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Incidents of Foreboding in Edinburgh
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My dearest friend,

I have no doubt that you will find this chronicle as strange and as unbelievable as I did when my uncle first entrusted it to me. Regardless, I ask... no, I beg you, to keep an open mind as you read through its pages. I pray you will not dismiss this as a mere piece of fiction, scribbled from the pen of a madman writing by gaslight in a lonely attic room somewhere in Londinium’s West-end. 

For the creatures of the Elder Darkness are very real. I pray you will forgive me for saddling you with this burden, but the gateway cannot be fully closed and certain eldritch beings have begun taking an interest in what I have. This chronicle is the only record of what actually happened and must never be lost.

You are the only one I can trust.

Now, for you to fully understand what follows, do you remember when we were children together and our instructors taught us that, thousands of years ago, the Eldarions were the masters of all the other races before the humans rebelled and threw them down? But what our teachers left out is that not all of humanity rose up; in fact, some human families sheltered the Eldarions in exchange for their help.

The Goldspears were one such family. They forged an alliance with an Eldarion clan and together, founded the great kingdom of Nubia, which lasted until the Muslim conquests of the 14th Century. Even then, the alliance between the Goldspears and Eldarions held until 1840, when an anarchist (as everyone believed) killed both the entire Eldarion clan and the southern branch of the Goldspear family, leaving only the northern branch intact.

The next Goldspear child was destined to bear a curse, the Eldarion clan’s revenge against humanity. Of course, by the mid 19th Century, the curse was thought to be merely a legend by everyone, including the Goldspears themselves. So, when Jonathan was born with the foretold birthmark, no one thought anything about it...

––––––––
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‘Those who go beneath the surface, do so at their own peril’ - Oscar Wilde.

My name is Jonathan Goldspear, and on the evening of October 13, 1860, the curse of the ancient kings of Nubia led to a series of events, which resulted in the destruction of humanity's civilization and the death of its people, sparing only a pitiful few.

My grandfather and I were sitting in the front row of the King’s theatre, nestled among the ivy covered buildings of the University of Edinburgh, my grandfather quite solemn in his grey suit and black tie while I wore an opera cloak over the ritual garb of our ancestors.  All of the seats on the main floor and in most of the theater boxes were filled with well dressed gentlemales and ladies, the air fragrant with the scent of French perfume, mingling with the lingering aroma of tobacco from the gentlemale’s expensive cigars.

Grandfather and I were similar in many ways, both of us tall and slender with a wiry strength, our skin darker than that of other Englishmen, though his close-cropped hair had now gone from black to almost snow-white. The nobility of his wrinkled face always made me think of the great king he might have been, had the world been different.

Our host for this trip to Edinburgh, the English ambassador to the independent kingdom of Scotland, sat beside him on one of the seats upholstered in red velvet. As tall as my grandfather, Royce Bannon sported sideburns in a muttonchop style, which were all the rage in England. His wife, Starshine of the Eldarion-Scots, Heather-Rose clan, sat beside her husband.

Their half-blood daughter, Myste, sat next to me. Slender, yet not so painfully thin as pure blooded Eldarions, the tops of her ears ended in a point instead of spiraling upward in a corkscrew shape like those of full blooded Eldarions. Myste had her mother’s red hair and her father’s blue eyes, with skin the color of fresh, sweet cream. However, her freckles were a mystery no one could explain, as freckles were a trait only pure-blood humans were supposed to have.

The seats were filled with many of Edinburgh’s upper class Scots, the males in dark suits while the females wore more demure dresses than normally seen in the British capital of Londinium, with people from all the civilized races speaking quietly among themselves. The three males onstage, dressed in dark suits and ties as well, also spoke in quiet tones in front of the brass lectern, a Koncava made Terramagica device. 

By Scottish law, all Terramagica devices had to be heavily shielded with lead mixed into the brass. Lead kept almost all of the Terramagica energy inside, so that the Eldarion male, now striding up to it, would not have his affinity for Aethyr magical energy affect the Terramagica energies inside the lectern and cause the lectern to violently explode. 

The red-haired Eldarion, with ear spirals so long they had begun to droop forward, flipped a switch on the device and began to speak. “My name is Professor Alar of the University of Edinburgh,” he said, the lectern projecting his words out to the audience, “and I wish to thank all of you for attending this lecture on the upcoming expedition into the Yucatecan wilderness of southern Mexico, as well as for your generous donations. 

“Also, as promised, once the lecture concludes, Shabaka Goldspear’s grandson Jonathan will perform the Lion Dance, which only someone possessing the sacred birthmark of the ancient Nubian line of kings is allowed to learn. While Nubia is now part of Egypt, which in turn is part of the British Empire, those of us with Eldarion blood feel the customs of the past should be preserved. Especially since the line of kings ends with Jonathan.” 

He looked back at the human male. “Speaking of preserving the past, I am pleased to introduce the organizer of this expedition, Mr. John Lloyd Stephens, who several years ago led an expedition into the only area on the face of the earth not under the control of any human government. He wrote a book about his experiences, titled: ‘Incidents of Travel in the Eldarion Highlands and Upper Yucatan Peninsula’, with drawings from his associate, Catherwood, Eldarion-English of the Cornish-Heath clan. John?”

The audience applauded as Mr. Stephens, a dark haired human with a beard sweeping only under his chin, leaving his upper face clean shaven, walked up to the lectern. Catherwood, an Eldarion much younger than Professor Alar since his ear spirals only went up a couple of turns, went the opposite direction towards an Eldarion Artifact: a shiny black box with a fat circle on top. Its wide tube pointed straight at the bare wall at the back of the stage. He touched something on the top of the Artifact and a blue light within the box began to glow.

A moment later, the device projected an image showing the cover of Mr. Stephens’ book onto the wall as Mr. Stephens cleared his throat. “Up until the Spanish conquest over the Eldarion-Aztecs, all of the New World had been under Eldarion rule. Since then, those Eldarion clans have made their peace with the European powers and have given up control of their kingdoms to mankind, except for the Eldarion-Maya. They alone remain free of humanity’s dominion.

“And even this is beginning to change. The current Mexican republic, under the guidance of President Benito Juarez, has changed course and is now taking what the Koncava and human conservatives there believe is a radical position: they are treating the Eldarion-Maya with respect and cooperation. One benefit of this new relationship was Catherwood and myself being allowed to explore lands that no one who was not Maya, had ever seen before.”

Mr. Stephens then spent the next half hour describing their journey that began in the city of Chetumal, wandered through the mountainous highlands and lowland jungles of Chiapas and Campeche, and ended in the Mexican city of Merida. As he spoke, Catherwood used his Aethyr Artifact to project the detailed images he had drawn of the places they had explored. 

