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​Chapter One - Oraak
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“The visitor approaches, seemingly from a long way. 

Assiduous on its sullen march. Dare I beckon? 

Futile that way to call, for hope lays scarce in its wake. 

A one of many faces and today it wears mine. 

I soak my hands in warm red. 

Thus do I herald change.”

The smell of charred flesh filled her nostrils, drowning her in the stench of death. Voices resounded within her mind like echoes of lives long lost. The voice of the Ethers, like the voice of a thousand lost souls whispering, crying, begging, and singing, never to find rhyme with each other. They filled her mind with incongruous madness, as the Blight wracked her senses.

A drop of warm rain tapped against her nose, splashed against her cheek and curled as it slid down to her chin. She parted scarred lips and ran a parched tongue against teeth which were bitter with ash. Blessed droplets of rain found their way into her mouth and she swallowed – drinking the pittance given.

Soothed by rain of the accursed forest, she slowly opened an eye in order to peek at the gift of the heavens. Those light showers which fell sparsely, also glimmered pearlescent in the twilight. She licked her sooty lips clean of the droplets that fell against them. Showers of Aerocitic rain. A blessing from the Goddess herself ; praised be her holy name, thought Arteminis, as she closed that eye and sank into the dancing darkness and maddened visions of Blight.

Silvery scales gleamed in the sky beyond the trees and showered the ground below with a spiteful hail of steel petals.

**
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Vartas opened his eyes in the desert city of Oraak.

As lustrous Ethers receded from his sight, he heard a choir of voices ― thousands strong ― humming in unison at his arrival. It all stopped suddenly, leaving a portent silence in its wake and he was left standing before hundreds of Oraakis, staring at him and his... company.

They likely felt they were observing from a safe distance away from Vartas and the noticeable Megalocaucus beside him.

Ector towered over him, much the way an adult does an infant.

Vartas did not have an impressive stature for a Sapien man by any known metric. He was neither tall, well muscled nor particularly broad of shoulder. And if not for the pieces of black Firan Armour which he wore, he would have been naked.

The mangled corpse from which he’d looted his attire had once been a young woman – Vartas had observed. A woman who had met a terrible fate by Ector’s hand. She and more to come. He thought ruefully.

A man approached them and stared at Ector. He wore the easy confidence of a wolf amongst sheep.

The man had sharp features and wild locks which danced with the desert winds. He appeared to have Silver coloured arms but on closer inspection, very fine strips of Wyrmsteel had been twisted and fit to form seamlessly against his skin. It was a graft – much like the Draakin did with their tail blades – but special in the fact that the substance warped according to each and every subtle articulation of limb that he made.

"Welcome Ector. You are long awaited" said the stern-faced man to Ector. "So, which of them is it?" he asked.

Ector nodded his furry head towards Vartas.

Vartas noticed that his breathing had become laboured. He was exhausted. It was taking effort just for him to continue standing.

Ector cleared his throat before speaking. "My dear Bahkali, how fares the Drakon prince?"

People in the crowd shied further away as they noticed Ector speaking.

"He awaits you." Bahkali said flatly. "As do the legion of pierced palm. But to the rest...you are myth."

"Humph" Ector grunted, stroking the furs upon his chin with a giant black hand, "Myth no longer. I am a harbinger of great change. Athenia, come." Ector beckoned Athenia with a word, but her body jerked forward as though it had been pulled by invisible ropes.

His pull upon her Ethereal body, Vartas thought whilst cringing.

"You... you want me to speak; To be your advocate." Athenia said, incredulous at the realisation.

"You," Ector said " have always been my advocate Athenia. I have sought to have you ever since you spoke up against the usurper, nay; The Daemon."

"I did so, in defence of my sister!" she growled, shunting her angry words through clenched teeth.

"A sister you shall have" Ector said.

Athenia looked up at him and he stared back at her in sidelong appraisal.

Then she looked between Ector and Vartas with wide, searching eyes. Vartas shied away from the heat of her gaze. His earlier defiance somewhat diminished along with his strength. There was no guarantee that Athenia's sister would survive the Elaake tropics even if they did go back for her. Time was precious in the matter.

Athenia developed a steely look in her eye as she resolved herself to Ector's twisted captivity. Drawing in some free Ethers from her surroundings, she automatically Transmuted them into near transparent Aerocite. The mirage-like substance swirled and danced before the Olympian Wisper mage, whilst her hands gestured with the effort of her numerous Psykinetic Excitations.

She took in a deep breath as if to speak, but her mouth clamped shut audibly. She shot a panicked gaze towards the Megalocaucus, but Ector simply took a deep breath of his own and began to speak.

"Denizens, of lower Oraak" Ector said. His voice boomed outwards, amplified by Athenia's magics. She had acquiesced to Ector's implied command.

"Be not afraid." Ector continued...
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"Father, where art thou?

Listen to my lament as I rend the earth in your name. Who's blood must I spill to sate you?

I am leviathan, what swims in red currents.

All for you, O'father"

Lamplight flickered against the dank, rocky walls of the room and bio-luminescent lichen glowed traces wherever they were able to creep. The catacombs – wherein the dead coincide with the living – were littered with the skeletal remains of long dead Sapien men. The marked graves and tombs however, signalled the resting places of very ancient Draakin.

Felthur – rightful king of Althuria – strode gracefully on four limbs down a long hallway wherein the touch of light receded towards its very end, leaving only opaque darkness in the far view. Where light did reach however, it revealed the soft vermilion skin-tone of the Draakin monarch. His lean muscles rippled beneath white and gold wrappings whilst he walked – on four limbs – and his long tail swayed in a way that brandished the ornate tail-blade at its very end.

There were seemingly innumerable passageways within these vast catacombs. Felthur knew them all. This way in particular was known only to him. It was a special path for what it lead to. Resource.

The control of resource is power to Felthur. People are resource, situations are resource, food, money, love, and hate, are all resource and from resource comes power.

That which the other depends on and also which is administered by Felthur, is power. And Power is everything.

