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      To all the friends and family who were part of my own adventure in the Long Land, and who helped me shape a world only slightly different from the one we grew up in.
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      “What is it?” I asked. I looked closer at the moth-like insect fluttering its grey and black wings a bit as it rested on the branch of a tree. Most of a branch, actually. There was a bit still connected to the trunk, but oddly the leafy part was just floating in mid-air. The moth was only a little smaller than my fist, and it was looking at me like I could be lunch.

      That part may have been my imagination.

      “Knot moth,” Xander Travel said, putting a hand on my shoulder and carefully pulling me back.

      “Not moth. Ok, then what is it?”

      “You just said it. Knot moth.”

      “Right, I get it. Not moth. Then what is it?”

      Gramps interrupted at this point. “Who’s on first. What’s on second. I Don’t Know’s on third.” He chuckled at his own joke.

      Xander and I turned to him and in unison said, “Huh?”

      Gram rolled her eyes. “He’s quoting from some ancient television show. Again.”

      “It was Abbot and Costello,” Gramps said, laughing. “And this is probably the only time in the history of the Omni that I’m going to get a chance to make that joke.”

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      Gramps shook his. “Kids today. No appreciation for the classics. It means you’re both saying something different, but you think you’re saying the same thing. Xander is telling you that this is a knot moth—a bug that chews on the knotwork. You’re saying ‘it’s not a moth.’ Hilarity ensues.”

      Xander and I looked at each other, and again, simultaneously, we said, “Ohhh.”

      “Dear lord,” Gram said. “They’re in sync. They’re spending entirely too much time together.”

      I smiled. It was good to have this kind of conversation—one that made very little sense but seemed to bring everything into focus anyway. After a week of recovering and another week sneaking around in darkness until we were safely away from wizards and rogue Teth at the Cabin, I was finally starting to relax a bit and get into this “quest.” Gram hated it when I called it a quest, which was fine. Xander seemed inspired by it, and made every effort to bring out drama in everything we encountered. “To make it interesting. For when you write this all down someday,” he said.

      As if that would ever happen.

      “So a knot moth eats the knotwork,” I said. “That’s bad, right?”

      Xander nodded solemnly. “Very bad. We keep trying to eradicate the species, but they keep coming back. I suspect they have a long gestation cycle. Maybe hundreds of years.”

      “So what do we do?” I asked.

      “Don’t touch it, for starters,” Xander said.

      “We kill it,” Gram said.

      “We could study it,” Gramps said.

      Everyone looked at him.

      “Is that another joke?” Gram asked.

      “Not entirely. It might be handy to know how these things work. If we could study it, we could maybe figure out how to keep it from eating away at the knotwork. Maybe create some kind of pesticide or deterrent. Maybe even find a way to make it useful.”

      Again everyone stared at him. “You’ve gone senile,” Gram said.

      Gramps shrugged. “Or we could kill it. Pardon me for trying to be the optimist of the group.”

      Xander chuckled. “Actually, I rather like the idea,” he said.

      “You would,” Gram said. “Ok, so you two are the smartest men in the Omni. How exactly do we ‘study’ it?”

      Xander and Gramps looked at each other. Gramps shrugged. “We would need to capture and contain it somehow. Has that ever been done?”

      Xander shook his head. “No, not to my knowledge.” He turned then to 8-Ball. “I know this will only end in gnashing of teeth, but is there a way to capture and study a knot moth?”

      8-Ball hovered, and then started to shake. When the shaking stopped, the little plastic triangle appeared in his window. “Signs point to yes.”

      Xander smiled. “Well, that wasn’t so bad!” he said, to everyone else. “Ok, now we just have to figure out how to actually pull this off.” He turned back to 8-Ball, “I don’t suppose you could break formula and just tell me in plain language how we can capture it?”

      Again 8-Ball shook, and Xander exchanged glances with the rest of us. When the message appeared, Xander read, “Very doubtful.”

      “Gah!” Xander said, throwing up his hands.

      I smiled, then stepped forward. “8-Ball, is it a good idea for us to study the Knot Moth?”

      8-Ball shook. “Yes.”

      “Do we have what we need to do it?”

      Shake. “As I see it, yes.”

      That was encouraging. I knew that Xander and the others got really frustrated with 8-Ball, getting flustered when he wouldn’t give them straight answers. They all understood, of course. 8-Ball was the embodiment of the Akashic Record—the account of everything that was known or could ever be known, in all the Omniverse. It was alive, and it knew the responsibility of knowledge. So it wasn’t like using Google—it would only answer questions when it knew for sure that those answers wouldn’t muck up the works. And, well, it knew everything. That was pretty intimidating to people like Xander and my Gramps, who really were wicked smart. Smart people sometimes felt a bit protective of knowledge, as if it might get soaked up and become unavailable at any minute.

