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  PART ONE:


  THE BUTCHERED GIANT


  ONE


  THE SORCERER’S TOWER


  Her father’s handwriting appeared on the page as if he were writing it just now, each letter curling into existence in his distinctive style. Neither hand nor pen were present, but Aster smelled the wet ink.


  Her vision blurred with tears as she remembered watching him write when she was little. How he had taught her to form the letters of the ancient script, so different from the one she was learning at school. How carefully she had tried to copy him. The smile when she got something right, the frown he gave her when her mind wandered, and the figures were ill-formed. In those days, he had been all there. Body, soul, and mind. Her father.


  But then he had diminished. His memory failed, and he could not learn new things. She grew older and older, became a young woman, but he only remembered her as a little girl. She had to explain to him each day who she was. And eventually, each fifteen minutes. He had cursed the universe, and the curse caught up with him.


  And now he was gone completely, and she was left with this, what was less than his ghost.


  The books in her father’s ancient library were all like this, blank until she opened them. There was much of interest in them: Whimsies and Adjurations, Utterances and Names. The everyday habits of unspeakable terrors, the language of flowers, poems written by no human versifier.


  But none of it was what she was looking for. None of it would help her set the wrongs of a cursed world right. And nothing here told her how to bring her father back from the dead.


  She sighed, rubbed her weary eyes and stood. She walked across the floor of dark, crystal-seamed stone, passed through an arch and onto a terrace. Her father’s ancient dwelling was a true sorcerer’s tower, a corkscrew spire thrust into the sky, and she stood near its summit.


  Above the stars blazed, brightest among them the sun. But only just. It still showed a sphere, and left spots upon her eye when she looked upon it. The sky near it was deep blue, but the horizons were black. Whether the sun was shrinking or getting farther away, Aster did not know. Only that its light was steadily dwindling.


  The High and Faraway was running down, like a clock with no one to wind it. And she did not know how to fix it.


  She had hoped here, in her father’s ancient demesne, she would discover some answers. A cure for the curse. But this had been his dwelling before he cast the fateful spell, before he met her mother, before her birth. Maybe there were no answers to be found here. But she didn’t know where else to go, or who else to ask.


  The only person who might have shown her the next step was her father, and he was gone, struck down by his own dark magic.


  She stood there for a while, feeling the night breeze raise bumps on her arms, listening to the calls of the elder beasts that roamed the wilder lands around the castle, watching the dying sun. Everything was damp from a shower earlier, and the scents of moss and pine and granite surrounded her.


  Then she turned back to the study and its books. Billy sat sleeping in one of the chairs; he’d been trying to stay up with her and failed. She didn’t disturb him but retired to the little room in the corner and lay on the bed there. She would close her eyes for a few moments, she thought, and then continue her search.


  She woke to someone stroking her hair. It felt familiar, and for the beat of a heart she believed it was her father before remembering it couldn’t be. She cracked her eyes open, but she did not move for fear that it was some enemy in disguise. Better to let them think she was still asleep.


  A woman sat on the bed next to her; with a start she realized it was Ms. Fincher, who had once been her school guidance counselor and later her father’s lover. Her chin was down, and her long bangs covered her eyes.


  “It’s not here,” Ms. Fincher whispered. “It’s not here, Streya. It’s in the house, back in the Reign of the Departed.”


  “What?” Aster said. “Ms. Fincher?”


  “The Moon,” she whispered. “The Sun. The Morning Star. To guide you.”


  Fincher’s hand raised and rested on Aster’s cheek. She lifted her head and looked into Aster’s eyes. “Streya,” she said. Only it was her father’s voice.


  Aster jerked awake again, sweating despite the chill in the air. It had been a dream, nothing more.


  But was she awake yet? Ms. Fincher was still there.


  “Ms. Fincher?” she gasped.


  “Aster?” The older woman turned slowly; she lifted her head, so Aster could see her brow was furrowed. Then she quickly stood up, nearly stumbling.


  “Where are we?” she asked.


  “My father’s demesne,” Aster replied. “His castle.


  Remember? We came here in the silver ship?”


  “Of course,” Ms. Fincher said. “I was asleep ...”


  “Do you remember saying anything to me?” Aster asked.


  “About something not being here?”


  The woman’s frown deepened. “I don’t think so,” she said. “But it isn’t, here, is it? No.” She backed away a few steps. “What’s happening?” she asked, her voice trembling a little.


  “I don’t know,” Aster said. But she knew something was. Only her father called her Streya.


  ***


  Errol had the last watch, so when it was over, he went straight to the tower’s refectory for breakfast. The sun and heavens were no longer keeping time, but something in the ancient building was. It delivered three meals a day; a breakfast, which was usually an assortment of things, a lunch of roasted meat or heavy stew, and a usually some sort of soup for supper. As with the silver ship, they never knew exactly what would appear on the long stone table. That “morning” it was a soft cheese, black bread, honey, plums, and figs. Errol thought it was improvement over the day before, which had featured small, oily fish complete with heads and tails, something like a cross between butter and blue cheese, some sort of pickle that had not started life as a cucumber, and a curiously spongy flatbread.