Felthur walked through a set of double doors into a dark room. The room was shaped like an enormous cylinder with walls made of cobble and dirt. The circles' area was enough to hold a fighting force of a hundred or so Draakin, or to keep a small barbarian settlement. Felthur stood upon a long balcony that stretched across the interior circumference of the room overlooking the ground.

This ground was not made of earth however.

In the dim light of luminous lichen which spread across the cobbled walls, the glint of steel evidenced a metal mesh which spanned the entire circular space, making a floor far below the balcony upon which Felthur overlooked.

Hollow winds flowed through the cavernous area, rising up from the deep-deep pit far beneath the steel meshed floor.

Felthur breathed in deeply, then spoke out into the darkness. "Things are starting to move, But I've a long Journey yet before me."

The balcony upon which Felthur stood started to rumble in a distinct pattern.

Felthur responded to the rumble, "I hear the ash in your laughter. You scorn my hope?"

A voice – so deep that it quaked the cylindrical room – spoke fluently in ancient Althurian tongue.

"Scorn you say, Whelp?" the voice said and another rumble followed as the voice chuckled in the darkness.

"Hope does not suit you, little one." The voice said. "After all, here I lay. A vengeful spirit. What sort of hope am I, if not the aspiration of the dead. The call of blood is all I have ever known. A necessary call. A song."

"Yes" Felthur said. "You are my hope, old-kin. I share your hate; I sing a song. I shall have you bellow this chorus of ours into the heavens....When the time is right."

A long silence followed before the voice spoke once more.

"In my greed for life, I have stunted myself. With all my power, I am incomplete...in godhood, " the voice chuckled mirthlessly "we are to be one with ravenous abyss."

The following silence this time was final. Winds howled through the cavernous catacombs.

Felthur turned and left the room.
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"I see you, my love.

With red eye and black vein. We might be as one.

Let us be one, I say. I beg...and must I beg? Please, please.

I hear the call; a siren song, as eternal words drown out my sanity.

Feed me, as I thirst. Please, oh please, but I am as you know me. A vicious babe.

I shall empty one teat of its bloody milk and fill it to bursting with venom.

I am not sated – I seek out the next and the next.

Please...

"

Dahlcraig watched as Ethers danced about the strangers. Fascinating he thought.

Kaen – besides Craig – let out a long whistle of approval "Flashy entrance that" he said.

"What is that beast?" Dahlcraig asked absently.

"Your mum, " Kaen answered "after she's had a bit of a trim looks like."

Dahlcraig gave his large friend a flat stare. "You do rattle on Kaen. Like stones upon desert bones."

Kaen shrugged. His attention – like the others – was held by the new arrivals in Lower Oraak.

At Dahlcraig's side, was a young Drakon-Drest who lay sprawled, unconscious across the hard shell of a tortuga mount. The Drest wore tattered robes. She had pale blue skin and silver hair which flowed down her large back. Her tail – now short – had been cut in half; severed by the cruel city mage known as Gorkan. The wound was cinched with an improvised tourniquet which all but kept it from profuse and continual bleeding.

Fatigued, the young Drest breathed weakly.

Dahlcraig looked about, searching perhaps for Telel Althordan or his like. This Draakin child needed urgent care.

"Brother" said the voice of Dahlcraig's brother – Maxalthur – who stood besides the Drest "Perhaps Bahkali can heal her."

Dahcraig looked at his brother, with whom he shared a face. His features were lean and sand coloured wrappings sat about his shoulders. There was hope in his brother's eyes as he looked towards the strange visitors.

"Perhaps" Dahlcraig replied. Wiping rain and sweat away from his brow, Dahlcraig retrieved a special Ether tincture from between his cloth-wrappings. Dahlcraig had studied Magicite and spent time and considerable Focus distilling the substance into potent Ethers with unique applications. He uncorked the tincture and Drew a small quantity of glistening Ether from it.

Dahlcraig had named this particular substance: Duracite. Encasing the unconscious Drest's raw stump within a thin film of Duracitic Ether, he Psykinetically Excited upon the substance and instantaneously crystallised it. Ethereal crystal which was Makeshifted from Duracitic Ethers, showed a consistency and staying power, not unlike Terranocitic diamond itself.

"I've done what I can for her." Dahlcraig said.

The crowds around the trio moved restlessly. Bahkali apparently deferred to the giant creature, Dahlcraig observed. More strangeness thought Dahlcraig, as he sealed and put away his special Ether tincture. The slightly sweet smell of Ethers still stained the air, despite the fact that rivers of Ethers had disappeared just prior to the arrival of these strangers.

"BE NOT AFRAID." A voice boomed out from the visitors.

Dahlcraig looked, expecting to see Bahkali speaking, but to his surprise the giant ape had spoken!

"I MEAN YOU NO HARM, MY DEAR ORAAK"

And it speaks well thought Dahlcraig.

"I MEAN YOU NO HARM, BUT YOUR ENEMIES WILL HAVE NO SUCH FORTUNE FROM ME, MY DEAR ORAAK. I AM YOUR SHIELD"

A woman who stood behind Bahkali and the ape, gestured with her hands as it spoke. She was a Wisper mage and she was projecting the beasts' voice towards the crowds as it spoke.

Kaen scratched his head in confusion.

"What d'you reckon Craig mate. This one of Rosie's weird tricks eh?"

Kaen, had taken to dubbing the living gods of Althuria with the name 'Rosie', as a blasphemous mockery of their common suffix 'os'.

Dahlcraig shrugged. "Obviously not, my Friend. Else Bahkali would not be amongst them."

Kaen snorted derisively.

The Ape continued to speak.

"I SEE YOUR SUFFERING ORAAK. YOU FRY IN THE HEAT OF THE DESERT WITH NO SHADE TO SHIELD YOU FROM A CRUEL STAR. YOU ARE DOUSED IN RAIN LIKE SPITTLE IN THE NIGHT; CHILLED TO THE BONE. I ASK YOU, ORAAK. IS THIS YOUR WILL?"

A passionate voice from the crowds replied to the ape's query. "It is the Gods will and who are you to question it!?" some voices joined in agreement, but the majority of onlookers kept silent.

