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Chapter One 
The Treasure Hunter

Dawn approached, not caring for those who would be bound by its spell. Most would celebrate the first glimmer of light as it cast hope upon a new day, others would mourn the losses of the night; and then there was Rob. For him the encroaching dawn was like the sand of an hourglass, trickling away precious seconds. Where he stood when the final grain fell, and light touched the unseen horizon, would decide his fate. Life or death. Victory or defeat.

Time was of the essence, and too much had slipped away since he had first entered this domain. Even now he found himself being driven deeper into the twisting labyrinth, rather than seeking an escape. But still, he had to hold on to the belief that a portal was within reach. He would not survive being sealed within The Depths of Acheron.

The pressure of every passing second bore down on him with crushing force, adding to the fatigued burning that spread throughout his exhausted legs. His lungs screamed for air as he ignored his body's desperate cries for rest. How could it ask that of him when to stop would be to die? Those things, the ones living within the tunnels, were close behind. The scraping of their dull claws on the stone surface echoed through the warrens. But there was light ahead, an opening. He could but pray he would find himself somewhere familiar.

His momentum should have sent him plummeting to his death. It was only by sheer luck the ore lining the ledge's edge had caught the flickering light from his torch. But it had left very little time to react. His feet skidded, giving those precious few seconds required to turn and grasp at the stone ledge as he fell. His knuckles turned white under the exertion. Digging his feet into the wall his gaze turned downward, tracing the path of his torch as it spiralled through the air to leave a glowing trail of smoke and cinders. Despite the countless journeys to this domain, and the horrors witnessed, he was somehow unable to accept this scene. Below stood the abandoned ruins of a stone city, larger than anything he had before encountered. The creatures hissed and snarled from within their darkened shelter, yet did not continue to pursue him. They remained within their territory as if they were fearful to trespass further.

Below, the city's spired buildings and domed roofs stood tall, draped in moss and vines causing the once pale stonework to grow dark with age. The area seemed undisturbed in what, he hoped, was an indication of its long-standing abandonment. Straining his ears he listened for sounds of life, for evidence of things dwelling below. The silence was unnerving. Either this city had been deserted as its first impression implied, or something silent prowled the ruined and darkened streets.

Even at their greatest the craftsmen of his own domain could not construct such beauty. The stonework shimmered with metal, yet woven within, like mortar or binding, vines and roots burrowed. They secured large blocks together in such a manner that deliberate construction was the only plausible answer.

The city had been crafted in natural balance. Its design sung of an affinity between magic and man. The people who had once dwelt within the walls, those who could combine opposing forces and marry them in grand displays of harmony, possessed a talent that would leave wielders of the arcane in awe. Rob wondered what had become of these grand architects; it was unclear if they had been driven from their homes or simply been seduced by the bestial nature of all within this domain. Had they cast aside the final shreds of their humanity, leaving their structures to become one with the darkness?

This city had been left to ruin. With its masters' absence nature had once more grown dominant, slowly reclaiming parts of the land. The weight of heavy vines and fungi causing stone to collapse and metal to rust. The city was growing, yet at the same time was plagued with decay.

Narrowing his eyes Rob studied the rooftops. Dark smears revealed silver shimmers of reflected light, some scattered with stripped bones suggesting his concerns about the silence were founded. A nest, perhaps, but certainly a hunting ground of some description. But to what he couldn't be certain. There were no clear marks to allow him to formulate an educated guess. Rob swallowed, recalling his pursuers' reaction to this area. He suppressed a shudder, trying to imagine the predators of those from within the tunnels. Those creatures had evolved into carnivores, everything about them had indicated dominance. Yet it seemed there was something here even they had cause to fear.

Distant sounds echoed through the darkness causing him to turn his focus upwards. Bioluminescent fungi grew in crevices and hollows found within the sheer cliffs, crudely and poorly casting light and shadows. The minimal lighting revealed only towering walls of darkness where the large glowing spores became pinpricks of light, like stars on a clear night, stretching up into an expanse he could not even begin to fathom.

He tried to relax, telling himself the gruelling chorus of shrieks coasting on the almost undetectable breeze were far away, carried to his alert senses by the echoes they rode upon. But the tightness spreading across his chest, and the prickling of the hairs at the nape of his neck, warned him his instincts believed otherwise. For the briefest moment the area seemed darker, like a cloud had covered the sun; but here there were no clouds, no sun, no sky, at least none that he had seen.

His grip trembled, his body flinched in response to a strange, eerie cry. The natural flickering light from above was masked by a shadow almost as haunting as the noise which now filled the air. Of all the sounds within the world he could attribute this to none. The shriek contained an almost bestial roar within its guttural depths, as if more than one creature cried from the throat of the being.

Pinpoints of light continued to fade as more complex and ear-piercing screeches echoed their response. Rob felt his tense limbs spring into action, carrying him down towards the rooftops below. There, he could at least seek shelter. With every downward step his chest and stomach grew tighter. His heart pounded with a deafening roar, one almost loud enough to conceal the ever-nearing cries. If he had any hope of escaping he needed to be heading upward, not being forced constantly lower. If he failed to reach an exit before dawn he, like his fate, would be sealed. He would not survive the twenty-eight days it would take for the portals to once more materialise.

Horrific wails reverberated, announcing that the circling creatures had seen him. Their large leathery forms swooped closer before veering away from the wall that briefly deterred them. It would not be long before they adapted their approach. He quickened his descent, his eyes burning from his refusal to blink. He could not die, not down here.

Rob adjusted his position as the first of their talons fixed upon the wall, twisting its enormous frame to begin a vertical pursuit. He aligned himself with the closest rooftop and braced for impact as he pushed himself away from the stone cliff face. He would be exposed for a short time, but if he picked his route with care the shadows and spires could be used to his advantage. Louder, more excited cries, filled the air at his sudden and unexpected movement. Twisting as his body struck the roof he attempted to roll, losing traction against the coat of thick green residue which seemed to cover a smooth surface beneath. He heard the unmistakable sound of a crack before his eyes caught sight of the webbed damage spanning out from the place he had first impacted.

Regaining his footing he carefully began to move, his mind warning him of the dark circling forms above. He fixed his vision to the expanding fractures. His disruption of the algae revealed nothing but darkness below and, perhaps, a slight hint of reflected light. Each shift of his weight caused the cracks to expand further.

Rob looked upwards, readying his crossbow as he lifted it from the clasp on his belt. Its tether momentarily twisted around his arm as he tried to find the correct bolt. He dared not avert his eyes from the descending creatures. The walls rippled with their movement, their numbers immeasurable through the darkness, and more circled overhead. He loaded the bolt, feeling the floor physically shudder beneath his feet. Cries echoed from above and, with no salvation in sight, Rob closed his eyes launching himself upwards, using his momentum to land heavily on the fractured roof.

The glass shattered beneath his feet, cascading with him down into the large open space below. He prayed, to any who would listen, that his eyes had not deceived him.

The shadows of the circling creatures grew larger, their clawed talons scraping on the rooftop, scratching new paths for light to penetrate as they fumbled to find their footing before taking to the air once more. He saw the ripple of thick algae-coated water below him, the source of the slight reflection of light he had seen from above. The heavily decaying stench caused bile to rise in his throat as his form broke the stagnant surface. He fought his way through the thick fluid, gasping for breath, gagging as the odour penetrated his nostrils.

All fell silent, except for the sound of Rob pulling himself from the dense and putrid waters, and onto the slate floor. His hand stirred the sleeping moss, which grew in thick and sporadic blankets, causing shimmers of light to expand outward from his location. For the briefest moment it illuminated the area as its light chased throughout the temple, extinguishing as quickly as it spread until only the area in contact with him remained aglow. Each leaf and capsule activated those within its mat, bathing the area with a gentle green light in a display of nature's own magic. His movements sent invisible spores to pass along silent communication between the capsules, ensuring the gentle blooms lit his path whichever way his feet staggered.