  They had been in this place for five breakfasts; he didn’t know how long it took them to get here, but it hadn’t seemed like it had been that long since Haydevil had arrived with the silver ship to rescue them from the Island of the Othersun. He and his sisters had left soon after, not interested in more adventures with Errol and his friends. Errol couldn’t say he blamed them.


  He sat in his usual spot and picked up the goblet furnished there. He sipped it tentatively and found it to be some sort of fruit juice with a slight flavor of licorice. That wasn’t too bad.


  He was hungry, but decided to wait until someone joined him before digging in. Dusk had had the watch before him, so she would probably sleep for a little longer, but usually someone else was down by now.


  A few minutes later, Aster arrived, alone.


  “Morning,” he said.


  She nodded, took a seat. She looked at the food but didn’t seem in a hurry to eat anything. He decided he had been polite enough and reached for some bread and cheese.


  “Find anything yet?” he asked, before taking a bite. The bread tasted peppery, and the cheese was pungent but decent. He dribbled a little honey on it using the little wooden spoon in the jar, which improved it considerably.


  “Maybe,” she said.


  “That’s good.”


  The plums were good, but the figs were pure heaven; they took him back to when he was five, eating them off of his grandfather’s tree, everything still wet with morning dew, the cicadas just starting to churr as he climbed, barefoot, into the higher branches searching for more.


  “What we’re looking for isn’t here,” she said. “It’s back at my house. In Sowashee.”


  “Seriously?”


  “I should have considered that first,” she said. “It was stupid of me to seek out this place. He lived here before the curse. I thought I might find whatever spell he used to do it here, but now I think he made it up on the spot. Any thoughts he might have had about ending it would be back home, where we landed after the curse.”


  “Yeah,” Errol said. “That does make sense. Too bad. It’s comfortable here.”


  “You can stay if you want,” she said.


  “You know better than that.”


  Her lips turned up in that minimal little smile of hers. “Yes,” she said.


  “When do we go?”


  “We eat,” she said. “We pack, and we go.”


  ***


  They kept watches from an abundance of caution, but once the tower recognized Aster as being Kostye’s daughter, it had been a safe enough place, so Errol hadn’t put on his armor in days. The same couldn’t be said of the forest outside, so after breakfast he took a basin bath and then donned his gear. It was amazing stuff; Dusk had had it made for him from the remains of the automaton his soul had once inhabited, and when he placed a piece of it against him in the appropriate place, it sort of fused to his skin. When he’d first put it on, he didn’t think he could take it off, but Dusk eventually got around to telling him how to do it. The armor came with a sword made of the same stuff. He didn’t know much about sword fighting, but fortunately the sword knew plenty.


  “Are you clothed in there, Errol?”


  None of the rooms had doors on them, but when he glanced over, he couldn’t see Dusk.


  “You can come in,” he said. “I’m decent.”


  “That’s not what I asked,” she said.


  Oh, God, she’s flirting, he thought. What do I do? Then he realized she really might not have understood him.


  “I mean yes, I’m dressed,” he clarified.


  “Very well,” she said, stepping around the corner. Grinning. So she had been flirting.


  She was also armored, head-to-toe except for her helmet. It was a look she pulled off exceptionally well.


  “Back to the whale-roads, I guess,” she said.


  “Looks like it,” he replied.


  “It’s just as well,” she said. “It doesn’t sit well with me to do nothing for any length of time.”


  “Yeah, I kind of gathered that about you,” he said. “Are we ready to go?”


  “I’m ready,” she said. “Are you?”


  “Ah,” he said. “Yes, I think so. I didn’t bring much in with me that I’m not wearing.”


  ***


  Delia had found the garden within hours of their arrival at the tower. It was almost as if she had known it was there, and when she saw it, she had a powerful sense of déjà vu. From what she could tell, the tower had been carved from a natural spire of rock, and though it generally grew narrower as it grew taller—like any good tower—it wasn’t entirely regular or uniform. The garden jutted out from the main structure. It dropped down in three tiers connected by stairways and by a little stream; the final tier had a balcony overlooking the forest below. The stream passed through an opening in the balcony and became a waterfall. Bromeliads clung to the stone walls, and blooming vines clambered everywhere. Pines and hemlock twisted from cracks in the stone, resembling bonsai. The top terrace was mostly moss and fern, the next a meadow theme with a weeping willow shading the creek and wildflowers underfoot. The third was a small orchard with apples, pears, and peaches. It was clear to her that someone or something tended it, but she never saw anyone, and she’d spent much of her time in it since they had arrived at the castle. She thought she felt Kostye’s presence her, or at least the Kostye she knew. The rest of the tower felt—well, evil.


  She was surprised to find Aster already there, at the balcony. “Aster?” she said.


  “Hello Delia,” she said. “I thought you would come here.”


  “To say goodbye,” she said. “I have enjoyed this place.”


  “It’s beautiful,” Aster said. “And I know you like gardens.”


  “That’s true.”


  Aster turned toward her; the little star on her forehead flickered with light.


  “Do you remember anything, Delia?” she asked. “Anything from when you spoke to me last night?”


