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Thorne Ridge mansio

Ephemera Sylua

––––––––
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Legs pumping, the girl ran through the gravelled grounds, heading for the carefully manicured gardens, where she hoped to find safety. A place to hide, perhaps. Pain hitched her side, lungs in agony from the exertion, skirts of her homespun dress curling around her ankles, nearly felling her. Across the lawn, she jumped over a figurative wall, sped down a narrow alleyway surrounded by tall bushes, shaped into beautiful creatures the likes of which she'd never seen. A bough slapped her face, eliciting a shrill screech from her lips. She wiped tears from her eyes; increased her speed.

Years and years of coming here, why was this happening to her now, on the eve of her birthday, when she was about to become a woman and be seen as such, free to wed and start her own family? She'd escape the Eligens, being wed and above age, by the time it came to her hometown. She'd already counted herself out of the parade of boys and girls eligible for Sponsas and Sponsus, free from having to run the very same grounds she'd fled to - the very same grounds where she was now fighting for her life. Why was this happening? It wasn't the right time.

This was the height of the growing season; a time of birth, not death. Seeds were sprouting to life, colours exploding all over the land, trees covered with fresh new leaves and rivers teeming with fish. Bucks and does started roaming the woods with their young, and the world was once more a safe, happy place, full of light. Nothing wrong happened in the warmer season, nothing wrong was known to happen in daylight. Even here, at Thorne Ridge, the laws of nature still applied. It was a bright, sunny day, with clear blue skies, and birds chirping joyfully above her head.

No.

Birds did not chirp joyfully above her head, or anywhere near. And although the skies were blue and clear, although the morning was new and fresh, already bearing a promise of a sweetly scented warm day, cold seeped from the grounds and a doom covered Thorne Ridge, as it always had. 

But she'd been coming here regularly, to deliver the fresh eggs required by the staff, those who lived at the mansio year long, even when the lord of the manor was away. Which was most of the time, him being an Arbiter and Arbiters being rare. When the season came for Sponsas and Sponsus to be chosen, the Arbiter travelled all along the West Baronies, choosing boys and girls for the Eligens, sniffing for traces of magic, for health, for strength. Eyeing them up and down for their beauty, the spark only they possessed.   

She'd never witnessed an Eligens. But plenty were the stories told around the fire, many a night, when the youth of Viridans gathered for High Feasting, and shed light – never too bright – upon the sacred task that was the choosing of the Quaesitus, those who’d be given a chance of ascending. And many times had she heard of the strife these youngsters were put through, from which only a few came out untouched, unscathed, deemed appropriate for the Ascensus. 

Changed. They all came out changed, every one of the survivors. Even those lucky enough to bear no evidence of the hardship they'd been put through, came out different from the testing of their powers, their prowess. But those who failed to gain way to Chymera and the promise of an everlasting life; those were the ones to be pitied, the ones who might as well have lost their lives. 

Brainless, some of them, with only the capacity to go through the motions and obey given orders left in them. Unable to fend for themselves, or do much more than sit by a window drooling spit into their fronts, these were the ones who came out the worse. Then there were those who seemed all right, until they started screaming every night, caught in a never-ending nightmare that kept them from sleeping, took away their chance to rest, and heal. These were the ones who ended up dead at the bottom of a cliff, or washed away by the river's tumultuous waters during the cold season. These were the ones who ventured off to the woods when the snows were piling high, and never returned; their bodies to be found later, mangled by wild wolves, who couldn't resist an easy meal in times of strife. These were the ones who ran away from life. 

But she wasn't a Quaesitus, and this wasn't an Eligens, the time simply wasn't right. 

They'd been warned, of course, all the youngsters in Viridans and the surrounding villages or towns. Every one under the banner of the Sylvannar had been warned not to tread the grounds of Thorne Ridge at specific dates, for a beast did roam inside. A beast did roam free, and this beast would wake on occasion, and feed on what it found lost inside the large estate, animal or human alike. 

To make sure no youngster still of an age eligible for the Eligens became an unwilling prey to the Bestia of Thorne Ridge, those who usually flocked to the mansio for the daily deliveries of victuals and necessary supplies, were met at the gates. No one was allowed entrance, on those dates. No one but the servants, who knew well how to keep away. Hidden inside the manor, locked behind strong, magically improved doors, where the Bestia couldn't reach them.

A Bestia that was said to only come out at night.

And she hadn't been met at the gates, she'd crossed through the small wrought-iron door carved into the larger, double gateway that separated the Sylvannar property from the rest of the woods. No one had barred her entrance, and no one had warned her the route to the southern side of the estate was out of limits; she'd done the same as always. Gone up the steeping path leading to the back of the manor, delivered her eggs to the cook, walked briskly across the herb garden headed for the woods, where a slim door set on the thick, stone wall delivered her onto the part of the forest she wanted to go. Where her betrothed would be waiting, to escort her back home, after a toss and tumble in their special spot, near the creek, lulled in their lovemaking by the running of waters and the singing of birds. No one had warned her not to cross the gardens, not to roam the estate, not to go there. No one had told her the Bestia was free, today.

But free it was.

She could hear it now, panting behind her, a low rumbling roar permanently stuck in its throat. A pulsing of the air around her, that belied the heavy steps, the large feet, the long legs it used in pursuit of her. A whimper fled her lips, and tears coursed her face. She was terrified. She knew her fate was one alone - and that was to die.

Spying the moon-gate ahead, she risked a sigh. The brick wall, with its round hole in the middle that led to yet another part of the massive gardens surrounding the manor. The moon-gate she'd heard of plenty of times, leading to a triple flight of steps, and at the end of those steps, sanctuary. The little chalet where the Bestia was forbidden, the haven protected by wards it couldn't breach, meant to serve as hide-out for any of the servants unwittingly caught outside on nights the Bestia roamed free. If only she made it there, she'd be safe. She'd be unreachable, and with a sure tale to tell. For she'd be the only of her generation to ever have set eyes on the Bestia and make it out alive, knowing what it was, what it looked like. She'd be the talk of town, and everyone would flock to her side to hear her tell the tale of how she'd outwitted the monster that haunted these grounds. 

A smile curved her lips, her legs found new strength; she reached for reserves of energy that hadn't been there before. Jumping through the moon-gate, relief overtook her - the chalet was just there, at the distance of three small flights of stairs. Grabbing the hem of her skirt, the girl pulled it up, blond hair escaping the careful braid she'd worked on this morning, wishing to look her best when she came to Thorne Ridge, always in the secret hope its lord might be there.

Always in the secret hope held by girls and boys alike, who'd reached the age of consent and were ready to be wed, that the eye of a Sylvannar fell upon them and the lord of the land might lose his heart to someone whose station was so beneath him. Always in the hopes he'd choose them for his Coniux, to be carted off regally to Chymera and made to wed an Everlasting through a ceremony that was all beauty and riches and luxury. There wasn't a young soul in Viridans who didn’t harbour such dream in their hearts, that of being made Coniux to one of the two sons of Lord Fionn Sylvannar.

Hope filled her, not all was lost. She was in reach of safety, and could outrun the Bestia, still be made to wed the boy who awaited her outside, still be allowed a life.

A tug on her ankle almost made her trip and fall face down to the ground. She regained her balance, the first flight of stairs a step away from her. Sharp pain tugged at her leg, and she risked a look down, her speed decreasing as she caught sight of a rivulet of blood running down her foot and seeping the flagstones. A root must have caught her step and ripped open a gash that would need seeing to. No matter, she was nearly at the chalet, could staunch the blood once she was safely tucked inside. Darting forward again, her mind painted a pretty picture of what expected her once the Bestia retreated - the flocks of youngsters at her side, listening with bated breath to her every word, she, the envy of all the boys and girls in town. Because she’d faced the Bestia and won, she'd come out alive.

This time, the tug on her ankle did trip her. 

The girl collided face first with the hard stone, teeth cracking and rattling in her head, breath whooshed out of her, and a sharp pain delivered to her hipbone where it met the ground.

But that pain was soon obscured by a deeper, far more pressing torment, as what felt like sharp knives clawed at her back, ripping the fabric of her dress, tearing the clothes away from her body, delivering slashes of white hot pain to her skin.

She screamed, a high, keen, piercing sharp screech.

No one heard her.

No one came.

