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​​​Chapter 1: The Death of a Duchess
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On the Island of Aodinn, a greater Island in the lands of Makara

The sun was setting, just hovering above the horizon as another day came to an end. Rylee stood at the window of her bedroom. Looking out over the massive body of water, the South-Merida Ocean seemed unending.

Not for the first time, she looked out wistfully, wondering what lands and cities and people lay beyond. She wondered if her father was somewhere out there, even now sailing on a ship underneath the same sky. Maybe he was thinking about her just as she was thinking about him. 

All her life Rylee had felt like a vital part of her was missing. She was almost seventeen years old, to her people a woman already. Not a child anymore, yet so much of the other half of her existence was missing. Half of her was human. It was this half of her that was still such a mystery, because of the father whose face she had never seen. 

With an effort, Rylee turned away from the window to her bed where a dress of delicate shimmering chiffon lay across the bedspread. In deep thought she undressed, letting the white plain cotton dress she had worn that day fall at her feet. 

Like all her people she had pale blue skin. They were amphibious, and each of them could live and breathe underwater just as easily as they did on land. Where all the other Makarans had scales like a fish on their skin, Rylee's was soft and smooth, pearlescent, marking her as half-human. Her eyes were a deep sea-green and her hair was mostly blonde, streaked with green. Unlike the other Makarans, who had webbed hands and feet, hers didn't have any kind of webbing. She was not as adept in the water as the rest of her people were. She had gills and lungs, making it possible for her to breathe underwater. She knew the language of most sea creatures and could converse with them just as easily as any other Makaran, yet all her life her differences had marked her as an outsider.

She knew that when she had been born, only her mother's love and her mother's station and authority had kept Rylee alive. Now the Duchess was dying. And before she did, she would give Rylee the last piece of the puzzle that Rylee needed to find him. Fallyn would not go to her grave without giving her daughter what she had been promising Rylee since she was a child: Her father's name, and the freedom to go out and find him.

After she was dressed, her hair piled high on her head, she sat and waited for Mildred, her mother's chamber matron, to come and take her to Fallyn's bedside. After what felt like an eternity there came a soft knock on her door and Rylee's breath caught painfully in her chest. After tonight her mother would be dead. She would be an outsider to her people once and for all. Rylee would be free to go where she wanted and to travel wherever she wished. 

Provided it was far away from the Makaran Kingdom.   She would be alone. Free, but all alone in the world. Tears stung her eyes. She blinked them away furiously. When she opened the door, a short elderly woman was bent before her in a curtsy. Mildred's hair was a waxy green and her form was bent by age. Her face was deeply lined, and she wore a long forest-green cloak. "Lady Rylee, your mother, the Duchess, sent word. She is waiting." 

Without waiting for an answer, Mildred turned around and walked on, leading the way, expecting Rylee to follow. Rylee did, closing the door of her room behind her and taking a deep breath. She set her face in a determined and detached expression, knowing that showing no emotion was what was expected of her, at least until she and her mother could be alone.

When she stepped into her mother's chamber, Rylee saw that the curtains had been opened. The room had a pungent medicinal smell to it. Sacred herbs had been burned while the Bahari priests had prayed over Fallyn's wasting form. The fading sunlight shining through the windows cast Fallyn's face into harsh relief. Her mother must've expressed a wish to see the last of the dying sunset. Rylee couldn't seem to look away from the rise and fall of Fallyn's chest. There was a rattling sound to her breathing. To Rylee, it sounded like bones being shaken and clanging against each other.

She sat down in a chair next to her mother's bed. At just over 5 feet tall, Rylee was shorter than most Makarans. Fallyn was even shorter than Rylee. A fragile woman even before the illness had caused her to waste away, she was now only a pile of bones underneath a light cotton blanket. Her skin had always been a deeper blue than Rylee's and where Rylee's skin was smooth with a pearl sheen to it, Fallyn's skin was scaled like the rest of the Makarans. Now, however, the colour had drained from her, leaving her a washed-out faded blue.

Rylee took her mother's pale blue, scaled, and webbed hand into her own. Then she looked at Fallyn's face and saw the truth of her suffering in every line. Her mother had been beautiful just a few months earlier. Now the unnamed illness had taken its toll. Where Fallyn's hair had once been a lustrous deep blue, it lay faded and limp across her pillow. Her eyes were a deep shade of emerald and still sparkled with humour, love, and kindness, especially when she looked at her daughter. They were sunk deep into her skull, and around them were pockets of a deeper grey. Her lips were cracked and dry. Her once beautiful voice now never spoke above a whisper. When she breathed, a smell wafted from deep inside her, reminiscent of rotting fruit. 

The people of Makara didn't have healers in the traditional sense. Life was given by Bahari, the god of the sea. And when Bahari decided to end a life, so a life shall be ended. Fallyn was only thirty-four years old. So young to be dying. Three months earlier, she had stopped eating, stopped singing, and stopped smiling. She had locked herself in her room for two weeks to pray. When finally, she had permitted her handmaidens to enter, they had found her lying in bed. She had started wasting away. A priest had been sent to her. He had proclaimed her illness to be that of the heart and mind, rather than that of the body. Rylee had begged her mother to eat, to get up, but Fallyn had only smiled and proclaimed, "This life is only the beginning, I wish to stand on a new shore, to swim in new oceans, to see a new world."

Makarans didn't believe in any form of true death. They believed that a soul dying on this plane of existence would be reincarnated into a new form elsewhere. They didn't believe in sadness when a person or an animal was dying, because the person or creature was merely stepping into another form of life.

Rylee found it difficult to reconcile her sadness about what was happening to her mother with those Makaran beliefs. Her heart was breaking. She knew that these feelings were only another affirmation that she didn't belong here. 

She never felt less like a Makaran than she did at that moment, unable to shed a tear for her dying mother. From time to time her mother had visions, and dreams, that the Makarans believed were a form of prophecy.   Faye, they called it. In her sickness, Fallyn had sat with priests and spoke of a darkness that was coming that would consume the whole world. In the months since her mother had fallen ill, Rylee had sat many days at her mother's bedside listening to these ranting prophecies and wondering if there was any truth to them. Whether it was prophecy or merely delirium.

It didn't seem to matter to the Bahari priests one way or the other. They took notes, they oohed and aahed and scribbled on parchment whatever Fallyn said, but they didn't seem to care. Their interest lay in recording everything while doing nothing. Rylee had heard them talk about a sign from Muriel. Without a sign from her or from Bahari himself, they weren't planning on doing anything. In their talk, Rylee heard an unspoken agreement that the priests thought this darkness had nothing to do with the Makarans.

They believed that some kind of war was brewing in the greater world North of them, beyond the Makaran Islands. Whatever those people did, whatever befell them, the priests felt it had nothing to do with Makara. Their people could live in the oceans as easily as they could live on land. Even then, a great number of them did.