  “I thought it was a dream,” Delia said. “I was speaking a language I couldn’t understand. The only thing I can remember now is that we’re supposed to go home. Back to Sowashee.”


  “My father used to call me ‘Streya’, sometimes. Did he ever say that to you?”


  “I don’t think so,” she said.


  “But you said it,” Aster pressed.


  “I don’t know what to tell you,” Delia said. “But ... but I have been dreaming about him.”


  “What kind of dreams?”


  “I’ll be doing something ordinary,” she said. “Gardening or doing dishes —something like that. And then I’ll turn and just see him. And in my dreams, it isn’t strange. I don’t remember that he’s not supposed to be there.”


  “You never said anything about this,” Aster said.


  “Because It’s normal, Aster. It’s part of the grieving process. I was trained in this, you know.”


  “I know,” Aster said. “But whatever happened two nights ago—that was more than a dream. I think he’s found some way to talk to us, through you. He’s trying to help us. So if ... if he says something to you in your dreams, would you please tell me?”


  “Absolutely,” Delia said.


  “I’ll leave you alone for a few moments,” Aster said. “But we need to leave soon.”


  “Thank you, Delia said. “I won’t be long.”


  Aster nodded and ascended the steps toward the entrance to the gardens.


  Delia sighed. She pulled down a peach and bit into it. It was lovely, not quite like the ones she knew from home; a little tarter.


  She sat, savoring it, and when she was done, she gazed up at the strange sky.


  “Are you here, Kostye? Are you really here?”


  There was no answer. She hadn’t expected one. But then a motion caught her attention. A bird in flight, out over the forest. She thought it was an owl.


  Okay, Delia, she thought. Don’t read into everything. There are always birds.


  But in a place that was the stuff fairy tales were built from, you could never know.


  TWO


  THE ITCH


  Veronica Hale had been alive, once, until she was murdered by a man she trusted. She had been dead for decades, a nov who enticed evil-hearted men to their deaths in the forest pool she inhabited. In that state, she had not remembered her life or any of the emotions that went with living. But then a sorceress named Aster Kostyena and a boy in a wooden body named Errol Greyson restored her memory and eventually a semblance of life. By day she breathed and ate food, and at night her heart ceased to beat, and her blood ran cold.


  She had fallen in love with the boy.


  But that was not, of course, the end of the story. She had travelled and fought through the distorted fairy tale lands of the Kingdoms, and along the way she had become something else yet again. She had no word for what she was. But she was powerful, and growing more so each day, and whether she was mostly alive or mostly dead no longer seemed like an important question. She was, and that was enough. But traveling that path, she had also incurred a debt, a big one. In order to save the boy’s life she made a promise to a woman named Yurena, to serve her for a year and a day. Yurena kept her end of the deal, and Veronica saved the boy. They fought together once again on the Island of the Othersun and saved Aster’s life.


  Then Veronica left Errol and his friends on the island.


  When she left, she still had time; her service to Yurena would not begin for days yet. She had chosen to give Dusk her life, knowing what the result would be. Dusk would replace her in Errol’s affections. Given the terms of her deal, she could not tell Errol why she had to leave. If she could, he might promise to wait for her, but he probably wouldn’t. And she could no longer be content with holding herself back just to be someone’s girlfriend, which was exactly what she had been doing for Errol. So it was just as well he find someone else to press his affections on. But it wasn’t as easy as all that. Her heart was mixed. She remembered being the girl who had lain under the stars with him one night and shared their first kiss. It had been her first real kiss, and even if his lips were made of wood at the time, it had been almost unimaginably sweet. Errol had helped her move forward before he began holding her back, and her love for him remained. It would have been hard to spend even a few more days with him, watching him dither between loyalty to her and the hard-candy sweets he had for Dusk.


  So she went, to use her last few days of freedom for herself.


  There were people beneath the sea, lots of them. Seal people, dolphin people, people with fish tails and human bodies, people who looked just like those above the waves, people who looked like the creature from the black lagoon. It made sense. The Kingdoms were the real stuff from which fairy tales were made, and there were plenty of wonder stories about mermaids and such. Heck, she had been one of those things, and she had lived in thrall of an even more malignant watery creature, a Vadras. But it has just been the two of them, in an old muddy creek. Here, in these seas of the Kingdoms she found splendid cities. She came upon one, bright and full of color, with towers and domes of living coral and inhabitants so beautiful it almost hurt to look at them. Deeper she found a kingdom of people with eyes like lamps who used giant squids for mounts, and they, too, were beautiful in her sight.


  There were other wonders, too. For a time she trailed a Leviathan at least a mile long. It had palm trees on its back, and a small tribe of people that lived mostly by fishing. She encountered shoals of fish that glowed like an underwater rainbow. She swam to the edge of a whirlpool with no bottom and wove her way through reefs of living crystal.


  A time came when she began to feel a certain path before her, a direction she was supposed to go. She didn’t think much about it but followed her instincts. She soon found herself descending deeper than she had ever gone, into depths where no light penetrated, and water was heavier than lead.