      I didn’t really get frustrated with 8-Ball. It was kind of fun, actually, trying to figure out what he meant by the clues he was giving—a series of “yes, no, maybe” answers. It was all about asking the right questions and keeping an open mind. A puzzle-solving mind. A knot-tying, pattern-making mind. As a Teth—and apparently as the “chosen one,” or whatever—I was really good at knots and patterns. Which made me really good at puzzles. Which made me really good at talking to 8-Ball.

      His answer wasn’t a straightforward “yes.” Instead he came at it from the side.

      “As I see it,” the triangle read. I picked up on the key word right away.

      See.

      I looked at the knotwork of the knot moth.

      When I look into the knotwork—the twining pattern of threads that winds through everything in the universe—I get a sense of the story of something. Sometimes I can pick up on emotions, or tell when someone is lying, or just see when something is wrong. I had done this before, with Edgar—an automaton who had been “rearranged” by a wizard. I had managed to retie his knotwork and put him back into his human form, though it was kind of exhausting. Really hard, actually.

      I looked at the knot moth now, though, and saw that there was nothing wrong with it. Just like any other natural creature in the knotwork, it had its story and its pattern. It wasn’t like an Ink, which was made of some sort of dark knotwork and enslaved to the will of Aeodymus—a crazy-powerful Teth who wanted to destroy everything. Instead, the knot moth was just a bug. Just a normal creature, that happened to have the power to eat the knotwork.

      I looked deeper into its pattern and saw a bit of history, though it would be hard to articulate to the others. I couldn’t see the story as a clear picture or anything—it was more like impressions, like remembering a dream. But there was a sort of process to a knot moth. I could see it forming as a small twist in the knotwork, like a loop. Then it spun into a cocoon, where it waited, hidden, for a very long time. When conditions were just right, it would consume the cocoon, and emerge as a moth. Then it would flutter about looking for something to eat. The “something to eat” was what made it troublesome, but as I looked closer I could see that this, too, formed part of a pattern.

      “That’s weird,” I said.

      “Weird?” Xander asked. “What’s weird? Tell me about weird.”

      “Weird,” I repeated, “because I don’t think it actually eats the knotwork.”

      They all exchanged glances. “Well,” Xander said, “I’ve seen a lot of these things over the past few millennia, and it certainly looks like they eat the knotwork. One minute something is there, and the next minute it isn’t.”

      “And the ends are chewed,” Gram said. “I’ve seen that. I can see it now, in that tree branch,” she nodded toward the floating end of the branch.

      Gram couldn’t see the knotwork the way I could, as a visual representation of a sort of “meta” substance. Instead she could get an impression of patterns, and read them in other people and things. From what I understood, this was how all Teth “saw” the knotwork, only Gram could do it quite a bit better.

      What I could do was different, though, and maybe a lot more scary at times.

      I shook my head. “No, I know that. You’re right. It does eat knotwork. But not the way you think. It’s like … it eats wrong knotwork. That branch … if you look closely at it, the pattern of it isn’t quite right. It’s fine, really. No harm in it. But it isn’t really supposed to be there. It’s a kind of kink in the knotwork.”

      Gram stared at the tree limb. After a moment she shook her head. “All I can see are the chewed ends, and the ‘ghost limb’ hanging in mid-air.”

      I nodded. “After a while, the moth will eat that, and then move on.”

      “Leaving a hole in the knotwork,” Xander said.

      I shrugged. “There are holes like that all over the place.”

      Everyone stared at me, and I realized that, again, I was taking for granted something no one else could see. “The pattern of the knotwork—it has spaces in it. Gaps where lines can run through. Sometimes a pattern winds and twists into all the other patterns around it. Sometimes there’s a clean break. I thought everyone could see it, but now I get it.”

      “So the knot moths create the clean breaks?” Gramps asked.

      I thought about it. “It’s like the ‘forest for the trees’ analogy. Sometimes a pattern in the knotwork is so tangled up with other patterns, it isn’t distinct. But trimming it—pruning it, I guess—makes the individual pattern stand out. That’s what the knot moth is doing. It’s eating away part of the pattern so the rest of the tree can be …”

      I stopped, in part because I didn’t quite know how to finish the sentence. But also because everyone was just staring at me.

      “Can be what?” Xander asked.

      I thought about it for a moment, then said, “Can be itself.”

      Gram spoke next, in a sort of reverent whisper. “You’re telling me that knot moths are actually doing some kind of service to the Omni, by eating part of the knotwork?”

      I nodded. “I think so, yes.”

      Gram was very quiet, and looked at Xander who was equally somber. “We’ve killed so many. Tried to wipe them out.”

      Xander nodded.

      Gramps put a hand on her shoulder. “You didn’t know. How could you? They’re a pest, that’s how you saw them.”

