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Bestiary: Local books held by keeper families of cryptids they have run across within their family histories. 

Book of the Bound Blood: Used within the Seeker Order for dedicants to be selected within their magical path. 

The Crucible: A room within the Pantheon Guard used for binding and unbinding cryptids to their human vessels. 

Crypt Leaders: There are nine leaders that are part of the Seat of the Twelve. Each leader oversees assigned geographic areas called crypts and their sub-geographic areas within each crypt called sectors. 

High Priestess/High Priest: The unspoken overseer of the Pantheon Guard society. Their role is to always be an unbiased party, helping to maintain the balance between humankind and cryptid kind. The intention is not that one species is better than the other, but to strive to ensure the Pantheon Guard society seeks balance and safety. They oversee the Sempiternal Library.

High Diplomat: A human representative and voice for humankind within the Pantheon Guard society. They oversee the Patheon Diplomats and Shadow Keepers. The High Diplomat shares oversight of the Guard's Counsel with the High Seeker. Their role is to seek diplomatic agreements and means between all factions.

Ember of Divinity: Demigods cursed with mortality whose soul is cursed and bound to a vesselborne. They keep some of their magic powers from when they were immortal but are bound to the Pantheon Guard indefinitely. The curse does not allow them to bring harm to any member of the society.

Fieldwright: Logistics coordinators for keepers and seekers sent on missions.

Immersion Pods: Located in training areas in both the diplomatic and seeker areas of the Athenian Acropolis.

Iotta Shipton bloodline: One of the daughters of the Mother Shipton bloodline from the matriarch that helped to develop the Pantheon Guard. 

Obsidian Ledger: Main bestiary book for the Pantheon Guard, held within the Sempiternal Library.

Pantheon Codex: Directory of all keepers, their locations and statuses. 

Pantheon Diplomats: Also known as diplomatic duos; a professional partnership between a Cryptid Seeker and a Cryptid Rider. Their purpose is to provide assessment and liaison services when new cryptids, seekers, or keepers are discovered. 

Phlogian Seal: Each seal is made from enchanted bronze and material that is personal to the demigod that is being cursed with mortality. Each seal is pre-prepared and blood-bound to each vesselborne who has dedicated their life to their assigned demigod. Many low-born or magic-limited witches choose this path if they want to be part of the Pantheon Guard. 

Seat of the Twelve: It is composed of the High Priestess, High Diplomat, High Seeker and the nine crypt leaders who oversee independent cryptid sectors in the main geographic areas. 

Sempiternal Library: The library within the Athenian Acropolis that holds archival histories and other resources for the Pantheon Guard. 

The Pantheon Guard: Established and blood-bound in 1527, amended in 1751. It's led by a twelve-person leadership in an underground compound below the Athenian Acropolis in Greece. Its purpose is to safeguard humanity from cryptids that threaten to consume mankind. The twelve-person leadership, together with the Guard's Counsel, maintains adherence to the rules and the cryptid code. 

The Guard's Counsel: Established in 1751 in order to bring fairness and unbiased evaluation and trial to those within the society. It comprises representatives from each sector within each crypt, ensuring at least one representative from each sector, no matter the size. They oversee incident reviews and investigatory trials. They are able to set preliminary verdicts with escalations going to the Pantheon Guard.
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Keepers: Humans with the blood lineage of cryptid keepers with no bloodline cross over with the Shipton bloodline. Their role is to be the human vessel to cryptids that are dangerous for mankind or cryptids that have proven not to want to coexist with mankind. The keeper is a compromise between cryptid genocide and the genocide of mankind. All keepers' houses, the cryptids inside of their bodies, accompanied with a specific pendant that aids in controlling the cryptid. The human vessel does not know what keeper type they are until their first few shifts take place.

Cryptid Rider: (Keeper) This keeper type allows the soul of the cryptid to pull from the human body and can manifest next to its human vessel. The pendant links their souls together and does not need to be removed to allow the cryptid to shift out. Rider and cryptid must stay close to one another as their souls are tethered to one another. Too much distance risks death. They telepathically communicate between rider and human. This form of keeper has the greatest sense of control over their cryptid and maintains cryptid attributes when in rider form. 

Cryptid Shifter: (Keeper) This keeper type loses their human body when they shift into the cryptid. This keeper and cryptid combo is considered wilder and more uncontrolled. 

Cryptid Specialist: (Keeper) This keeper type is rare and considered more elite and versatile. Typically occurs with more mature human vessels and more ancient cryptid types. This specialization can alternate between being a rider or being a shifter. With the pendant on, they can shift into a hybrid human and cryptid form as a sustained shift. 

Shadow Keeper: An outcome for keeper types that are subjected to the unbinding ceremony, either by choice or by verdict in trial. Though these former keepers lost their cryptid's blood-bound soul and some of their humanity, they are not lobotomized. They maintain aspects and powers of their cryptids and are able to see the energy footprints of other cryptids and humans. They can no longer speak directly to cryptids.

The Unbound: An outcome for keeper types that are subjected to the unbinding ceremony, either by choice or by verdict in trial. They are previous keepers that hold only a fraction of their previous cryptids's powers, but the unbound do not have independent thought. They are the truest form of a human vessel that requires the magic of seekers to move. When controlled by a seeker, their eyes glow the unique power color of its seeker. 

Wraithkin: An outcome for keeper types that are subjected to the unbinding ceremony. They maintain the intuition of their cryptid and are less human soul and more cryptid soul. They maintain the energy footprint of a cryptid and are often used as assassins for unruly cryptids and their vessels.
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Seekers: A witch with strong magical tendencies or a witch that comes from the blood lineage of Mother Shipton and the original blood-bound ritual.