  When she realized what was happening, she tried to stop, but it wasn’t possible. She realized her service to Yurena had begun.


  And as she slipped into those darkest reaches, she began to feel something terrible, wonderful, and above all, familiar. The Itch.


  When she was very young, before she was murdered, Veronica had been taught that the body was temporary, but that the soul was immortal. Her mother had said so, and her Sunday school teacher, and the preacher.


  She now knew that was exactly backwards.


  Veronica knew well the Itch before murder, the life that needed scratching until it went away. The killing brought an immediate satisfaction of creature desire, but her favorite part had not been the killing, but rather the corpses the slaughter left behind. They were like inside-out reefs, sponges and worms and jellyfish floating in a tiny sea enclosed by a flimsy nest of bone and paper-fragile skin. It was the undoing of them she had loved most, the process of decay, the smooth bones freed of the rough meat that concealed their beauty. In those days she had thought of deliquescence as an obliteration, the erasure of an existence, but now she understood that life was never unraveled by death. The sequestered waters of the body were opened back to the greater currents of the world, and the dead became gardens bursting with new life and growth. Everything a person had ever been was retrieved and put to use by some swelling, squirming thing, and something new created from it. Every atom of the corpse became a part of the living world.


  Except for the shining inside, the thing that left behind those bones and guts and convolutions of brain. The soul, they called it where she had grown up. That could be repurposed, too. But it could also be destroyed without leaving a trace.


  She felt that death-itch now, that yearning to put an end to something, but it wasn’t inside of her. It was not her own desire, although it reminded her of those lustful thoughts. It was a cold current in the water, welling up from somewhere far beneath—as if reaching for her. Hunting her. Itching for her.


  She transformed, became a swarm of sightless krill, her thoughts spreading out in the water like a cloud. Still she descended. The cold brushed by her and was swallowed by the lightless depths, like someone stepping over her grave. For a moment, she thought of ending her journey, of trying again to return to the wan sunlight of the surface. There were a hundred other things she would rather be doing, but in the core of her, she knew she couldn’t. She had made a promise. And as it turned out, a promise was a big deal.


  Her mother and the preacher had told her that, too, but she had never believed it. People broke promises all the time accidentally, purposefully, by omission. Her father once promised to bring her a donut when he came home from work, and he didn’t. Her mother once promised to spank her but forgot. Her Uncle Charlie and Aunt Emeline had promised to stay married, but they got divorced. She had promised not to eat a cookie before dinner, but did it anyway, and nothing at all happened.


  But that was there, in the Reign of the Departed, the lusterless world where she had been born. Here, in the High and Faraway, when you made a promise of a certain kind, it was a very big deal. And she had made a big one, to that strange and ancient queen, and although in the back of her mind she had always meant to betray that promise, it simply wasn’t possible. The magic bands wrought by her words were pulling her here, to this deep, this hole in the bottom of the world. And there was nothing she could do about it.


  This was not the place where she had met Yurena before, or if it was, it had become somehow deeper. That was hardly surprising; the High and Faraway was a changeable place, now more so than ever. It felt to her as if the whole universe was pulling apart, and maybe it was. Maybe, like mortal bodies, worlds could also lose the light inside of them, decay, become the food of future worlds. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.


  Except that she had friends in this world, and she hadn’t had friends in a long time. As imperfect as they were, she wasn’t ready to let them go completely.


  But for now, she had made a promise.


  The pull stopped. She felt something stir. She felt a question.


  I’ve come back, Yurena, she said. To serve you for a year and a day. Like I said I would.


  For a moment there was no reply, but then she thought the darkness became more grey than black. She swam forward, straining to see. She became herself again, or at least something like her human form, albeit one that could survive in these crushing depths.


  Shapes appeared in the grey, and then a bit of color. And someone.


  Yurena—the monster, or goddess—the snake/fish woman— wasn’t there. But the face was familiar. And the place. Veronica was in a small, warm room, near a little table with a crystal dish of hard candy that looked like rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. Behind that was a window with white curtains, and a glimpse of a green garden beyond. To her right was an old black-and- white TV, with rabbit ears modified with tinfoil, and a rocking chair with a woman in it. Her face was framed in long grey hair worked up in a bun and her skin was like wrinkled paper. She peered at Veronica with piercing blue eyes.


  “Grandma?” she whispered.


  The old woman shook her head no.


  “I am the one you made your promise to,” she said. “Or part of what once was her.”


  “Yurena?”


  The woman shrugged. “Many names. Many faces. Although I am forgetting all of them.”


  “Why do you look like my grandmother? Why does this look like her parlor?”


  “I didn’t choose this appearance,” the woman said. “You did. Maybe it was easiest. I don’t know. I’m growing thinner and thinner, child.”


  “Well,” Veronica said. “I’m here to do my time. What am I to do?”


  The woman grimaced. “I had plans for you,” she said. “Schemes, some would say. I thought I would be stronger now, rather than weaker. But our gamble did not pay off.”


  Veronica narrowed her eyes. She remembered the Island of the Othersun, Dusk’s mother, the Queen, the forms she had taken before the end.


