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      Dedicated to Burnis “McSnazzy” Arthur.

      You were gone from this world too soon, but you go on in the Omniverse like the champion you are.
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      “He’s getting away!” Gram shouted. She leapt from the roof of a parked car with her butcher knife—actually her sword in disguise—raised high over her head and held firm in both hands. She sliced downward with all the force she could muster. Which, on the measure, was a lot of force.

      But the blade passed harmlessly through empty air. The gap in the knotwork closed and restitched itself, and the Ink we’d been chasing for half the day was gone.

      I huffed, hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath after chasing my not-so-elderly grandmother for about six blocks.

      “He got away!” Gram shouted, and kicked the bumper of the car she’d just used as a springboard. The alarm system had already starting blaring and bleating from the impact to the hood, which was pretty seriously dented. Someone’s premiums would go up.

      Gram let out a yell that was filled with rage and frustration, then wheeled on me. I felt a hand on my shoulder and looked up to see Gramps, also huffing to catch his breath.

      I glanced back at Gram and then beyond her, where I saw Cenna and Tuck racing to catch up from the other direction. Tuck had his bow at the ready—the knotwork bow that had no ‘real’ bowstring, but could produce a knotwork string when he gave it a pull. I could see that there was a knotwork arrow already notched and ready to fire.

      Cenna was lagging just behind him, and on either side of her were two very brutish looking men—puppets she had created from the knotwork, standing as guards but also ready to leap into the fray.

      Everyone had circled the block from different directions to try to cut off the Ink’s escape, but it had somehow managed to open a seam in the knotwork and get away.

      How had it done that?

      Inks weren’t all that skilled with the knotwork. Most of the time, they made their way from layer to layer by sort of seeping through it—sifting their way to a new reality and carrying along anything or anyone they happened to have in their grasp. It was an ugly way to move around in the Omni. It left a stain that I could see, now that I knew what to look for.

      And though most people couldn't see the stain the way I could, there were a lot of people who could feel that stain. Gram could, for starters. Sometimes even if you weren’t a Teth, but just sort of sensitive to the knotwork, you could feel it—those little shivers you get when you walk through a room and hit a cold spot, or those moments when you’re out for a walk and for no apparent reason you just get the creeps. You get goosebumps, or the hair raises on the back of your neck. Chances are an Ink or something like it has seeped its way through that spot at some point, and your own knotwork is reacting to the stain with revulsion.

      It’s funny—but I never noticed the stains until after we returned from the In-between. Until after my knotwork was suddenly bound up with the heart of Aeodymus.

      “He got away!” Gram shouted again.

      “Yes, Liv,” Gramps said quietly, his breathing finally calming enough that he could talk. “We all saw.”

      “But I almost had him!” Gram said, turning on us, her face filled with fury and the butcher knife waving disconcertingly in our direction.

      “Yes,” Gramps said. “That seems to be the way it went. Now, do you think you could put away the sword? Or at least drop the glamour that makes it look like a butcher knife? Because it’s kind of making you look like a crazed housewife chasing a mouse or something.”

      Gram started to respond, but then her mouth clapped shut with an audible clack of her teeth. Her brow was set in that expression that I knew would mean some trouble for me and Gramps—for all of our little ragtag family, actually. But maybe not until later. Maybe she’d calm down before she did or said something we'd regret.

      “I’m sorry,” Tuck said, jogging up to us as if the run had no effect on him. It probably didn’t. He was kind of in Olympian shape, and had only gotten more Olympian since we’d left the In-between. All of our running and fighting and dealing with tears in the knotwork had really helped him bulk up. Biceps, abs, broad shoulders—the whole package. He’d been kind of toned up before, but now he had the physique of a superhero.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed.

      More than once I caught Cenna staring at him, watching him as he did manly things around our campsites or while we traveled. If he picked up a log to move it out of our path, Cenna’s eyes were glued to him. If he pulled off his shirt and jumped into a stream to wash up a bit, her eyes were really glued to him.

      But who could blame her? Tuck was this chiseled man-mass with bulging arms and Batman-like athletic ability. I was just this skinny kid who happened to be able to see and manipulate the … oh yeah, right—the invisible pattern of knotwork all around us and weaving through us. Trust me guys, it’s there and it’s awesome.