Rob's eyes fixed on what he hoped would be an exit. He needed to get out of here. The darkness that shrouded the room bordered on the unnatural and, in this realm, darkness truly was a thing to fear. It was the flesh and blood of nightmares.

Shadows played as light from above was obstructed by the still-circling hunters. The area was enormous. The tall ceilings were supported by thick columns, larger and wider than most modest dwellings he had seen. The giant cylinders, embossed with images he could not discern through the gloom, made him feel tiny, insignificant. He leaned against the nearest pillar, resting for a moment. He could see very little, but there were enough implications to suggest it could be a place of worship. The grandeur, and time such a construction would have taken, was likely only to be the result of dedication, or servitude.

Rob swallowed, his eyes narrowed almost certain that the darkness had become more tangible. His rising fear was a subtle reminder of his predicament. The familiar glow of moss once more chased throughout the temple before centring on a distant point, adding a depth and length to the room he had not thought possible. The subtle illumination became overpowered by the shifting darkness, as if the shadows themselves worked in twisted unison to quell the light. But the more this spiralling mass advanced, the larger the guiding carpet became. He felt his chest tighten as the mosses' influence expanded further, quicker. Something was coming. His feet slipped in the dank fluids pooled around him as he began his retreat. Turning his back on the moss, but unable to ignore its growing luminescence, he forced his trembling legs into action.

His elongated shadow began to expand before him, warning of the closing proximity, but he dared not glance behind. He knew to behold his pursuer would be to seal his fate. Fixing his sight forwards, he focused on the small ray of light he hoped marked his escape.

Each rapid breath was perfectly timed with the hard impact of his boots upon the floor. The light at his own feet was slowly being overpowered from the increasing glow behind him. A light that was not fading, but growing ever larger to become visible in his peripheral vision.

The glimmer of metal reflecting in the expanding light caught his attention just moments before his damp hand slid down the surface of an overly large door. Within it, clearly illuminated, lay a smaller, locked door. Taking his dagger he wedged it between the securing bolt. The trembling of his hands forced him to muster control over his panicked breathing, but fear warned him of the increasing darkness of his shadows. The three perfect copies, one from each angle of expanding light, were growing more solid, darker, warning him how near his pursuer drew.

With great effort he forced his gaze to remain steadfast on the bolt. Tensing his muscles against the tremors he prised it from the wooden structure. The echoing sound of metal set his nerves further on edge. He shoved the door, surprised how easily it opened as he tumbled forwards into what would have once been a street. Scrambling to his feet he hastily slammed the door, pressing his body firmly against it until his commonsense caused him to question the use of such an action.

Rob's frantic vision searched the area before him. Whilst he could have marvelled at the eloquence and beauty of the buildings, which lined the cracked paved streets, his mind had turned to survival. He beheld only shelter and shadows, where brilliant structures and architecture were in abundance. His footsteps echoed, the only sound through an otherwise silent tomb.

Dark buildings towered over him, their blackened windows not quite concealing the flickers of movement his mind warned him came from within. The hairs on the back of his neck began to prickle again, causing him to glance upwards as he took shelter beneath one of the many archways that littered the winding streets.

The small voice in the back of his mind, the one he often trusted to keep him safe, told him the portal was higher, that he needed to gain height, and quickly. He called this voice commonsense. The portals were always close to the surface. But he was a stranger to this area. With the vast monuments he could see little before him, although the roaring of water cascading down from one of the aqueducts became increasingly more prevalent.

He followed this sound until his sight fell upon a central reservoir. The amount of water being deposited was a clear indication that only a small portion was visible above ground. Edging forwards, confident the roaring of water would disguise his rapid footfall. He worked his way up what appeared to be a stone staircase beside the thundering torrent. It was only on closer inspection that he noticed the water descended an identical structure, separated from this one by a small channel. He looked above, hoping the dry texture of this stone signified its lack of use.

Crouching near the top of the aqueduct he surveyed the area. The bridges were joined, creating a complex outer ring to the basin this city had been constructed within. Several channels, similar to the one he had just climbed, descended in various locations, all depositing the water collected as it cascaded down the basin's cliffs from numerous sluice gates. Small sections of the outer ring had crumbled away, sending waterfalls crashing down into unseen depths.

He walked the stone canal, keeping a constant vigil on his surroundings as he followed his new path over the city. As yet he could not discern a way to scale the basin; but there was bound to be something near the outer ring, a means to access the sluice gates in case of failure. He just needed to find it.

The aqueducts forming the outer ring were larger and wider than the one he had so carefully walked. He felt safe upon its thick stone platform, but still his pace never faltered. He felt the staggering clumsiness of each hurried step. His body visibly recoiled as the familiar wail sounded from above.

He forced his limbs to work harder, his stomach tightening as the roar of water from the damaged bridge before him grew louder. The waterfall, seeming so small from his initial vantage point, now appeared in all its splendour, ever growing, monstrous. The cries from behind forbade him from rethinking his path, but the almost inaudible churning of heavy waterwheels below warned of an equally fatal danger. He would rather attempt this jump than offer himself as a feast.

His feet left the bridge. Every muscle tensed, adding extra force to the leap, but still he knew it would not be enough. Grasping his crossbow tightly he let out a cry, drawing the attention of his pursuers, spurring them into action before they lost their prey to the depths. He released the bolt as the first shadow sailed above him. The agonised cry came as audible evidence his aim had been true. He rotated his hand, securing the tether as the rope grew taut. The struggling efforts of the creature lifted him higher as it attempted to flee. Water whipped around him as he was dragged through the spray, his grip remaining firm as the creature continued its frantic flight.

Gasping for breath Rob scrutinised the area below, noticing for the first time the thick heavy chains which operated the counterweights to open and close the sluice gates. They had cleared the break, and covered a surprising distance given the obvious fatigue of his carrier. Pulling himself up he unhooked the tether before uncoiling it from his grasp, hoping his judgement was correct. He braced himself for impact, rolling as he struck the ground. With barely enough time to confirm his path he rolled again. Putting extra force into the movement he propelled himself from the aqueduct towards one of the chains, hoping he had gauged it correctly. He fell several feet before his extended arms impacted with the chain. He could but hope his pursuers had thought him lost to the currents below.

He dared not pause to catch his breath. He had to push onward and upward to what appeared to be a dark ledge above the sluice gates. Reaching it was his only hope of escape. Grasping the thick chain in his hands he used the large links as a ladder, knowing if negotiated correctly it would shield and protect him while he climbed.

When he had scaled half the chain's length he felt it shudder beneath his weight. From above the sound of grinding gears began to echo. He closed his eyes briefly before redoubling his efforts. The leathery beating of wings and the flurry of movement below caused his stomach to lurch in time with the chain.

Whilst some sluice gates seemed to remain permanently open, others appeared to release when the pressure reached a required force. Their timing most likely calculated to ensure the continued movement of the great waterwheels he had seen within the aqueducts. It made sense, people with the ability to erect such a place would also incorporate a method to ensure water could gather to the strength needed. It also made sense that a newly opening source would attract predators. Not only water would be carried from the land above.

Rob tightened his grip as the mechanism shuddered once more before dropping slightly. He turned his attention to the chain running parallel to his own. His had lowered as that one had risen. With a deep intake of breath he tentatively transferred his weight across to the rough surface of the corroded wall, not fully releasing his grasp until he was certain it was safe. As quickly as he dared he edged across, his fingers and feet utilising water-worn ridges and crevices.

The grinding sound echoed again, sending a flurry of shadows from below up into the air, racing upwards past him as the wall at his fingertips began to grow damp. A second wave followed, the force of their movement knocking him off balance and into the flock. Their rapid movement battered him as he fell, knocking him aside until he felt the force of the chain strike him. He clawed desperately at the metal, wrapping his limbs around the link and tightly interlocking them until all movement from below had halted. His body protested against the prolonged exertion and injuries, while his adrenaline, coupled with his mind, channelled it away to be dealt with at a later time. Right now he could only focus on surviving.