Four islands made up the Makaran lands. The ocean, however, was unending and didn't have any borders where the Makarans lived. If this war, this darkness spread and consumed their islands, undisturbed for centuries, then they would simply take to the waters of the ocean and continue their simple lives, undisturbed there. It was clear that the priests believed whatever this coming darkness was if it destroyed all the people in the lands North of here, all those land dwellers who had been destroying the oceans, befouling the waters, killing the fish and ocean life, then it was the justice of Bahari. Their only concern was in protecting the shard of heaven that they believed was kept by the celestial Muriel on an Island in the middle of the ocean East somewhere. 

The shard of heaven was a powerful weapon, they believed. It had changed the Makaran people into the protectors of the sea as they were. If the shard fell into the wrong hands, then it could be the undoing of the Makaran people and all the world.

Rylee pushed the thoughts of darkness and death from her mind. Her mother was clear-eyed and aware for the time being. She wouldn't waste these last moments alone with her mother wondering about a prophecy that none of her people even believed in. Fallyn looked up at her daughter and smiled. For the time being, they were alone. 

Rylee dropped the armour of detachment that she had adorned only a few minutes earlier. She let the human side of her take over. She lay her head on her mother's shoulder and sobbed. Weak and seemingly exhausted, Fallyn lifted her hand and stroked her daughter's hair. She knew that these tears wouldn't be the last that Rylee would shed for her. Here under the Makaran expectation of propriety, it was perhaps the most difficult. Fallyn sighed.

She had never understood these human emotions of her daughter’s. Fallyn still remembered tantrums and tears from when Rylee was little. This daughter had always been half a mystery to her, but for all that, she loved her all the more.

She knew, however, that time for her was short. When Rylee's tears started to taper off, Fallyn pushed herself into a sitting position so she could speak with Rylee more seriously. "Since you were a small child, you have been asking me about your father. I promised that I would tell you one day. I'm thinking now that I should've told you about him long ago, but I was selfish." Rylee wanted to interrupt her mother with a denial, but Fallyn continued before she could. "I was selfish to keep the truth from you. I knew you would want to go out into the wider world and go look for him. I wanted to keep you with me as long as I could. Now I'm dying. I will leave this world, but not before I have shown you." She took Rylee's face between her hands. Both women closed their eyes. This was a magic that mother and daughter shared. It was unique to the two of them.

The priests of Bahari didn't know that Rylee had inherited some of her mother Faye’s gift. If they did, they would see her, not only as an outsider but as something dangerous. Rylee wasn't as strong as her mother. She had a bit of the Faye gift, and this allowed her mother to show her images in her mind, like a dream. Together they went back in time, almost eighteen years back, to before Rylee was born. Rylee saw a memory from her mother's mind through Fallyn's eyes. 

Through Fallyn's memory, Rylee saw a group of people enter the castle of Aodinn. They were all dressed in colourful garb with large hats cocked on their heads. To Rylee, they looked strange. The Makarans were dressed plainly by comparison. The expressions on their faces were as different as their clothes. The Lochmarians displayed open curiosity while the Makarans revealed nothing but polite, stoic interest. Suddenly Rylee heard her mother's sickly voice inside her head. "This was during the Lochmaria peace treaty renewal. You remember your history lessons, don't you?"

Rylee recalled what she had been taught about the Yularan Kingdom, about the Lochmarian Federation, and after all of that, the biggest event in their history: Starfall. “When a group of rebels broke free from the Kingdom and built the free Federation of Lochmaria, a great war was fought between Lochmaria and the Kingdom. Long after peace came between Yulara and Lochmaria, another war was fought between the gods. When Bahari defeated the other gods in a celestial battle and cast them from the sky in the form of stars, he sent us a gift and a message with a celestial being named Muriel. She brought a shard from heaven to these islands that changed us. It made us Makarans. 

Our people made a promise to Bahari when he let the stars fall from the sky, one thousand seven hundred and forty-six years ago. He bestowed the gifts of the ocean onto our people. Starfall changed us, and we became more than human. In turn, we promised Bahari that we would take care of his oceans, and we have been the protectors of the ocean ever since. For hundreds of years thereafter we were at war of our own with Lochmaria. 

They plundered our seas and befouled our oceans. We cast storms and beasts against their vessels. They, in turn, killed many of us. The oceans ran red with our blood and theirs. One skirmish after the other. No side winning, and neither side relenting.

Finally, a group of Lochmarians signed a peace treaty with the Makarans. These people were rebels, pirates in the eyes of the Kingdom. Today, in the Lochmarian Federation, they are referred to as the Eight Swashbucklers. Or the first Eight. They are the eight Pirate families, escapees from the clutches of the Kingdom. They established themselves in Lochmaria as the governing body of the Federation. They reached out to our people hundreds of years ago and made the first steps toward peace between Lochmaria and the people of Makara. They realised it was in their best interest to take care of the oceans, just like we did. They promised to respect our laws and our way of living. In turn, we would offer them safe passage across the ocean for their ships. No Yularan vessels move across these oceans anymore."

Through her mother's eyes, Rylee saw this group of people, all of them men, with new eyes. Their colourful garb and cocked hats, the gold they wore, the arrogant expressions, all made more sense. They were pirates.   Each of them is a representative of one of the eight Swashbuckler houses of Lochmaria.

The meeting unfolded before her eyes as introductions were made. Each of the men bowed in front of her mother with a flourish. She saw that while all of them were men, all of them were pirates, not all of them were human. Some of them seemed so strange that she couldn't begin to guess what race they claimed, and she guessed that some of them were of mixed origins, as she was. Half human, half something else. The meeting was a relaxed affair, simply a renewal of the terms that had been agreed upon hundreds of years earlier. 

When the meeting ended, one of the human pirates, previously introduced as Captain Ulissis the Hearty, introduced his oldest son to the Makarans. 

Brodriak was a handsome young man of twenty. He had long fiery red hair tied in a ponytail behind his head. With his strong jaw and deep-set clear grey eyes, his face had a pride and dignity to it. Perhaps there was a slight arrogance as well in the set of his mouth and the deep groove between his eyes.

On his chin, there was the beginnings of a red beard. He was tall and lean, very handsome, and very self-assured. It was clear that life had been particularly kind to this young man up until then. He had the faith of the untested, the certainty of the unproven. When he was introduced to her mother, he bowed deeply to Duchess Fallyn. When their eyes met, Rylee's breath caught in her chest, and she knew. Without having to hear Fallyn confirm it, she knew that this young man, Brodriak, was her father.

One image after another flashed before Rylee's eyes. One of them was Brodriak and Fallyn sitting at a feast table, stealing glances at each other. Another flash and they were dancing, Fallyn laughing up into Brodriak's face, him smiling at her indulgently. Another image showed them walking the deck of a ship, alone in the waning moonlight.

The last image became blurry and finally broke up as Fallyn brought Rylee back to the present. "What happened between you two?" Rylee asked quietly, all too aware of her mother's laboured breathing. She had thought that with her father's identity known all her questions would be answered, but on the contrary, she had more questions than ever and didn't think they had enough time. Fallyn coughed deeply and then looked at Rylee once more.