  “You’re not just Yurena, are you?” she said. “You’re the queen, too, right? Dusk’s mother. You planned to kill Aster and end the curse. But we stopped you.”


  “That one,” the one woman said. “Yes, she was one of us. My daughter, my cousin, my granddaughter, myself. Images in mirrors, through a crystal, all just bits and pieces. We could not end the curse. We never could have. It began too high, and too far away.”


  “Aster’s dad made the curse, I thought.”


  The woman shook her head. “No. The curse made him. Higher, further away, nearer the beginning. It happened there, and we are drawn into imitation of it. We dance on the stage, that is all. We tell the story again and again with the motions of our lives. Until the stage itself breaks.”


  “This is getting awfully philosophical,” Veronica said. “I’m supposed to do something for you. Just tell me what it is so I can get on with it or let me go.” She reached over and took one of the candies, a bright red one, and popped it into her mouth. It tasted exactly like nothing.


  The old woman’s eyes fixed on her.


  “I will tell you a story,” she said.


  “Great,” Veronica said. “More stories. Is this one true?”


  “All stories hold some truth, or they wouldn’t be told,” the old woman said.


  “Uh-huh,” Veronica said. “Like the time I broke Grandma’s window and I told everyone Cousin Gary did it?”


  “The truth was that the window was broken,” the old woman said. “The more important truth to you at the time was that you didn’t want to be punished.”


  “The truth was I did it and Gary didn’t. So I get the sense of what you’re saying. I expect you are about to tell me some kind of nonsense.”


  “My power is diminished,” the old woman snapped, her blue eyes darkening to almost black. “It isn’t gone. You will listen.”


  She sounded just like Grandma, and Veronica immediately felt her salt settle a little.


  “Yes, ma’am,” she said.


  The woman reached over and turned on the television. The screen lit up with electronic snow, but after a moment an image began to form. It looked familiar.


  The single channel their television picked up showed horror and monster movies late at night. She wasn’t supposed to watch them, but one night, after everyone was asleep, she’d gone back to the living room, turned on the TV, and put the sound almost all the way down. This was the movie that had been playing that night. It had given her nightmares, but the very next time she saw a chance to watch the Midnight Feature, she had taken it.


  It was about a giant monster. It stood on two legs like a man, but it was also scaly like a lizard, and had big horns like a bull. It was stomping on buildings and smashing army tanks. It looked really fake, obviously a guy in a suit running around in a toy-sized city. But she hadn’t seen it that way when she was little. She’d been scared of the monster, which she now remembered had something to do with the giants mentioned in the Bible.


  “There was a person,” the woman said. “Neither male nor female, neither human nor beast. Some say they had the form of a giant, or a bull, or a serpent. But whatever form they took, they were the foundation, the stuff of the world. Everything.”


  The channel on the TV started changed. Now the monster was a dragon, breathing fire, and then it looked like a man, then a giant spider. Some were from movies she had seen; others weren’t.


  It went back to the first one, the giant horned monster. A bomb exploded on it, and when the dust cleared it had fallen over. The TV switched again, to a giant white baboon falling off of a tall building and splattering on the ground. In the next scene it was the reptilian giant again, surrounded by army men and workers, using chainsaws and cranes to cut the monster into pieces. That part, she did not remember from the movie; it had ended when the monster died.


  The old woman kept narrating.


  “But then that person died, or was murdered, or was sacrificed, and they were slaughtered out into parts. And from those pieces, the world was made. From their blood, the seas and lakes, from their veins streams and rivers, from their bones the spines of mountains, from their skull the sky, from their eyes the sun and moon and stars and from their mind—from their mind, the spirits of us all. The elumiris that inhabits matter and makes it alive.”


  Veronica stared at the woman, then back at the television. It didn’t show the monster anymore. In fact, she didn’t know what she was seeing. Like the earlier images, it was in black and white, but it was all shaky, hard to focus on. Like the camera was mounted on something moving extremely fast. There were swirls and blobs of white and grey and she thought that they might be clouds. But then a shape appeared, a curve against darkness, and now she understood she was looking down through clouds, with glimpses of continents and seas. Since it was all black and white it was hard to sort out, but more details emerged from chaos, and she understood she was seeing the Earth from space. Then the camera started to turn, toward something brighter and brighter. For an instant she saw the globe of the world, with the sun rising at its edge, and then everything was blindingly white.


  The TV blinked off. The old woman didn’t say anything.


  “That’s weird,” Veronica said, after a while. “About the monster being cut up. I saw that movie, and that isn’t what happened at the end. But on the way down here I was just thinking. How everything that dies becomes something else, how when a body rots it gives food and life to all of these other things... .”


  “I know what you were thinking,” the old woman said. “That is why I told you this story.”


  “Huh,” she said. “I guess I don’t get it. Who killed the giant? Who cut him up? God?”


  “There are different stories about that. Some say it was suicide—they did it to themselves. Others say that one sibling killed another, or that its children or a hunter did the deed. That is all beside the point. The point is that this person was unmade to build the world we know. The High and Faraway, the Reign of the Departed, all of it. Now that ancient creature wishes to be made again.”


