All at once, she was no longer afraid.

 


He sensed this change in her,
because he stopped in mid-stride and had looked over his other
shoulder and had looked right at her. She stood up straight and had
stepped out onto the path to meet him.

 


She had calmly walked right up to
him, sweating, but no longer afraid. The look in his eyes was not
one of surprise or annoyance. He had just expected her to be there.
Perhaps, he had known where she was all along and only waited until
she had gotten the nerve to approach him. He didn’t turn, so she
walked around him in a short semi-circle so that she faced him.
Even drenched with the blood of a deer, carrying the remains of it
over one shoulder, she approached. She walked right up to him and
had even hugged him, her arms circled around his waist, and he
hadn’t even blinked at her.

 


She walked right up to him and had
even hugged him, her arms circled around his waist, and he hadn’t
even blinked at her. She drove her lower half into his, smothering
him, and still no reaction. His expression had not changed. She
didn’t even feel him react, where she caressed him. He didn’t
stiffen… down there. This was impossible!

 


She had come to him, in the middle
of the night, not wearing anything. And not one damned reaction.
Not even so much as a twitch. That wasn’t a true. No sooner than
she thought this, he did react. He dropped the carcass and shrugged
elaborately,his arms fully extended to demonstrate his annoyance
with her.

 


Before he could speak, she kissed
him & probed his mouth with her tongue, its pink flesh
massaging his teeth, licking and tasting the gore. She attacked his
tongue with her own, tantalizing it and pestering. She sensed his
barriers soften even as she felt him harden, she leapt up,
scissoring her legs around his hips.

 


Then he finally did embrace her, but
not in a way she wanted him to because he enfolded his arms around
her too tightly & suddenly he crushes her torso into his with
the force of a vice. When she gapes in surprise, he bites down
savagely on the tender flesh of her tongue, drawing
blood.

 


He had held her for almost a minute,
crushing her, and had dropped her. He picked up the corpse that
he’d dropped and left without ever uttering a single word. He had
not actually bitten her hard, so she was able to eat and talk
without pain in only a couple of days. But still, he did drink her
blood.

 


Now, this one has also drawn her
blood, although inadvertently. Perhaps she had been too eager. She
was so clumsy with men! She laughed. Even through the steeple of
her fingers and the abating flow of her own blood, she catches him
peaking shyly at her breasts. Afterwards, he hangs his head,
staring thoughtfully at his genitals. She guesses that he might
have felt something stir down there and is uniquely pleased with
herself.

 


V

 


"Well," she says, lowering her head
to face him when the bleeding has stopped. It would seem she had
not been as seriously hurt as he'd originally thought. Even though
a few seconds have passed since this incident had begun, it seems
like an eternity to poor little Bleach. "That's okay; I'm not going
to scold you. It was my fault," she comforts him, mistaking his
self-examination for downcast shame; further sparing him any more
embarrassment. "I just... I just wanted to know if you could teach
me that... What you just did before."

 


Bleach is instantly buoyed from his
former gloom, fueled with delight. She doesn't know how to swim!
She's two years older than I am, and she can't swim! I can teach
her! Yay! "To turtle?" the words explode forth from him like a
geyser of pure joy, spouting forth from beneath his usually gloomy
surface. "Sure!" His enthusiasm is infectious.

 


He scampers up the wall of the bath
with the speed and sure-footedness of a little monkey. He squats,
hugging his legs tight to his chest with both frail arms. "First,
you jump in. Then, you do this," he demonstrates by squatting and
tightly embracing his knees. "If you jump in all tucked in like
this, it's called a cannon ball!”

 


"Any way, you can hold your nose if
you want, but be sure to take a deep breath and hold it before you
jump in, okay?  When you just can't hold your breath any
longer and need more air, do this," he springs onto his feet, head
thrust back and upward. He slips on the wet floor, performing an
incredibly painful belly flop.

 


After catching his breath, Bleach
gasps, "Knocked the wind out of me that's all." Amy giggles,
holding him up with his arm over her shoulders and hugging him
tight with her own. He looks at her incredulously, which causes her
to laugh even harder. "What?"

 


"I was just thinking, it probably
didn't knock too much out you, because you've got a whole lot more
where that came from left in you!" He stares at her and suddenly
guffaws with breathless laughter, sounding like an elderly donkey
with asthma. The two children laugh and play, splashing and
wrestling, diving and submerging, kicking and running around the
pool in a game of tag---knowing first-hand how dangerous it is,
but, nether the less, too involved in having fun to
care.