"DO THE GODS WILL YOU TO SUFFER MEANINGLESSLY? DOES ALTHURIA THRIVE ON THE WAILS OF YOUR CHILDREN? I AM YOUR BRETHREN, ORAAK. LOOK PAST THIS FUR, FOR IT IS A SHALLOW DIFFERENCE IN OUR BEING"

The beast spread wide its powerful arms and turned around slowly, showing off its fortress-like body to the crowds.

Dahlcraig found it remarkable that a wild beast such as this ape could present its back in such a display of vulnerability and trust. Dahlcraig felt that the gesture had a similar effect upon the surrounding Sapiens.

"I OFFER YOU PEACE LOWER ORAAK. ALLOW ME TO SALVE THE SCORCH OF YOUR FLESH WHERE RAINS HAVE ONLY FURTHER SALTED. YOUR ENEMIES ORAAK... THEY LOOK UPON YOU AND CALL YOU THE LOW. THEN ALLOW ME TO BE LOWER STILL THAN YOU ALL. I HUMBLY ASK FOR YOUR FAVOUR IN THIS. THAT YOU SEE A FRIEND IN ME; AT LEAST A STURDY SHIELD. I AM READY, ORAAK. ARE YOU?"

"WHAT IS THIS MADNESS!?" A voice sounded out and it did not come from the white furred ape. Rather it came from the City's chief councilman, from much further away than from where the beast's speech was occurring. Council-lord Saarm stood upon higher ground, looking down upon the beast and all of lower Oraak.

Such arrogance...it is unbecoming. Thought Dahlcraig ruefully.
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​Chapter Two - Hope
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Council-lord Saarm and lady Meerhaz looked out from an extended balcony. Saarm wore a white military uniform which was stained with gradients of red sand from the desert. Black and golden fabrics were weaved across his torso and shoulders. Meerhaz wore a modest grey dress, but her own cloth-wrappings gleamed silver in reverence to the Goddess of Althuria.

Rain – a rare enough occurrence in the desert – had started to fall; blessing the city with moisture. A white cloud streaked across an otherwise empty sky, tracing the flight path which the goddess had taken upon her exit. Now holy rain fell across Oraak and must soothe – indiscriminately – those whom it touched.

Dots remained in the sky, although no longer in their thousands. Perhaps, five...seven? Saarm thought to himself.

"Will it be enough?" Saarm asked.

He did not really require an answer from his friend, but anticipated her response nonetheless.

"The gods are not aloof." Meerhaz said.

Her voice, placid as she spoke in that relaxed and measured tone of hers. "They do not answer to our wants, but rather do they attend to our needs. Ask not for more than what is already given.

The rest is up to you: to us."

"Do you never cease with the platitudes?" Saarm grunted. "We've sent nearly two legions of mages and most of them in possession of the tertiary Grace. I dare not to leave this city without fire mages...I've also noticed the dwindling number of Wispers as of late. Something is amiss Meerhaz."

"I have faith" Meerhaz said and Saarm rolled his eyes at the response.

"I have faith" she continued, ignoring his gesture " That two legions of mages, can defeat a handful of wyrm."

"Indeed Meerhaz. Cole's prudence has led us to overcompensate for a number we could not know."

Saarm took in a deep breath. "But what if we have more to fear than the wyrm?"

"Then," Meerhaz said " our legions shall return in time to thwart whatever threat rears its ugly head. We have not left ourselves without the majority of our forces. Oraak's city is not like the great cities of the Elaake heartlands, but we are more than capable of defeating a barbarian uprising or two."

Saarm nodded in agreement. "The desert nomads add to our number on a daily basis. But are they loyal? Can they truly die for this city?"

"Barbarians will die for their protectors: Such is their way." Meerhaz said. "They will also die for food, or the fountain. Our water is well sourced and we farm Ofowl, in numbers greater than they could ever handle.

With the Fira of Olympus steadily converting the Graceless heretics, the Megalotaurus herds of the nomads shall become a thing of ours as well.

We have every advantage Saarm. You have built a metropolis upon scorched earth. Learn to be content with victory."

Saarm shook his head. "We don't know how many Ofowl the barbarians hold, nor do we truly understand their management of Megalotauri. They are a diverse people, possibly having numbers which could rival even the populous heartlands. Hidden by the desert, they persist in eluding the grasping hand of Olympus"

Saarm turned away from the balcony, walking into the building whilst beckoning Meerhaz with a gesture. With Meerhaz in tow, Saarm continued to speak to her over his shoulder.

"We are their inferior in terms of raw might. These desert nomads save us from defeat through their own apathy; ignorance. They are child-like, seeing a threat only when it is already upon them. Disunity prevents them from ever forming a valid offence against us: There are as many distinct nomadic settlements, as there are spines upon a cactus. I shall not wait for them to grow in wisdom."

"Would not the gods themselves smite our foes, even as they gather against us?" Meerhaz said; ever faithful.

"The gods move in mysterious ways to which I am not privy, Meerhaz." Saarm said as they made their way down a set of winding steps.

"But I owe a duty to this city whilst I still breathe.

Though I know not the source of the threat, barbarian or otherwise. Jealous elements resent its potential. The city of Oraak is but a seed. A seed wanting to grow into a tree the size of which may rival the vast heartlands...perhaps it could be greater still."

As the pair arrived upon the second level of the building from their descent, they heard commotion within the halls. Saarm soon found himself staring at the source. Councilman Cole stood before him panting, sweating. The man stared up at Saarm whilst nervously touching his throat. There was panic in his eyes.
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Valka Althoruus was a dark-blue Drest. She was clothed with tan coloured robes which covered much of her body, except for her tail. The Wyrmsteel spear-tip which was fused to the end of her tail, swayed sinuously as she walked. She was muscular: lean but not a hulking pile of muscles like many Drakon were. All that bulk often proved more of a hindrance than a help. Valka would do battle today: She didn't need physical strength for this battle in particular however.

She walked – four-legged – past many Sapien mages on the ground floor of the council-men's main hall. As a council-lady herself she wielded many privileges.