It was only once he fully regained his balance he became aware of the roaring sound of the water, and the gradual rising of the chain as the gate opened the remaining way. The creatures played, delighting in catching their live prey as they raced up and down the cascading waterfall feasting on all caught within its currents.

When the chain's movement stopped he was still several feet from what he had thought was a ledge. His stomach tightened as he realised the darkness had been formed by a change in the rock's stratum, giving the impression of depth. That left him only one option, the water tunnel. If the water was, as he believed, channelled from above, it had to enter from a portal of some description. If he followed the tunnel perhaps he could find an escape.

The water had begun to slow, indicating its resources had been depleted. Rob was certain this meant the gate would soon close once more. Before he had time to reconsider he reached out towards the wall, working his way across towards the gated opening. Like the city below it was large, the gaps more than adequate for him to force himself through and land arms first in the shallow water that remained undrained. He waded through the ankle deep water. Its gentle current, while forceful, was not enough to delay him.

The tunnel was short, ending abruptly with a stepladder leading down into a cylindrical passage. His heart hammered in his chest as relief swelled through him, looking down he could see the night sky, and a familiar arrangement of stars. He scratched his head for a moment, frowning. He had never seen a portal such as this one before, one where his own world was inverted. Jets of water erupted, entering the tunnel in small angled sprays as he wondered how he could escape the portal when the gravity of his own world became the dominant force. That was something he could address shortly, for now, there was no more time to delay. With a deep breath, and still weighted with concern, he jumped.

Rob saw the sky rushing towards him. His arms flailing in panic, not even realising the sky was a reflection until he broke the water's surface. The portal had exited near the churning paddle blades of an old waterwheel, sending him tumbling into the river below.

The raging currents battered and pulled him towards the turning wheel. Surfacing, he gulped for air trying desperately to break free of its snare and swim to the shore. The currents dragged him down, the churning motion of the mill audible even through the silence of the water. He struggled against the seething undertow. His limbs burned and energy rapidly diminished as he fought the slow, painful battle until his knees struck the incline of the riverbed. His fingers clawed at the river's bank as he pushed himself forwards until his trembling arms gave way beneath him.

Rob dragged himself up, still lying partially in the river as his strength faded. He was aware of the icy coldness of the lapping water, but lacked the strength to move. Then finally, with great effort, he managed to turn over. His eyes became transfixed on the rhythmic turning of the waterwheel. The strange sound of the moving water gripped his attention as it cascaded from the paddles to fall into the portal he had only moments ago emerged from.

He let his head fall back onto the muddy riverbank, savouring each painful breath as his gaze lingered upon the softening shades of the sky. The sounds of the dawn chorus sang in harmony to the water's own music as it returned to its natural rhythm. Relishing the morning's cold touch upon his damp and shivering skin he placed his right hand on the pocket of his battered tan jerkin. Feeling the weight of the bounty within, he let out a deep, throaty chuckle.

* * *

It had been many years since Rob had last stepped foot in Elpída. There were as many reasons to avoid this temple as there were that drew him to its door. Yet here he stood, overlooking its grand design and marvelling at the gardens and out-buildings, all of which had thrived in his absence.

Elpída was now the size of a small town. Once nothing more than a broken down temple had stood here. Now it had been revived, expanded, and its purpose adapted to give a home to the lost and orphaned, as well as becoming a respected schoolhouse.

The silence was unnerving, but it was not the first thing he became aware of as he stood, arm outstretched, at the temple's main doors. There was a reason he had not returned, why he sent his donations, or left them without crossing the threshold. Why had he thought today should be any different? Lowering his arm he pushed his hand deep into his jacket's pocket, removing a small coin pouch. He gauged its weight, nodding to himself, before lifting the lid of the metal donation box and placing it inside. The lid closed smoothly without the betraying groaning sound of metal he had come to expect.

Rob's hand moved down the door, feeling the smooth grain beneath his touch. Part of him had hoped the box would betray his presence and see him welcomed within the walls. He wasn't sure he had the strength to enter alone. Reminded of the strange silence, he moved closer to the door, straining to hear the telltale signs of life as a sense of foreboding washed over him.

At this hour the temple should be busy. The morning prayers should have recently concluded, and the temple was normally filled with the unmistakable bustle of life. It was a schedule rarely deviated from. Yet it stood shrouded in silence. As he listened, he could hear but a single sound. The rhythmic scraping of a blade being sharpened on leather. Its never faltering pace warning of a well-practised hand. His stomach tightened as his deft fingers instinctively loaded a bolt into his crossbow before quietly placing it back on his belt. Whoever was inside would have realised someone had approached from the initial noise, but he hoped his silence assured them they had been left undisturbed. He closed his eyes, listening for the children, for any sound except for the one he heard.

Slowly he moved to the windows, attempting to peer through the plain glass. The drapes were drawn, obstructing his view of within. Surprise would be his only ally. With a prolonged exhale he braced himself before forcing his weight against the door, surprised when it gave with ease. The resounding impact of the wooden doors against the walls forced more adrenaline to race through his system as he prepared himself for the image he feared he would behold.

The echo of metal clattering across the floor immediately drew his attention to the rapid movement of the figure before him as she dropped to her knees. His fingers quickly slipped from his lever trigger as he beheld the scene before him. The metal pail, sent tumbling from her fearful reaction, rolled, soaking the wooden floor with its dirty contents. Kneeling in the spilt water, with her gaze fixed upon the floor, was a woman. Everything about her posture signalled submission. Her body was rigid with fear with startled breaths being drawn in quick succession. Despite her alarm she did not raise her head to look at the figure who had entered the temple so violently.

Rob allowed himself a moment to regain his composure. His own breathing calmed as he realised the danger had been imagined. He took these moments to study the figure before him. She was unfamiliar. Her white dress—now turning partially transparent around her knees as the water absorbed through the thin cloth—revealed her to be a novice. Dark stains and dirt blemishes told tales of her tireless labour.

Her fear of him was understandable. People like her were often the focal point of aggression, and his entrance would have done little to put her at ease. She sat in silence not daring to move, barely daring to breathe, as she awaited his approach. Rob saw her cringe as he slowly began to advance. Realising she flinched at the sound of each step he paused to study her further, aware that her reaction was the result of many years of conditioning.

Her long black hair had been carefully braided into a single plait. This once tidy presentation had become slightly unravelled by her labours, freeing small wisps from their bindings. Her hair was a dark contrast to her ivory complexion, an enchanting combination, especially when paired with her strong feminine jawline. Even Rob, who had travelled extensively, was unable to place her origins. But, aside from making her mysteriously beautiful, these traits were not the cause of her fear. It was unlikely, given her more obvious heritage, any would look on to see the beauty before them. This young girl was Méros-Génos. But never had Rob seen one with a feature as prominent as hers.

Most Méros-Génos—often referred to as Demi-humans or Demies by those trapped in archaic beliefs of superiority—possessed a trait of the creature their essence was bound to. This was normally a subtle quality. The pure, those thought to belong to bloodlines preceding the Titanomachy, could walk amongst humans unseen. Whilst the others were once dubbed Demi-human, and thought of as lesser beings by Méros-Génos and humans alike.

It was said the fusing of man and beast was a mistake in the release of souls ready to be reborn from the underworld. It was rumoured these souls, in life, had somehow tethered to another creature, drawing on its instincts and traits. When their souls were united at the Gate of Shades it caused the merging of the two.

Once this new soul was ready to be reborn it was different, no longer fully human. From the moment the life-force entered its intended vessel the fusing of it and the bestial essence altered the growth of the child, causing it to possess strange and unnatural characteristics which belonged to the animalistic aspect.