High Seeker : A witch representative and voice for seekers within the Pantheon Guard society. They oversee The Unbound, Acolytes, and the Wanton Possessed. Their role is military oversight in nature. The High Seeker shares oversight of the Guard's Counsel with the High Diplomat.

Athame of Seekers: This role is the second-highest level within the seeker structure. They are witches born of a powerful magical lineage or of the Mother Shipton lineage. In the High Seeker's absence, they lead all rituals and serve as the High Seeker's right hand.  

 Guardian: The protector of all knowledge and power. Their magic surrounds the healing arts and typically uses magic like Sigilcraft and Psychothaumaturgy. Once a seeker is selected for this path, a scar of a shield appears on the underside of the wrist.

Sentinel: The protector of both human and cryptid kind. They are the front line hand to hand casters when getting a cryptid leads to a fight. Their magic is themed around balance, martial discipline and elemental energy. They typically use magic in the form of Pulsecasting and Enargḗs Xíphos. Once a seeker is selected for this path, a scar of a dagger appears on the underside of the wrist.

Harbinger: The protector of the dark arts. Their magic is themed in shadow, blood, corruption and sacrifice magics. They have the ability to control the Unbound since their magic is related to both physical and mental manipulation. Once a seeker is selected for this path, a scar of a skull appears on the underside of the wrist.

Cryptid Seeker: They are witches born of a cryptid keeper blood lineage. This seeker type can communicate with cryptids and link with the power of the cryptid that they touch. They are assigned to a diplomatic duo partnership and are considered the bridge between the keeper and seeker parts of the Pantheon Guard society. Magic is themed through earth magic with the use of Harmonic Resonance.

Dedicant: This role is the final tier before being selected into the top 3 castes of the seeker order. They are expected to take what they learned in their studies and see what path their magic leads them to. They will spend most of their time learning and practicing magic types. 

Neophyte: This role may do more in studies for casting but cannot actively use spells. They are expected to attend all rituals and provide added energy to those who are physically casting and performing rituals.

Acolyte: This is the first tier within the seeker order. They are learning the seeker ways and are often used as runners for lower-end tasks for seekers higher within the order.

Watchless: These are seekers who have failed to ascend from Dedicants and onto their chosen path within the order. The blood book and blood bond have rejected them, and in turn they are marked with a cauterized scar that has turned black on the palm of their hand. Their magic is crippled, so they never reach full potential, as the blood-bound book has deemed them too dangerous to yield the power it promises. 

Vesselborne: Witches from covens with seeker bloodlines but who do not possess strong magical inclinations. They are treated as royalty among the seekers and sign off on their lives to sacrifice themselves at any moment to be possessed by an Ember of Divinity as its vessel.








  
  
Chapter 1



Yes, of course he was nervous. How could he not be? Noah understood the assignment. Bond and absorb the beithir. Oh, and fingers crossed, that the creature was able to be held by a keeper, or else he would probably die. It was just a minor detail within the plan, right? 

Tension hung in the air as the family sat discussing what the best course of action would be. None of the options in front of them felt viable. Each discovery dissected, pulled apart and researched to have everything migrate back to Noah. He was the only option for taking on the cryptid. That or watch his family fall victim to the cryptid.

He had looked at Alysa, his best friend all their lives, as she sat there next to him, ready to take on the impossible at a chance of saving Keith, the man she loved. It was inspiring and heart-wrenching.

That was exactly why Noah stood up. He couldn't stand by and let her do it on her own, let her take on two cryptids. It was insane even to think about. Both creatures sitting in her heart and corrupting her soul? No one had ever done it before, and he wouldn't stand by and watch her be a guinea pig, especially since he might be able to carry the creature.

Alysa had been adamant about her sacrifice, pressing the conversation continually. And while Noah knew it was important to her that the family agreed to her plan as being the backup, there was never an intention to allow her to follow through with it. It was up to Noah to contain and control the cryptid or nothing. The rest of the family agreed.

"You know she will try to get a pendant made for herself as well." That night, Luke had turned to Noah and Cassandra without the rest of the family in earshot. "We can't let her do it. It's suicide."

Noah had nodded, a brisk single bob. "Agreed. It is either I take it on, and if it kills me, then you get rid of it." He couldn't go into the situation thinking there was a chance that if he failed, the beithir would also consume Alysa.

Cassandra paced as she shook her hands off at the side. "It's not that easy. There isn't any information about the beithir that tells us how we can permanently end it. Even if we chopped it up and buried the pieces separately, if someone finds it and wants to harness it, all they would have to do is get the pieces back together."

Luke thoughtfully stroked his chin. "Right, but it would buy us some time. To maybe find a keeper that is trained to take on the cryptid." Luke glanced at Noah apologetically. "Sorry…"

Noah understood why Luke felt torn. If they had more time now, then they would choose a more seasoned keeper. They currently didn't have the luxury of jumping through all the hoops with the Pantheon Guard. "It's all good. It's morbid to plan for after my death. But I get it. It's necessary."

Luke shrugged. "Also, it would give us time to get Alysa comfortable getting the Pantheon Guard involved in the binding, to do it appropriately. I wish we could do that right now, but I understand that time is running short, and I want to honor our sister's wishes."

Noah put his hand on Luke's shoulder. "It will work. I will make sure of it." Doubt spun into his mind like a virus with no cure.

Luke puffed his chest out. "I know you will." Hand firmly on his shoulder in return, Luke stared at Noah. "You have to prepare for the bonding ceremony. It's like nothing you have ever experienced before, and it’s not the standard bonding either. We don’t have the Crucible chamber like the Pantheon Guard does to ensure the beast infuses appropriately within your soul."