  “Oh,” Veronica said. “It wants its parts back. Its skull, its eyes, its bones, its mind. Its soul. So, everything. And all of us.”


  “Yes,” the old woman said. “They have wanted that for an exceedingly long time. From the beginning, in fact. But they were never able to act. Now they can.”


  “So to put themselves back together,” Veronica said, “they have to tear all of this apart. All of us apart.”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s a crazy story,” she said. “Is it true?”


  “As I said—“


  “No,” Veronica said. “No nonsense. Did it happen? Is it happening?”


  “The truth is, the world is coming apart,” the old woman said. “You have seen the signs of it yourself. The other truth is someone wants it to happen. Someone is helping it along. As for the details ...” she frowned. “I forget.”


  “So this ... person,” Veronica said. “I’m supposed to fight him now, or what?”


  “It has me in its hand,” the woman whispered. “And soon it will close its fist. And it wants you. It needs you.” Her eyes widened. Her mouth worked and her chest heaved as if she was having trouble breathing.


  “What’s wrong?” Veronica said.


  “It’s a trap,” she said. “They used me to lure you here. You must flee. They must not have you.”


  “But what ...”


  Images began flickering on the TV again, these much clearer, less fuzzy than the last. A giant monster, tearing up a city, a strange jungle, a city of stone, another giant, this one cut in half and hanging in a cave, still alive, mountains, deserts ... a young man’s face, still in death.


  She knew the face.


  “Wait,” she said. “Go back. That’s Errol.”


  But the picture kept changing.


  “Is he dead?” she demanded. “Tell me! Is Errol dead?”


  “Not yet,” the old woman said. “But he dies.”


  “You mean he might die,” she said. “Like last time. But I can save him.”


  “No,” she said, as the images moved so quickly, they became a blur. “He dies.”


  “Liar!” Veronica screamed.


  Then something swallowed the old woman, the TV, everything. There was no mouth or teeth, nothing like that; more like the wall behind them became a hole and they fell into it.


  And then Veronica felt it pulling her.


  No! She screamed into the now lightless depths.


  And she swam, as the whole dark of the universe came after her. The Itch.


  But she was swift, and in time she outdistanced her enemy. She reviewed and ordered the images in her head, the things she had seen on the woman’s television. They didn’t tell her everything; but she knew for certain that she wasn’t done with Errol and the others yet.


  So she visited a friend, and she asked a favor. Then she went in search of the enemy.


  THREE


  HOMECOMING


  To Delia Fincher, the real world didn’t feel real anymore. It all seemed normal enough; the sun was its usual size, not a fading mote in an ever-darker heaven. The sky was blue; perfectly reasonable white clouds drifted lazily across it. Whatever end-of- the-world weirdness was happening in the High and Faraway, the so-called “Reign of the Departed” seemed untouched by it.


  Yet the colors seemed a little off, the sounds muffled. The breeze stank of papermill and diesel. The pines were green as always, but hardwoods clawed at the sky with leafless limbs. The atmosphere was chilly and damp. December, maybe, or February. The shoulder of winter. She had been gone a long time. But it was all as she remembered it. It just didn’t seem real.It was like staring at the department-store knock-off version of the Mona Lisa after just having seen the real thing.


  “I don’t like this place,” Billy said.


  “Maybe you should go back,” Aster said. “It may not be a good place for you.”


  Billy was a giant; Delia had seen him grow to hundreds of feet tall, but now he was of human height. His normally dark skin was paler than usual. People like Billy didn’t exist here; what if Billy couldn’t either?


  “No,” he said. “I’ll stay with you. I’ll be okay.”


  It had been a long trip home from Kostye’s castle. How far, Delia could not say for certain. The shrinking sun did not move to mark the days. The seasons differed from place to place but did not change in cycles. Aster had built a large hourglass and calibrated it with her heartbeat, and that gave them a rough count of time. According to that, the trip had lasted no more than a week, give or take a day, and she trusted Aster’s competence in these things. But it felt to her more like months or even a year they had sailed on the silver boat through all sorts of seas, until at last they reached the place Aster called the Pale, and from there they went on foot through forest and marsh, until the trees and plants resembled those she had grown up with, until pristine woodland gave way to beaten-up forest littered with rusting cans, barbed wire fence and pasture, and finally paved roads. High-flying jets left contrails across the sky.


  The “real” world.


  They emerged from a pine plantation onto an old, cracked, two-lane highway. She knew where they were—less than half a mile from little house she had once shared with her ex-husband. Home. She quickened her pace.


  “Hang on,” Errol said, putting his hand on her shoulder, pulling her back into the edge of the woods. “Car.”


  She heard it now, and for a moment was puzzled by Errol’s reaction. Then she got it.


  “Oh,” she said. “Right.” She looked at the others.


  Dusk and Errol had left their armor and swords on the ship, but even so, they were all dressed as if they had just come from a renaissance fair. Here in rural Okatibee County they would certainly be noticed, and at least three of them were wanted by the police.


  They withdrew into the woods and watched the car go by. The driver was a man with grey hair, another sign they were back in the realm of the normal. In the Kingdoms all of the adults were missing; transformed into beasts or stone or simply vanished. Some of the children left behind were now young adults, but none were old enough to have grey hair.