      I might as well be invisible myself.

      Cenna came to stand beside me. She gave me a strange look, but I didn’t know what it meant. In fact, these days I didn’t know what a lot of things meant. It seemed like the world got more confusing every day.

      And for some reason that made me really angry.

      “Now what?” Gramps asked. "What should we do next?"

      “Well I don’t know, do I Drew?” Gram said. “We chased that thing for six blocks and it still got away. And it took the pen with it.”

      “What did it want with that thing?” I asked. “I didn’t see anything all that special about it in the knotwork.”

      “It isn’t the pen itself,” Gramps said. “It’s the ink. Real ink, for writing, not the Ink thing that just … Ok, for clarity’s sake, maybe we can just say ‘pen ink?’ Because I’m only a sentence into this and I’m already confused.”

      “Just tell the story,” Gram said, sliding the butcher knife back into its scabbard on her belt, and then dropping to the ground to sit against the side of the car.

      I watched her closely. She was angry, but there was something else. It was something that nagged at her all the time. I was tempted to look into her knotwork, to see if I could figure out what was bothering her based on her pattern, but I was trying to avoid violating people’s privacy like that, these days. It was a bad habit to fall into, and I’d fallen into it, peeking at the secret story people have twirled around them, woven into their personal knotwork.

      Bad wolf.

      That was a familiar thought by now—a voice in my head that just kept reminding me when I was doing or thinking something wrong. Which lately seemed like all the time. So the voice was getting to be a bit annoying.

      “The pen can hold a special kind of ink,” Gramps said. “That ink comes from a well in the Long Land. It’s where a lot of corrupt Teth … the wizard variety…”

      He glanced at Tuck, who nodded solemnly.

      “… first start playing around with the dark knotwork. Your Gram and I have been talking about some of the history and mythos of the Long Land lately, running things by 8-Ball and Xander when we could, to get the facts straight. We think that using the ink from that well gives some Teth a sort of artificial leg up. But it’s a corrupting force.”

      “Do the Teth have to have the pen to use the ink from the well?” Cenna asked.

      “No,” Gramps said. “But it helps. A lot of Teth just bring up a bucket of the stuff, or however they get it. That part’s a little fuzzy. But they try to just dive in and start using the stuff, the way they would manipulate the regular knotwork. Some of them succeed. Some apparently die horrible and gruesome deaths, consumed by the evil of the dark knotwork. But some, who are clever, find ways to contain the dark knotwork so they can examine and study it.”

      Gram scoffed. “You sound fascinated,” she said.

      “Hey, I’m a man of science,” Gramps said. “I may not like nuclear bombs, but I can appreciate the engineering and physics that went into making them.”

      “So if there are other ways to manipulate the dark knotwork, what’s the point of the pen?” Cenna asked. “Why did the Ink want it, and why were we trying to stop him?”

      I rolled my eyes. “In general, we always try to stop the bad guys,” I said, sarcasm oozing from every slimy syllable.

      Everyone looked at me, and in that instant I felt ashamed—but also angry. I hadn’t meant for my tone to be condescending, but it came out that way anyway. Knowing that everyone noticed made the shame burn even brighter, and that made me resent everyone for judging me.

      That had been happening a lot lately.

      Bad wolf, the voice said.

      Shut up, I replied.

      Cenna gave me a hard stare, as if trying to figure out if I was kidding or not. For a brief instant I could see the hurt in her expression, replaced quickly by anger. She subconsciously inched away from me—I could see it in the knotwork between us as much as in her body language. Which made me feel even more guilty, because I was using my abilities to peek into something Cenna probably wanted kept private.

      One more wedge driven between us.

      “It’s half about keeping the bad guys from getting their hands on anything they might want,” Gramps said, eyeing me briefly, “and half about giving us a way to study the dark knotwork without getting tangled in it ourselves.”

      I looked at Gram, who was avoiding eye contact with me.

      I knew then. It became clear exactly what it was they wanted to study, and it wasn’t just the dark knotwork.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

      Gram was silent.

      Tuck asked, “Tell you what?”

      “That they’re looking for a way to disconnect me from the heart of Aeodymus,” I said.