Noah had heard of the Crucible only a handful of times in his life. He knew it was a resource of the Pantheon Guard, but what actually happened within the chamber varied from horrific to something worse. "I wouldn’t imagine binding your soul to a cryptid would be an experience many people could speak of." Noah let out a burst of air that resembled a quick chuckle. 

"I'm serious, Noah." Luke took off his shirt to show him his pendant. "This is what it will do to you."

The gem glimmered, partially buried in the scarred tissue of Luke's chest. Noah stared at the pendant. It pulsed with the combined heartbeat of Luke and his cryptid. The skin stretched over the sides, greedily cinching it in place. Noah had a sinking feeling that it hurt more than it looked. "Okay.. so it's a one-time pain. Awesome."

Luke shook his head and slipped his shirt back on. "Not quite. Yes, it will hurt. Your skin will melt, your muscles will grow around it and eventually the pain will heal and the throbbing will stop."

Noah looked at Luke's somber face. There was more to the shift than Luke was letting on; impending doom's icy grip curled into Noah's gut. "But?"

"But the cryptids are wild creatures and to keep you both from killing one another, it will need to run free from time to time. That means removing the pendant." Luke's hand settled on his chest, hand on pendant, and gave a single tap.

Noah's eyes went wide with disbelief. "Are you telling me I will have to rip that thing out of my chest… repeatedly…for the rest of my life?" There is no way in hell I’m going to be able to do that weekly, let alone every day for the rest of my life–at least not without losing little bits of my sanity, he thought.

Luke nodded. "That is exactly what I am saying. And that is only the tip of the iceberg, my friend. There is much you will have to learn once the cryptid is contained. Provided you live."

Cassandra's hand came to Noah's shoulder as he exhaled. "There may be something I can do about that. You know the whole living thing, though I don't want to over-promise."

Noah looked down at his hands, recalling just how right Alysa had been. He didn't know what he was going to be signing up for or giving up, but this was a duty that he didn't take lightly. "Anything would be appreciated." This was what needed to be done. It was what his family needed from him. No cold feet.

Now, days later, Noah blinked wildly as they all stood in the forest next to Alysa's cabin. Noah brought his mind back to the present. 

As they stood there prepping, Keith was hurtling himself through the surrounding forest, used as bait while everyone else prepped for the bonding ceremony. 

Noah stood nervously close by, trying to breathe in courage.

The trees crashed, branches broke, and an occasional curse from Keith shook the air. Curses from a man who found himself almost dinner for the large reptile on more than one occasion. Up to this point, there had been only pictures to guide them on what the creature looked like. Alysa had been the only one able to describe it in any detail. But nothing could have prepared Noah for the monster that would come crashing through the tree line. 

The family listened to the sounds reverberating off the tree trunks in the distance as Cassandra made a large circle of salt. The Campbell brothers, Luke, Alec and Callum, set out the torches to represent the four elements. Each torch set as pillars of fire lit from its core, reaching their extended fingers of heated magic into the dark oblivion above them. And just as they speared upward, the fires shimmered down into low-lit flicks of fire—magic pulsing out from their centers. "It’s cast. Now we just need the creature and the bait."

Alysa cringed and put the heel of her hand to her forehead. "Damn, please don't call him that. I know it's the truth. But give a lady's heart a break."

Everyone could see Alysa’s need to have Keith next to her. It all but pulsed through her skin. The wait gnawed at her, visible in the rate at which she chewed on her bottom lip. They all knew Keith needed to hurry to break through the tree line before uncertainty clawed Alysa into the depths of despair.

Noah’s heart broke for her.

The group watched as the trees in front of them swayed. Exaggerated whips of movement slung through the canopies, signaling the creature was coming their way. The distinct scratching of claws and labored breathing rang out at the tree line and into the night behind the group. 

Noah held his breath, anticipating Keith to lead the charge out of the shadows.

Alec pointed to the right of the circle, shoving Alysa out of sight, not giving her a choice. "Everyone needs to get down behind the hillside." 

Noah was the last to slide down the embankment, with Cassandra holding up behind a tree. She needed to close the circle as soon as the cryptid was within it. Which meant she would not be able to seek refuge down the embankment, leaving her exposed.

Relief flooded them all as they heard Keith panting and running past them. The relief for Noah was short-lived when he saw it. A creature that stood twelve feet tall, if Noah had to guess, and equaled that in length. The cobalt blue and green scales shimmered in the moonlight, giving the false pretense of metal. On any other occasion, Noah would think that the creature was glorious and beautiful. Tonight, it was terrifying.

It was time. With an abrupt inhalation of air, Noah charged into the circle; hot on the heels of Keith and the cryptid. From Noah’s periphery he could see Cassandra, with raised hands, closing the circle.

The weight of the magic instantly sat on Noah’s shoulders as the dome of magic encircled them at the top and sparked shut before anyone could notice it was sealed. 

Then it happened. Noah lowered his gaze from the center of the circle to the scene that unfolded in front of him. The stinger of the beithir rammed through Keith, his mouth slack-jawed in shock as a scream ripped from Alysa. The pitch of which sliced through the chaos as the magic engulfed Noah's mind. 

Noah had a moment of nihilistic weakness as he thought everything was going to be in vain. It surged through him as Noah swallowed the bile that rose, watching his friend get impaled.

Heat speared into his gut as magic from the consecrated circle boiled his blood, infusing it with a bond that would become Noah’s new norm.