The hall was almost as maze-like as the subterranean catacombs with its many rooms, hallways and corners. But she knew these halls like the etchings on her tail-spear. Some fools had yet to be brought to heel. Gaps in the armour of the Oraaki council. She would pry upon those gaps, to make space for the spear of her liege.

She rounded a corner which led into a long corridor. The paintings which hung on the walls all depicted scenes of piety. Rows of lanterns lit the way ahead, all leading to a large, dark door. Before that door stood a lone Sapien soldier carrying a single lantern in their right hand. Colourful and fiery Ethers swirled within the cite-lamp cage. A passive warning to all who dared approach.

Valka walked down the corridor whilst hardly making a sound and soon faced the Soldier. A plump faced Sapien man wearing dark brown leather armour stared at Valka perplexed.

"Can I help you?" the man asked.

"You must be quite bored at this post." Valka began "Not even the rats keep you company in this corridor."

"Rats are the concern of the lowers; not I." the soldier smirked. "I hear the lowers drink more rats blood than wine." He chuckled.

Valka curled a sleek eyebrow at the remark. "You might do with drinking more rats blood yourself, I hear it is more" She looked him up and down appraising his generous physique"...thinning."

"Watch your tongue leather-head." warned the guard" You think yourself a councilwoman, but you're still Draakin." The guard raised the cite-lamp and flared the Ethereal fire within it so that it barked. Tendrils of flame threatened to reach out to Valka and lick the tips of her silvery mane. She did not move.

"Please, calm yourself man." Valka said. "Even you must admit this is a dull task. Do you not grow fat with nary a space to stretch your legs?"

"What business have you beyond this door?" the guard righted his stance as his free hand inched towards a sword strapped at his side.

"As a council-lord, I have the right of passage to every room in this building."

"Not this one"

Valka reached into her cloth folds and the soldier half unsheathed his blade before Valka had revealed a fat pouch. The guard sheathed his blade and cleared his throat.

"Perhaps we've had a misunderstanding council-lady Valka"

Valka rolled her eyes and tossed the pouch towards the guard. He snatched the sack out of the air and promptly left. He bowed whilst the bag of crowns clicked in his hand. Now alone in the corridor, Valka took a deep breath and entered the room.

Steam clouded her vision upon entry but soon dissipated to reveal a white room. Mosaic art depicting the goddess stretched across the floor, as well as the ceiling. It was a bath-house of a sort. Four councilmen lounged in the nude upon benches whilst Sapien children fanned them, sponged their backs and massaged their feet. Valka surmised that these were barbarian children whose parents had long since been pressed into servitude, or blighted.

One of the lounging councilmen – who lay far to the left of her – glanced at Valka with a side-eye.

"Ahh, the Drest bitch is here. Have you come to do some more complaining about the mistreatment of your kind?" Hot water flowed down his back as a child showered him with water from a hollowed out gourd. "It can't be helped you know."

Plumes of steam circulated and water flowed into a large drain at the centre of the room.

A white cloth was draped conspicuously across a number of small items atop a short bench.

The rooms musky scent irked Valka. She decided to lean backward – unto a two footed stance – rather than to foul her hands in the run-off of these smelly men.

"Well?" another councilman – to her right this time – asked impatiently. "What is it you want from us?" He was a fat, bald man with plenty of hair on his deep brown chest. He sat facing Valka as barbarian children fanned his sweaty nudity with leaves.

"I want little from you." Valka started " But the pressing matter, is what you need from me."

All four of the men laughed at her.

"We neither want, nor need a thing from you, hideling." The council-man to the centre-right of her said. He sipped wine from a dark ruby chalice.

"You do need me." She insisted. "In fact, you all need me now more than ever."

"And why is that?" the centre-left councilman asked.

"Because you may not survive the wyrm when they eventually reach this city" Valka said.

"Bahh" the left-most man scoffed. "An empty threat. The Wyrm will be taken care of: Saarm and Cole have sent legions to see the job done."

"And I" She said " have sent a number of Draakin to tail their ranks and see to it that the mission fails."

"Surely you jest, Valka" said the rightmost man. "The sabotage of that mission would put yourself at risk, as well as sacrifice all those Draakin."

"Nay" Valka said. "They are a company of warriors whom may have been punished with exile in lieu of this mission. Success is a chance at freedom for them...redemption."

The men became silent as they contemplated the possibility of a failed wyrm-culling.

"What safety might you offer us against those wretched Wyrm?" asked centre-left man.

"Safe passage tonight. " said Valka " Tortuga mounts, fire mages and a small Draakin entourage. Barbarians stay wary of us Draakin, which leaves you free to cross the desert into the heartlands."

"Let us suppose we agreed to this proposal Valka." said the rightmost man whilst scratching his hairy chest. "What would you want in return for such a favour?"

"Cede the command of your legions to me." Valka said.

The left-centre man hissed and reached forward towards the white cloth, which was draped over the items and short bench.

Valka spun, whipping her tail in a broad arc.

All the men leaned backwards to avoid the deadly spear-tip. Her passing tail swept up the cloth – with all of the items beneath it – into a neat sack. Her curled tail pinched the improvised bag at its neck. Valka brought the towel-sack back into her waiting hands and peered into its opening – confirming her suspicions. Ether tinctures.

The left-centre man still tried to Psykinetically Draw the tinctures to himself, but Valka simply held fast to the towel and its contents. Try as they might, they would never wrest them from her grip.

"Listen to reason" Valka continued as she held the bag of tinctures. "Olympus drifts northward as we speak and we are soon to be besieged by Wyrm that seek to supplant the former desert tyrant in Altarheon."

"Do you imply the apathy of our gods?" the left-most man said. He glared at Valka with accusing eyes, as he was seated upright. A child scrubbed his back with oil and sponge.

"Indeed" Valka began "the ways of the pantheon are mysterious beyond my feeble powers of discernment. I make no such claims about the intentions or the lack thereof in our illuminated patron. But I do say - you are all unfit for the conflict which shall befall us. I am no warrior myself, yet I have managed to dismiss your guard and disarm you all of your Ethers." She jostled the sack of tinctures, letting them clink as they punctuated her points.