      “They serve a purpose,” she said.

      “And they’re still serving it, as far as I can see,” Gramps said.

      I was still studying its pattern, and said, “I think the Omni actually re-makes them.”

      Everyone stared at me again. I was getting that a lot.

      “I think that when they’re needed, a cocoon forms. From what I can see, they don’t really have a larva stage. Or maybe they do, and it’s just pure knotwork. A little twist in the pattern. A cocoon forms, they gestate, they eat the cocoon, and then they eat the part of the knotwork that needs to be eaten. Sort of a self-correcting system, I guess. And then, when the work is done, they … well, I guess they die. Or they’re absorbed back into the knotwork.”

      “So those that were killed … they were done with their work,” Xander said.

      “Probably. You usually didn’t find them unless they were chewing away at the knotwork, right?”

      “Right,” Gramps said. “That’s right. So you’re part of the circle.”

      Gram shook her head. “I don’t get it.”

      “The circle of life. Like in the ‘Lion King.’ You’re the predator for these things, when their work is done.” He smiled at his movie reference, and looked at me to share in it. Which I did, smiling and laughing. I was a sucker for pop culture references. When I understood them.

      Gram shook her head. “So you’re telling me that our attempts to just wipe them out altogether are somehow just part of the pattern? That doesn’t seem right.”

      “Well,” Gramps said. “Maybe you don’t have to be quite so thorough about it from now on. Maybe now we can start informing the Teth that the knot moths do serve some kind of purpose. And when that’s done they’ll fold back into the knotwork. Or otherwise, it’s ok to kill them here and there, as long as you’re not trying to wipe out the species entirely.”

      Gram thought about this. “That’s going to be a hard sell.”

      Gramps shrugged. “So was the idea of germs, but now we have sterile operating rooms in hospitals. People will learn and adjust.”

      That got through to her.

      I was still studying the knot moth. “So what do we do? Leave this guy alone?”

      “I’d say we’ve learned what we need to,” Gramps said. “Do you see any harm in letting it live?”

      I looked closer, and saw that the pattern was a little vague on how the story would end. That would be the unknowable future poking its head in. That territory belonged firmly to only one of our group.

      “8-Ball, if we leave it alone, will everything be fine?”

      8-Ball shook. “Most likely.”

      I nodded. “Ok. That’s good enough for me.”

      We moved away, letting the knot moth keep doing its work.

      We had stopped here for the evening, and had a nice campsite set up near a stream that provided fresh water. Finding the knot moth had been sort of an accident, as we were gathering firewood. It was a nice distraction, but now it was time to settle in and rest so we could get up and do it all again the next day. We’d been walking for a week, trudging through underbrush and trees, sleeping on the ground. At least we had plenty of food. Xander had a never-ending stockpile in his bag, which was far bigger on the inside—the result of being a gateway to a pocket universe.

      Xander had given me one of those bags, too, though mine mostly contained just a few odds and ends. No food. I would probably have to get around to correcting that at some point.

      One of the objects in my bag was the Cantern. Short for Vivificantern, which was Latin for “Life Giver.” Xander had been keeping it hidden, with Edgar as its guardian, and he had refused to touch it when we found it. He never told me what it was, or what it was for. But it was clear I was supposed to keep it hidden.

      I wanted to ask him about it, but I wasn’t sure if Gram and Gramps were supposed to know I even had it. So I decided it was best to wait.

      We settled in for the night, our sleeping bags arranged around the campfire. It was a pleasant evening—not too cool, and the sky was crystal clear. Perfect, even. Everything was always so perfect in the Long Land.

      That was the nature of this place. It was more or less at the heart of the Omni—the Omniverse, or the all-encompassing whole of all creation. It was one of the oldest realities in existence, and the way Gram and Gramps talked it was the root of everything else. The ultimate place. The ultimate beginning. We had come here to escape the creatures that were after me, back home on what Gramps called Earth Prime. It wasn’t exactly the safest place in the Omni, but it was where I needed to be at the moment.

      As I watched the flames dance and listened to the crackle of the fire, I couldn’t help the flood of thoughts and questions bouncing around in my brain. I would have to ask all these questions in a slow and controlled way, of course. If I asked too many questions at once, I would get too few answers. That’s the way it seems to work, especially when you’re talking to adults.

      Questions are best spaced out, when they really matter. They need breathing room. There needs to be a gap for thought, on both sides.

      The best plan was to start small. “So how come we aren’t just buttoning our way to the Shadow Strait? Or opening a gate in the knotwork?”

      Xander was chewing on a piece of chicken. He swallowed and said, “It’s not safe to jump straight there. Others will be watching for us. Wizards may have snares set up, waiting for us to arrive. We can’t afford to get into any tangles, if we can avoid them.”