Pictures of stunning mountain views, eerie abandoned cities swallowed up by jungles touched with tendrils of mist, and treacherous paths through snake haunted marshes, were all brought to life by Mr. Stephens’ vivid, and often humorous, descriptions. His tales enthralled me and the time passed all too fast.

When he finished, the Eldarion device projected a picture of the Spanish gate they had gone through when they departed Merida for the coastal docks. Mr. Stephens paused for a moment. “What we have shown you are only the edges of this once great civilization. The cities the Eldarion-Maya still occupy, like Edzna and Calakmul, remain off-limits to anyone not of Maya blood, as are most of their sacred sites. 

“However, when I met in Campeche City with several of the Eldarion elders about getting their permission to launch another expedition, their oldest and most powerful shaman, a female named Ran-Li, said she would lead us to a sacred site off limits even to most of the Eldarion-Maya.”

Catherwood then projected an image of a rectangular, intact structure made of stone, on the near edge of a huge, natural depression into the side of a mountain. Catherwood had drawn the structure as if he had been standing on the side of a different mountain, looking down at the building from far away. If the tiny doorway was to scale, the edifice was enormous. “This image shows the closest that we were allowed to get. The temple you see is named in Maya, E’orin Totil Me’il, which is loosely translated to: ‘The Gateway Home of the Ancestor Gods’, while the vast bowl in the earth is called, ‘Totil Zotz-Na. ‘The Bat God’s house’.” He paused again. “The ancient Eldarion-Maya believed this is the entrance to Xibalba, the Maya’s word for hell.”

The audience gasped. “My friend is being overly dramatic,” Catherwood said as he strode up to the lectern. His brown hair was cut short while his suit, most likely designed for a human, hung on him as if he were a scarecrow. “Ran-Li laughed when I asked her about this superstition. She says it is a myth that none of them believe in anymore.”

“However,” Mr. Stephens said, “most of the Maya humans do. In scientifically studying this ancient ruin, I hope to help abolish their misguided beliefs, while allowing the civilized world an opportunity to see an intact Eldarion structure from a time before our recorded history.” 

There were more gasps, as only fragments of that era had ever been discovered. Mr. Stephens smiled. “There is more. Those ancient Maya built an underground road system known as Sac’be, or white roads, that connect to a natural cavern system which allows passage from one area of their kingdom to another. We will be the first Europeans allowed to travel upon it.”

Catherwood chuckled. “Ran-Li told me she is far too old to go tramping through the mountains and besides, only an Eldarion-Maya shaman can operate the doors leading in or out. So, their secret passage will remain safe.”

Mr. Stephens gave his friend a broad smile. “It helped that Catherwood forged several good friendships among the younger Eldarion-Maya. He will be meeting his daughter for the first time when we arrive.”

Professor Alar, who had been standing just offstage, called out, “Hear, hear,” as all the Eldarions in the room began wildly clapping. A moment later the humans, and the scattering of Gnomes in the room, began clapping as well. The stocky Koncava in their tailored suits only folded muscular arms over their chests, or fingered the pieces of gold and precious gems woven into their braided beards. 

When the applause died down, Professor Alar said, “I am quite surprised the blessed event took place in so short a time. From Mr. Stephens’ descriptions, you never remained long in any one place.”

Catherwood hesitated. “John is correct, and I was shocked and overjoyed to hear the news. The Eldarion-Maya understand that the world is changing and not to our race’s benefit. So, once the expedition has returned to Campeche City, we are going to work out an agreement to where the Eldarion-Maya host select Eldarion visitors at their compound, which is just outside the city walls, so their bloodlines might be strengthened with new blood, while our dwindling numbers might be increased.”

Professor Alar seemed taken aback. “Catherwood, are you saying the population of the Eldarion-Maya is stable?”

Catherwood shook his head. “No, I am saying their population has been increasing ever since the losses they incurred when the Spanish first invaded.” Every Eldarion in the room gasped and he gave them a hard smile. “The reason is simple. No Terramagica device, shielded or not, is permitted in the areas they control, on pain of death.”

There was an uproar of male voices and one Koncava, nut brown and short like all of his race, shot to his feet. “This is lunacy,” he shouted. “Threatening someone with death over a brass lantern or an automaton servant?” One hand clenched into a stubby fist. “Someone should be organizing an expedition to bring these barbarians to heel.”

Catherwood pounded on the lectern with both hands. “Have you no decency, sir? You have flooded the world with your devices, replacing coal with your Terramagica engines in trains, so Eldarions must ride in the last car as if we were lower class humans, or risk dying in a fiery blast. 

“The streetlights of Londinium now glow green, while the West-end, once our enclave, has been invaded by people heating their homes and businesses with your infernal machines. We have been forced into Old Town, or the South-side if we lack the means, while you go off to East-end factories using so much unshielded Terramagica that an Eldarion takes his life in his hands just walking the streets.”

Mr. Stephens placed his hand on Catherwood’s arm, but the Eldarion shook it off. “I am not finished. For centuries, we have held off the slow influx of Terramagica energy poisoning our bodies, by having our females bear girl-children with human males. Those daughters of each liaison purify the mother’s blood by carrying off the residual Terramagica energy, so she might then bear Eldarion children. 

“The Eldarion-Maya were appalled to learn that we abandon our half-blood offspring at the tender age of sixteen, the poor girls often ending up in high class brothels, or worse.”

Myste had gone stone still beside me and I whispered, “You will never see the inside of one. Your parents both love you.”

She did not answer but held my hand with a fierce grip as Catherwood pounded the lectern again. “All this we have done for hundreds of years, but now even that is not enough. We are dying, sir; dying from all the Terramagica energy we can no longer escape from. Will you deny us the chance, the slightest chance, to save our race from extinction? After all these centuries, do you still hate us that much?”

––––––––
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JOHN LLOYD STEPHENS met the Eldarion Catherwood while both were in Cairo, Egypt. They hit it off at once, both having a keen passion for the ancient past, and in 1846, collaborated on a book titled Incidents of Travel in Egypt. The book became an immediate sensation, and when Mr. Stephens was appointed the Union ambassador to the Central American republic in 1849, they took the opportunity to visit a number of ruins, resulting in another book.

By all accounts, the two were well received by the Eldarions living under human rule in Central America, and in 1850, the Eldarion city-states of the Yucatan and the highlands agreed to allow them access to lands unseen by any human not of Maya blood. 

Because of the Eldarion race’s reputation for lascivious behavior, there were always whispers of scandal, insinuating that the two were, at times, more than just close friends...



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Questions from Strangers
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The Koncava stared at him in shock as my grandfather got to his feet. “This is exactly the reason I have chosen to help fund this expedition,” he called out in a loud voice. Mr. Stephens made an urgent motion for my grandfather to join them. As he climbed up the stairs and walked to the lectern, Mr. Stephens gently pulled Catherwood away and began speaking to him in soft tones.