All four of the men sat still as they contemplated. Much beard scratching was done in this silence. Valka rolled her eyes. "I'll throw in a megalotaurus for each one of you if you cede control now without any further deliberation."

The man to her centre-right gasped. "How can you have such wealth?"

"I see in the barbarians, what you council-men do not; Most of the mages in your legions are barbarian converts. Desert kin." She said.

"Whatever" said the left most man.

"Hmph!" the centre-left grunted.

The man centre-right of her shrugged his ascent.

"So be it" said the hairy man to her right.

"You have all chosen wisely" Valka said, as she fetched parchment, bottled ink and quill from within her cloth folds.
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Valka strode into one of the libraries in the council hall building. A vast room with several shelves of leather-bound tomes. Within this room, scribes and wisemen of Oraak filed away documents and histories. Distorted histories, with which to hide away their most wicked deeds Valka thought.

This room, with its four floors, tall shelves and study rooms had many places in which to hide.

Valka was seeking out one councilman in particular. Councilman Cole: the instigator of the Wyrm-cull expedition.

Valka walked towards the librarian – A Sapien woman – on the ground floor of the library. It was apparent that the woman was a Wisper mage. The librarian manipulated Aerocitic fluids mixed with ink, in order to print rapidly upon parchment.

Wispers in Oraak had become a rarity and Valka was in-part to blame for that.

Telel Althordan had done most of the dispatching, whilst she had identified and located their enemy.

The result of their numerous assassinations, was a city that was isolated from its greater northern counterparts via severe disruptions in communicability.

Valka hoped that those Draakin agents still residing within the heartlands were gaining similar traction with their strategies.

She reached the busy woman and spoke. "What tomes have you on dark magic?"

The woman looked up from her printing and peered at Valka. "What need have you of the subject?"

"What need have you of my reasons?" Valka retorted.

"Heresy will not be tolerated here, Wyrmling" Sneered the librarian. The woman Drew more Ethers from a container somewhere out of sight.

"Wait." Valka implored. "I am no heretic; I serve the pantheon."

"liar!" the woman accused and the translucent fluids swirling about her began to take shape.

"Fine, I shall disclose my reasons to you." Valka feigned submission "But know that in doing so, I confer a burden of duty unto your shoulders."

This gave the librarian woman pause. Valka continued. "You are right to consider the prospect of heresy." Valka looked from side to side before leaning in close enough to speak in a whisper. "Where is councilman Cole presently?"

"Our esteemed councilman Cole?" said the perplexed mage, "He is on the third floor, researching histories of black magi–" her eyes widened as realisation dawned upon her.

"Sshh!" Valka cautioned the librarian. The woman's Drawn Ethers had dissipated and she held a harrowed look on her face. Anticipating a dreaded duty. "Have you a knife?" Valka asked.

"N-n-no."

"Can you cloak yourself in mirage of fluids?" Valka pressed.

"I-It is an a-ancient technique" the woman stammered nervously. "I haven't the skill to conduct Ethers in such a manner."

Valka sighed deeply and made a show of palming her long face.

"He must be captured for questioning. But if he becomes aware of our intentions with him, he may strike back in a most violent manner. Do you understand?"

The librarian nodded her head vigorously and dabbed away droplets of perspiration from her forehead. Valka looked down at the woman with an expression of deep pity. "Leave the matter with me then. I will coax him out of this room for the sake of us both. You cannot speak of the matter within this building. The council is compromised." The woman nodded.

Valka pulled away from the librarian, satisfied. Cole was on the third floor according to the woman.

**
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'Heretical magic has historically taken many forms and they have all been wretched machinations and mockeries, borne of Ether.

It is said that the true gods grew tired of this insult of form and thusly manifested themselves in the physical realm, in order to punish the wicked for their abominable fruit...' ~ Sins of the Fallen, volume i.

Cole closed the tome, frustrated. He had been reading for hours since his instigation of the Wrym-cull expedition and found himself no closer to a solution than he had been prior. He rubbed his throat and felt his own flesh writhe at his touch. He shivered and moved to rise from his seat.

When he stood, Cole saw a dark-blue Drest standing in front of him on all four of her limbs.

Valka Althoruus.

"I can rid you of your curse." She stated.

Cole scoffed. "You should know of curses, Wyrmling. I don't need your false hope and I desire not to play whatever game it is you've devised. I've had my fill of being a tool."

"Your sister roams the desert as we speak." She said and calmly placed a bronze token upon the table. The coin had the image of an embossed Sapien hand, with a knife driven through it. Cole's heartbeat quickened. She is of the pierced palm! he thought angrily. Those savages had left his sister at the mercy of the desert!

The Drest watched Cole's expressions keenly. "You will never get to her in time however. I suspect that she'll be Wyrm's food before long."

Cole swallowed. "And I suppose you can help me get to her?" he asked, anticipating another awful request. Truth be told – Cole did not have the energy to resist such coercion. He only desired Ashe's safety and perhaps an opportunity to regroup somewhere in the heartlands. His throat convulsed and he clutched it reflexively.

"In short; Yes." Valka said. "I offer a simple exchange: You get to leave the city in search of your sister and accompanied by four other city council-men."

Cole quirked his eyebrow at that. Four council-men have been convinced to leave the city? He thought to himself. Perhaps they anticipate the failure of the wyrm-culling... or perhaps they're aware of the pierced palm's uprising.

"In exchange" Valka continued. "Gather as many councilmen as you can into the most defensible building. They ought to prepare for the worst. Once all that is done, I shall intercede – on your behalf, with the mage who has cursed you"

"And on behalf of my sister also?" asked Cole, an inkling of hope resided in his heart. Valka nodded slowly, whilst keeping eye contact. Cole nodded back, accepting his opportunity.

He set off, rushing down the floors of the library as fast as he could, in search of lord Saarm.

The betrayal is certain to come, he thought grimly but this way, I might be able to die in the company of my dear sister. Gods be damned, they offer up no comforts as family do.
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​Chapter Three - Miracle
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" Tip-tap, tip-tap.