      “So it’s the slow way,” Gramps said. “All the way. For … how many miles would you say it is, Liv?”

      “You know it doesn’t work that way,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      I picked up on this right away. “Wait … what doesn’t work what way?”

      “Distance. Time. None of it,” Gramps said.

      I shook my head.

      “He’s going to tell you that everything in the Long Land is wrong, according to his view of the Omni,” Gram said.

      “Not wrong. Just pliable. Everything here seems to depend on your point of view when you’re experiencing it. Distance and time, they’re kind of a function of the same thing in the universe. And here, they’re influenced by outside forces.”

      “The knotwork stretches,” Xander said. “Like pantyhose.”

      I blinked. “Say what now?”

      Gram actually giggled. “You’re going to embarrass Sawyer,” she said, then turned to me. “The fabric of the Long Land is kind of stretchy. We think that may be why the Teth originated here. We can manipulate the knotwork because we were born in a place where the knotwork can take whatever shape it needs to. The result is that time and space aren’t quite as locked down as they are elsewhere. So getting somewhere is more about the feel of it.”

      “You can’t say that you’re ‘only a mile away’ here,” Gramps said. “It’s never quite like that.”

      I remembered my first trip to the Long Land, when I appeared on a mountain top and could see the strip of the continent, separating two oceans. Xander had told me that my perception was skewed, because I was sort of half-in and half-out. Now it made a little more sense. If I could see the whole thing from the outside, and it was as pliable as they were describing, I might be able to see it all even if it was far bigger than it seemed.

      Objects in mirror may be bigger than they appear.

      “So that answers nothing,” I said.

      “Get used to it,” Gramps smiled. “It happens a lot.”

      “So we can’t jump there. We have to travel there over land,” Xander said. “That’s the important part. And it could take a few weeks, or a few days. It just depends.”

      “On what exactly?”

      Xander shrugged. “On us. On the Omni. On 8-Ball. Who knows?”

      I glanced at 8-Ball, who hovered near me. The firelight was reflecting from his glossy-black surface.

      This whole thing was kind of weird, honestly. Here I was, sixteen years old (going on seventeen … I had to keep reminding people of that), and I was traveling in another reality with my grandparents and an Exemplar—a perfect human—who was older than dirt but looked maybe not much older than me. We were being nudged along by a floating magic 8-Ball who was actually the Akashic Record in physical form, which meant he knew everything there was to know, in all of creation. And I was on my way to maybe find the real body of an insane Teth who was trying to play God and rewrite all of reality in his image. And all of this was happening in a place where time and space were “stretchy,” like pantyhose, so we couldn’t even predict how long it would take. Oh, and there were knot moths.

      You’d think that would be the weirdest that things could get. But you’d be very, very wrong.
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      Surprisingly, there isn’t much to do when you’re marching toward destiny.

      There’s a great deal of marching, obviously. And a great deal of setting up camp, eating and sleeping by a fire, breaking down camp, starting again. The fact that the fabric of reality in the Long Land was “stretchy” did not help matters at all. And so, after a week or so of this, I was just plain bored.

      “Training,” Gram said when I complained about the monotony.

      “I can’t exactly just start playing around with the knotwork as we walk.”

      “But you can start learning from the braid. So train.”

      I hated when she was right. I hated it even worse when I realized I should have thought of that myself. It wasn’t like it was a new concept. I had actually used the knotwork to learn a few things in the past. I had even discovered I was a little better at it than most Teth. I could ‘search’ the braid, sort of like a mental Google search, and focus on the things I needed or wanted to know. It wasn’t even that difficult, and it did pass the time.

      Except …

      Except the last time I dipped into the knotwork of the woven necklace I wore, I found myself stuck and mired in a battle with Aeodymus, who had nearly beat me by remote control. I was trapped by a snare of dark knotwork, and the despair and hopelessness of that still lingered. It was the braid that gave me a means of escape, though—by allowing my mother to make contact with me. My mother, who was herself trapped right alongside Aeodymus, in a shredded universe that Xander and some of the Teth had fashioned into a prison.

      So, to be honest, I was little gun shy. The thought of dipping back into the stream of the braid’s knotwork—not just observing it but actively entangling myself in it, as I had before—it scared me.

      Gram must have caught my hesitation. “It’s ok, Sawyer. I’m here. I’ll watch you, and make sure you’re safe. I can tether to you, give you a lifeline out. If you sense any trouble, you follow that.”

      “Is it that simple?” I asked.

      She laughed. “There’s nothing simple about it, but it’s that straightforward, at least. If you use a tether, you’re never fully engaged. You wouldn’t be able to make the sorts of changes you’ve made with Edgar or within the necklace. But you can observe. You can make small adjustments. It’s as safe as you’re going to get.”