      “Oh!” Tuck said, smiling and nodding. He was oblivious to the tension somehow. “That makes sense.”

      “Does it?” I snapped.

      Bad wolf.

      Everyone was looking at me. Tuck was wide-eyed and looking to Cenna and the others for any hint of what he’d done wrong.

      Gram and Gramps looked at each other, worried expressions on their faces.

      But it was Cenna’s expression that I couldn’t stand.

      She looked at me with her mouth slightly open, and her brow creased slightly in confusion—as if she didn’t know who I was anymore.

      Get in line, I thought.

      I turned and stalked away, hurrying in the direction of our hotel, which was only a couple of blocks from where we stood. It was the first place I could think of—moving from layer to layer sometimes has the drawback of depriving you of safe spaces.

      I heard Gram call after me, but Gramps said something to her in a low tone.

      No one followed me. Especially not Cenna.

      I got to the hotel and made my way up the stairs, skipping the elevator. I needed to exert myself a bit, despite having just run six blocks. I needed to accomplish something, because at the moment I felt like I was contributing absolutely nothing to the Omniverse. I was dead weight, and somehow getting deader by the day.

      I used a key card and entered my room, checking for any signs that anyone may have been in there since I left. I had put the ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the door, to keep hotel staff out, but they weren’t the only living things I wanted to ward away from here. Inks, Quills, Ticks … there were plenty of dark and ugly creatures in the Omni, and it seemed like Aeodymus controlled all of them.

      I looked into the knotwork and saw that the snares I had placed around the room were all still intact, and hadn’t been tripped. If anyone other than me had come into this room at any point, they’d find themselves tangled and trapped, unable to move or even see what was holding them. I had learned how to do this partly by studying the snares that wizards used, and by studying the cocoon snare that Tuck had used on us when we first met him.

      I closed and locked the door behind me, then fetched my leather bag, which was tucked into the closet. I placed the bag on the bed, then opened it and lifted out the large, wooden box that contained the heart of Aeodymus.

      The bag was bigger on the inside, which was handy for letting me carry pretty much everything I ever owned as we moved from layer to layer. It also meant that large, bulky items like this box could be carried around without being a huge pain to handle. One of the quirks of the bag was that it always weight the same, regardless of what I put in it.

      When I placed the wooden box on the end of the bed, it dwarfed the bag in size.

      I hadn’t looked into this thing much since we had liberated it from the Dark Omni. I didn’t have to, really. When I had touched the box, I triggered the snare that had protected it. In that moment I had been linked to the heart it contained in a way that was so intricate and so complete, I could barely tell where my knotwork ended and the heart’s knotwork began. There was a twisting tendril of knotwork that wove straight from the heart in the box to the heart within me—and that threaded pattern was as much mine as it was the knotwork of Aeodymus.

      I could sense him. I could hear him.

      Not like hearing a sound with your regular ears. Similar, but not the same. This was more like that sense you have that someone has entered the room, even though the whole house is silent. It’s that feeling of being watched when you’re alone. But worse, because it’s all in your head. It’s like being watched from the inside.

      Because of this, ideas started coming to me—vague impressions, notions about things, thoughts that you wouldn’t normally have. I tried ignoring them, thinking about something else, or just willing them to go away. I tried drowning them out with every ear-worm song I could think of, but nothing worked. The thoughts just kept coming, and kept tinging everything I thought and saw and heard.

      It even affected how I saw and manipulated the knotwork.

      That trick with all the snares? That had come to me as one of those impressions. And when I looked at things in the knotwork now they looked vaguely different—as if there were some sort of filter over everything, coloring my view. Darkening it.

      “What did you do to me?” I asked the box.

      I raised the lid on its small, brass hinges and saw the heart beating rhythmically as it rested in the velvet cushion that held it in place. Dark knotwork twisted through it and out of it, stretching away into the distant horizon. It was a line that led directly to Aeodymus, right in the center of a shredded multiverse that he had come to control as his personal domain.

      That tendril could lead me to him, I knew. Sometimes I thought I could follow it without even looking.

      There was a knock on the door—three loud thumps that startled me. I scrambled to close the box and put it back in my bag, then closed the flap of the bag and stood, smoothing a hand through my hair. I felt like I needed a shower. I felt like my soul needed a shower.