No one but the Bestia.
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Spear held in a tight grasp, body poised and still, the young man stood balanced over wet stones, the river bed at his feet, water running with the first deluge of the northern thawing. His lean, long legs, slim-waisted torso and muscled arms seemed carved in stone: he was a statue, every part of him motionless like rock. Not even his chest heaved with breathing.

In a flash, the spear was loosed upon its unwitting victim. Fish firmly caught, he retrieved it from the water, watched it flop around with uncaring eyes. When the animal was dead, he squatted over the stone, pulled a sharp, clean knife from the satchel he always carried around, and started gutting and cleaning it. It was a largish fish, he'd have lunch and dinner material right here. Maybe grilled over a hot stone for lunch, with a side of flat bread and some greens; stewed in a broth with wild onions and the first few tomatoes of the season, the last of the Autumnia potatoes and herbs to give it depth, for dinner. Yes, he'd easily get two meals out of this fish.

Setting his eyes on the horizon, the young man studied the opposite bank. There was a flush of greens already rising from the no longer frozen soil; he'd find wild asparagus there in a week, and leafy causolis. Soon, the entire land would burst with life, as Primaluce took hold of Ephemera and the East Baronies. How lucky he was to live in such a place, how lucky to have the land provide for his sustenance. How lucky to not have suffered his parents' fate. 

Shaking his head, he wrapped the guts and discarded parts of the fish in large leaves; the rest already tucked inside the wicker basket his mother had once woven him; and jumped back to solid ground, leaving the river behind. Close to the root of a tree, he dug a hole deep enough, placed the unwanted remains inside, covered it with fresh soil, rocks, twigs and leaves. You always give back, was the most important lesson his father had taught him, and the motto he'd chosen to live by. No matter how many years passed, and how much he missed them, he didn’t forget the sacrifice his parents had made, or all they'd taught him. He'd make sure their penance would not be in vain.

Pulling the satchel across his body, Nox Sylvain fisted the basket and made way through the thick, dark woods. He knew its lay like the palm of his hands, had grown in this forest, was one of its Silvares, although he'd never come across another. But neither had he ever met the lord of these lands, the Senator of Ephemera, king of Thorne Ridge, as people called him behind his back. Lord Fionn Sylvannar had left for Chymera years ago, on the wake of having Nox's parents cast out of Ephemera for good. He'd been what? A child, still, although he couldn't quite recall the details and intricacies. All he knew was one day he woke up in the log cabin Lord Fionn had provided for the current Silvares - where Nox had lived with his parents - and found them gone.

Found them gone along with the woman they'd taken in, the reason why they'd been cast out of their world. Where they'd been sent to, Nox had no idea. How it had come about, he also didn't know. All he knew, all he remembered for sure, was that his parents had committed the ultimate treason. They'd harboured a Weaver and failed to report her to Chymera. His memories must have been wiped by the Nigrum who'd come to cast his parents out, because Nox couldn't remember the shameful ceremony, although he was sure to have witnessed it. He'd been there to see Ora and Serge Sylvain cut off from Ephemera, from their son, who'd been allowed to remain. Nox had been found innocent of the accusations falling on his parents, mostly due to his young age. 

He'd been allowed to remain in the East Baronies and become a Silvares after his ancestors, guarding and tending to the same patch of forest once attributed them, living in the same cabin, afforded the same tree huts. But all he remembered was waking up four years before, in his parents' cabin, body curled inside the tiny bench-bed built by the side of the massive stone hearth. All he remembered was waking up there, alone, his parents gone, and a fuzzy recollection of them having been outcast in shame for their crimes.

Four years had passed since that morning, bright and sunny, the start of Primaluce. He'd been fifteen and suddenly alone, having to fend for himself. The first few months had not been easy. Nox had been taught how to fish, how to hunt, how to forage and live off the land, from a very young age. His mother had made sure he could cook himself a meal, and he'd learnt how to tend to a vegetable patch and the squalid flock of chickens they kept in the backyard. It wasn't his lack of survival skills that had made it so rough, for he had plenty of them. 

It was the absence of Serge and Ora in his life, the silence of a house where once a woman used to sing all day, unless she was scolding husband and child humorously for something they did, or failed to do. It was the absence of his father's booming voice as he came home; the hum of their breathing, the hushed conversations round the fire, the lessons, the teachings, the exposition of ideas and opinions. It was the family he'd once had Nox missed the most, and this had made his first few months of solitude very difficult, indeed. 

With time, he'd become used to being by himself and do as he pleased, as long as he kept up the work expected of a Silvares. He'd come to each appraisal with confidence, knowing the Scriba would be satisfied and ready to hand him an extension on his time as Silvares. And so, four years had passed, and Nox no longer felt as alone as before - he was used to being on his own. In order to avoid becoming a complete misanthrope, he took regular trips to the near villages and towns. With the purpose of selling the pelts he kept from the game he collected during hunting season, or the hazel and cob-nut harvests he gathered around the cabin, Nox marched to Viridans, the closest village to his neck of the woods.

And spoke to people. 

Not that he didn't enjoy being around others - he did. 

Now that he was nineteen, Nox had taken to visiting Viridans on Friday or Saturday nights and pass time at the local tavern, while having a beaker or two of the stout, strong ale the taverner brewed. He'd sit at a table or the counter and sip his pint, chat with the local men, listen to the music played by any itinerant players that might be passing through the area at the time. No one regarded him as a stranger, anymore, as they had when Nox first ventured into Viridans, six months after finding himself minus his parents. People had eyed him, then, with suspicious glances, but soon they'd been put to rights and realised he was the new Silvares. 

Such a young boy, the women had cooed. Still a child, they'd said. And gone to all sorts of trouble in order to make sure he had enough fresh bread, and grains, fresh fruit and warm clothes, sturdy boots, tasty cheeses and a few cakes. He'd pay them back with wild herbs and roots, quail eggs, partridges and pheasants, fresh fish only he knew where to catch, the juiciest of berries, the tenderest of asparagus, the best of the nuts.

But he'd never trade his freedom and solitude in the woods for a life in the village, or even worse, at the nearest large town. It was the wide open spaces for him, even in the dead of Invernis. His log cabin was warm and cosy and he'd have plenty of dry meat and fish in his pantry, fruits and root vegetables in his cellar, fresh eggs from the chicks. He did well by himself, although having fallen down with ailments common to the cold weather seasons, but he'd nursed himself out of most. Except for the one time his fever had been so high he couldn't even venture out of bed. 

A good thing he'd made a few acquaintances around the village, the couple who owned the bakery being one of them, as well as the butcher, who'd taken off one Saturday afternoon, worried that Nox hadn’t shown up for market, that morning. Only to find the boy coughing and shivering in his bed. The man had rushed back to Viridans for the healer, who'd brewed all sorts of ill-tasting concoctions and forced them down Nox's throat. Once the fever abated and he was well enough to tend to himself, the butcher and the baker, who'd taken turns staying with him, had gone back to their homes satisfied that they'd done their duty by him, and Nox glad to have made a couple of friends. He'd paid them back handsomely by mid Primaluce, with freshwater crayfish and crabs.

The thought of the plump, meaty crayfish brought a smile to his face. Next month there'd be plenty, out in the river bend, where the shallows formed a small, quiet bay. He must remember to go there soon, see if all was well - Nox hadn't set foot on that part of the woods since the first snows. Now that the days were warmer and everything had thawed, the paths were safe again. He could take a hike to the cliffs; see if there were any new eagles' nests. See if the pennytails were back, with their black and white feathers and their colourful beaks. See the ocean beyond, feast his eyes in it, and dream of sailing off to find new lands, new worlds, new dreams.

A giggle brought Nox out of his reverie. He stopped, fist clenching the wicker basket in a tight grip, slid behind the thick trunk of the nearest tree and peeked.

A girl. 

It was only a girl, alone in the woods, not far from one of his regular perches up a tree. Nox eyed the platform he'd built on the sturdiest branch of the largest tree. He could be found there on Veranis's hot afternoons, searching the forest for signs of wild fires. If one erupted, it was his responsibility to run to Thorne Ridge and warn them. He must know the exact location of that fire, so that the Scriba could send for the highly qualified group of magic wielders - experts in their use of water - to put the fire down. In order for Nox to watch for any sign of danger, he'd had to build a couple of platforms high up on several trees, and many were the nights he'd slept in one of them, during Veranis's hottest spells, with a warm breeze floating over and the sound of the night owls lulling him to sleep.