"I fell deeply in love with him. From the moment I met him, I wanted to know him. He was so different from anyone I had ever known. So carefree. Just... So free. It was contagious. It filled me with wonder, with possibility. It was so completely different from the life I knew, where every minute detail was planned out. No one else had ever charmed me so completely before. 

We talked and danced and kissed in the moonlight. I guess I knew from the very first that whatever time we would have together, would be short-lived. So that night I swam out to his ship. We spent the night together.

The next morning, he told me that he was married. He acted as if I had bewitched him with spells and forced myself into his bed." Fallyn gave a humourless laugh. 

"His marriage had been arranged. He had barely known the girl when he had left with his father for the Makaran Islands. She had already been with child when he left. Responsibility pulled him back home, and I had to let him go. You have at least one half-brother or half-sister that I know of."

Even now Rylee could see the wounded pride and the hurt still visible on her mother’s face after all these years. "Nine months later you were born, and you were the best thing that ever happened to me. It never felt like a mistake. And if I could do it all over again, I would still do it the same." Fallyn assured her, now gripping Rylee's hand desperately, willing her to understand. "So, my father never knew about me? He still doesn't know about me?" 

Rylee had always known that the answers to her father's absence in her life wouldn't be easy. She had often imagined that he must've died and couldn't be with them, though of course, he would want to. When she was older and she realised how little her mother had said about him over the years, she expected some kind of scandal attached to her conception. Never for a moment had she considered the possibility that he didn't know she existed. 

"He knows. When you started asking more difficult questions and became more insistent, I knew that you would insist on the truth sooner or later. I was angry at him for leaving me and didn't want to talk to him. I wrote him a letter, for your sake." 

Now Fallyn pulled a thin chain from around her neck. On the chain was a small silver key. "Hand me that box on the table over there." She pointed to an ornately engraved wooden box. Rylee brought it over and her mother unlocked it. From it, she pulled a stack of letters, a small bundle considering all the years that had gone by. There was a gold locket with a symbol engraved in the middle. The symbol was the same as the wax seal on the letters. 

"It's the crest of your father's house. You can read the letters, but you'll note that they are very formal. Disappointingly so. He assured me that if you ever wanted to meet him, then you could present the locket and the letters at the gate of his house, and you would be able to ask for a private audience with him. 

Three days from now we are sending a ship to Port Axton and from there you will travel with Sean further into Lochmaria, to Brodriak's house in the city of Newport. The last letter I sent him a few weeks ago came back, unopened, and this worries me." Fallyn's brow furrowed and another heavy coughing fit wracked her slight body.

Sweat sprang to her brow before she was done. Rylee left her mother's bed. She took a bowl from the cupboard and in the room next door she filled it with water from a bucket. She returned to her mother's bed with the bowl of water and a cloth. Next, she dipped the corner of the cloth in the cool water and began softly washing her mother’s face. 

When Fallyn's coughing subsided once more and her face was clean and cool, Rylee sat back down in the chair next to Fallyn's bed. "You have the letters to remind Brodriak of his promise. That is all I can do for you to help you along. Makara has become too small for you. Too confining. You need to see the bigger world and find your place in it out there somewhere." 

Fallyn squeezed Rylee's hand with more strength than Rylee would've thought possible considering how weak her mother had become. "You have to believe that there is a place for you in this world. A purpose. You were never an accident of fate." With the last of her strength seeming to drain from her touch into Rylee's heart, Fallyn fell back onto the pillows with her eyes closed. Rylee's heart contracted painfully as a spasm of fear lanced through her. Then she saw that her mother was breathing, and she relaxed.

Dying but not dead yet, it seemed that Fallyn still had a way to go before she would submit to death. Rylee felt tears stinging her eyes. She pushed it aside as Mildred came in to close the curtains. The last of the sunset had finally faded to darkness.

In the distance, Rylee could see the soft light of candles and hearth fires being lit in the stone homes of the Makaran population. Fallyn's castle sat on top of the highest hill on Aodinn Island and looked out over the village. The Island was a beautiful landscape of lush greenery and tropical flowers. 

The Makaran homes sat between the trees, scattered haphazardly. They didn't populate the islands so much as blend into the general scenery and most of the homes were put together with rocks stacked on top of each other and were overgrown with vines and flowers. The beach far below was a streak of silver sand in the moonlight.

Rylee sat back and thought of everything her mother had said. She now had a face and a name to go on. She imagined how it would be to finally stand before her father, before Brodriak the Red, Captain of Lochmaria, pirate of the Merida seas and beyond. She thought wistfully about what it would be like to have him see her for the very first time. 

To have him acknowledge her as his daughter.
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​Chapter 2: Conversing With the Elder


[image: ]




Tylwyth Teg city of Subremis, underneath the Imopteb desert. 

Alastar left the praying chamber. As usual, after communing with the Elders, he had a nosebleed, and he felt light-headed. Communicating with the mind was draining. For now, it was necessary. As he stepped into his private chambers, his dark purple skin, the colour of bruises, gleamed with sweat.

He was a thin and very tall faefolkian male with silky, pure white hair that fell almost to his waist. He had the delicate features and pointed ears of any regular faefolk. His eyes were colourless, as white as his hair. Looking at his eyes, one might mistake him for being blind, but the Tylwyth Teg had perfect dark vision.

All through the city of Subremis, there were minimal light sources. A few veins of mithril that glowed in the dark could be seen scattered through the natural stone caverns that the faefolkian city had been carved into. These veins of mithril provided a natural source of dim purplish light, more than enough for any dark faefolk to function. If there was one word to describe High Priest Alastar, it was Timeless. 

He slipped into the cold water of the bath that had been run for him by his servants and contemplated the latest news from his informant, Operative One, in the Yularan Kingdom. So far, Operative One had proven to be loyal and competent. More than competent, she was extraordinary.

In the years Operative One had spent in the inner circle of the Kingdom, she had not strayed from her duty. She had set herself up to be a vital link in Alastar’s plans for moving forward. It had been her news that Alastar had related to the Elders. The Elders were pleased with their progress. They had been sceptical of his plans for Operative One when Alastar had first laid it out for them. Now the Elders could see that it had been a brilliant idea. It was risky, it all depended on how well Operative One could play her part and how much she could accomplish before getting caught. Operative One’s role was only a single part of a plan that had been set in motion more than two hundred years earlier. 

Lying back in the stone bath, Alastar closed his white, pupil-less eyes and let the cold water relax his body. It had been stiflingly hot in the praying chamber and the cool water was a blessed relief. His mind was aching. After his bath, he would drink a sleeping potion that would knock him out for a couple of hours. He had earned the rest. Not many of the dark faefolk had the mental capacity to communicate with the Elders, without going completely insane. 

Alastar had been chosen as High Priest because of his superiority in the arcane arts. He had proven himself worthy of the position, time and again.

The Tylwyth Teg were the worshippers of the gods of darkness. They had been slaughtered for this choice. By the Aos Si and by the Celestines. Those of them who had not been banished into Purgatory by the gods of light had been driven to near extinction. Finally, the remaining Tylwyth Teg had fled to the Imopteb desert, where few of the other races could survive the merciless conditions, the monstrosities that also called the desert their home, the barren landscape, and the unrelenting heat. It is here where the Tylwyth Teg had thrived and built themselves a new home underground, under the mountains in the darkness.