The beithir whipped its head around, stomped its clawed feet on the earth, and struck over the moss and rocky surface. "You disgusting, filthy little cows! Livestock the lot with you!" The cryptid roared and hissed into the night as it dropped Keith from its stinger, shaking it off as if Keith’s blood was vile for it.

The clock was now ticking. Noah knew the venom was coursing through Keith's body, paralyzing him as the beithir continued to flick its tail in irritation and disgust. The urgency to get Keith to fresh water pressed upon them. If they were going to have any chance, then Noah was going to have to make this quick.

Noah's body lit with magic, beams of light exiting the tips of his fingers. Unable to hear his own voice over the pulse that beat in his mind, he was pretty sure he was screaming in agony. He tore off his shirt, trying to allow his skin to find air, to breathe, to cool off. The magic wove through him as Cassandra continued the chanting and held on to Alec's creature to ground herself.

His hands trembled in his line of sight. The pores of his skin opened up to him as red droplets trickled out of each pore opening. Blood. Noah’s mind finally registered his own blood being milked out of him as the pendant slowly seared and burned into his flesh. His skin, now slick with sweat, met the burning stone that sank into his chest. The smell of burning salted flesh and cauterized blood lifted through the air as his voice broke against the pain. His blood filled the fractured lines within the stone, sinking deeper into its crevices, becoming one with Noah's physical form.

He felt the tearing of muscle, his insides ripping apart and then reforming. Bones cracking, skin morphing. Noah could see the tint of blue and green on his own skin, the cold-blooded slither of the reptile mixed with his own heated body.

It hit him. The first true connection between a human vessel and the bound cryptid. With the beast's intentions crashing against Noah's mind, fueled by hunger and rage, his eyes rolled to the back of his head. It wanted to eviscerate all of them. Noah could feel it inside of him already, crawling through his skin. Noah grabbed his head as images of mangled family members became a rapid-fire slideshow in his mind, bringing him to his knees. There was a humanity in him that fought the urge and embraced the repulsion. Then there was now the creature part of him that warred with those emotions, feeling there would be justice in their deaths, even when Noah knew it was wrong.

Realization and truth slammed into him, mixing with the joy of the family's decision. They had guessed right. There truly had been no other way. No reasoning would happen with this creature. It had been on a mission and wanted to devour every human it came into contact with. But most importantly, Noah now felt how justified the creature felt in going after Alysa. Keith was just a bonus meal. Noah's stomach curdled as the beithir showed what it had planned for her. What it promised to Noah that it would make him do to her. Noah lifted his face to the sky, wishing for a reprieve from the pain.

The stars, ever constant above the group, remained steady on their paths, unphased by the chaos and bloodshed below. On any other night, one of them might have gone for a brisk evening walk under such a placid setting. But tonight the darkness held horrors. The air swirled as a painful abyss of lost futures and repressed ancient powers.

The screeching of the beast continued as its body contorted. Scales lifting and shifting. Its orange eyes turned to Noah. "You think you can contain me?!" The beast’s voice escalated in tone and depth, a telepathic roar in Noah's mind.

Everything shook with escalating magic as Noah's senses heightened. No, he didn't think he was going to be able to hold the beast within, but he was going to try his damndest. On his knees, he watched his own body stretch and reform.

Everyone could feel the strength of the walls of the circle as the magic inside of it pressed against the invisible barrier. Noah heard his cousins' voice over the roar of wind and the cracking of his bones.

"Noah, don't fight it!" Luke screamed from outside the circle.

Noah knew what it would take to allow something like this to happen. Fear gripped him; the pain tore at him. At this point, death would be a mercy as the creature rang in his ears. He fell forward on all fours, gripping the dirt now under his hands, bracing himself for what was to come. His fingers elongated, became clawed and then reverted to human. Something inside of him compelled him closer to the creature. It was down on the ground now, the pressure of the magic attempting to subdue it.

He crept even closer, despite the snapping jaws only inches from his face. He reached up to place a hand on its side again and watched as their bodies melted together. Nerve endings sent electrifying pulses through his body as both human and cryptid writhed around in pain, screaming into the night.

Noah’s body stretched, skin ripped, bled, and then restitched together. The family looked on as the cryptid stopped moving and Noah’s hand sunk into it. The chanting of Cassandra and Alysa's brothers rang loud against the inhuman screams of Noah. None of them knew if Noah could contain it, but they watched as Noah’s blood covered his body, his clothes ripped with every transformation, and the cryptid slowly decreased in size, eventually pulling fully into their cousin.

The world fell silent, but the echoed screams of Noah and the gentle ease of chanting from Cassandra lingered. The evening breeze traveled over the dome barrier of the circle, rustling the leaves on the opposite side that sat on the ground.

Noah released his grip on the fear, even welcomed the intrusion from the cryptid, and his body fell to the ground. He knew in an instant that it was now bonded to him. Noah had done it, even though it was still fighting the last bit of absorption. He couldn't blame the creature, and part of him not only pitied the beast but felt guilty for his part in its capture.

"I will have my revenge. I will kill you all!" With a final hiss, the cryptid was gone. The pendant on Noah's chest was still hot to the touch as it continued to burn into him. The growl of the beast protested in his mind.

"Get…. Keith…" Noah croaked out as he fell to his side, completely nude. He hoped Keith was still alive. For Alysa's sake. She wouldn't make it through losing another person she loved.

His vision wavered as he watched Cassandra, busy taking down the circle, abruptly turn as the circle closed. He next knew she knelt in front of him with her voice echoing as if submerged. The weight of a blanket draped over him as the group split up to address each family member in need. 








  
  
Chapter 2



Life had become habitual. Every morning since the cryptid became a part of him. Noah woke up with a splitting headache, ravenous hunger and the itching feeling that something was crawling around inside of him. He hoped at least two of the three symptoms would subside with time. Something told him he was going to need something more like a serious intervention to maintain his sanity. 