The same owls that seemed to flock to this girl, standing in the small clearing in the middle of the trees. She laughed again, as another came down to perch on her extended arm, her white-blond hair caught in the dangerous-looking talons. The bird nipped at her cheek, as if kissing her, and the girl closed her eyes, smooth white skin covered in a soft pink blush. But she was beautiful! Nox had never seen such a beautiful creature, except for the white deer he sometimes encountered in the forest. Those were rare, and so must this girl be. A bird-charmer, like him. 

What else was she capable of, he wondered, free hand alighting over his left shoulder, as if seeking reassurance for what hid inked on his skin, underneath the thick wool chemise. His eyes were called back to the girl, hers now wide open and set upon a black raven who hopped along to her feet. She had eyes of the palest blue, which seemed to match the colour of her cape, worn over a riding outfit. There was no horse around, though. Nox's heart skipped a beat, then another, as the girl raised her arms, birds perching along their length. 

With a sudden burst of wings, they took flight, the owls, the bitterspings, the cackliewells, even the raven at her feet. They all took flight and left, the girl giggling again; and Nox couldn't help laughing, himself. Which gave away his presence, the girl turning frantic, hard eyes in search of who dared spy on her. She spotted him, and her expression became colder, demanding. Knowing there was no point in hiding, Nox emerged from behind the tree. As he came into view, her entire gait seemed to relax, shoulders losing the uptight stance, pursed lips softening into a grin.

“You're the Silvares,” she said, and her voice was like soft rain falling over newly budded leaves.

Nox took another step closer, assented, watching the gathering of griffendrakes upon the nearest tree. 

His tree, his birds, his flock. 

Could she commandeer them as she had the others? 

“What is your name, boy?” the girl inquired, haughtily. 

She must be from one of the noble families. No baker's daughter, nor butcher's sister, this girl; not when she dared speak like this. The Silvares were not to be treated like rabble, or common fare. They were the ones who made sure the woods were safe and the villages and towns, too. They were the ones who maintained the fragile balance between what Ephemerals took and what the forest had to give. So that no one took more than their fair share, so that the borders were safe, and nothing could enter that didn't belong here. 

Nox winced, not only for the girl's blatant disrespect, but the memories. His parents had failed as Silvares, for they'd allowed something to cross the borders, and they'd hidden it in their midst - the one thing most precious to the rulers in Chymera, to the Everlastings who watched over them and made sure the people of Mythos were protected, safe, prosperous. His parents had failed to assure the East Baronies with this same prosperity, for they'd hidden a Weaver in their midst.

Pushing dark thoughts aside, he bowed to the girl. Perhaps she wasn't from the village, but from Thorne Ridge. She could be one of them, couldn't she? A Sylvannar, not yet made Everlasting, but child to the ruling family. Maybe she was the daughter of the current Lord of Thorne Ridge, Fionn Sylvannar's youngest son, the one said to be the best, most accurate Arbiter to have ever existed. Maybe she was an Arbiter herself. His blood ran cold, and a trickle of icy sweat slid down his back. If an Arbiter came near him, he'd be lost, surely.

“I am,” Nox replied. “And who may you be?”

“I've seen you around the village. I'm Stella Dellacqua.” She extended a dainty little hand, ensconced in a blue kid glove that matched the fabric and colour of her riding trousers.

Nox reached forward and grasped it between his fingers, tightening the grip just a fraction. Small-boned, delicate, everything about her screamed elegance and finesse the likes of which he’d never seen, save for the few times he'd travelled to town and come across the ladies of the Nobilia, dressed in their best, looking like porcelain dolls that would break at the slightest touch.

“Nox Sylvain,” he said, voice failing him. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Augustine Dellacqua.”

The girl tossed her head, smirking. “Call me Stella. A Silvares is nearly as high as Nobilia, and I have no intention of calling you Augustiu Sylvain.”

“Stella it is, then.” Nox blushed, gifting a lopsided grin which seemed to please her.

He cast his eyes around, noticing all birds had fled the area, even his flock. The silence was deeper, ominous, as if the world was about to spin on its wheel and capsize. As if everything was about to change.

“What do you here, Stella? Came to train your Craft?”

“My Craft? What know you of it? Do you carry the seed in your veins?”

Nox acquiesced. “I'm a bird-charmer, such as you. But not as talented. Contrary to you, I can only charm one kind. The griffendrakes.”

“Ah, that explains it.” Catching the questioning look on his face, Stella graced him with a dazzling smile. Nox's head spun, and a fist curled around his heart. “I can't charm the local flock. They're your birds, immune to my magic. I didn't know there was another charmer around.”

“Well, there is, and I am he.” His words came out crumpled, his ability to articulate a simple sentence gone. What was it about her that knocked him off his feet? “So, you came here to practice.”

“In a sense.” Stella took a step away from Nox, peered through the cluster of trees, as if in search of something. “Arranged to meet my sister in this clearing, it's where I usually come to call the birds. She’s gone with a friend to Thorne Ridge.”

The way she spoke the name of the Senator's mansio carried a hint of longing and admiration, unlike the slight despise in her voice at the mention of her sister's friend. Stella was Nobilia and took her place in the world very seriously, it seemed. Surely she wouldn’t stoop down to befriend someone lower than herself. Her sister, on the other hand, seemed to be the exact opposite. 

Nox studied her deeper, acknowledging the healthy glow to her cheeks and the fit form of her body. She wasn’t one of those Augustines who did nothing but sit around all day, tending to their looks and their trousseaux. Stella was the outdoorsy type, rare in such a sheltered class. Nobilia were the Arbiter's first choice when it came to mark the Quaesitus for the Eligens. They must be pristine, unmarked, healthy, pure. No scars, no extra fat on those bones, no blemishes or deficiencies. So, parents kept their children under close scrutiny, where it came to the Nobilia, in order to assure, should these children come into magic, they were ripe for the choosing once the time for the Eligens came. Stella's parents seemed to have a completely different approach to that.

The sound of voices brought Nox back to the moment, eyes still cast on Stella's lovely figure, while she studied the woods distractedly. Two girls, younger than her, emerged from the deep of the forest, one of them carrying a large wicker basket in her hands. It was empty, but Nox knew it had contained a hefty number of eggs when the girl left Viridans for Thorne Ridge - this was Aelia, daughter of a local farmer who specialised in poultry and eggs. The family catered Thorne Ridge and most other households with their produce, be it the eggs or the birds, for regular consumption. Nox's game was a luxury, mostly acquired by the Sylvannar house and some of the Nobilia on what would be special occasions. It always made him smirk, that there were those who considered what he ate on a regular basis as the kind of fare to indulge only on special days. But come to think of it, something as common and trivial as meat pie was a treat to be had only once in a long while, for the likes of Nox Sylvain. To a villager, it was everyday fare.

He took a closer look at the other girl, whose arm was twined around Aelia's, both having stopped at the sight of the Silvares. She was taller than the farmer's daughter, and leaner, too. Her forehead, nose and cheeks were speckled in light freckles, and she carried her head uplifted, tilted back, as if trying to extend her neck to an impossible height. 

“Who's with you, Stella?” she asked, and Nox understood why she held her head so.

The girl was blind. 

Her eyes, although of an uncommon, unexpected shade of blue, were hollow pools, empty and unseeing. A tainted child, then, one that would never be taken as Quaesitus, no matter how much magic she might carry inside.

“It's Nox Sylvain,” her friend whispered, voice filled with eager awe, “the Silvares.”

The blind girl turned her head in Nox's direction, her blue eyes unfocused, and sniffed the air. Stella released a cackle, hidden behind the softness of her kid gloves.

“Nox, this is my sister Hyiacinth,” she introduced, “and her friend Aelia. As you can see, Hyia tends to search for company within the class she knows will sooner or later be hers.”

There was a hint of anger in Stella's words, the girl both ashamed and exasperated by her sister's blindness. Unlike her, Hyia would never be wed into a Nobilia family; her physical disability turned her into an unwanted partner for men in the upper classes. Her fate was to accept a union lower than her current stance, or find menial employment that she could do, even with her disability.

There couldn't be many men who’d freely agree to wed to a blind girl, unless a hefty dowry was involved. Perhaps the Dellacquas had enough to provide for their younger daughter's future wellbeing, Nox pondered, eyeing the girls' expensive choice of fabrics for their clothes, a glaring difference from Aelia's homespun dress. A glaring difference from his wool flannel chemise, that Nox had bought for warmth, comfort and durability, instead of refinement.