When they had first fled to the desert, their numbers had been down to a hundred and twenty. Only a hundred and twenty Tylwyth Teg had survived. Most of their history and arcane gifts had been lost. It had taken them over five thousand years to grow in numbers and regain their strength. For over five thousand years they had been cut off from the gods of darkness and the Elder. Alastar's people had been searching for over eight hundred years for a door into Purgatory, where the Elder had been banished by the gods of light thousands of years before Starfall.

They had waited for a special leader among their kind to be born. When Alastar had been a mere arcane priest, he had been working on breaking the wall between the Material Plane and Purgatory. He had been one of twenty priests who had devoted their lives to this task. Finally, one day, he had started hearing the voices of the Elder on the other side of the barrier. Soon he found a way to connect others with the Elder mind. After that, Alastar had been chosen as High Priest and his plans to create the Ithnain had been set into motion.

In the Imopteb desert, the barrier between the material plane and other planes of existence was thinner than anywhere else. For over six thousand years the elemental plane had been seeping into this area from underground, creating a desert, when the rest of the continent had been green, lush, and thriving. Some might call it blind luck that the Tylwyth Teg had ended up here, in the Imopteb desert, right where the plane barriers were at its weakest. Alastar liked to believe that it had been divine intervention.

For Alastar to be communicating telepathically with the Elder mind was an achievement that the Tylwyth Teg had hoped for but had not believed they would see in their lifetime. It had made the others regard Alastar with reverence and respect that he could scarcely have imagined. Alastar had so many tongs in the fire, and projects underway. It was a daily struggle to juggle all those balls. If even one of those delicate balls fell and shattered on the ground, then his people would be wiped from existence and Alastar would be the first to go. Neither the gods of darkness nor the Elder forgave mistakes easily. Being the High Priest had its risks.

Alastar knew that for their racial cousins, the Aos Si, the dark faefolk were an abomination. As different from the Aos si in appearance as they were in nature, the Tylwyth Teg worshipped the five gods of darkness, believing in the freedoms that these gods could provide them.

3760 Years before Starfall, the High Priest of the order of Dowan, had a vision. Zatavu, the High Priest, had dreamed of what would happen to the faefolk if they continued to worship the gods of light. Zatavu had seen the regal faefolk, under the rule of man, who had at that stage been nothing more than an intelligent ape, travelling in their little nomadic tribes. Zatavu saw the dignified Aos Si imprisoned in military prison camps all along the continent. He saw the faefolk suffer, driven to near extinction, while the son of man prospered. Unable to accept the destruction of one of the ancient races, one of the first children of the gods of light, Zatavu sought comfort in his prayers and received no answer.

Finally, Zatavu had contacted one of the Elders, a race created by the gods of darkness and a sworn enemy of the Aos Si up to that point. The Elder had introduced Zatavu to the gods of darkness. Never had Zatavu the High Priest felt such raw power coursing through his veins. He had renounced Dowan and had turned his followers to the gods of darkness. In return for new power, the gods of darkness had demanded a sacrifice from the faefolk; that they would subject themselves to the Psychic Harvest and so provide sustenance for the Elders. The Psychic Harvest and the renouncement of their old gods had caused the faefolk to change. They had turned from Aos si into Tylwyth Teg. They were shunned and later almost wiped from existence for this.   Alastar knew the name that the Aos si had given to the Elder. Siceach Céasadh. For the Tylwyth Teg, they were simply the Elder.

After his bath, dressed in fresh new robes, Alastar felt better and decided to check on the new crop of Ithnain that had been born. He made his way out of his chambers, into the long hall, down a staircase. His palace was decorated sparingly, belying his true exaltation in Tylwyth Teg society. When one lived in almost constant darkness, there was very little need for decoration and adornment.

Three members of his personal guard followed him, a few respectful steps behind. The Tylwyth Teg soldiers were dressed in identical dark cloaks covered by bronze chainmail. They carried spears and shields, and each had a sword in a scabbard at their side. Their expressions, detached professionalism, were as uniform as their clothing. All the soldiers had dark purple skin tones in various shades and hair ranging from light blonde to silver. All of them had pupilless white eyes, marking them as Tylwyth Teg.

In the courtyard, Alastar climbed into a carriage made from dark oak and adorned with gold-plated decoration.   The carriage was pulled by two hellhounds that the Tylwyth Teg had tamed centuries ago. As his carriage moved through the city of Subremis, Alastar glanced out the carriage window. People were moving everywhere. The cobbled streets wound through the stone city. Here and there were splashes of artificial light that the arcanists had developed for the other members of society who couldn't function as well in the dark as the Tylwyth Teg could. 

The city was a bustle of activity that never truly stopped. Because they lived underground, they had no real concept of night or day. The working days tended to last longer. The Tylwyth Teg city of Subremis was built in a gargantuan cavern deep underground. Stalagmites had been carved out to form buildings and the whole city was a natural structure carved in the underground cavern. The roof of the cavern was so far above them that they couldn't see it. The city had been built next to a natural underground lake. In the saltwater lake, the water was always lukewarm.

High Priest Alastar’s carriage moved through Main Street, through the concourse, and down East End Street. The Military garrison and The Ithnain Birthing Clinic were two separate buildings at the end of this street. Alastar was welcomed into the clinic by Tracine, the Head Matron. She was one of the Omega Ithnain, those born with not enough human traits to be established in the world above, either in the Kingdom or Lochmaria, but who was intelligent and loyal to the Tylwyth Teg cause and could be used in a position of authority. The Ithnain were a race of people that the Tylwyth Teg had created by capturing humans, Aos si, Daoine Coille, or Celestines and breeding them with the Tylwyth Teg in the hopes of creating a legion of spies that could be sent undercover into key positions across the world of top dwellers. The experiment had proven a moderate success. Now, two hundred years after the first prisoners were captured for this purpose, babies were born that had none of the Tylwyth Teg’s startling features.

Because the Ithnain were a secondary race, they enjoyed none of the privileges that the full-blooded faefolk had. Most of the Ithnain failed experiments were destroyed shortly after birth. Tracine was one of the lucky few who had been born with light coppery skin, ash-grey eyes, and ears that were less pointed than other Tylwyth Teg. For a while, she had shown enough potential to become a Beta Ithnain, someone who could pass for a faefolk-human half breed, but in the end, her dark faefolkian ancestry had proven too strong.   After her thirteenth birthday, she had been classified as an Omega. She had, however, shown enough potential in the healing arts to become a healer and had worked in the clinic since she was twenty-two years old. She was now forty-five and had been head matron for more than ten years. Tracine was always nervous in the High Priest’s presence, and Alastar enjoyed watching her try to hide it.