The decision to stay in Luke's spare room since that fateful night had come with its perks and bonuses. Not only for convenience in training and learning. But also, Noah was pretty sure Luke needed to make certain Noah had control over the beast.

Not that he blamed his cousin. It made perfect sense, as Noah was an unseasoned keeper. Still, a little bit of faith in his innate ability would have been nice. The last thing he needed was everyone around him echoing his own feelings of inadequacy. Right now, he needed reassurance.

Another day awaited him. Noah rolled out of bed and made his way to the bathroom as the sun's warm rays briefly traveled across the corner of his bed. He was dragging. His energy already felt depleted, and his day was just getting started. Prior to the cryptid, he always woke up feeling refreshed and ready to take on the world. Now… it was different.

He scoffed at his disheveled reflection in the mirror as he passed it. A shower. That's what he needed. It would ease most of the itching sensations, but his head would still scream. His stomach would still protest.

Before his reality shifted forcefully, he showered until the night or day was sufficiently burned off him. Now, as it turned out, the creature inside of him disliked hot showers and didn't have a problem sharpening its claws on Noah's insides to get a point across. Life as a human vessel to a beast was not for the faint of heart. Especially with a beast that was not easily placated by him.

Downstairs, he heard Harper messing around in the kitchen. The smell of coffee, bacon, and eggs wafted up the stairs towards him; his stomach ate itself; his cryptid joined the discomfort.

It hadn't gone unnoticed by his family that his appetite had grown, especially after a night of shifting. To Noah's joy, Harper always met his ravenous needs with a breakfast unmatched by many. Sparks of simple envy rose within Noah that his older cousin would find a woman like Harper. But the joy that came quickly overrode the envy of him as Noah watched Luke and Harper travel through life's trials and tribulations together. A love that was all-consuming and all-accepting.

"Something smells good." Noah leaned in and gave Harper a gentle kiss on the cheek.

"Both the human and the food she cooks would suffice my meal needs, vessel." The beithir inside of Noah caused his stomach to both growl and revolt.

Noah rubbed his temples.

Harper smiled over her shoulder. "You're not the only one who thinks so." She rubbed her stomach. "This little one seems to get hungrier and hungrier each day."

The growth of life within her showed more and more each day. Noah could only imagine what it meant to create another life within oneself. Despite the obvious strain on her body, she glowed with motherhood. He knew pregnancy sat better with some women than others. For Harper, it ignited a certain level of energy from within her. Noah often wondered where it originated. The fear of having another person inside of her body while also juggling everything else was inspirational for him. "Did you need any help?"

Harper pivoted in the kitchen, looking around. Noah had noticed over the past few months that her reach had become more and more limited, and any chance that he saw he could assist her, he leapt at the opportunity. Minor help for the grand gesture of support from her and her husband was the least that he could do. He doubted he could ever repay them.

Everyone benefited from having two men in the house, Harper most of all of them. Often, if Luke wasn't within earshot, Noah had been. This meant that both mother and child were under a constant and ever-watchful eye. If any need arose, they addressed it immediately.

Harper pointed to the plates on the higher shelf of the open cabinet. "If you wouldn't mind?"

"She is incapable of evading us, human. Now would be the time to strike." The cryptid's scales shivered under Noah's skin.

He would never get used to the semi-cannibalistic urges caused by the beithir. If that was what he could even call them.

Bare feet curled on cool tiles as Noah walked over and lifted three plates up and out, laying them on the counter. Not bothering to ask, he turned back to grab glasses down and filled them with juice. Noah grew up in a household that honored helping the family. Everyone pitched in where needed, navigated a kitchen expertly, and displayed a willingness to do domestic chores. There was no other way for him.

It had been months since he had moved in, and Noah needed them both to know just how much he appreciated the sacrifice of their privacy. At first, he balked at the idea of intruding on their home, but the company was exactly what he had needed. While he was training and working on his transition as a keeper. It reminded him that this wasn't a journey that he was on alone, but that he had family to help him through. A family that he knew he would do anything for.

Well, perhaps anyone except for one thing. He refused to continue living in their house for any longer than necessary.

Noah wanted his own place. To get back to a sense of normalcy for himself. There was still so much that he wanted to do. But if the last few months had proven anything to him, it was that the future he had planned for before was gone. It was depressing to think about. The whole married, white picket fence and kids, along with a normal job, had seemed so readily available before. And now—now, it just wasn't available. If he was being honest with himself, it wasn't just his future that changed. It was everything else as well. Each day reminded him how easily the best-laid plans could be obliterated.

His brow creased in concentration, forming small furrows between his eyes and up to his forehead. The most distressing of changes had been in his thoughts and moods. Noah always felt himself to be even-keeled. That was before he could feel the fury of the cryptid simmer under the surface of his skin. Conversations and interactions tended toward a skewed view when it rode so close to the surface within him. The sooner he got out on his own, the quicker he could discover exactly what life was going to be like for him moving forward.

Harper rested her elbows on the tiled countertop, leaning forward to squeeze his forearm, waiting for his gaze to meet hers. A smirk pulled at the corner of her mouth. "What's on your mind?"

Noah blinked rapidly. "Sorry, what?"

She pointed a finger at her face and encircled it. "Your whole ten-yard stare out into absolutely nowhere tells me you are either bored with my company or you're intensely in thought." She stood up and put her hands on her hips. "Now I don't want to brag, but I would like to think I am not boring company. So, what's up?"

Noah blushed as he released the air inside his chest in a huff. "That obvious, huh?"