My grandfather reached the lectern and faced the audience. “For those who do not know me, I am Shabaka Goldspear, descended from the rulers of the great Nubian kingdom before its fall. Now, I am merely a man who gambled that the race of the Orku would do well working in factories and invested in both, growing rich in the process. 

“When a group of young Koncava males came to me with the idea of mass producing Terramagica devices in the same manner as the non-magical items we were producing, I gambled that their idea was sound and grew richer still. I believed then, and still believe now, that what I did benefited society, both high and low, and if given the chance to go back and change my actions, I would still make the same choices.”

His eyes seemed to meet those of every Eldarion in the large room. “However, I did not realize the cost of those actions until I sat down with Mr. Stephens and Catherwood in Londinium’s Explorer’s Club, several months ago, and had the butcher’s bill delivered...that the products my company created may well spell the doom of the Eldarion race.

He sighed. “I owe a debt to each and every Eldarion living wherever my company’s products have been sold, and rather than just offer a cheap apology to you, I decided to do something about it.”

The Koncava, who was still standing, called out, “I was intemperate in my comments to Master Catherwood and should apologize, yet why should you? After all, the Eldarion were everyone’s masters for untold years before you humans rebelled.”

My grandfather made a wide open gesture with his arms. “They were, yet they taught us lessons we might never have understood without them.” He held out his hand. “For example, my skin is darker than anyone else’s in the room, except my grandson’s. Does that make me a lesser person?”

A sea of puzzled faces stared back at him as the Koncava asked, “Why would it?”

“Exactly my point. Humans, for example, recognize that we are no different than any other human because Eldarions made no distinction about what we looked like. Instead, it was ability and drive that got us favored status, not appearance. I maintain that the Eldarions alive today should not be held accountable for the sins of their ancestors, and that their race not only should be, but must be preserved, no matter what.”

Much of the audience applauded, some shouting ‘Hear, hear’. When the noise died down, the Koncava called out, “I agree that the Eldarion race should be preserved as well, though I believe as we make advances in shielding—” 

The Koncava sitting next to him tugged on the male’s suit coat sleeve, and after a sharp exchange too low to hear, the Koncava raised his voice again. “Anyway, I will be contributing a fair sum of gold at the end of this lecture to your expedition. My word of honor.” The Koncava raised his right hand and made a stubby fist. My grandfather did the same, sealing the agreement, and the Koncava sat back down again.

Mr. Stephens took charge of the lectern. “Now, before we get to watch Shabaka’s grandson perform the Lion Dance, are there any questions about the upcoming expedition we can answer?”

A matronly human woman in a green dress raised her hand and stood up. “Mr. Stephens, in your book you described several Mayan legends, such as the giant as tall as a tree with feet that point backwards. You wrote that this monster is so dangerous, that the best way to defeat it is to make it laugh so hard it falls over and cannot immediately stand back up—”

Laughter rippled around the hall, and the woman frowned before plunging ahead again. “Along with other legends, like the Guardians of the Four Winds, monstrous insects with heads like Medusa, and headless vampires. Are you going to investigate any of these legends to see if they are true?”

Mr. Stephens hesitated. “Madam, are you of a delicate constitution?” The woman shook her head no and he said, “One of the images Catherwood normally does not show is the aftermath of an attack upon our party, as we were leaving the area near Totil Zotz-Na, by bat-like creatures that came at dusk.” Catherwood was already moving towards the Artifact device as Mr. Stephens added, “Some of the ladies may wish to look away.” 

Catherwood reached it and brought up a drawn image of a base camp with canvas tents knocked down and gear strewn about. Two figures lay side by side with a blanket pulled over their faces. An Eldarion male in loose clothing treated a bare chested Mr. Stephens for several deep puncture wounds on his back, while behind them a slender creature, resembling a cross between a orangutan and a bat with large wings, hung head down from a rope. The creature’s body had deep wounds as if hacked apart with swords.

The audience gasped and Mr. Stephens gave them a grim smile. “Should anyone doubt the authenticity of this image, I will be happy to show any male who is making a contribution to the expedition, the scars this attack left upon me. And should your name be Thomas, you are more than welcome to stick your finger in the holes.” 

There was a ripple of nervous laughter at the joke as he looked at the woman, who had not turned away. “Madam, if you remember from the book, I wrote down the legend of the bat creatures known as the Zotz.”

“I remember, yet you never mentioned this attack.”

Mr. Stephens seemed to sigh. “I wanted the book to be taken seriously and not dismissed as a Penny Dreadful, as I feared it would be if I began speaking of encounters with legendary creatures. Besides... it was too soon after the attack for me to answer questions. The puncture wounds took months to fully heal, while the fevers that came and went lasted for almost a year.” 

He drew himself up. “However, I am now in the peak of health, ready to brave the wild lands once again.”

Catherwood changed the image back to the building on the edge of the great bowl as my grandfather chuckled. “I just finished rereading the book and if I remember correctly, whenever you meet one of these legendary creatures, it never ends well.”

Mr. Stephens smiled. “You usually get eaten. So forgive me, madam, but I think I will leave the discovery of these creatures to braver souls than I.” There was another ripple of laughter as the woman sat down and he said, “Any other questions?”

“I have one for Shabaka,” a female voice said from behind me. I turned around in my seat to look. The person stood alone in one of the theater boxes, dressed in a blue cloak with the hood over her head, leaving her face in shadow. She had to be Eldarion, for a blue webbing hung in the air in front of her, with a mouth in the center projecting her words. “Are you going along with them to the Yucatan?”

My grandfather shook his head. “I fear not, much as I might like to. While my son has officially taken over the business, there are still a host of details only I—”

“Shabaka, you need to go.” She gripped the wooden rail in front of her with both hands, one brown while the other was shiny black, as if she had an Artifact hand. “You need to go and you need to take your grandson with you.”

I turned back around to look at my grandfather. He stared up at the box with a peculiar expression on his face, his brows furrowed as he did when he was trying to remember something. “Madam, do I know you? Your voice—”

“Leave soon, Shabaka; you and your grandson both. Or you will have no grandson at all.” I turned in my seat to see the Eldarion exiting her box through the doorway opening into the hallway beyond.

––––––––
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A couple of the legends (out of many) that Mr. Stephens wrote about is first, the Walampach, a ghost tall as a lamp post, who will stand in the middle of a road at night and steal the soul of anyone who becomes frightened and runs away. However, the ghost can only possess one soul at a time, so when it captures the soul of another person, the first goes free. Fortunately, the ghost hates the light, and now that the villages all have street lights, the ghost seems to have given up and gone away... or perhaps it merely haunts the dark roads late at night, instead.