She escorted Alastar to the neonatal ward where fifteen babies were bawling in their cribs. Five of them had only been born the previous night and that morning. The rest had indicators clipped to their cribs to show their classifications: gold for Alpha and silver for Beta. Both the Alpha and Beta babies would be re-evaluated after their thirteenth birthday. Omega-classified babies were usually disposed of directly after birth.

Alastar walked through the cribs of the new arrivals. He looked them over, picking them up for closer inspection as Tracine walked with him with a clipboard and marked his comments down.

Two of the babies showed strong Beta potential, maybe to be put back into breeding once they were old enough. Two of the babies were clearly Omega. They were not human or some normal form of faefolk either. Instead, their skin was a dull, dark grey. Their ears were malformed. They disgusted Alastar. “These two can be disposed of, and quickly,” Alastar informed Tracine through clenched teeth. Then he turned to the last baby.

It was a boy. He had pale skin with a rosy undertone and his hair was a normal, curly brown. There was nothing faefolkian about him. He looked fragile and human.   Alastar picked the crying baby up. As the baby cried in his arms, Alastar put the newborn against his chest. “There, there little one.” The baby quieted and looked up at Alastar. His eyes seemed strangely wise to the High Priest. Tracine looked at the dark faefolk cooing over the baby boy, and a shiver went down her spine. It was a strange picture. It left her feeling cold inside. She knew that he had no love for any of these babies. They were useful tools, and that was all.

Alastar looked at Tracine. She dropped her gaze to stare respectfully at the floor before the High Priest could see something in her gaze that would give her feelings away. “Mark this one as Alpha. And send him to my manor in three weeks, along with a wet nurse.” Alastar gave the baby over to Tracine. When he left the nursery, Tracine was staring after him with the utmost loathing in her eyes. She put baby Alpha back into his crib. Then she went to talk to his mother, a Beta Ithnain, to inform her that, if she could play the part of a wet nurse well enough, she would see her son and could be in his life.

While Alastar rode back to the palace, he contemplated giving the exciting news to his wife Morgaine. Their house would be filled with the cries of a baby once more. This time a boy. He hoped Morgaine would be happy. She had been melancholy after their foster daughter had left on her mission. Alastar and Morgaine had never been able to conceive children of their own. They had accepted this until Alastar had been chosen as High Priest. Then Morgaine had started pestering Alastar for one of the Alphas. He had been reluctant. Alpha Ithnain was raised by full-blooded Tylwyth Teg families, to ensure their loyalty to the dark faefolk, rather than to the Ithnain. While the faefolk had magical abilities at their disposal, the dark faefolk had learned from the Aos Si’s mistakes long ago.

Trying to create a new race with arcane methods wasn't the way to go. The vile orcs were a perfect object lesson for this. Breeding captured prisoners with selected dark faefolk was a much more time-consuming method, but it had paid off. Operative One was the perfect example of Alastar's Ithnain experiment being a success. At first, he hadn’t wanted Morgaine getting attached to an Ithnain child, even an Alpha classification. It could always happen that the child didn’t show enough potential as an Alpha and had to be sent back to the Ithnain breeding facility as a reclassified Beta. Aos Si and Tylwyth Teg could live for up to 800 years. Even the simple Daoine Coille had the same longevity. The Ithnain were a coin toss when it came to longevity. Some of them inherited the faefolkian aging ability, and some of them were more human. And humans didn't age well.

When their daughter came to live with them, Morgaine had been overjoyed. Alastar had felt himself getting attached to the Ithnain child, despite his misgivings. It had been hard to resist the girl. She had been beautiful, talented, clever, and mischievous. They had raised her since she had been three weeks old. After she had turned forty-five, she had been sent as Operative One to the Kingdom. She had inherited the faefolkian longevity and looked between eighteen and twenty-five years old.

Alastar hoped that the Alpha baby boy would be as successful. He decided they would name the baby Sorin.
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​Chapter 3: To Choose a Druid
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Diarmuid, human settlement between the Starr and Rionadd Rivers. 

Sabina opened her eyes with a start. It was dark in the barn and at first, she didn't know where she was. Then Finn stuck his nose into her ear and snorted. Sabina realised it had happened again. She had fallen asleep in the barn while brushing Finn and the rest of the horses. By the light shining in from the wooden slats overhead, she guessed that it was late morning. Realising how late it must be, she jumped up and pulled her cloak together. When she stepped out of the barn the silence hit her like an avalanche.

Everyone must already be gathered in the town hall and Sabina was the only one not there.

That night, Druid Eamon would preside over the transformation ceremony and a successor would be chosen. This morning, however, the students would be introduced to the town. Sabina thought it ridiculous that they should be introduced to their own families and to townspeople who had known them since they were born. Though, so it was, so it had always been. She knew that arguing with tradition was futile.

Sabina ran full speed to the town hall. She was a short, lanky, thirteen-year-old girl with thick red hair that cascaded wildly down her back. Her small face was very pale and pinched. She had small, beady eyes and a sharp little nose dusted with freckles that gave her a mousey look. Her knees were scabbed and knobbly. She could run very fast and darted between the wooden houses close to the barn. The grass was still wet with morning dew.

Theirs was a small village made of houses surrounded by a few farms. Most of the houses functioned as both homes and businesses. This morning the village seemed eerily quiet. Every single person in the village was at the meeting hall in the middle of town. Dogs barked nearby and crickets chirped. Bird song seemed to greet her as she ran along the dirt road through to the village centre.

The hall was the biggest building in the middle of their village and as Sabina ran, her red curly hair flew behind her. Twigs and clumps of hay were still stuck in between the fiery red strands and across one pale white cheek, a smear of mud stood out like a sore thumb. When she got close to the middle of town, she stopped running.

Since the whole village was gathered there today, Sabina could see groups of people standing just inside the hall doors, as there were never enough seats for everybody. The town hall was a stone and wood building, very much like a barn. The town meetings were always held in this place. Next to the meeting hall was the church of Bormana. The church was a stone building painted white. Blue-coloured glass windows let sunlight into the church, giving the interior the feel of being inside a glass bottle. The church was Sabina's favourite building in the village. She had always loved going there for worship ceremonies since she was very small.

The clerics that worked there were an interesting group of older people and younger ones who had felt the call of Bormana. Across from the town hall and the church, next to the dirt road, the only main road through the village was Mayor Tubult's house. Next to the mayor's house were the law master and village guard barracks where the law master and the few village guards lived. Next to the barracks was the local blacksmith and next to that was the bakery, the butcher, and a general store. Across from that on the other side of the road was Druid Eamon's little wooden house. The local school was next to his house.

In the generation that a new Druid would be chosen, all children from eleven years to fifteen years old were called to the school to study with the village Druid for two years before a successor would be chosen. Many children in their village never completed a formal education and most children grew up to become what their parents were before them. Different trades were learned at home. Sabina was one of the handful of children in the village to have enjoyed the privilege of a formal education for the past two years.

When the two years of preparation had been completed, the children took part in a transformation ceremony where one student was chosen as the Druid successor. Their transformation ceremony would happen that night under the star-strewn sky, next to the fire pit in the woods. Sabina was looking forward to that.