Trickles ruby rain in spurts.

Let lay on my tongue a crystal black flake.

Drifts the ash of burnt bodies.

Joyous omen grant me a smile. I sing a song.

"

Saarm listened to what council-man Cole had to say. The man was right. Why had he not thought to take such measures himself?

"Summon the council!" Saarm bellowed from the highest floor of the council hall. Hall clerks set off rushing within and out of the council hall building, in order to gather all of the lawmakers of Oraak into a single secure location, just as Cole has suggested.

Saarm glanced towards Cole as he left to retrieve his sister – Ashe. The boy was always so protective of her, Saarm thought.

A wonder why – given that, the lady is an exceptional mage who is more than capable of protecting herself!.

"Phlogisters, Quakers!" Saarm continued "We need brute mages! Let us be prudent in this defence, for the Wyrm may be upon us at any moment!"

It was much better to be safe than sorry. Saarm would see to the survival of the city, no matter what it took and preemptive security measures would cost less in the long run. Better to replenish the lowers via barbarian raids, than to suffer the loss of Oraak's upper-class

Saarm watched from above as the city's most important men and women walked into the building. Some of them looked bewildered; others annoyed. But they came still: families, sometimes children in tow. They all would be safe here and well guarded. Mage soldiers took up position inside and outside of the building. Each one of them equipped with more than enough Ether to fight with, until Blighted.

"Saarm....come here!" Meerhaz's voice called out to him from one of the balconies of the building.

Moments earlier, Meerhaz had not agreed with Cole's suggestion of centralising the gentry but Saarm had overridden her suspicions in favour of logic. Unity is strength, when will she learn that simple fact?

"I'll not argue the matter any further with you!" Saarm called back at her. Sometimes his friend could be as stubborn as Rockeater's hide.

"It's.....it's something else Saarm. I need you to see this." She sounded shocked and this worried Saarm, as Meerhaz rarely – if ever – took on such a tone. Saarm climbed up stairs, making his way to the out-facing balcony where Meerhaz was situated.

When he arrived, her expression was one of consternation; worry, hints of rage bubbling beneath her apparent countenance.

Saarm moved past her to lean over the railing and gaze upon Oraak from his high vantage point.

He was met with a blushing twilight sky and the soft pattering of – a mere drizzle of – rain could still be heard.

Lower Oraak was abuzz. Many of the Lowers had come out in numbers. They often did this at times when Ether storms yielded the precious substance unto the city. But there were no Ethers to be had here. Saarm bore witness to – what he could only describe as – abomination. A creature – normally habituated within the Nasaak region or upon islands not far off Althuria's coast – stood and spoke.

It spoke to the people; the Lowers. And as it spoke, the Lowers listened.

A people without dignity! thought Saarm angrily. In the absence of gods, the lesser shall pursue dark arts. It is the duty of the righteous to guide the rabble.

"I would speak with the people, Meerhaz." he said in a solemn tone "Aid me." Meerhaz produced a small vial of Ether from one of her sleeves. She uncorked it and Drew Ethers that Transmuted into illustrious Aerocite.

She began her work. The technique she applied, amplified Saarm's voice as he spoke.

"What is this madness!?" Saarm spoke – with a booming voice – to Lower Oraak and the abomination. "How does a beast such as this speak like a man, or Drakon?"

The creature turned to face Saarm. Even from such a distance, he could tell that it was staring right at him. Judging.

Saarm suppressed a shiver.

"You have oppressed these people." The beast said. It's voice was also being projected. The hairs on Saarm's body began to rise. He felt a tightness in his belly.

"Most of them" the monster continued "are desert born. Yet this city uproots them; isolates them from their families. This city is a basket of fruit which are plucked by the hand of Olympus. I haven't much to say to you, high-born. Know that in the coming days, Lower Oraak shall take back this city from your grasp. Wisdom requires that you bequeath unto them what is owed. It is time."

"No!" Saarm bellowed back. "A beast in form and in nature I see. Oraak has thrived for generations under the guidance of my steady hand. Yours are the schemes of the mad. I shan't allow you to do as you please, especially in such urgent times." He paused briefly thinking. "Lower Oraak hear me now, bring me the head of that creature and I shall see to it that you and your family are spoiled with riches. But all those who join the beast in meaningless rebellion shall face destruction!"

Saarm listened as murmurs ran through the crowd of Lowers. Noticeably, the beast remained unapproached. Of course this must have been because of its sheer size. Or so he hoped. Give it time, he thought to himself as he spun on his heel in order to step back into the council hall building.

His mind raced as he barked out orders.

**
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Athenia ceased her Transmutations as soon as the council lord had retired into the manor. Ector no longer needed them to speak to the crowd. They had all started inching closer. She looked around herself. Surrounded. The beast had instigated a response from Oraak's council. She wouldn't survive this. But she felt a strange calmness about that fact. She wasn't supposed to be alive. Her memories were a blur. She concentrated upon thoughts of Arteminis. Perhaps there was still a chance to save her. She turned to face her fellow captive. He was a frail looking man with the timid look of a scholar in his face. He reminded her of her former colleague – Nico.

Morbid thoughts flitted across her mind. "Are you prepared to die?" she asked the timid man. He looked at her and swallowed. The question was cruel. She knew that he did not deserve such words from her. But the sheer weight of it all, had drawn spite from her tongue at last.

But the timid man said nothing. His eyes were glued to Ector. Ector...where have I heard that name before?

Ector loomed tall, as he looked down at those pitiful few who inched closer to the group. He had an air of utter confidence about him. Rain and twilight made his white fur sparkle. The beasts expression was unreadable.

Then one man – from within the gathered crowd of Lowers – screamed and charged at Ector whilst brandishing a steel dagger.

That man was promptly cleaved entirely in half by a Makeshifted crystal blade, before he'd taken a second stride.

The assailants top half fell forward and sputtered. The ground was made a dark pool, as innards rolled lazily out of the open cavity.

The man who had cut him down had a hawkish face and dreadlocks which flowed in the wind like many short snakes. Blood dripped steadily from a silver hand that gripped a dark, opalescent, crystal-blade.