The joining of two Demi-humans, or Méros-Génos, often resulted in the birth of a child sharing the traits of both parents. There were, however, rare occasions when two human parents would give birth to one of these 'impure' souls. Some would love the child. Others sought to be free of the burden through abandonment or sacrifice, and hope that their next child would not be tainted in such a manner.

The Demi-humans possessed more pronounced features, such as scales, claws, a tail or even bestial ears. But often such things could be hidden to shield their nature from those who would persecute them. The Méros-Génos, seeing in them a partial likeness, came to understand the Demi-humans. They realised that while created initially by magic and mistake they were no different in essence to themselves. Eventually they welcomed them as kindred spirits, hoping to be rid of the derogatory term. But such was not to be. Hate is far harder to quell than acceptance is to give. Their label was shortened further by the uneducated and used as a term of degradation. A word uttered to describe the most worthless and detestable of Mankind.

The Méros-Génos, where possible, hid amongst the humans, concealing that which made them different. Some thought humans to be the lesser-species and created settlements of their own where they could live unburdened. But this young lady had no hope to walk amongst humans unseen. She had something Rob had never seen their kind possess before, wings. She would be an outcast to all. Destined to be labelled a harpy and shunned by both races. These large appendages mirrored the darkness of her hair, and whilst almost Moiraic in their feathered appearance, their shade would ensure no one would confuse her with the benevolent beings thought to watch over and guide the people of this world.

“Good morning.” Rob spoke softly, the deliberate gentleness of his tone causing the woman before him to raise her gaze to meet his. Her smoky grey eyes reflected the deep fear his presence caused; a fear still mirrored by her posture as she struggled to breathe. He offered her the warmest smile he could muster before continuing to speak. “I am Robert Raymond. By chance does Iereía Sunniva have a moment to spare on a weary traveller?”

Cautiously rising to her feet the young woman folded her arms across herself. Offering a slight nod she began to back away, never taking her eyes from him until she reached the door. Only when her hand firmly grasped the handle did she turn, quickly making her departure.

* * *

Rob had not been left waiting too long, but even a few seconds alone with the statue of this temple's patron deity, Artemis, was enough to see him question his presence. The Iereía was a busy lady. She had better things to do than waste her time with him. He was beyond redemption anyway. His pacing steps had halted briefly, before continuing with fresh purpose as he made his way towards the exit. He could leave a note perhaps. His business was not so important that he should request an audience with the person who had constructed this haven from nothing.

“I see you are still adventuring.” Rob cringed, his departure stilled as the familiar voice caught him in the act of retreating. He turned slowly, turning the corners of his mouth in a forced smile, but as soon as his sight fell upon her all falsities drained away. Sunniva, as always, carried herself with the grace of a queen. Her elegant steps created the illusion that she glided towards him, rather than walked. Without pause she approached, extending her slender arms around his torso to pull him into a warm embrace. The silk of her dress whispered against him as he raised his arms, returning her affection.

The welcome was brief. She pulled back wrinkling her nose, critically scrutinised his dishevelled appearance, and looked down upon her own once flawless attire. She shook her head slightly, picking the small pieces of debris from her own white dress, which had been transferred during their embrace. “I swear, Brother, it was not too long ago you announced the world was void of such escapades. 'Everything has been discovered and all that can be plundered has been.' Or words to that effect.” She recited mimicking his voice terribly.

“True,” he grinned, ruffling a hand through his brown hair. “But that was before the Severaine unsealed The Depths of Acheron. So much has happened in the last six years.” Everything had changed the day the Severaine had broken free of its seal. Until then few had even known of its existence. By the time the true danger was realised so much had already been lost. Lives had been destroyed, and cities had been razed to the ground under its unrelenting power. The world had lived in fear, and the Gods had all but abandoned them.

His gaze turned heavy as he shifted his vision to stare beyond her, into a place only he could see. His face grew shadowed by torment. The glaze of his eyes showing the distance his mind had travelled even with such simple words. Sunniva allowed him this moment. It had been so long since last she had seen him, yet the past still haunted him relentlessly. “Oh well.” He forced out the words with a heavy sigh, trying to dispel the regret. “Is it just the two of you today, you and—” Rob grasped for a name he now felt he should know. “Who was that Méros-Génos anyway?” he questioned. When he had first seen her there was nothing familiar, yet now he had the strangest feeling he should have recognised her.

“Yes just us. There's a traders' market in Estarc. Such things are good for the children. Some may earn apprenticeships, and the younger ones enjoy the festivities,” she explained.

“And the Méros-Génos?” He glanced towards the door, through which the young lady had made her escape. A small tugging sensation in the back of his mind caused his eyebrows to knit tightly together in a frown. He returned his attention to Sunniva, awaiting her answer.

“You truly have been gone too long if you fail to recognise your own niece. That was Taya, and shame on you.” She waved her index finger as she scolded him lightly. Rob felt his stomach knot and his shoulders slump as her mention of the young lady's name brought a flood of remembrance.

“Taya Ethelyn, as I live and breathe. But she was just a—” he gestured the height of a child. “My word, Sunni, have I really been gone so long a girl could become a woman?” Sunniva was unable to ignore the self-depreciating tone of his voice. She reached out gently stroking his arm as his gaze returned to the door.

His mind filled with memories of the sickly child his sister had raised as if she were her own. But the woman he had met seemed far older than such memories would allow. Then again, he knew her life had been anything but easy. He scratched his chin in contemplation. He had stopped seeing his niece as a Méros-Génos long ago, but the sight of her in adulthood had come as a surprise. So much so he had been unable to recognise her.

“Sadly yes. It has been a long time since last you graced us with your presence, Brother. Last I recall you departed for Oureas' Rest, hoping for news. We haven't seen you since…” Sunniva's tone, like her eyelids, lowered with regret before her words trailed off into silence. She knew better than to bring up a past her brother so clearly still fought with. These tragic events were the reason he had distanced himself from these walls.

Even after all this time it seemed he was still unable to forgive himself, or perhaps he blamed her. Why else would he willingly keep so much distance between them? He had been distant for some time, but she knew her actions were as much to blame for their estrangement as his were. There had been times when she had seen him approach her door, but never had she opened it to welcome him. She had simply let him leave. There was part of her, in earnest, that understood his grief and willingly accepted the burden of his blame. He had sacrificed so much for her as they grew. His commitment to her had seen she could meet the required donations needed to train at the Acropolis. If not for him, she would have been unable to accept the destiny fate had placed before her.

“Six years,” Rob's voice once again reduced to a whisper as he realised exactly how long had gone by. His fingers instinctively sunk deep within his jacket pocket, brushing the cool metal of the small object within. Its texture upon his flesh brought him both comfort and distress. “It seems like only yesterday,” he reflected, quickly removing his hand from his jerkin as the dull flame of anger began to burn within the pit of his stomach. Six years. It had been six years and still he was no closer to finding what he sought.

Each month he risked life and limb on the whim of nobles, and not once had he even found the slightest indication he was close. Six years, wasted. He felt his nails digging into the calloused flesh of his palms, his fist tightening slightly before he forced his hands to relax. “That would make Ethelyn what, twenty now?” He forced his mind away from his previous thoughts. They were dangerous, especially if fed. He needed to stay calm. Think and plan. The answer was waiting for him, he just hadn't come across the right person or rumour yet. There was still time. As long as he drew breath there was still time to make amends.

Rob avoided Sunniva's concerned glance, taking the opportunity to divert his attention towards his backpack. He rummaged through its contents, focusing anywhere but on her.

“There about. It's hard to say for certain, she was so young when she was left at the door.” Rob nodded slightly, he remembered the day well. His sister had been little more than a child herself when she became responsible for this temple, and Taya had been left at her door soon after.

“Is she staying with you then?” Sunniva knew exactly what her brother was asking. She ran an orphanage, and the children housed were expected to be self-sufficient by the age of seventeen. She would often help them find work their skills were suited for, and failing that, see them to Albeth Castle. Oureas' Rest was always grateful for labourers, and provided food and shelter for those who aided them. But Taya would not be welcomed in such a place. Whilst the Méros-Génos were accepted within their borders, they would not see her as such. She would be viewed as a monster, a threat.