      I answered the door.

      Standing in the hallway, looking exactly as he did the last time I saw him, was Xander Travel. And floating just over his left shoulder was 8-Ball.

      Xander looked at me, long and hard, saying nothing. Then reached out and grabbed me, pulling me into a hug. “You’ve grown,” he said.

      “You missed it,” I replied into his jacket.

      I felt like crying, but I refused.

      “Had to be done, buddy,” he said. “But I’ve got news.”
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      We were all gathered in the hotel’s tiny restaurant, which was lit mostly by little tea-light candles in small clusters on every table. It was a nice, warm atmosphere. Kind of comfortable. For the first time in a while I felt like I was safe. Maybe it was because Xander was back.

      Still, I was in a brooding kind of mood, and I sat mostly in silence as everyone else caught up.

      “We lost the pen,” Gram said. “We almost had it, but that Ink pulled a new trick on us. It had a way to open a seam, somehow.”

      “It had help,” Xander said. “An old friend of ours is making a bigger play lately.”

      “Who?” Gramps asked.

      “The Dark Man,” Xander said.

      Gram and Gramps both made disgusted noises. I stirred a bit, looking up from my plate, which was mostly untouched.

      The Dark Man had caused a bit of trouble for us as we made our way to the Dark Omni—which, I hoped, was just a coincidence of names—but it seemed like we had ditched him when we came back from the In-between. Hearing that he was still active made my stomach hurt.

      “Do we know who this guy is?” Gramps asked.

      “Not really,” Xander said. “I’ve been looking into it, but haven’t gotten very much in the way of intel. He came on the scene several decades ago, though. He’s been doing experiments, some of which wouldn’t make polite dinner conversation.” Xander shook himself a bit, shivering from the memory of whatever terrible thing the Dark Man had done. “Somehow he’s managed to stay off of my radar all this time. But he’s been making larger plays since …”

      He glanced at me.

      “What?” I asked, and I couldn’t help the sharpness of my tone.

      “Well, since you became active,” Xander replied, giving me a strange look.

      “That’s an interesting way to put it,” Gramps said. He was taking up for me, in a way. De-objectifying me. I appreciated it, but still couldn’t muster the kind of gratitude I normally would have. Gratitude didn’t come easily to me right now. Nothing good came easily to me right now.

      Bad wolf.

      “Since Sawyer has been moving about in the Omni, the Dark Man has been engaging in all sorts of interesting maneuvers,” Xander continued. “He’s gathered a network of Wizards, for starters. And he scares the bejeebers out of them somehow. Not only do they refuse to give up any real information about him, they tend to run screaming in terror if there’s any chance that it might look like they’re cooperating with me.”

      “So, not cooperative,” Gram said.

      “Not even a little.”

      “Maybe I could talk to them,” Tuck said, smacking a fist into his palm.

      “Don’t think it hasn’t occurred to me to let you try,” Xander said. “Your history with the wizards has been noted. But I like to leave these people in a state where they can actually talk back to me, and that gets difficult when they’re choking on their own teeth. Besides, you’re too busy getting all bulked up. Look at you! You must go through five or six shirts a day just from flexing your biceps.”

      Tuck blushed, and Cenna laughed.

      I brooded.

      “So, that’s how things have been going, or not going, on my front. What’s been keeping all of you busy?”

      There was that flat sort of pause that happens when everyone is, at first, tempted to speak, then thinks better of it, and instead tries hard to avoid looking at …

      “Me,” I said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. I had meant it to be bright, maybe even ironically happy sounding. But I couldn’t pull it off. Instead, I sounded flat, bitter, angry—even to myself.

      Xander was looking at me, as if looking into me. For once, I was glad that my ability to see and read the knotwork was pretty unique. The idea of anyone seeing what was happening in my head and heart, at that moment, made me feel ashamed. And I didn’t even know why.

      “The heart is affecting you,” Xander said after a moment.

      I felt my face flush, part embarrassment and part anger. I clenched my jaw.

      Xander waited, and when I said nothing he turned to Gram. “How bad is it?”

      “I’m still in the room,” I said.

      “It’s that bad,” Gram said, nodding toward me. “He’s been surly. Angry. Brooding.”