"Oh yeah. Spill it."

He ran a hand across the back of his neck. "I just keep thinking about how different everything is. Everything I planned, just gone." He lifted the glass to his mouth and shrugged. "Just wish I knew how much I would have had to actually sacrifice before becoming a keeper." Noah leaned back in his chair. "Alysa tried to warn me, I suppose… not much of a choice, really."

"Typical humankind idiocy. Dwelling on something that you can no longer change. Something you can never have." The cryptid rolled its eyes.

She leaned back and lifted the spatula to scramble the eggs she had just poured into the skillet. Her head nodded in agreement. "I'm not sure I would ever want a crystal ball to know those kinds of things. It's part of the beauty of life." Her smile inched across her face as she pointed her spatula at him. "If you had known everything up front… if someone had sat you down and just listed it all out for you, would it have changed your decision to help Alysa?"

The lines on his forehead creased deeper, juice swirling around in the bottom part of his cup. "No." His answer had been so sure it surprised even himself.

Harper looked over her shoulder; joy and pride sparkled in her eyes. "You're a good man, Noah." She turned back to her task of cooking and shifted her head to the right, nodding. "It's a funny thing…life. Even if we know where we will land, it's still not guaranteed to be everything we were planning." She placed her spatula down on the counter and walked over to him. "You just have to embrace yourself and what life offers at all stages of it."

Noah knew she was right. He couldn't help but compare what was lost to what was gained. It ate at him every day. He needed to change the subject before he felt the ache and pain of uncertainty ripping at him even further. "Hey, do you know where Luke's at? I had something I wanted to talk to you both about."

Her shrug came casually. "If he's not down by the water. And he's not upstairs. Then my next guess would be he's probably in the new office."

They recently had the add-on to the downstairs area. This allowed Luke a more convenient spot to do more research regarding the cryptids. When Noah absorbed the beithir, it had been unnerving for the family to run across so many things that they did not know about it. Luke's frustration at the lack of information goaded him into research mode. The family saw the deep impact it had on him. Safety for the family drove him forward through the build and through the many books that now lived within those four walls of the office.

"I think I'll check there first. Odds are he's there."

Harper’s voice rose to chase after Noah. "Tell him to come out and get breakfast! We'll talk out here!"

Noah walked down the length of the house; the grease-laden bacon scent tempted to lure him back. The foyer branched off into the office as he poked his head in to find Luke with multiple books open. Eyes shifting back and forth through pages, scanning and comparing between multiple books. Double fisting page turns. "You know, if you stay here much longer. You might miss your wife's delivery."

Luke's eyes shot up immediately. "Is she having contractions?"

Noah’s shoulders shook in amusement as he sat down in the high-backed chair in front of the desk that Luke sat behind. "No, I'm just saying if you keep spending so much time here, you're going to miss her whole pregnancy."

His half-hearted smile barely reached his eyes as Luke leaned back in his chair, massaging the top of his head. "I suppose that's a possibility." Breath released in a roughened hitch. Luke allowed his arms to flop to the side. "I just don't know, man. There should be more information on the beithir." Luke ran his hands over the series of books that lay out in front of him. "I really just can't find too much. At least not more than what we've already figured out and know."

"That's because humanity has gotten stupider.“ The jeering of the beast bore into Noah’s skull.

Noah rolled his eyes, and with a small smirk, leaned back in his chair.

"What?"

"Nothing. It just seems that the creature inside of me always has some sort of snarky quip."

Luke narrowed his eyes on his friend. "What's it saying?"

"Humans are getting stupider. It has nothing positive to say." Noah closed his eyes as he rested his head back. "It's quite annoying, really."

"That is because there's nothing positive to say about humans." It's a matter-of-fact demeanor grating on Noah's nerves.

Noah looked down and to the side. He had gotten into the habit of disengaging eye contact with the people that were in the room when he wanted to address the animal inside of him. "Perhaps it is because you have come across the wrong humans. Just a thought." Noah waited a beat and then realized that the beithir was not interested in having any more conversations with him. Noah looked back up at Luke. A quick flick of red and pink lit up Noah's cheeks and ears. "I'm not sure if I will ever get used to having something talking in my head that no one else can hear."

Luke nodded to his cousin. "I can respect that. I would like to say that it gets better, easier at least. But it doesn't."

Noah looked up at the ceiling as he relaxed his shoulders as he comically thought if there was some sort of keeper support group he could join. "Right. I guess I'm not looking for it to get any easier, so much as at least existing through it."

"Well, if you come across any tips. I'd love to hear you out." Luke tapped his pen on his desk, not trying to hide the fact that he was currently and openly scrutinizing Noah's mental state.

Noah leaned forward to rest his hands on the deep brown colored desk. "I'm good, Luke, really." Luke's eyes never wavered from Noah. When he compounded his own annoyance with the situation with the annoyance of the beithir's opinion of humans, Noah could feel heat rise in his face. "Seriously?" Noah rolled his eyes. "Look, I came in here because I've been wanting to talk to both you and Harper about…"

As if on cue, Harper stuck her head inside the office; sarcasm furrowed creases in the skin on the outside edge of her eyes. "I will eat all the breakfast, you two. You'd better get out of here."

Noah pointed out the door. "Oh yeah, that. Let's go feed all three monsters inside of us." As Luke walked by Harper, Noah noted Luke’s almost reverent rubbing of Harper’s stomach as he laid a kiss on the top of the mound.

Something inside of Noah sighed. That. That was what Noah wanted in his life. He had wanted to be a father for as long as he could remember. Everything that was so clearly obtainable, even taken for granted.