“The situation with Taya is difficult. I think of her as my own and she is family to both of us. I raised her from an infant, how could she be anything else? I think of her as my own. Besides, even if I were to find somewhere willing to overlook her obvious disadvantage, how long do you think they would continue to tolerate her presence when her hallucinations returned? Most are not equipped to deal with one touched by the Maniae.” Sunniva gave a heavy sigh. “I truly thought we were about to begin a new era, that at least some good would come from the devastation.

“I thought we would build a new world on the ashes of the old. A world where Demies and humans could unite. They worked together so well to rebuild after the Severaine. They stood united, shoulder to shoulder. How quickly the banner of unity was burnt when difference once more became the focal point. It seems relationships cannot be reforged as easily as iron and timber can.”

“You're wrong. So many have willingly embraced the Méros-Génos. There are still extremes, and they fall to both sides. Unfortunately this island is one of them,” Rob lamented, shaking his head slightly as he spoke.

“I honestly don't feel she would fare well. The people in this area alone show so little tolerance. Given the chance, they would see her drawn and quartered before suffering her presence. Mothers scream at the sight of her, the young seek shelter behind the closest adult, and those are the more tolerant of attitudes.” Sunniva glanced towards the door as she bit her lower lip. She could imagine Taya stood just on its other side, listening to their every word, probing their conversation for evidence of lies.

The precursors to a relapse had been evident for some time now, and her paranoia was unquestionable. The traders' market had come at an opportune moment. It allowed Sunniva the time she needed to try to quell the rising storm, but Rob's arrival here, as wonderful as it was, had only served to worsen things.

There would soon be little choice but to have her returned to that place. They could work the miracles she could not. She was but one person. Her ability to repress the unwanted thoughts was limited, but her stay with them was not yet due. She had to endure. She had to pray for the strength to hold the Maniae at bay a little longer. The safety of everyone under this roof depended on it.

“It must be difficult, for both of you,” Rob acknowledged softly, his fingers seizing the item he had been searching for within the backpack. He presented the pouch to Sunniva with a smile less joyful than that he had managed before being reminded of the burden his sister bore.

Sunniva opened the draw string slowly and marvelled at the small figurine within. The pearl figurine was delicate and beautiful. The crafter had paid so much attention to detail that she could almost see the moon's reflection in the wolf's eyes. It sat in a baying position. Its pose indicative of once being part of a larger display, one no doubt involving Selene, as this was clearly intended to represent her wolf. “I retrieved this from one of my adventures. I thought it would be more at home in a temple than gathering dust on a collector's shelf.”

“It's remarkable. We'll keep it safe. Thank you, Brother.” He gave a dismissive shrug as if to imply she should think nothing of his gesture. If she was aware of what he had endured to obtain it, he would be more likely the recipient of another scolding rather than the gratitude she currently offered.

“You can always sell it on if you find yourself in hardship. Such things fetch a good price on the market. On that note, I've added my donation to the box out front. It's overdue, like my visit. I'll stop by again once I've completed my current errand at the Plexus. I'm really proud of you, what you do for these children is remarkable.” He encouraged the conversation to a point where his departure would be accepted, knowing if he didn't he could easily lose the day in her company and both of them had things they needed to attend to. He felt so at ease in her presence he questioned why he had postponed his visit for so long.

“Thank you, Brother, you have no idea what it means to me.” She placed her hand on his, squeezing it gently before he turned to leave.

“Well, it grows late and I still have to report to the Plexus. Since there's the market in Estarc I'm best heading to Riverside Quay.” He began to walk away, raising his hand in a parting gesture at the door. “I'll stop by again before I leave,” he reaffirmed before pulling the door closed behind him.

After Rob had left, Sunniva lowered herself to her knees before Artemis, closing her eyes in silent prayer as she tried to gather her strength. Her conversation with her brother had exhausted her more than she had expected. So much had changed since last they spoke and it was essential he remained unaware of all of it. She was not in a position to answer his questions, and so, she had guided their conversation. In return she had been reminded of exactly how precarious the situation with Taya had become. Her next appointment at Mirage Lake was not scheduled for over a month, and despite her needs the escorts were unable to retrieve her any earlier. Perhaps, with her brother's arrival, there was another option. Assuming he stayed long enough.

Sunniva tried to force her mind into a state of calm, and allow feelings of peace and tranquillity to wash over her. A task made almost impossible by her awareness of Taya's presence near the threshold of this sacred space. Sunniva's training at the Acropolis had gone beyond that of those normally chosen by the Gods. She had been designated to a special purpose, and as such had been given her own private blessing. She had been privilege to insights others remained oblivious to and central to all was Taya.

The oppression of Taya's presence made recovering from her exhaustion more difficult. It left her weaker, and thus diluted her own attempts at treating her. In turn this resulted in Taya's unwanted behaviour gaining dominance. It was a vicious cycle, and one which often resulted in injury.

On more than one occasion Taya had nearly been successful in taking Sunniva's life, and would have been, if not for the intervention of those living within Elpída. They knew the dangers. Those within this temple had been carefully chosen to help with not only its normal operations, but the extra burden of Taya's condition.

Closing her eyes again she tried to find the recharging energy of peace, but instead found only silence. A silence which only served to remind her she was alone with Taya. For that brief moment, instead of the confidence and strength she felt just moments before Rob's visit, she felt only fear.







Chapter Two 
The Plexus

Riverside Quay had once been a thoroughfare. Owing to the port's location a small tavern had been constructed by the roadside when trade agreements between Estarc, Albeth, and Therascia had been finalised. The subtle greasing of palms saw the boats docked only at twilight, and travellers were ushered towards the tavern, the sole resting place before the long journey to the city. It had stood two stories tall, a beacon offering shelter to all, and turning profits into expansion.

Over the years the tavern grew to twice its height and size, offering games where coin could be gambled away on the wings of luck. But those seeing the fruits of this labour sought to turn their own hand to profiteering. There was no ownership of the land surrounding the inn, and soon traders established small ramshackle huts and offered games of chance, rumbustious encounters, and more, to those willing to pay. Gamblers' dens and houses of iniquity snaked through the surrounding area. The more sordid of which were often hidden behind the facade of honest trade.

Merchants arrived, preying on those of good fortune or high spirits, setting up their own trading posts to complete the maze of temptation and sundries. When the Plexus was finally requested to bring order, what had once been a simple roadside inn had become a town.

Riverside Quay, inheriting its name from the founding inn, soon became the second largest town on the island of Livingstone, and was second only to Estarc. While Estarc was more of an esteemed trading town, specialising in raw materials, crafts, and tradesmen, Riverside Quay blossomed into the gathering place of merchants.

The Lords of Livingstone, seeing the rapid and unsavoury expansion, enforced a boundary by acquiring the surrounding domain. When the lack of unclaimed land denied further expansion, prospectors employed frames and platforms to support haphazard constructions in place; elevating their own establishments above their competition in bizarre and curious fashions. Seemingly dangerous wooden walkways linked the structures, creating a second town interlinked with one below. With space now a rare commodity people burrowed beneath the ground, employing the skills of local miners to create subterranean dens and parlours.

The streets heaved with mercantile presence. Those not possessing stores pushed carts through the busy streets. Often lingering before the more affluent traders in hope to tempt a passerby before being forcibly moved, by members of the Plexus, to the market square, where all the carts should gather.

The inn remained larger and more majestic than any other building, the central feature of an intricate web. There was a perplexing, chaotic order to the town, but the enforcement of laws was without reprieve, and there was but one punishment. Those causing disorder, or owing an unpayable debt, were sent to Estarc to perform hard labours in the mines or refinery, until all obligations had been settled in full.