      “He’s a teenager,” Gramps said, trying to break the tension, not realizing he was making me feel even more angry.

      Xander turned and looked at me, staring straight into my eyes. Suddenly he put his hands out and clasped either side of my head. I was so surprised I forgot to be angry, for just a moment.

      Xander peered into my eyes, and nodded.

      “It’s the heart, alright. It’s fighting him constantly. Making it hard to think?” he asked, this time talking to me directly, instead of to the room.

      “I …” I started to say, and then the anger flashed back again, and I pulled away, turning my head and scowling.

      It was right then that I finally caught a glimpse of what was happening in my own knotwork. It was the first time I was able to see my own pattern clearly, as if from the outside. I wasn’t sure how. It’s usually pretty tough to see my own knotwork—a little like trying to look down at your own chin. But somehow, in that moment, it was like I was standing in another place, for just a second. Across the room, or across the universe.

      Or maybe, somehow, I was seeing a reflection of my knotwork through the knotwork of the others in the room.

      Whatever it was, I could see that there were two halves of me—or more like two separate versions of me. I could see that there was the me that had always been me—Sawyer Jackson, grandson of Liv and Drew Jackson, friend to Xander and Tuck, and … well, maybe boyfriend or maybe something else to Cenna. That was me.

      And then there was him.

      Darker. Angrier. Twisted with rage over … something. Anything. Everything.

      I gasped.

      “What’s happening?” Gram asked, suddenly concerned. She moved toward me, and put a hand on my forehead. “Fever! You’re burning up!”

      I sank into my chair, feeling suddenly exhausted and drained. I still felt the burning anger and resentment, but I could see that it was somehow different than me. It was outside of me. What had changed?

      “He’s fighting it,” Xander said. “The heart. It has its tendrils in him, and it’s like an infection. His body is misinterpreting what his knotwork is fighting. It’s treating it like an illness.”

      “What is it really?” Gramps asked.

      “An illness. But not a physical one. I’ve seen it before.”

      “You have?” Gram asked. “Where? How was it cured?”

      Xander said nothing.

      “Oh,” Gramps said.

      “What?” Cenna asked, suddenly seeming more concerned for me than she had been for weeks. She knelt beside me, alongside Gram, and she also put her hand on my forehead.

      “There was no cure,” Xander said. “They fought until they … couldn’t fight anymore.”

      “Until they died!” Cenna said.

      Xander said nothing.

      I started to shake and tremble, and I suddenly felt unbearably warm. I broke out in a sweat.

      “We need to get him to his room,” Gram said.

      “Careful when you go,” Xander replied. “He’s got it rigged with some pretty nasty snares.”

      “He does?” Gramps asked. “Why?”

      “The heart is making him paranoid,” Xander said. “Which, normally, I’d say wasn’t such a bad thing. But in this case, we’ll have to be careful.”

      “Why not just take him to another room?” Tuck asked. “Avoid the snares?”

      “Because we need something from his room anyway,” Xander said. “And Sawyer is the only one who can retrieve it.”
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      I was led into the elevator, half walking and half dragged, and I had an arm around Tuck’s shoulders as he helped me. In a small part of me, deep within the fevered shell of my body, I was glad that he hadn’t just picked me up and carried me. He could have, no doubt, and with little effort. And I might have died just from the humiliation.

      We exited the elevator and I was led to my room. When we got to the door, Gramps used my keycard to swipe the reader and let us in. There was a click, and Tuck reached for the handle.

      “Wait,” I said. My voice was suddenly weak and hoarse. My throat had gone dry even as sweat had dampened the rest of my body.

      Tuck paused, waiting, while I looked into the knotwork and started to untie and unwind the patterns of snares and traps that I had put in place. It took a moment—there were a lot of them—but after a time I heard Gramps say, “Done. He’s cleared them.”

      I looked up to see Gramps wearing his knotwork goggles—the brass and leather apparatus making him look like some sort of mechanical insect. With them, he could see the knotwork. Not quite the way I could, but well enough to see that the traps had been sprung and the path was clear.

      Gram, for her part, was also inspecting the door jams and the threshold. “He’s right,” she confirmed.

      “Well, yeah, you don’t trust me? I have these cool goggles.”