The second is a creature known as X'tabay or 'The deceiver', the Mayan version of a succubus. As the legend goes, a young man traveling the woods late at night comes upon a beautiful young maiden combing her hair beneath a tree. She flees, but not too fast, giving the young man 'come follow me' looks, and if he chases after her, she leads him deep into the forest. But when he finally catches up to her, the creature's body instantly grows thorns, while her feet become claws that tear him to pieces.
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Dances with Lions
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Uneasy murmurs rippled through the crowd as a different Eldarion female stood up. “Master Goldspear,” she said in a French accent, “I would like to offer an opinion differing from ze person’s who just left.”

Her long hair, black as a Strangler rose, hung down her back while her body looked so thin she appeared almost skeletal. She wore a black dress and gloves highlighting the extreme paleness of her skin, even though she had put on rouge and painted her lips red like an actress or a lady of the evening. Beside me, Myste said in my ear, “Aye, she looks like the corpse of a fallen angel, risen up.”

I squeezed her hand as I made my other into a claw, beckoning like an evil witch in a three-penny opera. Myste smiled and put her head on my shoulder as the Eldarion went on. “My name is Professor Bella from ze University of Paris, who studies ze archeology of African cultures.” She motioned towards her face. “As you can see by my condition, I too have fallen victim to a native myth that proved all too real.”

Mr. Stephens said, “Professor, you have my sincerest condolences.”

She inclined her head. “Thank you. Master Goldspear, I have also read ‘Incidents of Travel’, as well as spoken to my countrymen who trade there, and ze Yucatan is a dangerous place, especially now.”

My grandfather frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I am friends with someone in ze French government, and he tells me there is talk, in ze highest political circles, of a coming war with Mexico over ze money they owe us.”

The audience began talking among themselves as Mr. Stephens said, “We have heard nothing about this.”

Professor Bella shrugged. “As I said, right now it is only talk. I just mention this as a warning. Now, I do have several questions. First, according to Miriam Ravenwood, who owns a hotel in Campeche City, ze Maya humans claim that for thousands of years, offerings of gold have been made at ze Bat god’s temple to appease it.

“Professor Bella,” Mr. Stephens said, “neither myself or Catherwood have been informed of such. However, if there is gold there, we have no intention of stealing it. We are trying to make friends with the Eldarion-Maya, not rob them.”

She gave him a sly smile. “Of course not. Monsieur Goldspear, I have a question for you. According to ze legend concerning your family, in ancient times when ze humans rose up against us, your family sheltered an Eldarion clan in return for their help in becoming ze kings of what eventually became Nubia. 

“As a symbol of their faith in your family, they wove a spell more powerful than any Eldarion could do today, that gave ze first king a birthmark of a blue, seven pointed star, which was passed down only to those of royal blood who could legitimately claim the throne.”

“That is correct. I have one between my shoulder blades, as does my only child, Richard. As do his children, up until Jonathan. His younger sister is the first in our family not to receive a birthmark at all.”

“Because ze Eldarion clan you were allied with finally died out.”

My grandfather exhaled sharply. “Yes, I am afraid so. The Nile-Mandrake clan were down to a few members, but my older brother, who had remained in Africa, was doing everything he could to help them while I provided financing.”

He hesitated, and Professor Bella said, “I understand an anarchist was involved in their deaths?”

The familiar guilty expression spread over his face. “My brother’s family was having a reunion with the remaining clan members at a hotel in Cairo, when an unshielded Terramagica engine, which a waiter had snuck in and planted beside a support column next to the head table, was activated while an Aethyr illusion was being used during the Lion Dance. Between the explosion and subsequent collapse of the building, no one from either our family or the Nile-Mandrake clan survived.”

“I am sorry for your loss,” she said, not sounding sorry at all. “So, I assume Jonathan was ze next child born to your son?”

My grandfather sighed. “Yes, he was. We had hoped there was still a member of the Nile-Mandrake clan left alive, but when Jonathan was born with a dark red birthmark the color of old blood, we knew the line of kings had finally come to an end.”

Professor Bella leaned forward. “Was there not a curse associated with whomever received ze red star?”

“Madame, we live in the modern age of science, not in the times of mystical—”

“Indulge me, sir, for ze sake of my archaeological studies. Trust me, I have no wish to cause you any more pain than I already have. I only wish to understand ze legend a little better.”

He threw open his arms in a frustrated gesture. “Fine. According to our oral traditions, when the ancient Eldarion mages crafted the spell, they called down the spirit of the lion god, Apedemak, to watch over our family and bring us victory in battle. 

“But calling the lion god was a two-edged sword. If our neglect ever caused the death of the Nile-Mandrake clan, or we turned against them, Apedemak would strike us down, one by one, until no Goldspear remained. However, if Apedemak judged that the Eldarion clan had died off through no fault of our own, then he would mark the last one in the line of kings with a red star instead of blue and that would be that.”

The sly expression returned to her corpse pale face. “Was there not something more? That if ze clan died by a human’s act of violence, then ze spirit of ze lion god would inhabit ze last one in ze line of kings, and give him ze power to destroy all ze human kingdoms and enslave their people as revenge?”

My grandfather threw up his hands. “Madame, this is an outrage. That is old superstitious nonsense the Nile-Mandrake clan used to try and keep their political enemies from doing exactly what happened.”

“Yet ze legend－”

Enough was enough. “Professor Bella,” I said as I got to my feet, making sure the opera cloak remained closed, “I can assure you I do not have the spirit of Apedemak, or any other Nubian deity living inside me. I am an Englishman who is planning to go to the University of Londinium next year to study law and business, so I might carry on my grandfather’s dream of improving society and making the world a better place.” 

I took a deep breath. “I have heard of this so-called ‘Curse of the Destroyer King’, but I can tell you without hesitation that the only thing I plan to destroy are the hopes of the other university teams next year, when I begin playing War Chess as one of Londinium’s pieces.”

“Edinburgh will kick Londinium in the pants,” a young man called out from the back of the hall.

“You can try,” I called back.

The audience laughed, breaking the nervous tension and getting a smile from Professor Bella. “My apologies. I do so get caught up in my work that sometimes I become ze boor without meaning to. I tell you what: let me examine ze birthmark after ze lecture and I will tell you about ze upcoming expedition I am organizing to explore ze ruined Nubian capital of Meroe.”

I was keen to hear more about archeology and readily agreed. Behind the lectern, Mr. Stephens said, “If there are no other questions, I will turn the stage over to Shabaka and Jonathan.” No one else raised their hands and I took off the opera cloak as Ambassador Bannon rose to take it, folding it over his arm as he took my seat next to his daughter. 