“Well met, Augustiu,” Hyia said, dropping a curtsey.

Blushing, he searched for Stella's eyes, her face turned red with annoyance at her sister's show of respect for one she considered higher up the social scale. Nox could tell Stella was of a different mind altogether; the girl saw herself as far better than a simple Silvares in the social hierarchy of her world.

“Please, Augustine, just Nox will do.”

“Well, it's an honour to meet you, Just Nox,” the blind girl replied, a smirk of mischief dancing across her lips.

Nox smiled, taking in the sight, searching for similarities between the two sisters. The shape of the eye, the form of the chin, the forehead, those were a match and a giveaway, marking them as sisters. But where Stella was blonde, so was Hyia dark, her hair the colour of the rich soil underneath their feet. And Stella's eyes were like the northern glaciers Nox had seen on one of the few books his parents had kept around the house. Hyia's were of an uncanny blue, seemed to glow from the inside, perhaps a trait of her blindness, differentiating her from her sister. Even their skin tone was unlike, Stella being so pale as to look chalky under shadowy light. Hyia's freckles added colour to what would otherwise be an equally wan complexion, along with the blush of her cheeks, a soft pink hue that looked as if it was permanent. All in all, the girls were very different, and very alike. Sisters, noticeably, a world away from the last member in their little grouping - Aelia, whose skin had a slight tan to it, matching her glossy, light brown hair and the hazel eyes. A pleasing girl to look at, but her beauty faded when compared to that of the Dellacqua sisters.

Suddenly self-conscious, Nox eyed the tattered state of his boots, the stained trousers, the chemise that had seen better days and was in dire need of mending round the collar and wrists. Maybe he should use part of his savings to buy a new set of clothes, something more in line with his condition, his social stance. But wouldn't silk shirts and kid trousers be rather uncomfortable for running around in the woods?

“Stella, we should get back,” Hyia said, Nox's attention returning to the three girls.

“We should indeed.” The blonde girl reached out a hand to him; he pressed it tighter than propriety advised. “It’s been a pleasure crossing paths with you, Nox Sylvain.”

“I hope to see you again,” he said, boldness fuelling his speech along with the look he cast upon the girl.

She giggled, retrieved her hand, and ran to join her sister and the farmer's daughter. Waving goodbye, the three girls took off at a hasty pace, Hyiacinth looking straight ahead, arms entwined through her sister's, who dared a few looks back at Nox, same as Aelia. He grinned and raised one hand in salute, watching the girls' progress until they disappeared into the woods.
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Stella walked into her sister's room as if she owned it. Hyiacinth sat by the window, face turned to the sun, the woods sprawling in the distance, although she couldn't see them. The noise made her turn her head to the door, which her sister closed behind her.

“Did you go in?” Stella inquired, coming to sit on Hyia's bed.

“Thorne Ridge? Yes. Aelia took me to the kitchens. It smelled so good, Stella. Cook was just taking a tray of freshly baked loaves out of the oven, and they smelled divine. Made me right hungry, it did.”

“Well, I don't care for the kitchens, do I? You're Nobilia, should have been made to wait in the house proper, not the kitchens like some common maid. Were they there?”

“Who?” Hyiacinth's face turned back to the window, eyes closed as she soaked up the light and warmth from a Primaluce's still weakened sun.

“The Sylvannars, of course!” Bristling, Stella stood up and paced the room.

Some days, she had no patience for her sister; Hyia seemed to lack a brain as well as the capacity to see.

“I don't know, we only went into the kitchens and the back gates. But there was something. I sensed-”

“What did you sense?”

Hyia shook her head. “There was someone at the house; I suppose it was one of them. Lord Fionn never comes round anymore, does he? So it must be one of his sons, or the Lady Ifrael. But I didn't see them. It was just something in the atmosphere, even amongst the servants. They seemed rushed off their feet, brought to attention. Aelia felt it too; she says they're a much chattier bunch, usually.”

“If it's the Lady Ifrael, she'll be sending for the Nobilia ladies for afternoon refreshments at her gardens, soon.”

“Will she? I can't remember her having done so.”

Stella shrugged, sitting back on the bed. “She hasn't come around for ages. And you were too young to remember, we weren't allowed there. I must have been what, four? Five, perhaps? She had the Nobilia come over and mother wore her finest jewels, her best day-dress. Looked lovely, she did, and came home so happy from having spent the afternoon around the mighty Lady Ifrael Sylvannar. I remember her saying the entire family was there, although only Lord Rhysondel stayed for the duration of the visit. Both Fionn and the eldest took off as soon as the guests had all been greeted.”

“I'm sure they had far more pressing issues.”

“Of course, what with being Decurio and Governator and what not. Why would they want to stick around, listening to a bunch of women babble about toddlers and households and how difficult it is to get proper help around here? Oh, I wish we’d live elsewhere.”

“I thought you loved it here.” Hyia leaned on the window seat, back propelled against the wall.

“I do.” Stella's face folded into a frown. “It's just... there's not much, is there? Asides from the woods and the cliffs, there isn't much. Three or four Nobilia families, and not much to do. At least we're close to Thorne Ridge. When the time for the Eligens comes, we're much handier than the rest.”

Her sister's face, hit by sunlight, still seemed to darken. “Why would you care about the Eligens, Stella? It's not as if you're going to be entered in the ballot, you're not an Elemental.”

Stella bristled, shrugged her shoulders with a blade-like movement, eyes sparkling in anger. For the past ten years she'd had a life-plan, carefully curated. Study and persistence would see her there; no one – not even her family – would stand in the way of her dreams.

“Charmers have been entered before,” she said, voice subdued into dulcet tones she knew would sway an ice block. 

But Hyia wasn’t made of ice, and knew her sister only too well. “And they're usually the ones to end up dead during the tests. Stella, please, take this out of your mind. Mother and father would-”

“Be proud of me. We're Nobilia, imagine only how high the status of this family would rise if we were to have an Everlasting in our line. You wouldn't have to be under employment to someone else. I could find you a proper husband.”

“I don't mind working. I like mixing potions and tinctures, I like the pharmacopoeia, Stella. And even though I have no magic, I'm good at it. Why would you want to be an Everlasting? They’re but tyrants. They shouldn't be allowed to exist.” Her voice dropped a couple of notches, and her shoulders inched forward, Hyia bringing herself closer to her sister, although separated by half the bedroom's width.

Stella blanched at her sister's words, close to treason. “Do not speak thus,” she urged. “If anyone hears you, you're lost. If mother and father heard you-”

“Mother and father hate the Everlasting and the Regia at Chymera, Stella,” Hyia hissed. “You'd know this, if only you didn't spend so much time with your nose buried inside books. You'd know the world’s on the verge of changing, you'd know what they do in Chymera is wrong. And you'd want to be part of that change, if you weren't so dazzled with dreams of riches and power.”

Jumping from the bed, Stella knelt by her sister, one small hand covering Hyia's lips.

“Shh. Do not speak thus. Have you been hanging around the Liberatore, Hyia? Do you know how that endangers us all? Please take heed, you mustn't-”

“I mustn't, for I'd ruin your chances of ever being entered into the ballot? Stella, you don't mean it.”

The blonde girl shook her head, aware Hyia couldn't see her. It wasn't too late; she just had to keep an eye on her sister. The Liberatore kept away from Ephemera and the West Baronies, for the Sylvannar were said to be true loyalists. They came to the smaller villages once in a while, to stir up the people, the lowest of the low, those who were unhappy with their lot. And the fathers of dead Sponsas and Sponsus. 

The Aestimatio wasn’t easily passed by the candidates. Not everyone made it to the end, to be rushed to Chymera and go through the change that would enable them to come out Everlasting and with more power than they knew what to do with. Many were those who lost their wits and minds to the tests, and although rare, some ended up losing their lives, as well. These were the ones whose parents readily fuelled the ranks of the Liberatore, and tried to instil hatred into the common people with their inflamed speeches - of how the land was theirs to take and the Everlastings an aberration that shouldn’t be permitted to exist.