      “I’m just double checking,” Gram said, waiving him off.

      “Doubt. All I get is doubt,” Gramps said, grousing.

      “Can we go in?” Tuck asked. “He’s heavier than he looks.”

      They shuffled me inside, and Tuck placed me on the bed. The backpack was still there, sitting right out in the open. I had forgotten to hide it away in the closet when I’d left with Xander.

      Fool, a voice said from somewhere deep inside. Useless fool.

      Bad wolf, a feint whisper replied. The old voice that had been sounding like an alarm bell for weeks, but was blocked by … something.

      By the heart?

      “Is the bag clear?” Xander asked. “Any snares?”

      “One,” Gram said. “Give me a minute.”

      She untied a cord that was wound around her wrist, and began weaving a knotwork pattern.

      Gram had more or less the same abilities I had, but her connection to the knotwork wasn’t quite as direct or intense. Where I could see the patterns of the Omni clearly, as if they were physical threads right in front of me, she got something that was more like impressions. Her work in the knotwork was more about instinct and training, where I did it by natural inclination.

      When it came to manipulating the knotwork, she sometimes needed something to help her focus. She could use things like string or rope to weave patterns that she could then infuse with the more ethereal knotwork, almost like cutting channels for water to flow into. And once her pattern was complete, she could activate it the same way I could energize the invisible knotwork constructs that I worked with.

      She’d made knotwork like this all my life, and I’d never known what they were for. Not until I accidentally found myself in the Long Land, and this whole crazy adventure had started.

      She could have told me at any time. She could have trained me, or prepared me. But instead, she let me be ignorant of it all. She kept me dumbed down and powerless. She kept me unaware. She … she …

      Bad wolf.

      I felt another rush and wave of heat through my body.

      I knew then that the anger and darkness were coming from within me—bits and pieces of actual resentment and anger, held on to for no good reason. The resentment was real, not forced on me from something outside of myself. But it was being stoked by the heart of Aeodymus. The dark heart within that wooden box had infected me with something that shut down my reason, and urged me to give in to the dark impulses within me.

      “There,” Gram said. She held up the knotwork she’d just woven, then draped it over the backpack and energized it.

      Like two magnets attracting each other, the snare pattern I had woven over the backpack suddenly snapped to the pattern Gram had created. And when it did, both patterns canceled each other out. The threads of Gram’s knotwork suddenly fell loose and into a pile of useless string on the floor.

      Gramps suddenly leaned in, goggles in place, his face hovering just over the backpack. “It’s clear,” he said.

      “We know it’s clear, you old fool,” Gram said. “Get out of the way!”

      “You’re all welcome,” Gramps said, standing and waving a hand over the bag, raising the goggles so they rested on the top of his head like some sort of bizarre antenna and telescope assembly.

      Gram rolled her eyes, but I could see the small smirk she was trying to hide. Gramps was being funny, and I could see that Gram actually liked it. They played this game—this weird sort of hide-and-seek that kept their emotions just under the surface. They did it out of habit, but it was actually meant for me, and for everyone else in the room. It was their way of breaking the tension, of keeping everyone calm.

      I knew this. I could sense it and see it. Somehow, though—right in this moment—it didn’t seem as endearing as it always had. Instead it made me angry. I felt that wave of heat rush through me again, and it was all I could do to simply clench my jaw and try to ignore it.

      “Can you do something like that for the link between him and the heart of Aeodymus?” Cenna asked.

      There was genuine worry in her voice as she kept her hand on my forehead, and that somehow made me feel better and, oddly, ashamed at myself at the same time. There was this tiny twinge of resentment in me, as if I didn’t want her worry or concern. It felt controlling somehow.

      Bad wolf, the voice said again.

      I realized that these feelings were all coming from that dark stain that was growing inside of me.

      How could I know exactly what was happening, exactly where this anger and resentment was coming from, and still be taken in by it? Shouldn’t I be able to resist it? Yet somehow it snagged me every time. It was as if there was some part of me that wanted to be fooled. I somehow, deep down, thought it would be easier to just be suspicious and bitter and angry about everything, all the time, with or without cause. And that realization made me feel even worse.

      I felt like somehow I deserved all of this.