 


VI

 


Later, they towel off and dress in
the small coed changing area in the rear of the building and set
out on a romp through town. Walking and running, giggling and
laughing, and having fun. Bleach always liked her; she's Blacky's
girlfriend. He knows, because they once kissed (her and Blacky, not
him and her). Right in the middle of the night, during a lunar
eclipse!

 


That night, Bleach had trouble going
to sleep, so he just watched the world blacken and rot into Night.
There were thousands of noises in the darkness: hooting owls and
chirping crickets squeaking rats and all other manifestations of
the night. The vile eyes of the Serpents scoured the blackness in
their loathsome search to desecrate the Heavenly, causing Bleach to
cringe each time they flew over his house. Yet in spite, of this,
he had managed to witness them kiss. He was too young to understand
romance, yet even a boy knows what a couple must feel for each
other to kiss.

 


VII

 


Jaste while wearing a black bandanna
on his left elbow, thrusts out his scrawny chest like a frog
courting for its mate. The simile is perhaps quite apt because of
the blush on Amy’s face that the gesture elicits. Beneath the red
tiara in her hair, her face is quite pink. Bleach, as pale as ever,
is rather green with jealousy for this fact. Victor while also
wearing a black bandanna, chuckles; causing the rolls of fat in his
belly to jiggle. Amy’s blush deepens.

 


Bleach impatiently glances between
the two other boys who are standing on opposite sides of the pool,
from Jaste to Victor to Jaste again, much like a spectator watching
a tennis match. He grumbles something about the water getting
colder.

 


“That’s really funny. You look as if
you’re frostbitten, but the lady over there must be boiling like a
lobster,” commented Jaste. Victor jiggles some more.

 


“Are we going to be waiting any
longer? If I have to see Lardy’s stomach doing its jelly imitation
any longer, I think I’m going to have to throw up!” shouted Galf
from the pool. Victor finally stopped laughing long enough to make
an obscene gesture at Galf.

 


“Now that’s enough!” shouted Amy.
“Now either we continue the game or we all get of the pool, now.”
She said this even while giggling as Galf disgustedly washed his
face off. “Now have we learned to call each other by our proper
names?” Galf muttered an apology to Victor.

 


“Is it my turn to pee on the pale
boy?” joked Jaste. Before Amy could admonish him, he had already
leapt forward into the pool, shouting “Engarde!” at the top of his
lungs.

 


Victor makes his leap
simultaneously. Victor at first stays in one place and dodges back
and forth, waiting for an opening, and is subsequently cornered by
Galfad and Vath. Jaste, on the other hand, dives beneath the
surface of the water and bodily torpedoes himself off of the wall
by kicking at it with his feet. He shoots between Bleach and the
others, heading straight for Amy. No longer able to hold his breath
any longer, he surfaces within a few feet of Amy. Just as he
reaches for her, the other two boys each grab a foot and drag him
back under. Guardians win!

 


Today, they're playing Guardians and
Serpents. The rules are simple enough: six boys and one girl
represent the eternal struggle of good versus evil. The idea is
that the two players wearing the black bandannas on their arms (the
Serpents) attack the four boys without the bandannas (the
Guardians) in an attempt to capture their Queen. The rules
explicitly state that a girl must only play this part. And, since
Amy is the only girl who ever volunteered to play with them, she
always played the Queen. Obviously, the “Guardians” win more often
than not.

 


But, if a Serpent does manage to
reach Amy without being detained, then whoever last touched --- or
came closest to touching them --- must trade places and become a
Serpent until they can earn their way back.

 


Jaste takes a moment to cough out
the water he'd swallowed then scrambles back up the wall to begin
another round. He counts to ten by odd numbers, Vic by evens, so
that each boy gets to take part: "One," "Two," etc. Instead of
leaping straight in after Vic says "TEN," Jaste swings his arms
back and forth and winks. Vic winks back, message received.
"Engarde!"

 


Victor leaps practically straight
up, tucking his body into a ball, and crashes into the water
backside first. Because of his considerable body mass, the water is
not only displaced, but actually explodes upward and out, as if
being pounded by a gigantic hammer. The resulting turmoil drenches
and blinds the two Guardians who have unwittingly swum into the
fray.