Such instigators ended up hanging from a rope in Chymera, the Regia putting their names down for high treason. Stella shuddered at the thought her family might suffer the same fate; not only because it would ruin her personal plans, but because she loved them. No matter what, Stella loved her parents, and her blind sister, who she'd tried to protect from the moment the girl had lost her sight. But Hyia didn’t need protection; she was a force of nature. Not outspoken as Stella, Hyia was timid, shy, quiet, but hadn't allowed her disability to hinder her. Hyia had learnt how to navigate her lack of sight by use of every other sense, and she could roam the woods alone without getting lost, as if she was a Silvares herself.

The thought of the Silvares brought Nox Sylvain's face to Stella's mind. A small, curly smile inched over her lips, a soft blush tinting her cheeks.

“What did you make of the Silvares?” she asked, wanting to change the subject.

Hyia turned towards her sister's voice, who still knelt at her feet studying her countenance, watching for telltale signs. Being blind had made Hyia an excellent judge of character.

“Honest. He sounded honest to me. And brave. Self-sufficient, but lonesome. I liked his voice; it was warm and rough, like the murmurs of the river in those hot Veranis days. What does he look like?”

Stella cocked her head aside, brow furrowed, deep in thought. What did Nox Sylvain look like? He wasn’t quite like the other young men she knew, was he? There was a haughtiness to his gait, the way he held himself, as if he was stationed higher than a Silvares. And nobility in his traces, which concurred to him being not of common ilk. With eyes that held the traces of silver to them, he surely had the blood of the Elders coursing his veins.

“He's very handsome, I won't deny it,” Stella conceded. “Blue eyes, golden-browed, hair the colour of a wheat-field in the sun, and lips that were certainly made to be kissed.” To be ravished, her mind whispered, but Stella kept it to herself, already blushing at the words coming from her mouth.

Hyia released a giggle. “He has surely made an impression on you. Would you not prefer roaming the woods and the cliffs free, one with nature and the elements, your birds around to keep you company, than lock yourself in a castle made of rainbows at Chymera? Forced indoors so as not to tarnish the white of your skin, the pureness of your eye? Maybe a Silvares is what you really need in your life.”

Stella stood up, twirling around with wide-open arms, blond hair streaming like water around her. Nox Sylvain was a good-looking young man, no doubt about it. But not enough to shake her resolve or hinder her plans. Life had been settled for her the moment she was born. With barely any magic to make her a contender to a better fate, hers was that of most Nobilia girls: to grow into her beauty, should she have it, and live a sheltered life. One where she was taught how to order servants around and look after a brood of children without having to get to involved, or host endless parties and soirées, dinners that were lavish enough to make sure her husband was looked at with slightly envious eyes. That had been her fate from birth. For she had no Elemental magic of her own, she was merely a bird-charmer. A party trick at best, for one of the Nobilia, who could make it her signature trait, walking around with a bird perched up her shoulder. Usually the white faced-owls, as they were the ones most prone to seek comfort in her touch.

But this had never been the life Stella intended for herself. An imp, a demon, had been born with her, part of her nature, this grating voice that came to her constantly, and whispered how she was meant for better things and a far better place in the world. She was meant for higher flights, soaring into the firmament like her birds. And so Stella had put it in her head she'd enter the ballot as a Quaesitus, be chosen for the Eligens, pass the Aestimatio and become a Sponsa. Her reading on the subject had been so extensive she knew exactly how to go about it. She knew she mustn't keep herself locked inside the house, like the other Nobilia girls. That wouldn’t prepare her for the trials, only plenty of exercise and hikes through the woods would see to it. She could survive in the forest as well as any Silvares, was strong and quick-witted, clever and brave; she didn’t fear the Aestimatio. For she knew how to survive it, and it only demanded that she kept a tight rein on her birds, the flock fully under her control.

“Maybe he is,” Stella replied, her mind already going over the advantages of striking up a friendship with Nox Sylvain. 

There was much he could teach her, of how to survive in the direst conditions, how to flee persecution from wild beasts, how to outsmart them and bring them to heel. Yes, there was much she could learn, still, and no one better than a Silvares to teach her.
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II

“Three years to the day, Hyia.” Aelia's expression was a study in fear, as she regarded the tall gates of Thorne Ridge with trepidation. “Three years today, since my sister was attacked by the Bestia and became that... thing.” Disgust laced her voice, which Hyia was quick to comprehend.

Aulla Bellene, the eldest daughter of farmer Bellene and his wife Tullia, had been the one in charge of delivering the exquisite red duck eggs along with the regular, blue shelled chicken ones. Three years ago she'd come, as usual, to hand in her delivery. The girl that was carried home, lying on the back of a high-wheeled cart, was not the girl that had walked in. What came out was a mere shell, a husk, broken and brainless, with her clothes ripped and bloody gashes along her arms and back. 

Aulla Bellene had never recovered, and she now spent her days sat on a chair, drooling into the front of her dress, having to be washed, cleaned, carried, fed. Her mind had shut to the world, perhaps to keep away the horrors she'd suffered at the hands of the ill-famed Bestia that time and again haunted the grounds of Thorne Ridge. The Sylvannar curse, it was, one that came down their line from time immemorial. A curse they must endure, for no one knew how to end it, or what it was. But it was known far and wide, how at certain, specific times the Bestia would wake from its slumbers and hunt the grounds, looking for fresh meat, young souls, innocent bodies to terrorise.

“Are you afraid of going in?” Hyia asked.

Aelia faced her friend, a shiver coursing down her back. “Yes. What if it's time again? You know the servants won't tell me. They'll do what they did to my sister, set me off to be caught by the monster. It needs to be fed, and better a village girl than they, huh?”

Taking a deep breath, Hyia reached for the basket, her hand alighting over Aelia's arm instead of the silky handle. “I'll go.”

“No, Hyia. You won't stand a chance. I, at least might make it to sanctuary.” There was no belief in her words, and her voice belied Aelia's longing to comply. Hyia latched on to it.

“You think the Bestia will want me? I?” She laughed. “Marred and tainted as I am, defective? I'm good for nothing, Aelia, with these sightless eyes of mine. Don't you worry; the Bestia will sniff my faults and hide from me. Here, let's have that basket.” She pulled it free of Aelia's grasp, which had become weakened by hope. “It's heavy, innit? Now, you wait here for me, I'll soon be back. In case I'm not, go to my parents and let them know.”

Aelia threw her arms around her friend's shoulders, hugging her tightly. “Thank you. Are you sure it'll be fine?”

“Yes, I'm in no danger.”

Pulling out of Aelia's hold, Hyia walked through the gates, head held high. Her stomach fluttered with fear, claws ripping through the walls of her heart. Sweat ran down her legs, but she walked without hesitation, as she made it to the side door where Cook would be waiting for the eggs. She strained her ears, sniffed the air around. Something was definitely amiss. 

No one was there to greet her, the entire kitchen garden silent and empty of everything but the vegetables and herbs grown there. No birds sang the glory of Primaluce, as they were wont to do after such a long and dreary Invernis. Nothing moved, but a slight breeze, carrying a stench in its wake, a scent Hyia had never come across and could not name. It was cloying, yet alluring. Meaty, yet musky. It woke her senses, and goosebumps ran across her skin, the flutters of her stomach becoming an earthquake of sensations that propelled her to follow and find the source of that scent.

Laying the basket carefully on the flagstones right outside the kitchen door, Hyia knocked once, lightly. She knew no one would come, as she knew no one was here. Thorne Ridge's inhabitants would all be hiding in the dark, cool cellar, surely, away from the reach of the Bestia. There was only her, left to face it. And something in the scent drove her forth, into the labyrinthine garden where the monster was said to dwell whenever it woke. 

Gone were the days where it only rose at night to run the woods in search of prey. That much the Sylvannars had managed to accomplish, locking the Bestia inside Thorne Ridge's massive outer walls, keeping it in and away from the Silvares, the people who might dwell the forest in the night. But the thing of claws and darkness still needed its feed, and legend had it if the Bestia wasn’t provided due nourishment at specific times, the curse of the Sylvannars would fall upon the whole of Ephemera and the East Baronies. The Bestia would flee its prison and roam the world at large, hunting high and low, leaving behind a scenery of death and destruction. Men would join together to hunt it, as they'd done in the past, and they'd lose their lives.