  When the vehicle had passed, they resumed walking. The road wasn’t a busy one; they only had to hide once more before reaching her house.


  The key was still where she had left it, in a little box in the rose bed. She stopped at the front door to read the notice there that the bank was repossessing the house in a matter of days. She hadn’t been able to make the payments from The Kingdoms.


  She opened the door and ushered the others in. There was no electricity—that bill was also unpaid—but it was still light outside, and the little house had plenty of windows. Once she pulled back the shades things were bright enough.


  To her relief, her car was still in the carport.


  She made them a meal of canned ham and beans, with saltine crackers for bread. The water was still on, so they had that to drink.


  Dusk looked dubiously at the food but began eating anyway.


  “Thank you for the meal,” she said. “It is good.”


  “It’s not,” Delia said. “But it’s the best I can do out of the pantry. I’m not a great cook, but I can do better than this.”


  “It’s great,” Errol said. “I practically grew up on stuff like this. Mom didn’t cook that much to begin with, and after dad died, I mostly had to fend for myself. I remember this one Thanksgiving ...”


  Delia studied Errol as he held forth. As his school counselor, she had tried to talk to him after his father died, but he’d been completely closed, unable to speak about his father at all. That was hardly a surprise; Southern boys weren’t taught to share their feelings; they were taught to suck it up and soldier on. Errol had soldiered on for about two years and then attempted suicide. Looking at him now, her old instincts were kicking in; she found herself trying to gauge the young man’s expression. But as he told the story of his lonely Thanksgiving meal of tinned corned beef and potato chips, he didn’t seem sad, or angry. He was just talking to his friends. He seemed ... okay.


  “I like it,” Billy said, when Errol finished.


  “You like everything,” Aster said.


  “Giants don’t eat,” Billy explained. “At least, not like this. It’s why we become little, sometimes. Every century or so. So we can taste food, feel heat and cold, and —uh, touch. Laugh.” He glanced at Aster, who blushed a little.


  “I once ate a half-rotten rat,” Dusk said.


  “That’s disgusting,” Errol said.


  She shrugged. “I was able to cook it. It had a quality like certain cheeses.”


  “This story is not getting better,” Errol said. “So when we’ve eaten what is thankfully not rotten rat cheese, what do we do next?”


  “We go to my house,” Aster said. “We get the astrarium, and from there—we figure it out.”


  “Your house is seven or eight miles from here,” Delia said. “We’ll need to take my car.”


  “I can drive,” Aster said. “If you don’t want to go.”


  “Thank you,” Delia said. “I think I will take you up on that. I have some thinking to do.”


  “Are you going to stay?” Errol asked. “After, I mean?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. That’s part of what I have to think about. The police will have a lot of questions for me. I’ve been a missing person for some time now, and Kostye and David are still missing. And Aster, and even you for that matter, even though that happened after I was gone. There will be suspicions. But there’s no proof I did anything wrong, because I didn’t. I probably won’t get my job back, but I still have some savings.” She tried to smile. The fact was, she didn’t have the slightest inkling what she wanted to do now. Except be alone, in her little house, with her things. As soon as possible.


  She looked them over. They were still dressed like the cast of a Robin Hood film.


  “You’ll need to change,” she said. “Dusk, Aster, I think you can wear some of my old clothes.” She looked at the boys. “You two ...” she trailed off, then went to her closet. She found a denim dress for Aster and jeans and blouse that ought to fit Dusk. Then she reached up high and brought down a cardboard box.


  Scott had left a few things. She’d put them away, imagining she would take them to Goodwill, but had never gotten around to it. She selected a pair of overalls she’d bought him for the garden, but which he’d never worn, a pair of khakis, a couple of t-shirts, and a plaid, long-sleeved shirt. The khakis fit Billy pretty well. The overalls were a little big on Errol, but they would do.


  The stars on Aster’s and Dusk’s foreheads presented a bit of a problem. She remembered she had an old baseball cap someplace but wasn’t able to find it.


  But when she returned to the living room, everyone was changed, and neither girl had a visible birthmark.


  “How did you do that?” she asked, pointing at Aster’s forehead.


  “I can work really little glamours here,” Aster said. “It’s a weaker version of the spell my dad used to keep my star hidden all of those years.” She smiled thinly. “So I guess we’re ready. I’m sorry I got you dragged into all of this, Ms. Fincher.”


  She shrugged. It was hard to sort out her feelings on that. In fact, she was aware she had been avoiding doing so. She’d made a home visit to Aster’s house, because she suspected the girl’s father was either unwell or absent entirely. David Watkins, a teacher at the school, had come with her. When they arrived, they found Aster’s father, Kostye, raving drunk. Aster had magically conscripted Delia to look after him while she and her friends went off in search of an elixir to heal Kostye’s memory. But before they returned, Dusk had shown up and forced her to conspire in the pretense that she was Aster in order to get Kostye to return to the Kingdoms.


  Aster was to blame for everything that had happened since. But she had been working inside of a context that Delia mostly now understood.