 


Jaste, however, flips head-over
heels into the water, landing at an angle in the water, which is a
useful enough deterrent to keep Bleach and Chris at bay in order to
avoid being knocked senseless by his flailing limbs. This,
accompanied with the fallout from Vic's blatant crash landing, puts
a hole in the Guardian's cohesiveness. As soon as he gets his feet
firmly on the ground, Jaste begins to pummel both Bleach and Chris
with wave after wave after countless waves, using his height to
full advantage so he could effectively avoid any damage from their
futile counter attacks.

 


Bleach, blinded by water and
desperate to end the onslaught, raises his right hand up and traces
a spiral in the air with his index finger. The water forms a great
whirlpool, which spins and spins even as his hand moves, following
his magical command. Still tracing the spiral, Bleach jabs his hand
skyward, commanding the water to go up, up, up, up.

 


The other boys stare in awe as all
of the water first coagulates into a liquid vortex and then rises
skyward. There isn't anyone else around this afternoon, so there
wasn’t much of stir besides the small group of children’s shocked
silence. Truth be told, Bleach is the most surprised. Vash's hair
is standing up on end not from fright but from the suction. He
slaps Bleach on the back appreciatively. This causes Bleach to lose
his concentration. Instead of falling in a methodical and gradual
shower, the water crashes down onto them --- as if a thirsty giant,
pausing to drink, had thought better of it and thrown the water
back down in disgust.

 


Incredibly, ludicrously, devilishly,
despite what has just transpired, Jaste still has the gall to
continue the game. He elbows Bleach aside with quick jab to his
side, and gooses Amy's flabby left flank with a rough slap. They
kiss, and Bleach, after catching a second wind, relinquishes his
post.

 


VIII

 


After the game, Bleach slinks home
with the black bandanna tied very tightly to his left elbow. Jaste
had insisted on tying the knot and he had done his best to tighten
until Bleach sobbed (the “better to teach him a lesson” as he put
it). Still crying embarrassed tears, he has no idea how grandfather
will take this news. Rather than a simple game, it is a cornerstone
of the community and adults take it very seriously.

 


The door to their cottage creaks
forbiddingly under Bleach’s grasp. He peeks his head into the dark
chamber, checking to see the old fellow is taking a nap or awake.
He’d prefer to take a nap himself to sleep this day away. But he
isn’t so lucky this time.

 


Grampah is sitting in his usual
chair in front of the fire, no longer stoking the flames. He
glances over his shoulder at his grandchild, steadying his horn
rims with his thumb. "Stupid boy!" he scolds. He turns from the
fires, brandishing the stick he uses on the fire. "Have I not told
you not to squander your gift for idle amusement of your few
friends? Idiot boy!" These words, more than the threat of pain from
a lashing, strike more fear into Bleach's young heart than anything
else could ever provide.

 


However, rather than making good his
threat with the stick, Grampah kicks Bleach so hard and so
unexpectedly on the buttocks, that he is flipped head-over-heels
and lands facing up on the bed. His eyes wide from shock, he stares
at his "grandfather"---who, from this vantage point, appears to be
standing on the ceiling and hovering over the "floor" --- struck
dumb with a comical look of surprise.

 


Grampah laughs, breaking the stick
in two on his knee, and throws it into the fire. "That was for
over-stepping your boundaries. If there's a beating to be given, I
decide when. Not you. I recall, the night of the Equinox, I had
just reprimanded you for not using your skills in a time of need.
Although you did, accidentally, squander the gift, I think it was
only a natural reflex action. In fact, I believe that it was
instinct and you were as surprised by anyone by what had happened.”
Bleach would have agreed, yet didn’t speak.

 


"In fact, I think those tactics that
the other boys used were against the rules of the game. So, I think
it is justified that Jaste should never be allowed to play again...
until he has proven he can play fairly. You should win back your
position by default. Right?" He puts his hands to his hips, glares
"up" at Bleach, and winks. Bleach leaps to his feet, hurriedly
makes his bed, hugs Grampah, and runs full-tilt to the bathhouse,
forgetting his towel. He washes hurriedly, since the other children
are nowhere in sight, and must rush back to the cottage, naked and
wet, to dry off.