For the Bestia rarely killed its victims. It fed from their fear, their panic and their pain. It took their innocence and ravished their flesh, but never killed unless attacked. Still, death would be preferable to the empty husks it left behind, destroyed for life. Hyia would rather die than suffer such fate. Searching around the roomy pocket of her skirt, she fingered the double-edged blade she'd taken to carry everywhere, to gather herbs, plants and roots for her work at the pharmacopoeia. She'd strike against the Bestia, if she must. Blind she may be, but Hyia's other senses served her far better than sight did for those who had it. Her ears were so accurate she’d catch sound of the slightest of breaths, the most silent of steps. Her nose so sensitive she sensed each aroma, each waft carried in the slenderest of breezes. And her skin knew every change in the air, the ambiance, the atmosphere. She knew when something came and went, when someone moved, when her surroundings were about to change. She had no need for eyes, except that sometimes she wished she could have seen the green of the woods again, the blue of the skies, the grey of the cliffs.

Leaving the eggs behind, Hyia walked off to the labyrinth, following the scent that came for her in wave after wave. Eyes shut, head held high, nose twitching, she followed along, feet crunching over gravel. There was no threat, no menace, she didn't feel at risk. The air became infused with the heady scent of the freshly bloomed flowers, in an explosion of colour Hyia perceived behind her eyes. The odours around her were like bursts of light, and her brain translated the fragrances into familiar visions and colours she remembered from the days she still could see. Her eyes had worked, once. For a few years, Hyia had seen the world and those sights had been branded to her mind, she'd never forget them. But when an unyielding fever came down on her at the age of ten, and she lay in death's grasp for many a night, another Hyia had emerged from it - one that was weakened, frail, shockingly thin, but healthy.

And blind.

She'd never been able to see again, but memory of it remained in her head, finding its way forth whenever triggered by sound or scent. Even the feel of rain, or the warmth of sunshine on her skin, was enough to call forth a vivid reminder of how it looked like, the world around her. She’d learnt to live without her sight, for her memories served her well where it came to that. And she'd gained so much from losing use of her eyes. Most of all, her freedom - she'd gained her freedom. 

Had she remained flawless, Hyia would be one of the first contenders to enter the ballot. She knew there was beauty in her, of a kind unusual to other girls. Not like Stella, no; no one was as beautiful as Stella. But Hyia knew she'd be entered, for pleasing to the eye she was indeed. Shapely of form, too, and gentle, accomplished, talented. Her blindness had been a blessing, contrary to general opinion, for it meant Hyia was discarded as soon as people realised how impaired she was. No one would even consider the possibility she had magic, so no one would out her to the lords of Thorne Ridge, and she was safe from being carted off to the Eligens, where she may lose her life or have it taken so it fed the packs of Hounds and the Nigrum.

Stomach coiling with anger, she folded her hands into fists, lips pursed in disgust. Oh, how she loathed the Regia, the sullen regime that ruled over Mythos and meant everyone lived enslaved by fear. One day, she'd be brave enough to leave; one day, her courage wouldn’t fail her and she'd join the Liberatore, fight for the freedom of her world. But today was not that day. Today, her fight was for Aelia's life alone, her own, even.

She sniggered; how come she was so scared of joining the rebel army but not of facing the legendary Bestia of Thorne Ridge? How come the monster paled, in comparison to the grandiosity that the Liberatore meant, their plight, their fight, their honourable ideals? Because the monster was just that - another by-product of Chymera's tainted ruling - and the Liberatore were pure. They were a light shining in the darkness that enfolded their world, a ray of hope against the sombre night.

The sound of a raspy breathing cut through her thoughts. 

Hyia paused, nerves taught.

It was here. The Bestia was here, right behind her, breathing down her neck. Its growl was a breeze dancing through her hair, and that musky, tart, tangy scent folded all around her, eliciting an unexpected, unknown response from Hyia's body. She shivered, eyes closed, knowing a clawed hand was about to alight upon her shoulder. It grabbed hold of her hair, instead, caressing the strands in a strangely unforeseen manner.

“Run, girl,” the Bestia whispered, its voice raspy, strained, yet seductive. “Run.”

She couldn't move. Fisting the blade in her pocket, Hyia stood her ground, what good would it do her if she fled? She didn't know her surroundings, had never walked this garden, would end up face-planting on the gravelled ground with the Bestia upon her. Let it come for her, then. Let it come, for she’d fight back, and if her life was lost, well, at least another life had been saved.

The Bestia let go of her hair; she could sense its confusion. Wishing her eyes still served her, Hyia turned slowly, not so that she could flee, but to face the Bestia, wondering what it looked like. Its voice sounded like a man's, but there was more to its scent than mere men possessed. It was an animal odour, that of danger and wilderness, of freedom and captivity, as if the monster was constantly posed between two worlds, two choices, two destinies. As if it couldn't choose between the beast and the man it longed to be. As if there was a man inside, hiding, lurking, wishing to come out.

Because there was a man within this beast, Hyia realised. There was a man, for this was not a monster, but a human cursed with a fate that turned him into a wild, dangerous creature at specific intervals. This was a curse.

“Do not look at me,” it growled, voice climbing to a furious roar.

Still, Hyia stood face to face with it. A pair of large, strong hands wrapped around her forearms, painfully. It'd break her in half, if it could.

“I cannot see you. I'm blind.”

There was a moment of pause, and a change in the Bestia's scent. No longer menacing; now it carried a hint of bewilderment. The grip on her arms loosened, and two thumbs gently caressed the inner sleeve of Hyia's dress.

“You're in danger here, girl. Do you not know it? Leave, before I-”

“Before you what?” she inquired, emboldened by the fact the Bestia spoke to her so openly. And the feel of her blade between her fingers.

“I don't want to hurt you.”

Its hands fell from her arms, and Hyia sensed it walk away. She took three steps in its direction; the air whooshing around her as the Bestia turned back to stare at her.

“I said leave. Are you deaf, as well as blind? Do you want to be destroyed by the hunger inside me? Do you not know what I do to those like you, innocent souls that you are? Is there a death wish inside you, for being blind?

She shook, cold fear drenching her.

“That's right,” the Bestia cackled. “You should be scared. Go away. There's a place at the end of this lane, lock yourself inside; I won't be able to reach you there. It's sanctuary.”

“I don't want to. You'll not hurt me,” she said, and if Hyia still had her sight, she would have seen the Bestia's look of surprise. “Come, walk with me a while, tell me of your plight.”

There was a rumble from the monster, a growl that sounded much like laughter bubbling up inside. Hyia smirked, reached a hand out, wondering if the Bestia had talons and claws, instead of hands. He did not take hers, though, but placed a wide, open palm at the low of her back, moving her forth.

“You’re unlike anyone I ever met,” it said, voice closer to a man's than a creature's.

“Well, I can say the same. You’re unlike anything I ever came across. Why is it you carry this curse? What have you done?”

She sensed the smirk on its face, by the snigger coming from its lips. “You know it's a curse?”

“What else could it be? You're not an animal, nor are you a creature. Monster, maybe, but there are many men and some few women who are monsters, too, only they hide it behind a charming exterior. I believe the same applies to you, but it's not your heart that is soiled and darkened, it's not your soul that is evil. This is much like an ailment, is it not so? It comes for you, once in a while, and you must give vent to it. You must feed the beast. So, it can only be a curse.”

“You’re very smart, for a farmer's daughter.”

Hyia laughed. “I'm not a farmer's daughter. I'm Nobilia.”

The Bestia stopped, forcing her to halt after a couple of lonesome steps along a path she didn't know.

“What is it?” Hyia inquired.

“You’re Nobilia? How come you to be here? It is not what the servants were instructed to do.”

Hyia turned, gesturing it to join her. “My friend’s the farmer's daughter. You ravished her sister, three years to this day. She was terrified of coming in, afraid she'd suffer the same fate. It is no blessing you bestow upon those you devastate. My friend feared for her life, and she does have a life ahead of her. She isn't tainted, or flawed, she's whole. I offered to take her place.”

The Bestia came to stand beside her again, the same fist on her back directing Hyia's steps.

“And why would you do that?” Its voice no longer sounded like a monster's, this was once more a man. A man whose dulcet timbre played upon Hyia's senses, touched the chords of her nerves, arousing sensations she'd never thought to feel.

Shrugging, she walked onwards. “It's not like I have much to look forward to. I'm blind, so will always be the last choice, when youths come looking for wives. Nobilia won’t have me, for I'm defective and may taint their line. Only the common rabble will want me, and even those aren’t certain to wish to put up with the mar. The only thing I have is my work at the pharmacopoeia.”