      I nodded, and watched as Gram used a piece of twine that had been wrapped around her wrist. She made a complex pattern that told a story of linking one person to another, of forming an anchor and even a bridge. As I watched, the knotwork wove outward from the twine, extending beyond the physical pattern until its more ‘energized’ pattern included both me and Gram. I felt an odd sort of tingle in the back of my skull, as if someone was watching me. And I could sense Gram there, even as I turned and looked in other directions.

      “Can you read my mind?” I asked.

      Again she laughed. “Hardly. And who would want to? No, I’m basically just tied to you. I can sense your knotwork, and get a general idea of how you’re doing. That’s pretty much it.”

      But that wasn’t it. As she talked, I looked into the knotwork as apparently only I can do. I followed the pattern of the tether all the way back to Gram, and noticed right away how the connection worked, how it was integrated into her own knotwork.

      And I saw that Gram was actually wrong—at least as it pertained to me. I could see that with enough concentration, I could watch the knotwork pattern unfold within her mind. I could read the story of it, which would eventually lead me to know exactly what she was thinking.

      And she was right—who would want to? Just the thought of being in her head made me feel kind of queasy. What if she was thinking about Gramps? Ick.

      “Get to work,” Gram said, and as we continued our trek, I did.

      The braid was a lot more complicated than most inanimate knotwork. It was almost alive, with all the patterns and threads that had been woven into or connected to it over a few millennia. There were so many stories entwined in there, I could have spent a lifetime watching and studying.

      When other Teth—like my Gram—study the knotwork, it’s more like impressions of memories or ideas. They feel the stories. The braid responds to them as they sort of linger on it and contemplate it, and it gives them useful history that they end up having to interpret. They might be able to pull a name or a date out of the braid, every now and then. But for the most part, it’s a sort of passive way to get information. Training, using the braid, is about letting your mind wander as you contemplate the pattern of the knotwork, and you learn through a sort of side-loaded exposure.

      For me, it’s completely different.

      My ability to dip into and manipulate the knotwork, without having to make a physical pattern with twine or thread or whatever, makes my experience with the braid very different. I discovered, last time I ‘trained,’ that I could sort of think about a pattern I wanted, and the braid would start matching things up to it. It was like running a Google search, with helpful suggestions from the search engine. And as I sifted through those new patterns, I could refine the search, and the braid would supply even more relevant patterns.

      When I had told Gram how I did this, it blew her mind. Which, I have to admit, made me feel pretty good, and also a little scared. Because if Gram couldn’t do what I could do, who could I turn to when I had a question or needed help? Would she be able to understand me? Would I be on my own?

      I pushed all that aside and started nudging my way into the knotwork of the braid. Last time, this was like slipping into a pool of water. It was easy, and there was little resistance. This time, it was like I was too buoyant, like I was floating on the surface instead of sinking into it.

      It took me a moment to realize that it was the tether. I needed more “slack.”

      I looked at the tether in the knotwork, and gave myself a bit of play in the line, extending it just a bit. This helped, and when I next approached the braid I was able to dip in with no trouble. I was still tethered and held back, just a bit, but now it felt comfortable and safe, rather than restricting.

      The knotwork of the braid was as complex and intimidating as I remembered. But now, with past experiences giving me a new perspective, I was able to get past my hesitation and start asking questions. The braid seemed almost eager to ‘help,’ instantly showing me patterns that fit closely with the one in my mind. After a while I had the knack of it, and I was able to sift through the irrelevant stuff. I was getting the hang of this!

      I started by imagining the pattern for the snares I’d seen so far. I wanted to know how many variations there were for these things, and how I could spot them. The braid started hurling a library’s worth of knowledge at me, showing me every conceivable pattern for snares that anyone in my bloodline had ever used. It was too much, and I recoiled a bit at the volume of information.

      I took a breath, calmed myself, reminded myself that I was safe, and went back to it. This time, I wanted to narrow down the results. I concentrated again on the snare patterns I already knew, and then I overlapped them. At the same time, I imagined a pattern that told a story of “connections” or “common traits.” I wanted to know what these patterns had in common.

      The braid responded with a single knot.

      That makes it sound like something simple, but there was nothing simple about it. The knot had a complex pattern of its own, and it wound and twisted and folded in on itself. I followed it, carefully, and sort of loosened it “virtually,” imagining it uncoiling bit by bit, while keeping the overall pattern intact.

      The result was sort of like the exploded diagrams of equipment and tools that Gramps used to show me. “They show you how something is put together, but not necessarily what it does,” he had said. And that was true of the snare as well.

      I could see it clearly now, and as I tightened the knot again, I had an overwhelming sense that I could reconstruct it any time I wanted. It was permanently locked in my brain now—in that Teth part of me that could instantly and instinctively memorize a knot pattern as soon as I saw it.