His wife Starshine had risen as well and led the way up the stairs onto the stage as she began softly chanting in Latin, channeling the Aethyr energy she was about to use. We walked across the stage as Mr. Stephens turned off the lectern and went to where Professor Alar was standing, Catherwood picking up the shiny black, Aethyr Artifact, and moving it offstage to join them as three half-blood Orku males joined us. 

They had the greenish skin and warts of their Orku mothers, but the human features of their fathers. All of three were dressed the same as I: bare-chested, with a long skirt around our waists held in place by a red leather belt, and bare feet. However, while their skirts were white, mine was made of leopard skin, with bands of lion fur at my wrists and ankles. My belt was edged in gold. 

Goro, the shortest of the three, took the drum he held and remained to one side while the other two moved to flank me as I stopped beside my grandfather.

Starshine took her position almost offstage on the opposite side, where a lion doll and a stick had been placed, and knelt beside them. My grandfather waited until she had finished her chant and crossed herself, nodding to him to indicate she had gathered enough Aethyr energy to begin the illusion spell. 

He turned towards the audience and raised his voice. “In the early days of Nubia, whenever a lion came out of the wilderness and began devouring men, it was customary for the king to be the one to hunt it down, for the people believed Apedemak had sent it to test him. In time, this practice became one of our rituals, handed down from father to son over countless generations as the sacred Lion Dance, which we present for the first... and likely the last time in Edinburgh.” He glanced to the side. “Starshine, whenever you are ready.”

She nodded and held out her hands. They began to glow with a soft blue light and she cupped them around the lion doll as she spoke the invocation of a spell. Something like blue webbing appeared beneath her outstretched fingers, which she carefully pushed inward until it wrapped itself around the doll. There was a blue flash.

Sitting next to the lion doll was its exact copy. Starshine took the doll away and began a new spell, her breath coming faster as she used different blue webbing's to alter the illusion’s features, making it look like a real lion in miniature as my grandfather projected his voice. “We are fortunate that Ambassador Bannon’s wife is a skilled illusionist. Before anyone worries about someone’s affinity for Terramagica disrupting the illusion, the three gentlemales helping us have done this dance many times, as has the Aethyr spirit that will inhabit the illusion, and my grandson has a rare resistance to Terramagica energy. So nothing will go wrong.”

Starshine had gotten the lion’s features to where she wanted them and was now working on enlarging it to the size of a young adult male. She finished, sweat glistening at her brow, and the lion illusion shook itself before sitting down on its haunches, as Starshine used the stick to create an illusion of a spear. 

When she finished, the lion took the spear between its teeth and trotted over towards us. Drog and Baroda, who was the biggest half-Orku I had ever known, moved to give us space as I knelt down to accept the spear. As I grasped it, the Aethyr spirit inhabiting the lion illusion said, “Hullo, Mr. King.”

I smiled. “Hullo again, Mr. Lion.” I put my hand out to feel its flank, smooth and hard as were all illusions. “You seem pretty solid.”

The illusion looked past me. “Solid enough to knock Baroda on his warty arse, though I’d pop like a soap bubble before he hit the ground. Starshine’s good at this.” My grandfather began explaining more about the ritual as the Eldarion rose to her feet and went to join Professor Alar and the others, Mr. Lion watching her go past before lowering its voice. “I saw you holding hands with her daughter, who’s going to be the jammiest bit of jam when she grows up. Have you finally found yourself a half-blood lover?”

Here we go again. “I would never even consider it. Not only is she too young, but legally she cannot give consent until her coming-of-age party at sixteen, which will not happen for another three years. Are all Aethyr spirits this obsessed with carnal passion as you are?”

“Not as obsessed as she is with you.” Before I could ask Mr. Lion what it meant, my grandfather called my name and the lion bared its fangs. “Looks like it’s show time.” I got to my feet, the spear solid yet feather light in my hands, as all illusions had substance but little weight. I nodded at my grandfather as the lion bounded away offstage. In turn, my grandfather motioned at Goro before joining the others standing at the opposite side.

Goro nodded and began beating out a complex rhythm on the drum, shaped like a ceramic wine goblet with hide stretched across the top, while the three of us took our places. Goro’s beat had a beginning, a middle, and an end, and I waited for the point where it finished, paused, then started up again to begin our dance.

First came the search. Our bare feet moved in unison as Drog and Baroda moved ahead of me and pretended to look for tracks, Baroda ritually motioning he had found the trail as the lion poked its maned head out from behind a curtain. We dance-pretended to follow its tracks, the lion moving in a circle, its own paws dancing in a counter rhythm to ours as we began closing in. The lion stopped and looked over its shoulder as we got close. Then turned, silently roared, and charged.

I rushed towards it with the spear braced in my hands and the lion bounded away, my two friends falling back as the lion and I continued to dance. It moved as if trying to attack and I ritually scored its flank with the spear, the dance changing to the lion in pain. Then it pretended to score my side with its claws and the dance became the king injured, yet determined to go on. 

Finally, it gave the last charge and I braced the spear, the Aethyr spirit opening a hole where the spear could enter and leave so when the lion impaled itself on the spear, it looked as though the weapon had actually pierced it.

The lion landed on all four paws with the spear sticking out from its chest to its side, prompting a gasp from the audience as it staggered, pretended to roar, and then fell over on its uninjured side. 

I slid the spear from its body and held it over my head. Then ritually broke it as the ancient Nubian kings supposedly did to honor the spirit of the lion. Drog and Baroda joined me once again as the two pieces dissolved, while the lion stirred and rolled onto its stomach.

Then it stood up on its hind legs. Together, the four of us did the victory dance in unison, Drog and Baroda careful to keep their distance from the illusion as we did a complete circle. The complex beat reached its end and we stopped, hands and paws held over our heads as we faced the audience.

Thunderous applause began as we got into a straight line, then took a bow as the crowd, including the Koncava, rose to their feet. Mr. Lion pretended to lose its balance, windmilling its front paws as it staggered, prompting laughter as it righted itself once more. I smiled as I shook my head. “You are such a ham bone.”

“Just doing what I can to make Aethyr magic seem less threatening to the masses,” Mr. Lion replied as Professor Alar announced the end of the lecture, inviting everyone to the reception being held in the building next door, and then thanking those who had been involved. 

Most of the audience were moving towards the exits, though a few were moving towards the stage, including Professor Bella, who was already coming up the stairs. Instead of an evening bag, she had a leather satchel in her hand, which seemed odd until she said, “I hope you do not mind that I brought along my instruments. I may never get a chance like this again.”

I shrugged. “I suppose not.” As she reached the stage and strode towards me, Drog and Baroda were moving towards my grandfather and the others, but Goro watched the professor with a suspicious expression on his warty face. I noticed Mr. Lion watching her as well before the professor reached me as I turned around. Listening as she rummaged inside her satchel, I wondered how many other people were going to ask to examine the birthmark, and how long before I could put on some proper clothing－

Something clamped down between my shoulder blades like a vise. I jerked away, then yelped as I felt a bite like a hornet’s sting, spinning about as Professor Bella’s corpse pale face broke out with a look of triumph. She activated an Artifact amulet in her hand as Goro dropped the drum he had been holding and raced towards me.