“You're a Healer?” 

“No, a Draught-Maker. It’s something I can do well, being blind. My nose serves me better than my eyes, when cooking up potions and tinctures, don't you think?”

The Bestia laughed, and it no longer sounded like an animal growling by her side. Hyia sniffed the air, to realise they'd left the labyrinthine garden altogether and were now close to the outer wall. Cypresses grew around it, their odour wafting along with other scents. Those of the forest, the woods, the river not far. They must have gone round, and were close to the part of the woods Hyia knew best. Why had it brought her here? Was it going to hurt her now? She shivered, and realised the monster, who was also a man, could sense it through the hand still pressed to her lower back.

“You needn’t fear me,” it whispered, and its voice was sweetly seductive now. “I’m not a monster, but a man. Who’s been cursed with this disease that turns me into a beast, not of my choice. The price I must pay for having been born with my father's blood coursing my veins, the tainted Sylvannar heritage that comes from being an Everlasting born to another, and another before him, and so on, to the beginning of times. Some are lucky to escape the curse, like my brother. Once in a while, he falls to certain rages and becomes a slobbering, raging beast, but it’s a rare occurrence with him. Not so with me, I'm afraid.”

Hyia sighed, wondering why he was telling her all this. “And you claim I needn't fear you?” Bringing out the little blade, she tipped it against his chest.

A soft, gentle chortle left the Bestia's mouth, its hand curling over Hyia's, but still keeping it pointed to his heart. 

“Every curse has a silver lining,” he said.

“I thought that was clouds.”

“The Bestia can be tamed. The Bestia can be made to heel before a force stronger than its desire to hurt, maim, destroy. It can be tamed.”

“What are you saying?”

“Tell me your name, Nobilia girl.”

Another hand came to touch her cheek, and Hyia shivered, but surrendered to the caress. The Bestia held her chin between its fingers, tipping back her head. She knew it was studying her.

“Eyes that are blind, and yet so full of life, of fire. Yours are beautiful eyes. Yours is a beautiful face, and any man would be glad to take you as wife, despite the lack of sight. Tell me who you are.”

“Will you do the same?” She waited for a reply, and when none came, Hyia dropped the hand that held the blade pressed against the Bestia's chest. It kept its own around hers, though. “Hyiacinth Dellacqua. I'm Hyiacinth Dellacqua, but everyone calls me Hyia.”

Silence ensued, the monster fighting its nature. Hyia sensed his troubled breathing, the warmth of his hand against her chin, the mint-scented breath brushing her face.

“A pleasure to meet you, Augustine. I'm Rhysondel Sylvannar, and my friends call me Rhys.”

Heart hammering against an already constricted chest, Hyia swallowed a gasp. So this was the Lord of Thorne Ridge himself, and he was the beast that haunted its grounds since she could remember. Since even before Hyia had been alive. Well, he didn't feel like much of a monster now.

“Have I tamed you?” she asked. 

Rhys let out a guffaw, releasing her from his grasp. “You might. Here, there's a door in this wall. It'll deliver you into the woods; a path runs from it to the village, you'll enter on its north side. Do you wish me to accompany you, or think you can find your way?”

Hyia bristled. “I'm blind, not brainless. But my friend waits at the gates. I must join her or she'll call the entire village to come search me inside.”

“Then follow the wall south, you'll come to the gates at the end of at least a hundred of your steps. Go now, Hyia Dellacqua, before the curse rises again and I find myself enjoying your flesh. Much as it would be a shame to break one so clever.”

She blushed, the words from his lips awakening visions in her head, a cluster of heat in her nether parts, unknown sensations she'd never experienced before.

“May I see you?” Hyia begged. 

“See me? But how, if you're blind?”

Taking one step closer, she reached up her hands, laying them over Rhysondel's face. Gently, she teased and pressed, touched and caressed, running her fingers through the whole of his head, up to the bristles of very short-cropped hair, down to his ears and neck. She couldn’t see, but her fingers painted the picture of this man, what he looked like alive and vivid at the tip of her fingers. And what a beautiful man her hands told her he was. Nose that had been broken once - and healed slightly crooked - stood atop a pair of thick lips and a somewhat jutting chin. His jawline was like blades, strong and defined. The rest of his face was more rounded, softer, with deep-set small eyes framed by slim eyebrows, and a high, smooth forehead topped by thick, scraped hair. Delivering one final caress to his ears and neck, Hyia let go, satisfied.

“And how do you find me?” Rhys inquired, voice pitched so low she found it hard to hear.

“I find you very becoming,” Hyia replied with a smile. “And also very endangering. It’s been a pleasure making your acquaintance, Lord Sylvannar. I'll take my leave now.”

Her senses directed her to the small door carved on the wall, and she stepped carefully outside. Rhysondel followed, stood on the threshold, watching her leave.

“Come back to see me, Hyia,” he called after her.

She turned slightly back, the expression on her face denouncing her confusion.

“Return tomorrow,” Rhys insisted. “I would know you better. Meet me here, at this spot, this very same time. Promise?”

Hyia cocked her head to the side, pondering on his request. Should she? What was she getting herself into, were she to comply? What harm would there be in it? It wasn't as if anything other than making draughts at the pharmacopoeia for the rest of her life awaited her. What harm was there in a little adventure? What harm was there in secretly meeting this dangerous, exciting, alluring man one more time? Nodding, she gave her assent, hoping he smiled.

“Promise you will, Hyiacinth. Bind yourself, so you can't fail to be here tomorrow.”

There was mirth in his voice, a joke in his words, but she knew how serious he was, at the same time.

“I promise, Lord Rhysondel.” His name was like a song in her mouth, a drink of cool, fresh water, or perhaps a heady wine.

Shaking her head, a smile of utter joy gracing her lips, Hyia walked off, one hand alighting on the wall by her side, guiding her steps to where Aelia was sure to be waiting, terrified that her friend had succumbed to the Bestia.

––––––––
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Rhysondel Sylvannar gestured the maid away on her approach, wanting, needing to be alone. What had just taken place? For years, he'd lived under that curse of blood and violence, and never had he come across a willing victim, let alone one who promptly managed to tame the Bestia inside him. From raging monster to purring kitten in a manner of seconds. From one of the most powerful creatures to ever cross the world of Mythos, to the most vulnerable animal in the whole of Ephemera. What had she made of him?

But Rhys wasn't sullen; on the contrary. His mouth threatened to break into sudden grins since he'd seen Hyia away, his heart skipped constant beats, lungs lost repeated breaths, stomach cartwheeled, while the blood in his veins rushed hurriedly with jolts of unidentifiable joy. He was not sullen; he was ecstatic. But in need of time alone, where he could relive every single second spent with Hyia, and ponder on the meaning and nature of his newly sprung sentiments. He wanted the silence of his room, or his study, an open window before him, the park outside, with its hues of greenery and all the bursts of colour from the just blossomed flowers, so he could daydream at will. So he could make up sceneries of what tomorrow may bring, once Hyia came to see him again.

Alas, it was not to be.

The maid followed him around, wincing as her lord's eyes narrowed and he turned her way. Rhys tried to be a fair, just employer to the people under him. Contrary to most Everlastings, who placed themselves so high above the rest that, to them, servants were little better than slaves. It was not his way, but Rhysondel Sylvannar had been alive for a long, long time. Old habits were so ingrained into his demeanour he still found himself lashing at weaker, smaller people. At his servants, more often than not. And he did have to feed the Bestia, time and again. He did have to resort to the common rabble as hunting grounds for the monster living inside him. How much of a hypocrite did that make him? On the one hand, he championed the right to freedom and equality for the people of this land, while on the other he positioned himself above, so that he was justified in taking the sanity and innocence of both boys and girls that happened to be unlucky enough to cross his path on those days the Bestia reared its head.

Stopping at the foot of the large, marbled stairs leading to the upper floors of the mansio, Rhys faced the shivering girl.

“Yes?”

She dropped a curtsey, pristine apron kissing the recently washed floors.

“My lord, a visitor awaits you.”

Rhys sighed, what could it be now? He was expecting no one, so a delegation from one of the villages it must be. People coming over with their never-ending requests, demands, whining. He was in no mood for it; all he wanted was to ponder on the girl he'd just met.

“What visitor, pray?”

“Lord Euclid Davonnar.”