      Now I could start exploring variations of it, which I did with a little too much enthusiasm. The braid, picking up on my interest, started supplying one variation after another, letting me see them as exploded diagrams, and then as completed patterns. They went in my “mental database,” one by one, and after a time I got the rhythm of them. They were all variations on the same basic themes, and once I knew those themes I didn’t need to see the whole series of them. I could make any snare now, at will. And—maybe better—I could recognize a snare now, on sight.

      I was pretty sure this was something new. Gram had told me about creating a sort of “early warning system,” a pattern of knotwork that had some slack in it, sort of like the tether. If a snare was triggered, the pattern would tighten. You could disconnect from it, or slip the snare, without getting tangled. That was handy, and I already had a few of these patterns connected to me via the braid. But the ability to see a snare and either avoid it or dismantle it—that was something I thought Gram and other Teth might not be able to do. It could give me an advantage some day.

      Now that I had that down, and I’d had some practice, I felt a little better about digging deeper into the braid. I gave myself more slack in the tether, allowed myself to sink a bit more until I was completely immersed in the braid’s knotwork.

      It occurred to me that this was an opportunity to get a few answers.

      Gram, Gramps, even Xander and 8-Ball—they were all a bit stingy when it came to telling me things I might want to know. They had opened up quite a bit lately, but some of my more pressing questions were still hanging there. Some topics were still too painful and touchy, or maybe too dangerous, for them to discuss with me. So I was still operating more or less at a deficit, when it came to useful information. Maybe I could get answers from the braid.

      So what did I want to know first?

      What about my parents? I was sixteen (going on seventeen), and I’d never known them in my life. They were blank faces attached to second-hand stories. The only contact I had with either of them was the help I’d gotten from my mother while I was tangled in the dark knotwork. She had led me out, given me hope so I could fight my way to freedom. And she had done that through the connection with the braid. Could I talk to her again?

      I concentrated on my memory of her voice. It was a little frightening, because the memory was so closely associated with the dark knotwork—and with Aeodymus. I could still hear the echoes of his voice saying, “You will free me. And when you do, I will weave the Omni into a new story. The story of me.”

      I shivered, and tried to push the memory of that out of my head. I wanted to concentrate on my mother, to hear her voice again, to explore what the braid had to say about her. But instead, I found my thoughts wandering to Aeodymus, and the pattern was picked up by the braid, delivering more than I wanted to see.

      I saw a darkness that stretched over everything, and it took a moment to pull back and see that it was the dark knotwork. I felt my pulse pick up, my heart thudding hard in my chest. My stomach twisted, and I thought I might vomit. But I breathed through it, I felt for the tether between me and Gram, and let it reassure me. I calmed myself, and looked closer at the dark knotwork the way a scientist might study a deadly disease. I was isolated from it, I kept reminding myself. I could observe it without interacting with it.

      The dark knotwork was just a starting point. It was the most recent record the braid had—memories and stories of Aeodymus in the torn universe, where he was using the dark knotwork to rewrite everything. I concentrated on Aeodymus himself, on the Teth who would be a god, and slowly a pattern started to emerge. I followed the line of it, until I could see Aeodymus for who he used to be.

      I saw only glimpses of his story. There wasn’t much, prior to the wars with him and his army of dark knotwork demons and minions. Most of it was second hand, heard by some distant relative of mine. There were gaps, too—huge, gaping holes, actually. It was as if large patterns of the braid had been ripped out and patched up. Whichever direction I chose, when it came to Aeodymus there were holes.

      But the bits and pieces told a story all their own.

      For starters, it was pretty clear that Aeodymus saw the knotwork the way I do—as a visible, tangible thing rather than simply the impression of a pattern.

      This shocked me, at first. It also made me feel … I wasn’t sure. Jealous? I at least felt a little disappointed. I guess I had come to think of myself as special, or unique. I was the “chosen one,” after all. But as I watched the story of Aeodymus unfold, it was obvious that he was a lot like me. Too much like me.

      He had started with good intentions, too. The earliest patterns of his story showed him finding and fixing tears in the knotwork. They also showed him using his abilities to right wrongs, to bring justice to wizards and other “nogoodniks,” as Xander called them. The patterns showed Aeodymus having close relationships with family and friends. And then the holes started to appear in the braid, and the story of Aeodymus became fractured.

      I couldn’t see what caused him to turn. But there was definitely something. There was a definite before and after, and it was lost to the history of the braid.

      As I studied Aeodymus, I felt more and more uneasy. There was still that lingering voice of his, in my mind. I still had the feeling of him. And the thing that disturbed me most was how familiar he was starting to feel. The more I learned about his past, about who he was before he became the enemy, the more the uneasiness grew.

      He was just like me.

      The thought startled me, not because it was some sort of revelation, but because there was something of a note of fasciation in it.