She went around the back of the building, hoping to slip in unnoticed, knowing Druid Eamon's students would already be standing at the front of the pavilion while the rest of the town would be sitting in chairs facing them.

When she got to the back of the building, she stopped short as she saw Malachi pacing up and down, clearly agitated. With a sheepish smile on her face, she walked up to him. Malachi was big for a boy of fifteen. He had strong arms and wide shoulders. When they stood next to each other, the top of Sabina's head barely reached his chest. They had been best friends since their earliest childhood and made an odd pair.

Malachi was strong and quiet. Many of the villagers called him an oaf, though Sabina knew that he wasn't stupid or slow, he was just shy and rather clumsy. He didn't speak quickly or thoughtlessly; he considered every word that he wanted to say and rarely said anything in the heat of the moment. Sabina was the exact opposite. She had a fiery temper to go with her red hair and always said things she later regretted. At only thirteen years old, she was the youngest and smallest student in their class and Druid Eamon often expressed exasperation at Sabina's ability to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. The old druid often remarked, “If Sabina would spend half as much time listening as she did on chattering the time away, she would do better in her studies.”

When Malachi saw her and put his hands on his hips, Sabina wanted to giggle. He looked very stern as he regarded her. "And where the hell have you been? Of all the days you could be late, it had to be today?" Sabina dodged past him, in no mood for a lecture, but Malachi wasn't finished. "You know how important today is and look at your hair." As she stepped inside the back door of the building, up the stairs to the back of the pavilion, she felt Malachi's fingers picking at a clump of grass knotted in her red curls.

They snuck in at the back. Oona and Manus were just stepping onto the stage. Quietly Sabina fell in behind them and Malachi brought up the rear as the students took their places. They sat down in chairs The whole village looked up at them expectantly, then back at Druid Eamon standing at the podium.

Sabina gave a small wave to her parents, who had managed to find seats in one of the middle rows. Sabina's father smiled at her, but her mother was frowning. She took in Sabina's dishevelled appearance and Sabina felt her cheeks turning a bright red in embarrassment as her mother dismissed her with a shake of her head. She felt better when she glanced at her father, who was shaking with suppressed laughter.

Then Druid Eamon started speaking and everyone fell quiet once again, listening to the druid. He seemed like a frail old man. Grey beard and grey hair spilled over a dark cloak. He was bent almost double with age. Gnarled and liver-spotted hands rested on either side of the podium as he spoke. To Sabina, the old druid seemed ancient. He had been old for as long as Sabina could remember. His voice rang out strong and true, however, as he addressed the townspeople with a bit of a history lesson.

"It has been two thousand years since our ancestors built this town next to the faefolk in the woods of Rionadd. For many years we lived in peace here, doing what people do. We hunted, we gathered, we chopped wood. We survived and bore children. We built a nice little village and named it Cheppullin. We thrived. The faefolk left us to our own devices, the halflings and the dwarves did the same. Then like a disease, greed got the better of us and we gave into that greed. We started hunting the sacred lynx." Some of the townspeople looked only politely interested in this speech, others looked bored. Each of them knew the story of their ancestors, where the people of Diarmuid had come from.

Only Druid Eamon's students gave him their rapt and undivided attention. This was all part of their destiny, all part of their schooling for the last two years. One of them would continue as a student with Druid Eamon and would be trained as his successor. The rest of the students would go back to being regular townspeople. They would work for their fathers or their mothers, and become fishermen, seamstresses, woodcutters, butchers, woodcarvers, blacksmiths, or bakers. The unchosen rest would forget their teachings of the last two years, but for one student, this was only the beginning.

Some of them, like Finola and Leome, wholeheartedly believed in their destiny as a druid. They were the two students who had shown the most potential in Druid Eamon's classes. All the other students and most of the townspeople believed that either of those two would become the next Druid. Most of the other students, like Malachi, believed in their more mundane destinies. Malachi knew he was meant to be a blacksmith like his father before him.

Sabina knew that Malachi would be relieved after tonight when he could return to his regular duties in his father's workshop and put the teachings of the last two years behind him. They had spoken at length about this, and in a way, Sabina envied his certainty. Malachi knew exactly what he was supposed to be.

Sabina felt torn because she genuinely didn’t know what result she was hoping for that night at the transformation ceremony. Next to top achievers like Finola and Leome, who seemed to have a natural affinity for mixing sacred herbs for medicines, who could read stars as good as any sea captain, who had already learned to speak Faefolkian fluently, Sabina didn't think she had a chance to be the next chosen druid of the Diarmuid. Next to them, she felt inadequate. Yet no other profession had ever appealed to her. She loved animals, she loved nature and sleeping outdoors and could think of no better fate than to take care of the delicate balance of nature and to uphold it.

She was only thirteen years old, and perhaps, given two more years in Druid Eamon's classes, she could've been as good as Finola and Leome, both of whom were already sixteen and seventeen years old respectively. They didn't have two more years though, a successor would be chosen that night, not by Druid Eamon, but by Bormana, the lady of the lake.

"They didn't just hunt the lynx, they butchered them.” Druid Eamon’s voice took on a note of urgency, drawing Sabina’s attention back to the present. He was passionate about the history of the Diarmuid people. More than that, he felt enraged by the bloodthirsty killings of the sacred lynx that marked the end of their ancestors and the start of the Diarmuid people. Even though it had happened two thousand years earlier, for Druid Eamon, the shame of that first and greatest sin of their people, would always be a serious subject.

“They butchered the lynx for their pretty midnight-blue pelts, to be sold and transported in caravans to other parts of the Federation, for rich ladies to wear around their shoulders. They butchered the lynx for their claws, which arrogant men wore around their necks like cheap tokens. They drained the lynx of their blood, which mixed with certain herbs, made cures for several illnesses. They almost wiped them out. Not even a warning from the Daoine Coille of Rionadd could sway those people. Not even when the Daoine Coille, whom they had always had a good understanding with, started shunning them. It is said the rotting carcasses of the lynx could be smelled from miles away, and that the spilled blood of those creatures, those sacred beautiful creatures, stained the earth red." Eamon paused again.

He felt compassion for those long-ago animals. Having emersed himself in the balance of nature for so long, he couldn't help but feel the shame of it, as if he carried it himself.

"Then one night, in a dream, the goddess Bormana appeared to Diarmi, the chief's oldest son. She showed him what would happen to the people of Cheppullin if they continued to kill those animals that were sacred to her. Bormana showed Diarmi a sky turned to fire, a crater in the ground, and the town of Cheppullin laid to waste. After waking from his dream, Diarmi told his father about it. His father laughed it off. Diarmi appealed to the rest of the townspeople. Only a handful would listen to him. Only a handful felt what the people of Cheppullin had been doing was wrong. Diarmi, along with his wife and a handful of villagers gathered their families and moved away from Cheppullin, to live farther up North. If they couldn't sway the rest of Cheppullin, they wanted nothing more to do with the butchering that had been going on." Here Druid Eamon seemed to pause for dramatic effect.