Davonnar. Of course. Rhys nearly slapped a hand against his forehead, how could he have let it slip his mind? Just came to prove the impact the blind girl had had upon him, that he'd forgotten his best friend's arrival. Well, there was no escaping it, he must welcome him, perhaps even share the morning's events. The Powers knew how in need of guidance Rhys was.

“Where is he?”

“The office, my lord.”

Stepping away from the staircase, which would have led him to sanctuary and respite, Rhysondel marched off to the large double doors that opened upon an airy, bright room, decorated in hues of gold and cerulean. Not what he would have had, but the entire mansio was a hymn to his mother's lack of taste. 

The lowest of the low, she'd been, when the Arbiter marked her for the Eligens, a beggar out on the streets, a thief roaming the alleys and markets of Chymera, picking pockets for her no-good parents, along the rest of their brood. The Arbiter had found her talented, though, strong enough to sustain the Aestimatio, so he'd made her a Quaesitus. And sure enough, Ifrael Torkell had passed the tests with flying colours and a slightly deranged mind, going on to stand the torment that was being turned into an Everlasting. Torment for the countless Weavers whose magic was slowly drained, so it could fuel the change. Ifrael had emerged first of her line, and her beauty propelled her into becoming one of the most sought after Nubensas, whose hand had been won by Fionn Sylvannar, in the end. A rising star in the Chymeran government, Rhys's father had been, and Ifrael such an ambitious girl. After being duly wed, she'd given the Sylvannar two strong heirs, sons of an old, powerful line, but her base beginnings showed through, all along. She was coarse; she was rude; she was vulgar. Her choices in home decoration were not all that gave her away, but a clear part of it. No wonder old Fionn had tired of her.

Shaking his head, Rhys placed a smile back on his lips, entered the fatuous, tasteless room, where a man nearly as tall as he waited by the immense oak desk.

“There you are,” the visitor greeted, arms wide to receive his friend.

Rhysondel marched into the embrace, suddenly glad to see his friend. “How was your ride?”

Euclid Davonnar, third child of the Occasus Davonnars - a small barony in Ephemera, falling under the rule of the Sylvannar family - had been lucky enough to grow up in Chymera and attend the gymnasium and the academmia. Which was unusual for a third son. But although he was his father's youngest child, he was also the only male in his line, thus granted a place in higher society. One day, he'd ascend to his father's seat, placed under Rhysondel's law. The two had grown up together, being of an approximate age, and their friendship had only become stronger the more time elapsed. 

Many were the adventures they'd lived together, when both were young and carefree, with fathers that were still in seat, affording the young men ample time to roam the world and play havoc. Oh, those had been wild days, indeed, Rhys and Euclid riding across Mythos playing mischief, Fioll scolding them every time they were forced back to Chymera to answer for one trespass or another. Those were the days when Rhys was but an arrogant, irresponsible child, while his elder brother already worked in the wings, readying himself to take his father's place as Senator, so he could one day ascend to the Concilius.

While Rhysondel had played around and lived wild, Fioll had bettered himself and risen, which left only the role of Governator for Rhys to fill, a role he'd loathed from the start. It cast him away from Chymera and the possibility of travelling the world, forcing him into Thorne Ridge more often than not. But his father had still been lord of all his titles, back then, and Rhys hadn't cared enough to stick around and check what mood permeated through their entire household back in Chymera, seeped as it was with resentment and suspicion. 

It had come as a surprise when a messenger came for Rhysondel, during his stay at the Northern Baronies, hunting the grounds of a former friend from the academmia. A messenger with a letter that demanded his immediate presence at the capital, for his father had abdicated his several posts. While Fioll ascended to Senator, so must Rhys take up his place as Governator. To make things worse, his abilities as Arbiter had started manifesting. As a matter of fact, those had come in handy, for they provided him with a means of travelling around. Arbiters were rare, and when the time for the Eligens came, it fell onto them to find appropriate candidates, which meant Rhys was forced to leave Thorne Ridge and roam the world. Not often, granted, and spaced in between, but it was something. 

“Tiresome. I swear I'm getting too old to have my arse sat on the rump of a horse for such long time. A carriage seems to be in order.”

“Poor Clide,” Rhys joked, patting his friend, “getting soft in his old age. Sit, I'll ask for refreshments. Have you come from Occasus?”

Taking a comfortable-looking armchair, Euclid sprawled, legs stretched, a sigh of relief on his lips. “Chymera. Rhys, it's serious.”

Rhysondel's face darkened, eyes narrowing to slits. What was Fioll up to, now? “How serious?”

“He's asked for your father's termination. Claims his wits are addled and he's become dangerous. Fionn has centuries on him, and you know what happens to the Elder, they tend to lose their minds.”

“Not my father, though.” Rhys eyed the young girl who walked silently into the room, carrying a tray laden with fruit and beverages. Another maid, this, not the one who'd greeted him with news of Euclid’s arrival. He poured the amber liquid into glasses, offering one to Euclid. 

“The Concilius will listen.” 

“What's he got on him? Because there's something, Clide. Father wasn't ready to abdicate when he did, fourteen years ago. Fioll blackmailed him, cast away two of my father's most loyal Silvares. Something happened here, all those years ago, something that pitched my brother and my father against each other.”

“Fioll’s only looking after the good name of your family, Rhys.”

A snigger echoed around them, Rhysondel smirking bitterly. “Fioll only looks after himself. He's asked for the termination of two of his wives, already. Now our father? Why? Does he fear the old man may yet come back to claim his just place?”

“I thought the wives were flawed.”

Rhys shrugged, downed his drink. “They failed to produce an heir, but how long did my brother wait for his seed to take root? Everlastings aren't famous for their fertility, are we? No, we're mostly barren and a child is a rare occurrence in our midst. Fioll could have waited, but his ambition demanded another partner, another alliance. Now he wants to finish father off. I need to do something about it.”

Euclid lowered his head. “He's threatened to ask for your termination if you butt in, Rhys. Heard him bragging about it at the Gradus.”

“My brother seems to forget I'm an Arbiter.” Expression darkening even more, Rhysondel stood from his seat and paced the room. “Rare as my kind is, I seriously doubt the Concilius will give any attention to his demands. No, Fioll can do nothing against me.”

“What if he's right? Your father's behaviour has been somewhat... odd. The things he sometimes says have placed him in line of danger, some of his speeches are right down treacherous.”

Rhys wiped a hand over his eyes, across his face. “Yes, my father’s been saying a few damaging things.” 

Not that he didn't agree. 

Fionn, alongside his sister Fionna and her daughter Irina, were right. What happened in Chymera was an aberration. What took place in the whole of Mythos was abnormal, horrid, tainted. They were all tainted, every single one of the Everlasting. Funny how, only fifty years ago, Rhys wouldn't be caught dead agreeing to these claims. His entire mindset had changed after his cousin arranged for him to be taken on a tour of the Chymeran factories, the place where Weavers were drained of their powers so they could feed the long lives of the upper class. 

A veritable chamber of horrors, it had been, and one which had provided Rhysondel with week after week of nightmares, to the point he'd avoided sleep at all costs. Which had only served to wake up the Bestia more and more often. He'd made a pact then, with himself - he'd work with his aunt, his cousin, his father, to bring change to Mythos. So he couldn't allow his father's life to be terminated, the man still had plenty of work to do, and the cause needed him. He was, after all, one of the eldest Everlastings still alive, and part of one of Mythosian's most powerful families. But for the sake of his own safety and that of the cause, Rhysondel must keep up a front, and hide all allegiances he might have to the Liberatore.

“I’ll contest, of course,” he said, forcing a smile on his lips, which Euclid returned. “Will send word to Chymera the moment Fioll makes an official demand. They’ll listen to me, and understand. Why don't they exile him? It would be for the best, in the end.”

“Could be a solution. Exile Lord Sylvannar, sparing his life while Fioll gets what he wants. I’ll second your motion. Casting your father away at this point could be precisely what Chymera needs to efface his claims.”

Cast him away? Oh no, that was not what Rhys had in mind. If his father was sent out of this world into that terrible place of fumes and noise and horror, his life would be as good as over. And his absence from Mythos wouldn’t help the cause. This, like Lord Fionn's termination, must be avoided. But maybe he should keep his plans to himself, there was no point endangering Euclid with knowledge; after all, he wasn't part of the Liberatore.
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