      I shook my head, focusing again on the story unfolding in the knotwork of the braid.

      There were hints that Aeodymus may have been raised by his grandparents, or by an aunt and uncle—but definitely apart from his parents.

      There was every indication that he was really smart, and really good with the knotwork. There were a million little details about his daily life that were just like details in my own. And somehow, despite all our similarities, he had become twisted and dark, while I …

      What?

      What was I? Was I good? Was I his opposite? Or was I someone who could become just like him, if the circumstances were right?

      Thinking along these lines triggered the braid to show me the atrocities Aeodymus had committed. I saw huge gaping holes in the knotwork, scattered across thousands of universes. I saw people twisted into hideous forms, forced into slavery. I saw Teth dying by the thousands. I saw torture and horrors I can’t even describe.

      I pulled away—followed the tether, grasping it as a lifeline as I rose out of the braid and back into full consciousness. I was breathing heavy, and covered in sweat, but I continued walking along as if nothing had happened.

      “Are you alright?” Gram asked, worried.

      I looked at her, tried to smile, nodded my head. “Yeah, I think I just overdid it.”

      She regarded me for a moment, then we went on.

      I didn’t really know what to say. The horrors I’d seen in the story of Aeodymus were one thing. But I was actually more disturbed by the other story—the pattern of his youth, when he was a little too much like me for my comfort. If that Aeodymus could become this evil villain, bent on destroying everything in existence, was it possible the same could happen to me? Would I somehow choose to use my abilities to destroy everything? Would I become an enemy—someone that Xander and my grandparents would have to fight, to imprison?

      Thinking about this was enough to keep me preoccupied until we stopped to make camp for the night. Boredom was now the furthest thing from my mind.

      I stared into the fire all evening while Xander and Gram and Gramps laughed and shared stories. Every now and then I’d nod and smile, maybe even chuckle a little, as if I’d heard and understood whatever joke was just told. I tried to keep myself upbeat, but I knew that no one was fooled.

      Finally, I stood and announced that I needed to go find the men’s room.

      I left the circle of firelight and stepped deeper into the woods, making my way as far from the light as I dared. There was a small brook running through this area—one of the reasons we chose it for our campground. I made my way to its bank, and sat on a fallen tree as I looked out over the water. Moonlight made sparkles on the surface of the babbling brook—what Gramps always called …

      “Fairy lights.”

      I looked up to see him standing just inside the wood line, his features lit by moonlight that became more gradient as it blended into the shadows. I hadn’t heard him approach, which meant he’d been close behind me as I walked. He had to have followed me when I left the fire.

      “Can’t a kid get some privacy around here?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be making the weeds wet?”

      “Shy bladder,” I said, then turned back to stare again at the water, wishing he’d just turn and leave me alone.

      Things had been a little tense between me and my grandparents, since I’d discovered all the lies they’d told me. Or maybe it wasn’t all the lies. Maybe there were lies still to uncover. I told myself—pled with myself to believe—that the lies weren’t meant to hurt me, but to help me. Try that some time, when you’re feeling betrayed by the people you love. It’s easier to build a working airplane from a pile of scrap auto parts.

      Gramps took a seat beside me, and we both stared sullenly into the water and darkness. Or I stared sullenly—he mostly just sat beside me with that look he gets. The one Gram calls “dopey.” It usually means he knows more about what’s going on than he’s telling you.

      “So what’s going on with you tonight? You’re a little more ‘broody’ than usual. Something happen while you were braid training?”

      I shook my head, though in part that was exactly what happened. Which meant he’d been watching me closer than I realized. “Nothing, really. It wasn’t something that happened, so much as something I saw.”

      “And what did you see?”

      I hesitated, but then took a deep breath and slowly started to tell Gramps about the history I’d picked up on Aeodymus. In particular, I pointed out the similarities between his past, his abilities, even his childhood, and my own. “I didn’t even want to learn about him. I wanted to learn more about my parents. But there he was. And the more I looked, the more I felt afraid.”

      “Why?” Gramps asked.

      I shook my head, kicked at the dirt a bit. “What if I turn out just like him? What if I end up being … being evil.”

      Gramps chuckled, and put his arm around my shoulders. “Never going to happen, kid,” he said.

      “I bet someone told that to Aeodymus once.”

      “Or they didn’t, and that could be the problem. But I can tell you why it won’t happen to you, if you want me to. I’ll tell you a story.”

      “What story?” I asked.

      “A story about two wolves at war.”

      He shifted and settled on the log, getting comfortable, and then started talking. His voice was low and rhythmic and comforting. He had told me stories like this my whole life, and I found myself falling right back into being a little kid—no knotwork, no Inks or Quills chasing me, no Aeodymus to worry about. Just me and Gramps, sitting on a log, looking out at the moon reflecting from the water. I could almost fool myself into thinking we were back at the fish camp, on the Brazos River. There would be s’mores back at the fire. There would be hot chocolate and an old harmonica that Gramps couldn’t really play. It was right there, just a few billion universes away.