As Rob reached the town he was greeted by a few vaguely familiar faces. The Hunters' Plexus here offered the island some measure of security. They donned the robes of law enforcement and possessed a more obvious presence in time of high business, such as that brought by the traders' market. Whilst hosted in the neighbouring city the whole island benefited from such events, more noticeably, the inns and taverns.

The sun hung low in the sky, casting elongated shadows across the land and bringing premature darkness to the lower streets before the skies above grew black. Visible to those still strolling the higher tiers, the light's final glow sent hues of red, crimson, and purple across the darkening sky in a brilliant display.

Rob took a deep breath of the cool air, the scent of roasting meat stirring his hunger. Light began to illuminate the streets, drawing the eye to places whose business thrived in the darkened hours. Merriment and laughter filled the night chorus as proprietors closed their shops for the evening, fending off the last minute bargain-hunters who tried to barter a lower price for perishing wares.

Briskly Rob side-stepped a young couple who were lost in flirtatious conversation, seemingly unaware of his presence as they continued their unbroken stride without even a passing glance in his direction. The creaking groan of a cart drew his attention. The young merchant hid within the shadows. Covering himself and his wares with a dark tarpaulin, he concealed himself within an alcove in the hope of remaining undetected until first light, when he could once again ply his trade.

This town attracted those from all walks of life, the rich, and the poor. Those not living or granted lodgings within the borders were removed as last orders were called, with no heed or quarter granted for weather or distance. Most traders were not fortunate enough to be able to cover the cost of residing here, and found themselves evicted without mercy. Unless, as this young merchant hoped to, they evaded the sight of the Plexus.

The brilliant, blue light emitted from a cylinder caught Rob's attention. It moved through the crowds, clutched within the hands of a middle-aged man, bathing him in a luminescent aura as he made his slow, ritualistic progression through the street. Halting frequently, he would raise the cylinder, the act releasing a small orb of light from within. Rob monitored its path, watching in silent appreciation as it snaked upwards before finding its home within one of the many lanterns to bathe the surrounding area in its cool glow. Once the orb had found its resting place his progression continued, stopping at each lantern or light-well.

Rob nodded politely as the figure stepped past him. The Bearer of Dynamism was an important and respected role. The Research Plexus had taught select few how to maintain the energy the town would need. There was much to the process. It involved the accurate alteration of reception devices, as well as the gathering and distribution of energy.

Their final task of the night was the lighting of the town's lanterns. A true master of their role had collected enough energy throughout the day to see this task empty the final cylinder, without waste or excess. From Rob's estimation, the fair-haired man was well-practised in such things. Not that any would be wasted if they had generated an excess, anything left unused would be stored for the next day, but the Plexus was said to offer incentives for those showing efficiency.

His familiarity with this town afforded Rob a certain knowledge, such as the places often forgotten by those passing through. Whenever he found himself here, he would follow the dark winding passages to an inn hidden beneath supports and shadows. Even during the busiest times the environment always adhered to a certain clientele, hunters and seasoned travellers.

To Rob, there was a beacon which betrayed its nature. Lost within the velvety shades it could still be easily identified by the small collection of merchants standing sentry near its doors. Rob often referred to such a gathering as a con of merchants.

Whilst seeming to work independently, haggling and counter offering their competition, they were all part of the same association. Their act ensured they got the best deal, rather than lose a sale. Buyers deeming the wares too expensive would be tempted by a rival's counter offer, believing it to be a bargain. A similar method was employed for the purchase of goods, ensuring they could be resold for a generous profit. A merchant recognised members of the Hunters' Plexus as easily as most people recognised an Elementalist. Hunters were easy prey. They sought to lighten their load as quickly as possible before moving on to their next quarry.

Rob took a slight step backwards as he found himself flanked by the merchants. Each cast their hungry gaze over him, mentally probing his pockets as if they could see the spoils within. There was almost a look of disappointment as he carefully unwrapped the leather cloth he had removed from his jerkin, to reveal an ornate dagger and a silver ring.

He felt their gaze burning into his breast pocket, as if the green jewel he had risked his very life for called to them. They anticipated his presence greatly. He had been known to bring back items which provoked a physical response from even their most senior members. If nothing else, they knew he always had something for them.

Whilst he rarely stopped to gather treasures and trinkets he almost never passed by a weapon. With the uncertainty and dangers of The Depths of Acheron, being prepared could be the difference between life and death. The items he found were often small and well-forged, worth a few coin to any willing to part with them. There was little he retrieved he wouldn't part with, but on occasions, when he would find a familiar hilt or crest, he would return them to the Plexus to be passed along to the next of kin.

With his business concluded he pushed open the plain wooden door, leaving the merchants behind in the cool night air. The atmosphere within was alive with chatter, a stark contrast to what would have been discovered the previous night.

The full moon brought with it tidings of woe. People flocked in crowds, praying that numbers alone would ensure their safety. Parents slept huddled in the room beside their terrified children. Neighbours slept with neighbours and, despite the sheer volumes of empty abodes, even the bravest of criminals rarely strayed from their clan. Unrest had settled throughout the land. Once they had been safe from danger, yet now a terror stalked their plane, drawn into their world by the moon's own grace. The Goddess Selene, solitary in nature, now granted passage for unspeakable things to prey on those who, like her, thrived in isolation.

Fables had once warned children not to stray after dark, and now this truth made them fear even the moon's once comforting light. The Severaine had brought with it a new order, a new cause to fear. Those taken were lost. Hunters had once infiltrated The Depths of Acheron in force, hoping to rescue the abducted and stem the corruption of all that was good. Of thirty men just two returned, such was the horror of the darkened kingdoms. Knowing its terrors, none but fools would seek to enter.

Rob shuffled through the crowd. Regulars—recognising the hunter from the many solitary hours he had passed within these walls—parted, allowing him to approach the bar unhindered. His familiar tankard was waiting. The amber shade was somewhat paler than usual, a clear indication of the barkeep's intention to stretch his stock further during these busy hours. With a long exhale, Rob moved to lean with his back against the bar, his bottom perched on the edge of the stool as he surveyed the room.

The roar of laughter and the raised tones of heated debate echoed throughout his tired mind. There was still time to complete his task before the Plexus closed its doors, but he knew the moment his fatigued legs had carried him across this threshold he would not stray from the tavern for some time. One ale would be followed by several more, perhaps more than normal given its weakened state. It would do little to relieve the fatigue which weighed on both his body and mind. He had survived once more, yet he had still achieved nothing. Raising his hand to his breast pocket he reflected on the complete insignificance of it all.

Rob swilled the warm ale around his mouth, clicking his tongue with slight disgust at the diluted flavour. A small crowd had started to gather around a young man, his shrill tone filled with excitement. Placing his tankard down he signalled to the barkeep, before approaching the gathering mob. There were rare few occasions people attracted such attention. Those recipient to such a gathering were either brilliant, or fools.

The young man flicked his hair from his sparkling eyes, before he unrolled a parchment on the ale soaked table before him. The stale fluid caused small segments of the ink to smudge. Rob heard him speak, his tones now showing a calm anticipation as he spoke of the labour he sought in order to pursue the treasure detailed on the map. His finger prodded the parchment as he explained his intensive plan.

Moving closer Rob felt the quiet chuckle leave his throat and, catching the barkeep's eye again, gestured for another drink to be placed beside his own. He saw the proprietor cringe slightly as he nodded.

“Now that is impressive,” Rob grinned to himself. He heard the quiet murmurs of awe as he approached to place his hand on the young man's shoulder. Rob's reputation of surviving The Depths of Acheron had earned him respect. Much to his frustration his trials below had not gone unmentioned, but few dared to broach such matters. Often he was left alone, hearing the whispers of speculation that he sought to rescue someone from within. He let them gossip. He didn't really care as long as they kept their distance. But on occasions such as these he was happy to shed his solitude. “I've heard tales of these ruins, of the treasures within.”