 


Grampah stands at the doorway,
Bleach's towel draped over his shoulders and his own around his
waist. "Now, I guess you've forgot this, have you? I see you are
wet. You're not allowed in the house wet, so you'll just have to
wait until I'm finished to get it back. By that time, you might be
dry enough that you might not need it. But, don't forget next
time." The ancient creature hobbles feebly, taking his steps with
exaggerated care, acting more like an old man than he is
predisposed to. Shivering in the unusually cool air, Bleach follows
close at his heels.

 


Finally, two hours later, they reach
their goal. A similar walk which would have taken Bleach a quarter
of the time and Grampah just over half. By this time, the young boy
is so fueled by his impatience that he's literally on the verge of
explosion. Blast that old man for his belittling ways, he thinks
blasphemously. To further antagonize him, instead of just climbing
into the large public bath, the old man hobbles to the private room
in the back, where the dwarven gypsies usually bathed. This was
built to accommodate the emigrants who periodically would wander
through town, few if any willing to stay. All of which were widows
who shrouded themselves in dark garments and wore veils over their
faces. One couldn't glimpse hand nor foot or anything in between of
them since they usually kept the door tightly shut while they were
here. The gypsies were required not to ensconce themselves for too
long and also kept their children within the community.

 


At the threshold of the inner door,
Bleach, no longer able to control himself rips the towel from
Gramp's waist and reveals the old man fully and completely. His
eyes bulge out in immeasurable shock, surprise, and amazement. The
naked body isn't a thing which he has ever been ignorant of, but
this completely stupefies him.

 


Grampah catches hold of Bleach's arm
with his left {hand}, closing the inner door with his right so hard
that it sounds like a thunder-crack: BANG! Safe from the eyes of
others---of which there were a few and none, thankfully, had seen
the Secret except for the boy---, Grampah begins to slap the boy
out his daze.

 


"You little brat! So, you've seen me
for the first time, have you?" he shouts. "Now, isn't it clear why
I chose to bathe in the confines of these four walls? Not modesty.
Nobody's modest here, except for the gypsies. I suppose you've
heard my name, have you?" The boy is too choked up from tears to
speak. "Davik! Son of Dav: Son of a Demon! My father was of the
Dav-Torve. My father was the bastard son of an ork, of all
creatures! I am the sole survivor of Faghrod." This causes the boy
to back-peddle until he reaches the far wall, pounding his own head
soundlessly (but not less painfully) against the wall with
uncharacteristic force.

 


Bleach whimpers. The old man now
turns aside from the sight of the child, and sees that he had not
fully closed the door. It was ajar by approximately half an inch.
This causes him to relent. He checks for any sign of observers,
seeing none, he closes the door gently and sighs at the clicking
sound of the lock.10 "I didn't mean to frighten you, boy. It's just
that... this city was created on the basis of love. Considering the
legacy I have been born in, love is not an option. It's my curse.
I... saw you with that young girl, two years your senior, showing
her affections to you most of all. But, you pretend to not notice.
This entices her more. Sorry." For the first time in his life,
despite his incredible age, this is the first time that he actually
speaks as an elderly creature.

 


Bleach apprehensively steps to the
naked old man's side, supporting him with his shoulder. Gramp's
peers at him, a tear his eye, and smiles. "Grandfather," whispers
Bleach, "I know how losing my mother has burdened you, which it has
to both of us. She, after all, was my mother. And you were her
protector, but tell me of Faghrod. I have heard there were no
survivors. And those who had, well, survived, were all
imprisoned.  As you've said countless times. But tell me once
more. Please."

 


"In deed... Faghrod," Grampah says,
thankful for the boy's considerate curiosity. "It was a city, as
majestic as this, but more pure. In the city of Faghrod, all of the
benevolent races of the world lived in harmony. There was no
hatred, only for those who devoted their lives to Dark Forces...
the Orks, Vampires, Werewolves, Darklings, and the Dark Lords of
myth.

 


"There, the dwarves, elves, and
humans lived in a great city, founded by the dwarf, Galahad. The
orks invaded once and desecrated Galahad's queen. The second time,
after Dav's death and when I was a young man, they decimated all. I
had hid in a well. And, thanks to my cowardice, survived. What I
never told you is why my dwarven rescuers let me live. I had
offered them my life and they spared me. With a flaming brand,
they... so I could never have children. You see, the reason I
raised you... and your brother... was because I could never have
any of my own."
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