"Thank you, Bahkali." said Ector "Bring me his good half".

Athenia's stomach churned at the overwhelming stench of blood and faeces and she retched.

The man whom Ector called Bahkali nodded, then dragged the cloven torso by the scruff of its shirt and tossed it before Ector's feet.
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"In death she was as nothing; As nothing is everything.

And the Ethers sang unceasingly.

A voice in unison with abyss – the ever-glutton –, birthing as she eats; consuming her own offspring.

A mind, shattered into fractals. Marshalling blood like the beat of a heart.

The motions of worlds, all in the cycle to become fodder and dissolve the crystal veil between child and mother. And all that sits between...are trivialities."

Athenia retched and spit unto the dusty ground. It all was happening so fast. She had died once. In the arms of her sister. Now she lived: a pawn of her sister's enemy. Athenia fought to control her breathing as she calmed herself. Once she had rebuked the God of Althuria, even tried to bargain with him. She offered knowledge of the gate. Knowledge of the nature of Ether. Through study and discovery had she won such knowledge. But, now...

She glanced at the timid man; scholar-mage. His eyes were wide with fear and ...curiosity?

Now she had been reborn into the hands of a warmongering beast. She recognised – all too well – the tool in herself and a question arose. Am I a knife or a pry?

She drew deep breaths which helped – somewhat – to calm herself down.

The mystery of her resurrection. Her rebellion against Firos. These things were a distraction from what mattered most to her. Her sister. A fallen Firan, abandoned in the Elaake forest by the monstrous Ector. She glanced again at the scholarly man – who was still staring at the gruesome corpse – and saw in him, opportunity. It was he who had brought her here using an instantaneous method of transportation. And it is he who shall take me back to my sister.

Ector cleared his throat – startling Athenia out of her thoughts – and spoke to the terrified people of Lower Oraak.

"Do not be afraid. For even death can be overcome." he said this as the killer – whom he called Bahkali – dragged the cloven torso and hoisted it unto Ectors' large open palm.

The beastly Ector closed his eyes as though deep in concentration.

Athenia felt something. Something strange. A sensation not entirely different from the Psykinetic arrest which Ector had manipulated her body with. A sensation like a steady breeze that did not soothe nor cool the skin. Athenia understood this to be Ectors' wealth of Psykinetic energy, flowing over herself and Oraak in waves.

Tiny translucent orbs began to dot the air around Ector. The beginnings of an Ether-storm. Those transparent orbs undulated and grew in size gradually. Ethers fell and flowed forth from the orbs and all coalesced around the corpse within Ectors' hand.

"Look upon me lowers." He said " therein you shall recognise hope."

Flowing Ethers filled the gaping cavity of the torso and caressed the dripping viscera which hung from it. Those Ethers – as they swirled with vibrant constellations embedded within otherworldly darkness – began to change. A Transmutation occurred as Ethers shifted into blood, then bone, sinew, flesh, skin. In minutes the dead man was made whole and sat bare-bottomed within the hand of Ector. The man's chest rose and fell as he started to breathe. Seconds later, the dead man stirred himself awake in a fit of coughing. He hacked up thick knots of blood unto the floor below and when he was done, he stared around himself, confused and bewildered.

Athenia could not suppress her shiver. Is that what I have become?

**
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All around them lower Oraakis screamed, yelped and clapped in excitement, fear and awe.

Vartas simply stared, taking all of it in. So that is what he made of me...flesh of his flesh.

A resentful thought. But Vartas pushed resentment to the back of his mind. He did not need resentment presently. He must be alert now. He was set upon this path. This eerie path with many a murky step. What else was there but to forge on. What else had he but the delusions of grandeur which Ector had foisted upon him. 'Akin to Aegis' Ector had declared him. Akin to a puppet Vartas thought, as he looked at his own brown flesh and pondered.

Translucent orbs idled in the air around them. Vartas knew them well. He had encountered one within the organ of a Wyrm. They were the chaotic source of Ethers in Althuria, these storm-spheres. Vartas gazed upon one of them and felt a strange...compulsion.

GATE OF THE WORLDS

A voice called out. He looked around himself, searching its source, but saw nothing but the excited jubilation of Oraakis around him.

OPEN THINE EYES

Vartas looked to the storm-sphere once more and felt his mind drawn to it. Vartas Psykinetically reached into the storm-sphere and gained new sight.

He saw with eyes which he did not have. He saw from perspectives outside of himself. He gazed upon himself, clothed in pieces of Firan armour. This angle was from behind himself and soon his perspective changed such that he faced himself. His expression was intense. A young face with red sands which lined the creases of his furrowed brow.

Vartas grew curious and willed more. Deeper. He needed to go deeper still and so he did. Vartas saw through his own Firan armour and gazed upon his bare flesh. Even still beyond his frail frame he could see muscle, sinew, bone. Blood flowed through his veins. A blood which whispered. It sung, this blood. It spoke, without lips and without tongue. What words might it say, this blood? To whom does blood speak?

Vartas was jolted out of the vision suddenly. He felt Blight-like symptoms and his head swam, whilst he looked up and around in his confused state. Ector, – despite being surrounded by ongoing cheers of the lowers – glared at Vartas. Pearly white pupils upon black sclera stared down at Vartas with such intensity, that it made him shrink away reflexively. That moment felt like an eternity. But it was only a moment.

The storm-spheres were gone, but Ethers still remained, swirling around the giant, white form of the Megalocaucus.

Ector looked away from Vartas to attend to a mutilated Drest, brought to him from the crowd.

Vartas let out a breath and his shoulders sagged with relief.
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" I never knew hope.

Then a mountain sprung with wine.

We - the braver - drank our fill of such blood.

Rage like this I never knew; but would come to know in time.

My song: A flood.

My neck, my tail: A rope.

"

Valka stared in awe. She stood deep within the jubilant crowd. A man had been slain and brought back to life for all to bear witness to. The beast stood regally and his white fur gleamed with the light of the twin moons. A coughing man sat nude from the waist down – where he'd been formerly split – within the beasts' open palm.