      “An old Indian chief sat with a young member of the tribe,” Gramps said, his voice steady and strong, but quiet. Almost a stage whisper. “The young man was angry, because he had just gotten into a fight with another young man. The fight was over a girl who had chosen the boy’s friend instead of him. The boy had thrown the first punch, and the fight had tumbled around the village, causing all kinds of chaos and grief.

      “The old Chief looked at the young man and asked, ‘Why did you fight? This girl chose him, not you. Did you think you could win her by beating him?’ And the young man, still angry but feeling more ashamed than anything, said, ‘I don’t know why. I was angry, and I wanted to hurt him, or show her that he was weak.’

      “The Chief thought about this for a moment, and then nodded and said, ‘You let the bad wolf have his feast.’ The young man didn’t understand, and asked what the Chief meant by the ‘bad wolf.’

      “The Chief said, ‘Since the creation of the world, there have been two wolves inside of every man. One good wolf, one bad wolf. The good wolf stands over all the light of the world, nurturing it, defending it from predators who would destroy it. The bad wolf is one of those predators, who stands within the darkness, and wants to consume the light.

      “These wolves have growled and fought since the beginning of time—they battle in every moment of the day, playing out their war in the hearts of men. One of them will win, some day, and he will mate and create more of his kind. That is the way of wolves.

      “The wolves run across the earth, and create good or evil in every living thing. There is no doubt of this. Every heart contains this battle, between the good wolf and the bad wolf. You must always choose which wolf will win.’ The Chief stopped talking then, and let the young man think about what he had said.

      “But the young man was still confused. He thought and thought about the story, but only became more angry, because he didn’t know how to help the good wolf win, and how to defeat the bad wolf. ‘Your story is terrible,’ the young warrior said. ‘It makes no sense! How can I help the good wolf to win? How do I defeat the bad wolf? If they are in my heart, not beasts I can see, how can I help one or fight the other? If I could see the bad wolf, I would shoot him with an arrow or stab him with a knife. I would skin him, and wear that skin to show my strength to the others. How can I fight a wolf I cannot see?’

      “The Chief nodded as the young man spoke, because he agreed that this was very difficult. ‘You are right,’ he said to the young man. ‘You cannot defeat a wolf you cannot see. The wolves are in your heart, and their battle will unfold there until you help one of them win.’

      “Disgusted, the young man asked, ‘How? What can I do? Which wolf will win?’

      “And the old Chief replied, ‘The one that you feed.’”

      Gramps sat on the tree for a while, letting the story soak into the silence, like water soaking into a concrete sidewalk. I could feel it seeping in—the meaning of it was clicking all the right tumblers in my brain. “I get it,” I said.

      “You do? Because I think I read that story in an internet meme, and you know you can never really trust those things.”

      “You’re saying that the only way I could become like Aeodymus is if I choose to. And the little choices, every day, add up to one big choice.”

      “That’s very profound,” Gramps said, nodding. “I wish I could have summed it up like that. I was going to say, ‘Don’t be an idiot. You’re nothing like Aeodymus.’ But your way sounds wise.”

      I felt a sort of flash then, like I wanted to be annoyed or angry. Bad wolf, I thought. And just like that I felt the annoyance fade. Because in the end, Gramps was right, even though he was going to kid and joke about it until it drove me nuts. The wolf I feed—the good or evil I do every day—that’s what would determine who I was. It wasn’t a neatly packaged answer, but it made me feel much better.

      “Thanks, Gramps,” I said.

      He squeezed my shoulders in a side hug. “Your Gram is probably standing a couple of feet back right now. Do you think she’ll be impressed by my wisdom?”

      I looked back, and because I couldn’t see into the darkness of the forest I looked in the knotwork. There was no sign of her. “Gram’s not there,” I said, oddly relieved. This moment, with me and Gramps, was our moment. It was good to know that it wasn’t being watched.

      “Darn it,” Gramps said, shaking his head. “She’s never around when I’m being wise. But we should probably go back. We should turn in soon, rest up to start all over again tomorrow.”

      We got up and started making our way back through the woods to the campsite. It wasn’t far, and in moments I could see the flicker of firelight. We broke through, and Gram and Xander were standing with their backs to each other.

      “What’s—” Gramps started, but stopped as he saw the men stepping forward, swords raised and ready to strike. They were dressed in black, and had masks that covered their faces. Each moved with cat-like grace, and there was something really familiar about them. It hit me at the same time it hit Xander, apparently.

      “Great,” Xander said, with a note of disgust in his voice. “Ninjas.”
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