Seeing his approach an older man moved as if to stand, prepared to offer his seat to the hunter. The respectful gesture was stilled by a raise of Rob's hand as he continued talking. “I can see you've put much thought into your retrieval of the relics.” Rob fought back the smile which caused the edge of his lips to twitch slightly. He knew full-well this treasure had already been claimed and relocated. “Tell me, what are your plans for passing the sentries?”

“Sentries?” The young man questioned in amazement, once more inspecting the map. He knew he would require labour to dig down to the ruined shrine, but he had not imagined any safeguards to still be in place. “What kind of sentries are we talking about?” The man frowned.

“From my understanding the security is immense. I have to say, there have been several attempts to do what you are suggesting, and all have met with failure.” Rob shook his head slightly. “You do realise that parchment won't help you right? It doesn't grant you any legal ownership.”

“But if I claim it—”

“You can try. The thing is, if they let anyone possessing a treasure map enter the museum and stake a claim they'd soon have an empty building, wouldn't they?”

“Museum, no I—” he gestured towards the map, his face clouded with confusion.

“Yes, you are talking about a heist, right?” Rob grinned.

“What? No I—oh.” Rob saw the alarm on the man's face become disappointment. He patted him on the back in a consolatory fashion before he approached the bar collecting his tankard and the additional glass.

“I guess the only one lining their pockets tonight is the merchant. Sorry, lad, but he saw you coming.” Rob placed the drink before the disillusioned youth. He took a long sorrowful gulp as he tried to conjure an explanation to give his wife about where this week's wage had gone. He slammed his hand onto the table, scrunching the parchment into a ball.

“Looks like I'm sleeping on the floor tonight. If the wife even lets me in that is. Ah well.” He rose to his feet, thinking it better to excuse himself now.

“Here.” Rob approached the bar, pulling a few of the flowers from one of the displays under the scrutiny of the frowning barkeep, despite the fact he knew he would be compensated later. “It'll soften the blow.”

“You know, one day someone really will be planning a heist.” The barkeep smiled refilling Rob's tankard as he relaxed once more in his familiar seat.

“Not that one, he's a good lad. I didn't want to see him chasing debt.” Rob knew all too well how some of the less than savoury merchants operated. They sold a dream and offered to finance it. They'd supply tools and labour at no upfront cost in exchange for a signature on a loan agreement. But when they reached their destination, no fortune or glory awaited, only debt.

The treasures had long been plundered, but the dreamer still had to find the means to pay for services rendered. The merchant would reclaim their loaned equipment and, since the would-be adventurer had no means to repay the contracted amount, they were sent to the mines. Their labour became extra coin in the hands of the loan trader. It was a longstanding, underhanded operation. But as soon as the contract was signed it was impossible to renege on the agreed terms.

* * *

As the first ray of light fought its way over the horizon Rob was already walking the streets. Traders began to cross the borders, tired from their long walk from the neighbouring villages. Quiet conversations were carried on the wind, the lowered tones almost appearing considerate to those who still slept.

The paling light of Dynamism was starting to fade. Its cool light slowly extinguishing as the wind, warmed slightly by the sun's first breath, dispelled its fading remnants. Darkness still chased beneath the twisted structures, hiding in corners to become shadows as the sun rose higher. Few paused to witness the final disappearance of energy, the turning of night into day, but Rob was one amongst them. Another night had passed, another day born. He shrugged to himself, hunching his shoulders against the still cool wind, and listened as the slow creaks and groans of timber became drowned out with the sound of life.

He had stayed at the tavern until last orders, retiring to his room with a bottle of spirits. The merriment of intoxication was a stranger to him now, no matter how often he tried to recall its numb embrace. He had waited until dawn stirred on the distant horizon.

He never slept well the night following his return. At first it had been the terror of what he had seen haunting his mind. Over the years such things had become more like figments of a nightmare, recalled in part, but not dwelt upon for any time. Something else caused his sleep that night to be fitful. The disappointment of further failure, and the growing pit of hatred that came with each unrewarded return.

Given there were so few who would venture into The Depths of Acheron, Rob often found his services in high demand. He—or more specifically the hunter named Aeolos—would today receive an influx of requests ranging from the pleas to find a loved one, to the materialistic demand for something of value. The latter were the quests he would often accept.

He ventured into The Depths of Acheron each month, so long as it was of benefit to him. He would research that which piqued his interest, and gather what little information he could before agreeing to a contract.

His clientele all had one thing in common, a knowledge of The Depths of Acheron beyond what they should possess. They knew of events, unearthing of treasures, and their insights into such things intrigued him. But none seemed willing to reveal their sources, and yet, each request so far had proven suspiciously fruitful. He had learnt a long time ago asking questions of their inexplicable knowledge served no purpose. The nobles were not forthcoming in the sharing of information, but occasionally, in excitable states, they had revealed the slightest hints of rituals and madness.

“Hey there, I've not seen you around for some time,” hailed the gruff, familiar voice of the Plexus master as Rob pushed the door open to reveal the strangely busy room. The man behind the counter was not exactly what people had come to expect from one in such a role. He was a stocky, old man, with the broad shoulders of a lumberjack. His salt and pepper hair was short with unruly curls trying to make their appearance. His beard and moustache were kept short and tidy to frame his slightly rounding jaw line.

This man, in his time, had been one of the best hunters known. He had ranked second on the tables in the year of his retirement which, by some strange coincidence, was the same year Theron, who had been in the lead that year, had hung up his weapons.

The point system operated by the Plexus was originally designed to ensure those lacking the necessary skills could not be assigned work surpassing their abilities, but had soon become the means to host a friendly competition within their ranks. Each year those ranking first, second, and third within their field would receive a Plexus Star. It was a widely recognised decoration which, for the entirety of the year, afforded the bearer certain benefits. These included a small discount from merchants and craftsmen, as well as first refusal on high paid work.

Each year the star was of different design, and even once their year of glory had finished, it was a respected medal of honour. The points for any given job were determined by the Plexus master, based on the difficulty and danger. The higher the value the more difficult the task.

In the beginning the Hunters' Plexus had not been divided into subclasses. As time moved on, and the world changed, there became a clear divide between the types of requests passing through their doors. There were those who requested hunters to find or retrieve treasure, and those who sought wanted criminals. Thus the subclasses were born in order to create a more balanced reward structure, where each class had their own table.

“Hey.” Rob raised his hand returning the greeting with a polite smile. Before lowering his hand he made an effort to brush the longer parts of his sandy-brown hair behind his ears. His hair, which was normally well-kempt and short, now looked a little on the untamed side. Not that such a look deterred the passing gaze of any woman. He was devilishly handsome, and even with little attention to his appearance somehow he seemed to pass from clean cut to rugged. He could apparently look clean, rugged, or dangerous but never, it seemed, scruffy or messy. Not that he himself put much stock in his looks, but he did appreciate other people noticing him.

Rob paused his approach to the counter, his sight passing down the volume of wanted posters which now lined the wooden walls. The last time he had visited this particular Plexus the pictures had been but a few. Now it was as if the Plexus master had decided to conceal any evidence of the wooden structure below.

“Thinking of switching to real work?” a voice challenged. The man was easily seven foot in height, with the stocky frame most hunters would covet. The figure's hair was tied at the nape of his neck in a scruffy, grey-brown ponytail. A few of the people paused their browsing to watch with interest.

“Nah, I think I'll stick with what I know.” Rob waved his hand in a dismissive, lighthearted gesture. His eyes fixed on the broad back of the large figure who had addressed him.

“Yeah, but I dunna see much for flower arranging here. Then again, nothin's better than part time ay?” the hunter smirked.

“Just count your blessing, if you'd half my skill the Plexus'd already be destitute.” The figure's laugh roared like thunder through a mountain range, reverberating through the room. He turned to face Rob, reaching out his thick arm in greeting. A thundering strike resounded as their flesh met in a friendly forearm shake.