"Two weeks later, Diarmi's dream came true. Bormana sent stars falling from the sky. One of the stars landed right where the town of Cheppullin had stood, completely obliterating it. No person was left alive in Cheppullin that night. After the dust had settled, after the woods surrounding the falling star had burned itself out, a crater was left in its place. In time it filled with water and became known as Starlake. Diarmi and all the people left alive returned to this place. They built a new town and named it Diarmuid after their spiritual leader and saviour, the one who had shown them the right path. They lay down an oath that no sacred lynx will ever be killed again. Not for monetary gain, not for food, not even to save a human life. They also promised Bormana that of every third generation, one child per family shall be given to the Druid order of teaching, to learn the magical balance between nature and the universe." Druid Eamon then turned to his students with a smile on his old, wrinkled face. He introduced them one by one to the people of Diarmuid.

With the introduction of Finola and Leome, there was more enthusiastic cheering than there was for any of the other students. It was clear that these two young people were the town's favourites as possible successors of Druid Eamon. With her long raven-black hair and clear blue eyes, Finola was the picture of grace as she walked to the front of the stage and curtsied deeply. She seemed almost to float while her silverspun robes gave her an ethereal quality. She was sixteen years old, beautiful, intelligent, and a very strong candidate for the succession.

Leome, on the other hand, was a strong and burly seventeen-year-old boy, almost a man. Unlike Malachi whose size had always given him the appearance of a good-natured lummox, there was nothing clumsy about Leome. He was Finola’s cousin. His raven-black hair was swept away from a wide forehead and his clear blue eyes made many of the older town girls weak in the knees. He was sure of himself, Druid Eamon feared maybe a little too sure and gave a cocky smile as he was introduced to the town. Both were great students and their confidence in their abilities was rightly deserved. If he felt a flutter of unease by the thought of either of them becoming his successor, it was pushed aside.

Eamon knew he would have no say in whoever Bormana picked. It was up to her and always had been. They had the over-confidence of youth. Much of that, Eamon knew, would be scoured away in the years ahead, spent on the road.

Neasa, Oona, Manus, Kobin, Gren, Thomas, Jasper, Tonya, and Elissa were all introduced. All of them were teenagers ranging from fourteen to seventeen years old. There was respectful applause and whispering among the crowd as each of the youths was discussed, their virtues and shortcomings.

The only bit of a menace was Gren, who had been an unusually naughty child and was still a mischievous young man. He was short and had spikey blond hair, a thin face, and dark, unreadable eyes. He was also Mayor Tubult’s son. Everyone believed, that had Druid Eamon any say in his succession, the mayor would’ve paid handsomely for Gren not to be chosen as the next Druid. The mayor had high political aspirations for his oldest son and being a Druid wasn’t the position of authority he had in mind for his heir.

The Druid of Diarmuid had respect and in some cases even reverence among the people of Diarmuid as a spiritual leader. Even among the other peoples and towns in the Federation of Lochmaria, the role of Druid was respected.

In the greater Kingdom, the Druids were seen as a backward and mostly redundant religion. The Yularan Kingdom no longer upheld the gods. They saw the gods as superstition. The practice of religion was still free in every part of the lands they knew, though in the Kingdom it had fallen into unpopularity.

Only the worship of the five deities of darkness was frowned upon and shunned. The religious people believed that the gods of darkness were responsible for sickness, drought, plague, and suffering. The Diarmuid believed in all five deities of light and the five deities of darkness. The five deities of light were Bahari, Bormana, Celsus, Zaira, and Dowan. The five deities of darkness were Tyfielle, Vevila, Enos, Feenat, and Cathal.

Part of their schooling of the last two years had been to study the nature of all ten gods and to learn why the Diarmuid chose to worship only one. Bormana, who was the only goddess to display herself to them in a physical form was known to the people of Diarmuid as the lady of the lake. Every time a new Druid was chosen, Bormana appeared to the Diarmuid people in the form of the sacred lynx. It was part of the transformation ceremony. Since a transformation ceremony happened only every third generation, very few of the townspeople had ever been to one. Only the very oldest had been when Druid Eamon had been chosen more than sixty years earlier.

Sabina wondered what it would be like for Druid Eamon to remember the night when he had been chosen. She felt ashamed of the realisation that she had never thought to ask him what it had been like to stand in the presence of a goddess, to be chosen for a sacred purpose. As she was studying the old Druid, wondering for the first time what stories he had to tell beyond the lessons he had taught them for the past two years, Druid Eamon was calling her name.

As she stepped in front of the townspeople, there was a smattering of polite applause. Only her father clapped enthusiastically. Her mother was still frowning. Sabina turned around and sat back down in her chair. It didn't matter what the town thought of her, she realised. It had never been about them anyway. Even if she wasn't chosen as the next Druid, she would still get to see the goddess Bormana in her lynx form. That was something very few of the people ever experienced.

Malachi was called and there was a polite applause for him as well, but Sabina knew he didn't care. He hoped he would not be chosen so he could be a plain, regular blacksmith like his father.

If Sabina wasn't chosen, she would have to go and work in her parents' shop. Her mother was a seamstress and her father a cobbler. They shared one shop. Like many of the villagers of Diarmuid, they only had one child. It was a strange thing about the Diarmuid people, having so few children. Most of them tried to have more but were very rarely blessed with more than one. It was one of the strange quirks of their people. They weren't very lucky when it came to having large families. A family with two children was exceptionally blessed.

When the introduction ceremony was over, the students were dismissed by Druid Eamon and told to spend the rest of the day in contemplation and meditation. Sabina was just thinking how she would return to the horses and maybe take Finn out for a ride when she felt a hand clasping her arm. Her mother was standing there, grabbing her arm, and pulling at Sabina angrily. "You could've at least washed your face." Margetta was hissing at her daughter as she pulled her away. "You are going to look proper for tonight's ceremony, whether you like it or not." They met up with her father who only sighed at Sabina and rolled his eyes behind her mother's back.

Hagal was as different from his wife as anyone could be. Where she was thin and pale, all blond wispiness, and angles, he was a burly, redheaded, and jolly man who always saw the humour in every situation. As they walked home Sabina wondered, not for the first time, why Bormana, in her infinite wisdom, had seen fit to bring two people as unlikely as her parents together. Why she had blessed or cursed them with only one child, whom neither of them had ever really understood.

The rest of the day Sabina spent in unwilling preparation for that night. In a steel tub, her mother poured water that had been heated on the wood stove and Sabina had to "Properly wash herself for a change" in the medicinal-smelling hot water while her mother washed her hair. With a comb, her mother tried to untangle her unruly hair and succeeded in getting the clumps of grass and hay out. When she was done, Sabina's hair was a thick, braided rope of fire across one shoulder.

She smelled like the dried lavender herbs her mother had thrown into the bathwater. They grew the lavender in their garden and Sabina liked it in the garden, not on her skin and in her hair. When her mother handed her a pink dress with silver embroidery at the arms and hem, Sabina wanted to protest. When she looked at her mother's face, she held her tongue for once and put it on. In the full-length mirror, Sabina looked at herself. The pink of the dress clashed horribly with the shade of her hair, but other than that, she supposed that she looked nicer than usual.