Such power was dangerous, Valka knew. But what choice did she have but to trust them. She had to believe, because the true king required her faith in this.

A man from the crowd stepped towards the beast. The man brought with him a Drest, of blue skin and silver hair who laid – unconscious – upon the shell of a Tortuga mount.

Valka clenched her fist, crunching grit as she stood on four.

Welke, who did this to you?

Valka fought the urge to rush out towards her daughter: Welke Althoruus. she appeared to be badly hurt. Valka noticed the bloody tourniquet around her stumped tail. Her daughter had been mutilated. Valka's hind legs trembled and gave way underneath her. She sat back, stunned. It was all she could do to stare.

My first daughter. My fifth child. Flesh of my egg and bearer of hope. What has become of you? What shall I make of your enemy?

She blinked and tears blurred her vision. She wiped away those tears fiercely. She would not look away.

Swirling Ethers encircled the Megalocaucus, as it looked down upon the Sapien and Drest. The man took to one knee whilst facing the white mountain and spoke to it. His words were drowned out by the noise of the crowd. But by the light of the risen moons, Valka read his lips. He seemed – to her surprise and relief – to ask for the beast's favour on behalf of Welke. A curiosity to Valka. Had her daughter made an ally of this man, or was there something darker at play?

The Megalocaucus spoke.

"Bring your sick and bring your injured. I am your shield. Go forth to battle with me in your hand and know that you have nothing to fear. The time of your liberation draws near, Oraak. Heed me and follow in faith..."

Ethers reached out in tendrils and wrapped around Welke's tail-stump. Those Ethers soon became blood, bone and flesh as they were Transmuted by the white beast. Welke's tail was miraculously restored by this strange magic.

Is this truly our ally, Felthur? Valka thought to herself.

Most of the crowd had begun to openly profess allegiance to the beast. Some muttered prayers of reverence and many bowed.

Valka turned and left the scene. Felthur had to be informed of this.

**
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Felthur Al Thor lounged upon his throne of rock, deep within the catacombs of Oraak. His large body sprawled across the seat and one hock-jointed leg hung over the edge of the arm-rest. His white and gold embroidered robes flowed from underneath him, spilling unto the dais.

Lichen glowed almost as brightly as the lanterns that surrounded the hall. Over two hundred loyalists sat and dined in the hall this evening. These Draakin were preparing for crucial actions in the near future. Felthur would see them fed before carrying out his will.

Tonight, he had received the good news. A Drest named Valka, who was one of the many in his harem had informed him of the Sourcerer's arrival. Ector.

Felthur held Valka in good esteem. After all, she had kept those slack-jawed puppets of the council in-line for so long. But as he stared down at her impassioned announcement of the Aegis, he saw fear in her eyes.

Save your fear, my pretty little sapphire. There are greater horrors in need of it. The headsman is simply...misunderstood.

Felthur had Valka rewarded and escorted out of the hall once she was done recounting all what she had witnessed and the progress of plans. Things were falling into place, but his work was far from done. Even after Oraak is taken and brought under his control within the coming nights. He needed Telel to succeed. He needed to regroup with loyalists in the heartlands.

Too late to stop now; Too early to rest.

"Ahem" Borson Do Rhaak, cleared his throat from besides Felthur. Borson was a black Drakon, with considerable size and strength even amongst Draakin. Borsons' white beard was tied into a thick braid and swung as he began to speak.

"Might I offer some assistance to Telel Althordan to ensure the success of his mission?"

It was an offer with noble intentions Felthur thought. "No, Borson." he said.

"You are to remain with me for the time being. I have other use for you. Besides. Telel Althordan is in good company."

"Good company." Borson scoffed "Forgive me my lord. But a squad of upstarts, barely weened of their mothers pap, are hardly good company."

"You have lived two centuries and then some." Felthur replied "Even I, am a whelp compared to you Borson. The Draakin in Telel's company shall serve him well. They are agile, strong, and obedient. They've nothing to fear save perhaps the stupidity of the very men they have gone to save."

"I am nearing my third century" Borson said. "The close of my life approaches. In my wealth of experience, I have never known Sapien kind not, to be fools."

"Yes." Felthur nodded and flicked his tail-blade in agreement.

"However, Olympus now recedes from the southern horizon. The Fira clash with nomads and offer nothing but death and conquest. Telel shall offer them much more and they will accept."

"The Wyrm.." Borson grunted.

"The council have sent half their mage forces to be their fodder. You shall deal with the fallout should they thereafter, breach Oraak."

"It appears that some work is cut out for me." Borson said and stroked his beard ponderously.

"Don't get too excited, old one. You are a general in my army. Spend the lives of my Draakin before your own. Formidable as you are, I shall not waste you." Felthur began to pick himself up from his throne and stretched on four limbs as he descended.

"Now, accompany me, as I meet with Ector."

Borson grunted "Valka said he appeared as a megalocaucus. My own father knew him, when he was still a Sapien."

"Indeed," Felthur began to walk down the stairs, with Borson close at his side. "In our histories, Ector has been hosted by a number of creatures. Do not presume his original form to be that of a Sapien."

Felthur reached the bottom of the stairs and looked back at Borson.

"He is an abomination. And that is precisely why I want him."

Together, the king and the general left the great hall and Draakin gave their salutes and bows as they passed by.
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​Chapter Four - Pain
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"

It will not relent. This pain.

Awful drain on my will, dis-empowered, spent.

Screaming for mercy from the mother, void.

Steel blood, sight soiled.

Dreaming chorus of black sprite.

They sing and curse me.

"

"AAAAAAAARGHH!"

Her scream cut through the sounds of the tropics. Pain was all that she knew now. Unrelenting suffering, like fire coursing through her veins. Arteminis lay with her head against a tree's root. The rest of her body was flat and awkwardly positioned upon ashen ground. Cruel sensations overwhelmed and made her large body tremble. Continuous jolts of agony flashed through her right arm; it felt as though she had been flayed, and had the exposed flesh scrubbed with salt thereafter.
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