But now he had so many other factors to take into consideration. He needed to make sure that he could keep the beithir under control first so that no one in his life wouldn't get harmed by the creature. And if he couldn't do at least that, then the possibility of having a life with some semblance of normalcy was going to be out of the question. Luckily, watching Luke and Harper had his hope reignited to all the possibilities. He just hoped that controlling the beast fully would happen sooner rather than later.

Noah pointed to one of the seats in the kitchen. "Have a seat, Harper. You've done the hard part. I'll get food on the plates for everybody."

Both men pick up on her audible sigh. The moment Harper's feet left the floor and her body settled into the chair, even Noah could feel her body ease from having to carry around the extra weight in front of her. He watched as her shoulders relaxed and her body curved inward to allow her midsection to release.

Harper scooted back into the chair, leaning forward slightly on the table. "So what was it you wanted to talk to us about, Noah?"

Noah finished scooping the eggs onto the plate and dividing all the bacon up between the three of them; he planned the conversation in his head. "First, I just want to say how much I appreciate both of you. Taking me in and sharing your home with me. Both of you have so much going on that my hanging around like this had to be at least a small burden." He watched as Harper shook her head defiantly. Noah raised his hand to interrupt any debate. "I know you're going to deny it. But it's only natural, especially with a kiddo on the way."

Luke put his hand over his wife's to quiet her movements and turned his stoic gaze over to Noah. "We knew how this was going to need to pan out when we were planning to figure out what to do about the beithir. You're not a burden. This was simply necessary."

Noah could appreciate the candor. During his months of staying with them, he had felt nothing but wanted and loved by both of them. It was because of that, and his need not to wear out his welcome, that he wanted his own space. "I've actually been thinking. That it is probably time for me to get my own place."

The room stilled for a moment as Noah waited for a response.

Luke scratched at the stubble on his chin. "You really think you're ready for that? It's only been 6 months."

Noah looked down at his palm and shrugged. "I mean, I'm still going to need some training and your insight, of course, but I'm never going to feel like I'm moving forward by staying here and not getting on with my life."

Luke scooped up a large helping of eggs and shoved it in his mouth as he thought about what their next steps would be. "Are you thinking of somewhere around the loch?"

"Actually, I just put down a deposit for a home a little down the way." Noah pointed across the waterway on the other side of the loch, where Alysa was now living.

"I see." Luke sat down next to his wife.

Harper's phone buzzed with an alarm, causing the group to look down at the source of movement across the counter. "Shoot. Sorry guys, I have to go pick Eve up at the airport." She took a moment to brush some strands of Noah's hair out of his face. "I can only imagine how tough this has been for you, Noah." She squeezed his forearm. "All of me wants you to stay, but I will support what you and Luke think is best. Just know that wherever you land, you will always have a home with us."

Noah stood up and wrapped his arms around her. They both had grown close since he had moved in, and the warmth of her friendship had kept him centered in some of his tougher moments. "I appreciate you." Noah leaned back, looking at Luke. "I appreciate both of you."

Released from Noah's hold, Harper picked up her keys and snagged her purse, jiggling them both in excitement. The men watched as she all but danced out of the house to pick up her close friend. Beams of joy danced over her face as the door closed behind her and the lock engaged with a click.

Luke turned around to Noah and crossed his arms over his chest. "So a deposit, huh?"

"Yep." Noah stabbed at his eggs. "It's not too far away. But it's close enough to the old cave that the beithir called home."

"Do you think that's the best idea?" Doubt flickered across Luke's expression.

"The arrogance of this human never ceases to amaze me. Harm in living the way I had since before mankind began to plague the earth? Humans have caused more harm than my having a cave ever would." The beast's jaws snapped in Noah's mind, escalating his own emotional response.

Was he ever going to be able to discern his own emotional state from the beithir's? Noah wondered.

"I can't exactly say whether I know what the best idea is at this point. But honestly, I can’t just stay stagnant." Both men walked back to the office as they continued their conversation. "If I'm going to learn to live with this creature inside of me. I need to have space for myself and for the creature."

Luke took a seat behind his desk again and leaned forward over the cherry wood furniture. "I'm not saying that the beast shouldn't have its own spot. The kelpie inside me has its own underwater cave. But do you think it's a good idea to have it this early on?"

The sensation of feeling interrogated ran through Noah. This was one of the many reasons he needed his own space. He had lived on his own for so long and had never had to answer to anyone. Now, his every decision was being questioned, and he was getting sick of it even if it was coming from a well-intended place. "What harm could it have?"

"Quite a bit, actually. The beast inside of you isn't like the others that Callum, I, or even the one Alec has within him." Luke came around his desk to sit in the chair and leaned back. “Our creatures are used to being bonded to keepers and have been so for quite some time. Yours hasn’t. This comes with complications.”

“I’m failing to understand how this has anything to do with moving and needing my own space.” Noah knew he was getting testy, but didn't have the gumption to fight it.

Luke ran his hands over his face. “Imagine running freely every day. Not a care, just doing what you want, then being thrown into a prison. Then one day someone says you’re free, but only under my rules. Don’t you think that something so used to being so wild would revert to the impulses that it had before?”

"Unlike humans. I'm able to control my urges. Make no mistake, I miss my home. But I am fully aware of the situation I find myself in." The scaled lips of the serpent pulled tightly. The beast was hissing at the back of Noah's mind.

Noah could appreciate that the creature was working with him as much as possible. But Noah kept on guard. He shifted in the seat, leaning on one arm of the chair. "I think there's only one way to find out. I truly appreciate both you and Harper. But I really need to just start moving forward."

“Well, okay then.” Conceding to Noah, Luke tapped the cryptid bestiary. "Shall we get started then?"