Margetta gave her daughter a rare hug and a smile and then left her to her thoughts while she prepared a late afternoon lunch for them. The transformation ceremony would be a feast as well. No one ate very much the day leading up to the feast. All the villagers banded together and gave what they could for the feast. Margetta had made pies and baked bread and had already delivered their offerings to the town ladies at the fire pit who were getting everything ready for the night's festivities.

Sabina was unusually quiet as they ate lunch. They, and everyone else, would make their way to the fire pit just before sunset. Margetta and Hagal gave each other a knowing look. They knew that Sabina was nervous and wondering if tonight the start of her new destiny as the chosen Druid would be, or if she would be rejected and face a more mundane destiny. Neither of them could guess how she felt because neither of them had faced the same at Sabina's age. When Margetta was sixteen, she married Hagal. After four very long years of trying, they had been blessed with one daughter. After years of trying for another, they had given up hope just like many of the other Diarmuid people around them had been forced to do. Their existence was simple and straightforward. They never questioned their fate. Despite what Sabina thought, they loved each other deeply and it was because of their differences more than their similarities. They complimented each other and strengthened each other. After years of marriage, they shared the telepathy that old-married couples who understood each other very well got to experience.

In this moment they were afraid. 

If Sabina was chosen as the next Druid, then she would be taken away from them. She would travel with Druid Eamon for years, all over the country, learning the way of the Druid. It was an honour to be the next Druid of the Diarmuid, but with it came a price for the chosen's family. Druid Eamon had returned to Diarmuid only after ten years of travelling with his teacher. The town functioned the same with or without the Druid. Chosen by the goddess Bormana, the Druid of Diarmuid’s calling was larger than being the spiritual leader of the town. They had other spiritual leaders in the few clerics who lived in the church of Bormana, which acted as the town's church and hospital of sorts.

When Sabina excused herself and retired to her room after only picking at her food, neither of them said a word. They only left her to her own thoughts.
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Chapter 4: The Ceremony
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Diarmuid, human settlement between the Starr and Rionadd Rivers. 

Later, just before sunset, Hagal knocked on the door of Sabina's room. "Come on buttercup, it's time to go." When she stepped out, he stopped her with his hands on her shoulders. Hagal looked down at his daughter. "You know that whatever happens tonight, I'll still think of you the same." Her father had always displayed the most affection when she was growing up, so it didn't surprise Sabina that he would be the one to reassure her, rather than her mother. She put her arms around him and hugged him tightly. He hugged her back. "Your mother feels the same, you know." Sabina nodded against his chest and had to swallow back the tears that threatened. She hadn't thought that this day would be so emotional for her. It surprised her.

When they walked down to the fire pit that was in a clearing next to Starlake, they met up with other townspeople. Soon they were a crowd of people laughing and talking together excitedly. In the pit, the enormous fire had already been lit. The flickering flames danced against the darkening sky. From here they looked across at Starlake, which was so enormous that they couldn't see the other side. Directly across the lake was the land of Xantiamu, home of the mystical and insular Aos Si.

The faefolk of Xantiamu were very reclusive and rarely allowed visitors into their city. Bordering Diarmiud and Starlake, was the river of Rionadd and beyond that the woods of Rionadd where the Daoine Coille lived. The Diarmuid and the faefolk of Rionadd had a good relationship of mutual respect and understanding. They kept to themselves, as did the Diarmuid people. The Daoine Coille of Rionadd didn't appreciate a flood of visitors either and guarded the edge of their woods very well. Occasionally they would watch festivities such as these from a distance, usually gazing at the Diarmuid from the edge of the river like mysterious sentinels.

Sometimes they would come over for a chat with a few of the people, staying for a bite to eat and a drink of mead, though not very often. Sabina wondered if the Daoine Coille would make an appearance that night.

In the clearing, a little way from the fire pit, tables, and chairs had been set out. All the villagers of Diarmuid would attend the feast except for the very old and the very young. In a few houses, grandmothers were just feeding little ones and putting them to bed. There was no distinction between the different tables and chairs. Everyone would sit where they wanted. In the past with similar celebrations, people grouped with their families and close friends, but the whole celebration had the feel of a large family picnic.

When the feast started, there was the roasting of meats, the pouring of mead, and lots of talking and laughter among the people of Diarmuid. After everyone had eaten their fill and long after the sun had set, a few of the villagers took up instruments and started playing an upbeat tune. Music seemed to fill the forest as couples started dancing around the bonfire, their shadows making patterns across the pine needle-coated forest floor. More mead and ale were poured.

One of the older women in the village, Rosetta, who was known to have a lovely voice, stood up and sang a song that seemed almost too sweet for their primitive surroundings.

When she closed her eyes and listened to Rosetta sing, Sabina could imagine herself watching one of the Aos si from across the lake singing, though she had never seen an Aos si and could only imagine what they looked like. Rosetta's voice seemed to belong in a hall of glass and silver and gold.

Much, much later, when they were all quite breathless from dancing and talking and laughing, the students were called up by Druid Eamon. A sudden hush fell over the villagers, all of them waiting in anticipation. With her heart pulsing in her temples, Sabina followed Malachi and the other students up to the edge of the fire. Around them, there was suddenly the rustling of chairs scraping across the pine-coated forest floor as villagers repositioned themselves so they could see better. Then silence fell once more.

Looking at the young students in front of him, Druid Eamon could see the eagerness in some faces, uncertainty in others, and downright fear in a few. He gave them a reassuring smile and then gestured for someone. From a cooking fire, a large steaming pot was brought by two of the young men, then set down next to Druid Eamon as his voice rang out clearly across the forest. "This tea has been brewed for you and mixed with herbs. You will each drink a cup full. It is meant to relax you and to infuse your veins with the feeling of possibility, so you might better accept any magical influences that you may feel as we progress into the transformation ceremony."

A tray with silver cups was brought by Druid Eamon's housekeeper, Bertha. She held the tray out to the students and each of them took a cup. "You will sit quietly and drink your tea. Afterwards, you will remove all your clothing. Then you will stand in front of us, naked as the day you were born."

There were a few nervous titters of laughter at this. Not only from the students but from a few of the townspeople as well.

Sabina felt her face burning with embarrassment at the thought of standing naked in front of so many people. She was very glad that it was so dark, and no one would see the awful shade of crimson that she must be.

Druid Eamon continued as if he had not heard the snickering. "The path of the Druid is to be one with nature. The removing of your clothes is a symbolic shedding of what ties you to this world." In silence, he started scooping tea into their cups. Sabina could smell the others' tea before she had her own in front of her. By the firelight, the tea had a golden sheen and the aroma that drifted up from the steamy drink wasn't at all unpleasant. It smelled spicy and delicious. With the warm cup clasped in her hands, Sabina sat down on the forest floor next to the bonfire with the other students. She sat between Oona and Malachi. All of them drank their tea in silence.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
1: Awake ing
L Hi isdn /|
4






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