The room spun. I fell to my knees, looking up at Professor Bella as glowing blue rings began to circle us, going faster and faster still. “Ze fools do not understand what you are, but I do. Before I finish, I will make you a demigod.”

The lion slammed into her with all its might. It knocked her and the blue rings away from me as the illusion hit the floor and shattered into a thousand pieces which instantly dissolved, Professor Bella snarling as she struggled to reach me a moment before the blue rings around her became blinding. I put my hand in front of my eyes.

When I took them away she was gone, and so was I as the room spun down into darkness and I knew no more.

––––––––
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LITTLE IS KNOWN ABOUT the kingdoms of the Eldarions before humanity rebelled against them, or even why mankind rebelled in the first place. For centuries, it was commonly thought that, after the great rebellion, the world fell in barbarity for thousands of years as the remaining Eldarions hid themselves away from the world.

However, in the 19th Century, archaeological expeditions of Eldarion ruins in Africa, particularly in Egypt, began to shed new light on the time between the Eldarion’s fall and the rise of human civilization, showing that the time between the two was actually much shorter. It has been hypothesized that it was those humans, allied with one or more Eldarion clans, who were the ones that rebuilt civilization.

The Goldspears were one such family. Their oral tradition speaks of a pact with the Nile-Mandrake clan that, in exchange for keeping their Eldarion allies alive, the Eldarions would become advisors to the Goldspears and help them retain their kingship. The kingdom was founded sometime around 3500 BCE, and soon became intertwined with Egypt to the south, lasting for several thousand years.

The kingdom became Christianized in the 11th Century and successfully defended itself against the Islamic invasions until the 14th Century, when a civil war led to its collapse. The Goldspear family broke into two different branches, with the southern family continuing the tradition of keeping the Nile-Mandrake clan alive, while the northern branch became sea traders to help support the southern branch.
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The Mystery Begins
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Smelling salts waved under my nose brought me back. “Jonathan,” an unfamiliar male voice said over the sound of many people all talking at once, “how do you feel?”

It took a moment for my eyes to focus. Kneeling beside me was a half-blood Orku male dressed in a dark suit, his face thinner than any other half-blood Orku I had ever met, and less warty. The fingers taking my pulse were long, and for one with Orku blood, almost delicate. “Giddy and light-headed, like the time when one of my mates acquired a bottle of Eldarion summer wine and we all had a couple glasses.” Several of the people hovering over me chuckled as I asked, “Who are you?” The memory of Professor Bella returned and I added, “What happened?”

Professor Alar knelt down beside me. “This is what happened,” he said, holding out an object. It was a human hand with the flesh of the fingers and thumb stripped away to the first knuckle, exposing bone which had been filed down to sharp points. Sticking out of the palm was a stinger like that of a scorpion. 

I instinctively jerked away as he went on. “This is an Eldarion Artifact, though not one any sane member of my race would ever use.” With his other hand he motioned up at Goro. “The half-breed Orku there pulled it off your back and his affinity for Terramagica neutralized it, preventing the Artifact from causing any further effect on you.”

I stared at the device in horror. “What did it do to me?”

“That is what we are going to find out. Je’kyll,” he said to the slender half-blood, “would you mind coming with us and monitoring Jonathan while I run some tests in my laboratory?”

“As long as his grandfather has no objections.”

Professor Alar got to his feet. “Je’kyll is the son of Victor Frankenstein, a brilliant, if unorthodox scientist, who wanted to prove that a merging of the Orku and human races could produce offspring at least as intelligent as an ordinary human, provided the child was given a proper upbringing. 

“While I have fallen out with his father over the man’s more radical ideas, I still owed him for the help he gave me in the past, and used my influence to get Je’kyll into the Medical College of Edinburgh. Je’kyll repaid my assistance by graduating with top honors. Scottish law prevents him from standing for the medical boards because of his race, but he has made a name for himself treating Ogres and the few Orku that live in the lowlands, who all call him doctor.” Professor Alar gave him a firm nod. “He is the only one of his race who has my trust.”

“That is a good enough recommendation for me,” my grandfather said. “Royce, while Alar finds out what she did to my grandson, can you find out who this Bella person is and who she works for?”

“Straightaway,” the ambassador replied.

“I will come with you as well,” Starshine said, “in case there are Eldarions to deal with. Myste—”

“I’ll stay with Jonathan.” Her mother’s eyes narrowed and Myste added, “I won’t get in the way. I promise.”

“See that you do not.”

“Catherwood,” Professor Alar said, “would you mind coming along as well? I may need your skills in accurate drawing.”

“Go ahead,” Mr. Stephens said to him. “Shabaka, can you stay and help me manage the crowd?”

My grandfather hesitated, clearly torn. “It will take my mind off my worries,” he finally said. “But the moment any of you have information to share, come get me.”

Professor Alar and the ambassador both said they would as Baroda helped me get to my feet, letting me lean on him as we started towards the side of the stage. Much of the crowd still remained, and they broke into applause as we left, my grandfather raising his voice to tell them I was in good hands, we were going to get to the bottom of this attack, and would everyone mind joining him and Mr. Stephens in the lobby for a glass of champagne so they could answer any questions the audience had...

I lost the thread of his words as we walked through a side door into the evening air. I shivered from the cold, but Myste had run back to get my opera cloak, and before we had gone far, ran up and draped it over my shoulders. I gave her slender hand a quick squeeze, getting back a bright smile.

Ambassador Bannon and Starshine headed for the administration building where the Terramagica messaging devices were kept, while Professor Alar led the way to the Aethyr Studies department. He kept to a brisk pace I struggled to match, even with Goro taking my other side. 

My head began to clear as we entered a large courtyard flanked by three large, brick buildings and followed the Eldarion into one of them. The room was paneled in dark wood and lit by gas lamps, illuminating the Gothic style arches over the hallways stretching to either side.

He spoke to the human watchman sitting at a desk beside the entrance, then led us down a darkened corridor to a stout wooden door, which he opened with a brass key.

We entered his laboratory, a large room illuminated from the outside by the outdoor gas lamps lining the walkways, their flickering light shining through the lab’s clear glass windows. Professor Alar moved to a workbench near one of them and picked up an Artifact lamp sitting to one side. He spoke a word in Eldarion and the lamp began glowing with a blue light. 

He hung it from a slender chain connected to the ceiling, doing the same with the lamp on the other side before turning toward us. “I will ask all of you, except for Catherwood and Myste, to remain at least four yards away from this area at all times. Myste, I need you to be my laboratory assistant.”