  
  
Chapter 3



There was so much information for Noah to learn and get up to speed with, even after months of studying. While they had little in the way of information about the beithir, much of what Luke had been teaching him dealt with the relationship between the human keeper and their cryptid, the purpose and rules that they followed as keepers, and all the other tools to help him be successful in his responsibilities. 

The information had been remedial, much of which he gleaned over the years just being part of the Pantheon Guard society. Yet, he listened diligently and soon admitted to himself he still needed a bit of a refresher course on the basics.

The irony was that, even as he listened and remembered, his shoulders bent over with the weight of knowledge that none of it seemed to apply to his current state of being. Much of the information spoke of where humanity started and controlled and the beast ended. Noah felt nothing like that within him. It was all a jumbled mess.

Noah ran the information through his mind as Luke recited it. All keepers had their own pendant, and each pendant embedded itself into the keeper's chest. 

Yup, and he had the smell of burning human flesh seared into his memory.  

Keeper, pendant and cryptid were bound by an ancient blood binding ritual.

Yup, basic, Noah thought.

Once bound, he learned that neither the human nor the cryptid could live without the other. History written in stories of keepers and their reliance on the blood bond made them toxically codependent on their beasts. Without a vessel, the cryptid would lose its soul. No soul, no life. The cryptid would fail to survive.

Okay, perhaps not so basic. Noah, with a down-turned expression, strained to listen closer.

The blood binding wasn't one-sided. A keeper was at risk once blood bound, and both the benefits and pitfalls of their creature infused within their humanity. A keeper, bound to a cryptid that no longer existed, subjected to the unbinding ritual, left a vacancy within their soul that nothing could fill. It meant one of two pathways for the rest of their days. They were a total loss, selected within the seekers' unbound armies. A husk of a human with no will or self-thought, filled with the magic of those that would treat them as puppets.

Or.

They lost their cryptid and, with it, pieces of their humanity. No longer human and no longer keepers, but mere shadows of the keepers they once were. A soul housing the dead cryptids, its humanity shattered.

And there was the fine print. Noah wasn't sure which was worse. All he knew was that neither was a possibility for him. There was no going back. His genes forever altered—a heritage of passing on the role of a beast of burden.

"So when we're talking about our duty and purpose, there is always a certain set of rules for us to keep in mind. Tell me what those are." Luke stared expectantly at Noah.

Between acknowledging that this was now at a minimum the tenth time, Luke had asked Noah to cite the rules and the fact that Luke seared his gaze into Noah's face. Noah returned the knowledge to his mentor by punctuating each rule by holding up a finger for each. "Primary duty is to keep humanity safe. Try to coexist with the creatures so long as rule one is upheld. In the absence of peaceful co-existence, we look to binding the creature to a vessel. When all else fails; eliminate if possible."

"Suppose I should consider myself lucky." The beast's sarcasm dripped from each word.

"I'm not sure we should consider either of us lucky," the combative tone from Noah signaled his exhaustion with the creature.

The beithir sneered inside him, coiling back up to rest.

"Is it still pouting?" Luke furrowed his brow as he sat at the opposite end of the couch. "I can tell when it's getting to you by the number of lines on this region of your face." Luke pointed to his own forehead, waving his finger back and forth.

Both of Noah's eyebrows rose as he shut his eyes and leaned back. The creature was really taking a toll on him. "Honestly, I can't say I blame it. I get why we needed to capture it. But it doesn't make it suck any less."

 Luke narrowed his eyes on his cousin. "Or for you, Noah. Don't forget you're the one driving the body; you're the one in control."

"Sure doesn't feel that way." Noah mumbled and then immediately regretted having said it out loud. He put his hands up in front of him. "Trust me, I get it. I'm just saying I can empathize with the creature's emotional state."

Luke closed the bestiary book and laid it flat on his lap. "Take it from me. You can't go into this responsibility naively. None of us like the arrangement, but it's necessary. Don't let it fool you. Its sole purpose on the planet is to wreak havoc and kill as many humans as possible."

It was hard for Noah not to feel a certain level of sadness for the beithir. Through their connection, he felt freedom as it ran through the forest at night. He felt the wild joy of swimming in the water and shaking it off as its scales glimmered under the moonlight. Yes, it was necessary to have captured it to save his family and friends. It didn't mean that Noah had to shut off the most vital part of himself. His empathy.

That singular trait was closely tied to his identity; he feared losing it through the transitioning process. Noah refused to believe that to be an effective keeper meant being cold and distant. He needed to recognize parts of himself if he was to survive with some semblance of sanity through the entire ordeal. "Check! Keep my wits about me. I won't let it get the upper hand."

With a satisfied nod, Luke's shoulder released an inch. "Good, I hope not."

Both men turned their faces toward the door of the office as they heard the click in the lock and the laughter of two women coming through.

"Looks like Harper is back." The smile spread across Luke's face at the simple mention of his wife.

Harper and Eve were cackling and holding their sides as they both stumbled through the front door. Chaos rang through the hallway, bouncing off the high ceiling and wooden flooring.

"It was hilarious when I told him I was an attorney. He must have been two or three drinks in by the time we were an hour into the flight," the raven-haired woman gasped for air through her laughter.

"Jesus Eve. How is it they always find you?" Harper leaned on her friend.

"I mean, he couldn't even keep his eyes focused. Between trying to feed me the most horrific pickup lines and dozing off, I knew he was harmless."

Harper howled with laughter. Her hands clasped at the base of her very pregnant belly, trying to supply much-needed support. "Stop. Oh, my god. You're going to make me have to run to the bathroom."
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