  “You should have asked for my help instead of forcing it,” Delia said.


  “I know,” Aster admitted. But you wouldn’t have.”


  “We’ll never know, will we?” Delia said. “But it hardly matters now what decisions you made then. That’s all done and can’t be taken back. But you can make better decisions in the future.”


  “I can try,” Aster said. She glanced around at the others. “I owe Errol an apology as well.”


  “I wouldn’t be alive if you hadn’t sucked me into all of this,” Errol said. “So I think I’m good.”


  “Anyway,” Delia said. “Be careful. Errol and Dusk are probably wanted for assault, given how you left here the last time.”


  “Yeah,” Errol said. “Probably.”


  “Wait,” Aster said. “I hate to ask for anything else. But do you have a clock, or a watch? A mechanical one, the kind you wind up? So when we go back to the Kingdoms, we’ll have a better way of keeping time.”


  “Yes,” Delia said. “There’s one in the sunroom. I never bother to wind it, because I got a digital clock a while back.”


  “May I have it?”


  Delia nodded. She went into the little room with its southern exposure. All of the potted plants were dead, which was a bit depressing. But the clock was there, a little alarm clock she’d gotten for Christmas when she was ten. She had asked for it specifically, picking it out of a Wishbook. It was gold, with a black face and hands and numbers coated in radium, so it glowed in the dark. She’d slept with it next to her pillow; the ticking lulled her to sleep.


  As she picked it up, she had second thoughts. As a girl she had loved this thing. Sure, she didn’t use it anymore. Maybe she had another timepiece, an old watch or something that would do.


  She sighed and decided it didn’t matter. It was just a thing. If it could be of some help to Aster and the others, why should she hold on to it?


  Aster brightened when she saw it.


  “This is perfect,” she said. “You don’t mind?”


  “No,” Delia said. “But take care of it. It keeps good time. Do you know how to wind a clock like that?”


  “Yes,” Aster said. “I do.”


  They stood there for a moment, and then hugged awkwardly. Their relationship had been strange enough when it had been that of school counselor and student, more so when it became that of captive and captor. Now she was—well, sort of Aster’s stepmother. She and Kostye had never married, but whatever their relationship had been, it was in that ballpark.


  And whatever it was, it was now over. Or would be soon.


  “Listen,” she said. “If for some reason you can’t bring the car back, don’t worry about it. This isn’t that big a community. Wherever you leave it, it’ll get back to me.”


  “We’ll bring it back,” Aster said, as she stepped back. “Who knows? You might decide to go back with us.”


  “I might,” Delia agreed.


  Aster nodded. “Okay,” she said to the others.


  They filed out the side door in the kitchen, and few moments later, she heard the car start up and roll down the driveway.


  She did the dishes in cold water, wondering if she should call someone. Jenny or Abby or John. She should let them know she was alright. But then they would come over, and the word would get around. Her mother and father would be all over her. The police would come and ask questions. She had last been seen leaving the school where she worked with David Watkins. They would want to know where he was, where she had been for months or years or however long it had been. The principal and school secretary had known they were going to Aster’s house. They would want to know about Aster—who had broken out of jail, and her father, and Errol, and the strange young woman who had assaulted and battered her way out of Laurel Grove.


  Delia didn’t have answers to any of those questions that the police would find acceptable. That was her problem, and she didn’t want to spread it around. Better to wait until Aster, Errol, and the others were gone again, returned to the Kingdoms, and beyond the reach of Sowashee law.


  She opened the back door, pushed open the screen, and walked down the red brick steps. Her garden was unkempt, but in better shape than she had feared. She found the hose and watered as the sun went down. Then she sat in the old metal sliding chair she’d picked up at a yard sale. Its familiar grating as she pushed the ground with her feet comforted her a little. Everything else seemed out of place.


  I should be happy to be home, she thought. But she wasn’t. She felt as she had left things unfinished; that Kostye would have wanted her to stay with Aster, help her end the curse. But what help could she be? She wasn’t a warrior or a witch. She was just plain, mundane Delia. She had nothing to contribute. She was a burden to the others, not a help.


  Over the metallic squeak of the sliding chair, she noticed a faint clicking whir, a little like a cicada, but deeper. She glanced around, wondering what it could be, but her yard was now crowded with shadows. Maybe the sound was coming from the Severs’ house, but that was a few hundred yards down the road. This sounded close.


  She got up to go into the house. A shadow stepped from beneath the pear tree.


  She ran. It felt involuntary, as if she wasn’t really in control of her body. She yanked the screen open, darted over the open threshold, then slammed the wooden door shut and locked it. She ran to the kitchen and pulled a knife from the block on the counter and backed up against the fridge.


  What had she seen? A man? Some kind of animal? She’d only had a glimpse of something dark and moving. Or maybe it was just an illusion, a trick of the fading light.


  She heard the screen door creak open. Then the doorknob on the back door tried to turn. She heard the chittering sound, muffled through the wood. Then nothing.


  Until something slammed into the door and wood splintered. She ran for the front door, still gripping the knife, as something hit the back door a second time and it flew open.
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