“Yes, Uncle Alar. May I find stools for the others to sit on?”

The Eldarion blinked. “Yes, of course. The lot of you might as well be comfortable, as this is going to take a while.”

The rest of the laboratory lay in shadowed darkness, but Myste had obviously been there before, because she directed my three friends to where the stools were and made sure they were set the proper distance away. Everyone waited patiently as I was repeatedly tested, both medically and magically, by Je’kyll and Professor Alar.

Je’kyll, who also kept his distance from the workbench, drew blood from me at regular intervals, which Professor Alar placed onto a glass slide and examined under an Artifact called an eye-scope, a device consisting of a black tube connected with a viewer on one end and a transmuted eye on the other. Then he would have Catherwood peer through the device and sketch out what he saw as Professor Alar went on to something else.

In between testing me, he began examining the Artifact hand as if part of a cadaver from an anatomy lesson. When I asked Professor Alar if the hand had been taken from a dead man, he shook his head. “Aethyr energy cannot transmute dead tissue. Wood is normally the only acceptable medium, as it remains alive for a time after being cut, allowing the piece to be carved before transmutation. 

“However, on the rare occasion when a living creature is needed, as an animal was for the eyeball in this eye-scope, every care is taken to make the process as painless as possible. Because the creature must remain alive as the body part is being transmuted.”

We stared at him in horror. “Professor,” Goro said, “you’re telling us that some poor sod was still breathing when they made that thing?” He nodded, and Goro asked, “Does it hurt?”

“Quite a bit. This is why sane Eldarions use Aethyr vapor to anesthetize the animal, as it not only eliminates pain but also makes removal of the body part or parts much easier. You see, the vapor magically weakens the joints to the point where digits, and even limbs, can be snapped off without the loss of blood or—”

There was a knock on the door. “Professor,” a male voice said from the other side, “I’ve got the English ambassador and his wife here, along some fellow who says he’s the lad’s grandfather.”

“Let them in,” Professor Alar replied. There was the scrape of a key in the lock and the door swung open. The night watchman waved before returning to his post down the hallway as the three entered. The professor said, “Royce, did you find out anything about our mysterious Eldarion?”

Ambassador Bannon grimaced. “Starshine and I did and none of it is good. We were fortunate that the fellow on duty here has a passion for studying grisly murders, and remembered the Eldarion’s name when I mentioned it. He then patched me through to the Ministry of Security in Paris who gave us the tale.” He smiled at his wife. “I fear my French has grown rusty, living here in the far north, but I am grateful that Starshine’s has not.”

“Languages always come easy to us.” Starshine hesitated. “Alar,” she said, speaking in French, which my grandmother had taught me as a young child, “the facts of the case are gruesome and I do not wish to alarm the young man.”

“He needs to know, so he can be better prepared.”

“As you wish.” Starshine turned towards me as she switched to English. “The Eldarion Bella truly is a university professor in Paris, who is wanted for the murders of several students.”

“Murder and cannibalism,” Ambassador Bannon added.

––––––––
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IN THE 20th Century, Eldarion have quite entrenched themselves in the natural sciences, yet we often forget what a recent phenomenon this has been, as well as the great contributions they made.

Take Professor Alar, for instance. His study of young Jonathan’s blood and the strange changes he found in the samples (more on that to come), led him to the eventual discovery of blood types, not only in humans, but in the other races as well.

His studies also led him down a dark path of madness, which is documented much, much later in the narrative...
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The Mystery Deepens
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“Cannibalism?” My grandfather stared at him in horror. “Dear God.”

“Bella is going to face heaven’s wrath for the things she has done,” Starshine said. “She would find lonely students without family and take them under her wing while they were at school. Then, some time after they graduated, she would invite them back to the university and lure them down into a forgotten dungeon underneath one of the buildings, where she would stun them using a Terramagica shock-sword, strap them down, and then take her time consuming them while they remained alive.”

I shook my head. “Madame Starshine, that cannot be right about the shock-sword. We use them playing War Chess, and while they have shielding on the pommel unit providing the power, the rattan sword itself has metal strips giving off a Terramagica charge. We have strict rules about keeping non-players away from the fighting, partly for their safety, but also for ours.”

Professor Alar frowned. “Young Jonathan is absolutely correct. I enjoy watching the War Chess matches played here and before every game, the judges announce the rules, beginning with the most important: no spectator is allowed to approach the board while the weapons are active, especially Eldarions.”

“Perhaps the French got their information wrong,” the ambassador said, “and she used an uncharged sword to clout them on the back of the head.”

“Rattan hurts even without a charge,” I added.

“Ambassador,” Starshine said in a cross tone of voice, “the officer was adamant when I challenged him.”

“Regardless,” Ambassador Bannon said, “Bella was found out when a group of students, exploring the catacombs on a lark, found the dungeon and managed to open the door. Her last victim was still alive, though missing part of an arm, and they got him out before she returned. He told the French authorities everything, including where she had buried what remained of the dead student’s bodies.”

“Poor devil,” my grandfather said. “I assume she used Aethyr spells to heal them, ah, in between?”

“Not once,” Starshine replied before the ambassador could. “The French official was adamant on this part as well. Bella was never observed using Aethyr energy either with her victims, or on campus for that matter. The other Eldarion professors told the authorities she kept entirely to herself, which for an Eldarion is unheard of, and used only conventional techniques on her victims when Aethyr spells would have been far more practical. The French official told me, and I quote: ‘It was like Professor Bella had lost the ability to use Aethyr energy at all’.”

“That is absurd,” Professor Alar snapped. “All Eldarions have to use Aethyr on a regular basis, or we sicken and die.”

“There is another alternative,” Je’kyll said. “Professor, may I tell them the reason you fell out with my father?”

Professor Alar’s face grew thoughtful. “I had not considered that, yet you may be right. Go ahead.”

We turned towards Je’kyll as he said, “My father, flush with his success in proving his theory with me, decided to tackle the problem of Eldarions being slowly poisoned by Terramagica energy, by finding a way to make them resistant to Terramagica. He ended up killing two Eldarion females, both Whitesnake addicts living on Londinium’s East-end, and made the daughter of another Eldarion resistant to all magical energy, not just Terramagica but Aethyr as well.”

“That is horrible,” Catherwood said in a voice filled with outrage. “Even though the man is your father, he deserves to be hung.”

“I agree,” Je’kyll replied in a quiet voice. “He hid the evidence from everyone except his other two sons, Igor and Edward, leaving both bodies on the street with their throats cut. Surgically post-mortem, though the police did not recognize the precision of the wounds. Professor Alar asked me to investigate my father’s activities over a different set of experiments and I found his notes detailing everything. The point is, he proved it is possible for an Eldarion to become resistant to Aethyr.”