      “I’m sorry,” Gram said to Cenna. “It won’t work. This snare—it’s too deeply embedded. I can’t see it clearly enough, even if I use Drew’s goggles to enhance my vision. It would take …” she paused, and took a breath, “… well, it would take someone like Sawyer to be able to remove it.”

      “Why can’t he do it?” Tuck asked.

      “Too close,” Xander said. “It would be like trying to see the back of your own head. He can’t see it, because it’s too much a part of him at the moment.”

      “So what do we do?” Gramps asked.

      I felt myself starting to fade, as if all this talk about the heart and the snare and the infection were somehow accelerating their effects. Or maybe it was my weak resistance to it. I started to feel like all of this was hopeless, like there was no chance I was ever going to be myself again. I started to feel …

      “Despair,” Xander said. “He’s starting to drift into despair. And with that, things will just get worse.”

      Had they been talking? Did I miss something? I realized that I was drifting in and out of consciousness.

      I also realized that Xander was right. I was giving in to despair. And why not? This was hopeless, wasn’t it? This thing, the heart of Aeodymus—it had me. If I couldn’t get free, I was going to lose myself for good. I’d become an automaton, like Edgar. Or a puppet, like those that Cenna could make. Only I’d be enthralled to the will of a mad god who wanted nothing more than to shred the Omni and remake it in his image.

      I started to give up.

      And then I started to get better.

      Except I wasn’t really getting better. Instead, the fever was starting to fade, and my energy was starting to go up. But even as my outer health improved, I knew what it meant. The inner me—the emotion and soul of me—was starting to fade. My own will was starting to dissolve, and soon I’d be just another minion to Aeodymus.

      “He’s coming to,” Gramps said.

      “No,” Gram said. “He isn’t. That’s not him. That’s … something vile.”

      “What do you mean?” Cenna asked. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “Give me his backpack,” Xander said.

      There was the sound of shuffling, and then I felt several objects fall onto the bed beside me. When had I closed my eyes? Or … no, my eyes were open. But everything seemed dark, as if I were standing at the back of a long, dark cave, and only seeing faint traces of light. Details were weak. The world was less than two dimensional. It was beyond flat.

      “There,” Xander said.

      “The Cantern?” Gram asked. “Will it help?”

      “He has to pick it up. It has to be him, and he has to want to do it,” Xander said.

      I heard this just as all sound was starting to tunnel away from me, just as the light had. I heard it from the back of an auditorium, as it was whispered on stage. Too far for me to really connect with it. Almost beyond the range of my hearing.

      “Sawyer!” Gram said. “You have to pick it up! Please, sweetie, just reach out your hand and grasp it.”

      I wanted to answer. I wanted to say that I couldn’t. I wanted to say anything.

      But my voice was gone. My sight was gone. My hearing was fading. And I was fading with it.

      “Sawyer!” Cenna said.

      And there was a blip.

      It was kind of like a pulse of light, like seeing an LED fade in and out in the distant darkness. But it was something. I could focus on that, if only I could see it again.

      “Please,” Cenna said. “Please, pick it up! Please!”

      The light pulsed again and again, brighter each time. And I followed it. I started moving toward it—or it started filling the space around me. I couldn’t be sure.

      There was a sound, distracting me.

      Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      It was the heart. The evil, black heart of Aeodymus was filling this darkness. It was this darkness.

      Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

      I started to fade back again.

      “Please! Grab it!” Cenna said.

      The light returned, the sound faded slightly, and I found myself reaching.

      My hand grasped the Cantern, and my fingers closed around it, gripping it. I felt a jolt, then, as if I’d grabbed a live wire. It made my muscles tighten, and my hand jerked upward, holding the Cantern aloft. And then I saw it.

      The knotwork. The real knotwork.

      It had been months since I’d seen it like this: Bright. Expansive. Everywhere.

      I began drawing as much of it into me as I could. I grasped every strand, I clutched at every knot. I felt the light of it bathing me, like warm sunlight on a cold day. I felt it sweep over me, through me, and become a part of me.

      And when I opened my eyes, the Cantern was in my hand, held aloft like a scepter, with light radiating from it in snaking tendrils that connected me to the literal fabric of the Omniverse.

      And I could breathe.
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