“Which theoretically might have been caused by whatever disease afflicted Bella during her digs in the Congo,” Professor Alar said. “Why did the French authorities not apprehend her?”

“They did,” Ambassador Bannon answered. “However, she was smuggled out of prison by a group of Eldarions and their human henchmen, and never heard from again... until tonight. Now, I have a question. Je’kyll, what happened to the young Eldarion?”

He shrugged. “The last I heard, Ashe was fighting in the East-end pits with an Ogre named Oscar. I wish I could tell you more, but my brother Igor was not kind to her, and she has a hatred for all half-blood Orku, regardless of who they are.”

“I see.” The ambassador’s face grew thoughtful. “I believe such a person might be of interest to Her Majesty’s government. I shall make some inquiries tomorrow. So, Alar, what can you tell us about young Jonathan?”

Professor Alar hesitated for a long moment. “I am not sure. I tested him, and he is fine; no changes in vital signs despite the attempt to modify him using an illegal Aethyr-created substance, no—”

My grandfather stood up. “Modify him? What on earth are you talking about?”

“Shabaka, please sit,” Ambassador Bannon said. “Alar would know if anything evil were happening to your grandson.” My grandfather sat back down as the ambassador went on. “You see, even though the use of dark Aethyr energy has been banned for centuries, there are still a few cult groups out there that seek to use ancient knowledge in their nefarious practices. One of which is the modification of a human into... something else.” 

A stab of fear went through me. “But you said that was attempted.”

“It was,” Professor Alar said, “yet it seems your blood repels any form of Aethyr modification, as far as I can tell.” 

Catherwood walked over with a small stack of papers in his hand. “I think you will understand better if I show you what I drew.” He handed me the first one as everyone crowded around to see. It was the same as what I had seen in a textbook drawing on blood: small, round cells with a few other odd cells, the function of which no one was quite sure about.

Quite ordinary, except that mine also had cells with small, star-like shapes with seven points, floating around with the rest of the blood cells. Catherwood pointed at one with his forefinger. “I did not have time to do any shading, but unlike the other cells, these are the same exact color as your birthmark.”

“What are they?”

“At this point I can only guess,” Professor Alar said. “As you can see, here the stars seem to be dormant. However, in the second sample,” Catherwood handing me another sheet, “they are beginning to wake up, as it were.” Catherwood had drawn them with the arms of the stars moving. “By the third,” another sheet handed to me, “they are getting quite lively.” 

The star-like things were twisting into all sorts of odd shapes as Professor Alar pointed with his finger at several. “They move much like an octopus swims, starting like this,” he made his hand flat, “then propelling forward,” closing his fingers together. “And by the fourth, they are beginning to multiply.”

The next sheet had the stars cavorting about, but several were in various stages of splitting apart. “I tried to show the various stages,” Catherwood said. “First, a star cell would stop moving and kind of shake. Then, it would begin to split into two different halves, except as it did so, the halves would grow more appendages. When it finished, there would be two separate star cells, which would move off in different directions as if nothing strange had just occurred.”

I was struggling to keep a feeling of panic from overwhelming me. “All this is going on in my blood?”

Catherwood put his hand out to grasp my shoulder. “From what I saw in the eye-scope, these star cells are not doing anything malign to your normal cells.”

“As a matter of fact,” Professor Alar said, “the one conclusion I have drawn about these strange, star-like organisms, is that they protect you.” He glanced at Catherwood, who searched through his sheets before handing one to me. It showed my blood, but with slender, worm-like creatures mixed in with the cells. The star-cells were swarming the worms. “What we saw under the eye-scope was the destruction of the invader cells by your star-cells.”

Ambassador Bannon asked, “I have seen how these mixtures can change a man, when they do not outright kill him, which is more likely to be the case. Have you studied what do they do to the blood?”

“We have. They warp the cells into strange shapes and odd colors, which is why most of the poor, tortured souls who have been given one of these mixtures die. Scientists such as myself are beginning to suspect that the components of the blood are crucial to life.”

My grandfather was shaking his head. “What I cannot understand is why that female did this at all. I mean, if she wanted to protect my grandson, we could have discussed the matter like rational people.”

“She wanted to wake up the star-cells without anyone knowing,” Myste blurted out.

“Myste,” Madame Starshine said in a sharp voice, “what have I told you about interrupting adults when they are speaking?”

“I’m sorry, mum,” she said, dropping her gaze.

“Actually, Myste has quite the good point,” Professor Alar remarked, “which I had not considered. The base of the mixture uses liquefied Aethyr, which is the reason Jonathan passed out, but fortunately he only got about a quarter of the dose Professor Bella intended him to have. Which delayed the reaction, the ‘waking up’ of the star-cells, as young Myste concluded, and gave me a chance to study them as the reaction progressed.”

He gave Ambassador Bannon a troubled look. “So, Professor Bella expected to have Jonathan already teleported to a nearby location, likely somewhere on the university campus as considerable energy is needed to power that spell, with the young man incapacitated for several hours and the reaction in full force.”

“She knows something about this reaction we do not,” Ambassador Bannon said, glancing at me then back again. “While it is possible she intended to change Jonathan into something other than human, I think it unlikely. So this beggars the question of why?” 

“I can give you the answer,” a female voice said from the shadowed darkness behind us. “Yet I fear you won’t like it.”

––––––––
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AH, DOCTOR FRANKENSTEIN. His life work of studying Terramagica energies and its relationship to the more natural forces, like Magnetism and Electricity, should have earned him a place with the giants, such as Tesla. Instead, he is remembered for the resurrection of an Ogre who went on a rampage in Berlin, killing several distinguished Prussian scientists and eventually costing him his life (or so the world believed...).
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Baroda jumped in front of me. “Who’s there?”

“Show yourself,” Drog added, as he and Goro joined the larger half-blood.

“There’s no cause for concern,” the female voice said as a shadowy figure approached. Her speech was that of a lower class person, a tradesman or a crafter, but without any kind of accent. “I’m not a threat to anyone.”

“That remains to be seen,” my grandfather said. “Too much has happened tonight for me to trust a stranger’s word.”

“Then it’s fortunate I’m not a stranger.” The figure reached the edge of the blue witch-light, and I recognized her voice as coming from the person previously sitting in the theater box. She still wore her blue robe and as she raised her hands to pull the hood back, I realized she had a shiny black Artifact arm extending to the elbow. She exposed a thin Eldarion face as she smiled. “It’s been a long time, Shabaka.”

The Eldarion had once been beautiful in the ethereal manner of her people, with light brown skin and almond eyes. But there had been fire, and a bullet digging a long furrow across the edge of her skull, with other scars leaving their mark as well. Seeing her face, my grandfather began to shake. “Naamah?”
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