“It's been a while, Aeolos. Been quiet without ya.” The huge figure guffawed, calling Rob by his Plexus alias, before releasing their greeting. The forearm handshake was used by Plexuses and merchants as a standard greeting. It had replaced the hand-to-hand shake some time ago. After all this gesture made it easy to check for weapons or items concealed in the sleeve, it was easy to break away from, and most importantly it was a clean and idiot-proof display of camaraderie.

“What's it been, Iphios, a year? Of all the places I thought we'd meet I never expected it'd be here.” Rob slapped the man on his shoulder a little harder than necessary.

“Well everyone says the Iereía of Elpída is something else. She's as succulent as honey, hair like gold, and a body,” Iphios paused making an hourglass gesture with his hands accompanied by an appreciative 'mm-mm,' sound. “A body that should in rights belong to a goddess. She's a real bellibone. Maybe you should take a look. Just a glance was enough to recharge my battery… now what was her name?” He mulled it over as he scratched his chin. The sound of his nails meeting stubble grated like sandpaper.

“Sunniva?” Rob questioned with raised eyebrows as a bemused expression crossed his face.

“That's it!” He waved his index finger at him frantically, as if just hearing her name unleashed excitement. “So you've met her?”

“She's my sister,” he retorted bluntly, his brows knitting together.

“Flosh.” He gestured dismissively looking at Rob carefully for any sign he was teasing. There was none. The hunter gave a hearty laugh and slapped Rob on the shoulder hard enough to push him to the side. “Ya joking right?” Rob shook his head maintaining eye contact with Iphios. The burly figure stepped back slightly to regard him critically before shaking his head. “Nope, sorry, I can't see it. She obviously got the looks, the smarts and, well, just about everything.” He roared in laughter, his huge frame shaking.

“Now, that's not what your daughter said if I remember correctly,” Rob teased, invoking another hearty laugh from the man.

“Daughter? I've a fine-looking lad, bit of a pretty boy. Don't tell me yer the one who got away,” he chuckled.

“Hmm, I guess I should've found the stubble suspect.” Rob shrugged grinning lightheartedly.

“Ha, stubble, that'll be the day. Anyway, I'm on my way to Therascia, how 'bout ya?” he questioned brandishing a small parchment before Rob's face.

“I think I'll be resting up for a few weeks, you know, until the next full moon.”

“Ya wanna be careful, ya'll earn yaself a reputation.” Iphios smiled reaching out for the door.

“I already have, haven't you heard? I'm the best.” Rob smirked playfully, approaching to give the figure another hearty slap on the back, one which sent searing burning pains through his hand but did little to move the great weight.

“Ya'll never fill my shoes.” He gave a deep throaty chuckle.

“I don't know, three more, and I have beaten your record, shame you chose to turn bounty hunter on me, you were my only real bit of competition.”

“Between ya and me Aeolos, there was no competition,” he retorted.

“Yeah, I suppose you're right. You've long past your prime, I still have my youthful spring.”

“And childlike wit. Besides, did ya not hear? A month ago I seized the Opik Blue.” His hand pulled open the door as he turned back to face Rob, making no attempt to conceal his beaming grin. A grin which only broadened to see the look of utter bewilderment on Rob's face. He turned back towards the door, raising his hand in a parting gesture.

“What?” Rob almost choked in dismay. The shock of the news striking him with more strength than any of their friendly exchanges. Rob swore he could hear the hunter's rumbling chuckles as the door swung closed behind him. “Is it true?” Rob demanded spinning to address the Plexus master, shock still lining his features.

“Afraid so,” he answered with a smile and tone contrary to the expected apologetic mannerisms of one delivering such devastating news. In fact, the Plexus master was smiling so intently that each of his wrinkles had become visible and his moustache threatened to meet his eyebrows. “One of his marks had it in their possession.”

“Of all the dumb luck!” Rob exclaimed before giving a hearty sigh. He tossed a small pouch on to the counter. Attached to it was the Plexus emblem that most in their service wore, with pride, as a badge. “I guess I better cash this in and see what you've got. Dirty cheat, I thought he'd given up on the treasure hunting,” he chuntered in good humour.

Rob searched through his pockets before finding the parchment with his most recent request. He slid the paper across the desk as the Plexus master tipped the green stone from the pouch. His brow wrinkled slightly as he studied the writing from the latest missive before taking both the parchment and jewel into the rear area for verification.

The Plexuses possessed the ability to communicate across vast distances. Their operation, in some ways, was similar to how seasoned Elementalists had described the silent exchange between trees. These scholars of nature had spoken of a fungus, buried deep within the soil, creating a network which was used to communicate, and even pass nutrients, to others. Similarly the Plexus had some undisclosed method of communication, one which was thought to connect to some form of repository where impressions of all Plexus members were preserved.

Even Rob, who had known things in operation beyond the understanding of this time, could not fathom how it worked. He, like any other hunter, would simply present his emblem, and leave the rest to the Plexus master.

When the Plexus master reappeared the pouch held in his possession seemed considerably heavier.

“Everything seemed to be in order. It'll reach them no later than this afternoon. We've added the completion to the records.” Rob gave a slight smile as he slipped some of the payment into a secondary pouch concealed within his inner jacket pocket.

“Was there anything new for me?” he prompted, leaning forward on the counter. He bit his lip slightly, anticipating a reply, while wondering the best way to regain his lead.

“Demon Marauder?” The Plexus master gave a hearty chuckle. One which became a full-blown laugh when he saw the horrified expression on Rob's face.

“No!” Rob grimaced, the disgust in his voice apparent. Plexuses, unlike most businesses, never exchanged personal names. When someone entered their service, and passed the trials needed to earn the emblem, the Plexus assigned them a generic name. One usually fitting to their skills and talents. As they found their expertise their aliases sometimes changed to reflect their calling. No two Plexus names were ever the same, and on occasion people were dubbed with terrible titles such as the one the Plexus master had just uttered.

“Demon Marauder, really?” Rob questioned, wiping his hand down his face in an attempt to conceal his frustration. “Why, when did they change it?”

“They haven't, yet.” The Plexus master roared in amusement. He knew this young man would be good for a chuckle or two.

“Thank the Gods, don't do that to me old man. I thought you were serious.” Rob, despite the frown meant to reinforce his words, failed to hide the relief. He liked his current name, Aeolos, meaning quick moving. It had a nice ring to it, and he wore it well.

“Well, from what I've seen they're reorganising things. It's only a matter of time looking at the requests you've been taking.” He shook his head, his eyes still sparkling with amusement.

“They wouldn't would they? Not to something like Demon Marauder. Would they?” he prompted again when he met with no response.

“Unlikely, something like that would be no better than assassin hunter Victor. An alias like that is just asking for trouble. But he did insist on naming himself.” Hearing the name Rob heard himself tutting, feeling the slow shaking of his head which accompanied the noise.

“I heard about him, poor fool.”

“There were rumours of an investigation. They still don't know how he managed to pass the trials. He may have been broad and strong, but we all know he was skating on the wrong side of the ice. That's what got him killed.” The Plexus master shook his head. “Enough on such things, pass me your insignia, I'll go check.”

Every Plexus member, regardless of which branch they were aligned to, was presented with their Plexuses' emblem. Most saw it as a symbol of honour, a means to announce to any who looked that they were of the Plexus. But it served another purpose. In the hands of a Plexus master, by way of sacred and shielded ritual, it called upon the reflection of its owner, allowing them to confirm the member was who they claimed, and pair them with any assignments currently held. It was a functional tool, but given the difficulty of the trials it was also a symbol of great accomplishment. It was for this reason most chose to display theirs with pride. But Rob's badge weighed heavily. It was nothing more than a painful, unrelinquishable burden.

As Rob waited, he became aware of the silence. All the noise associated with everyday life, the traders readying their wagons, the sellers preparing their wares, even the early morning shoppers, had fallen abruptly still. This eerie quiet lasted for easily a minute, perhaps two. It was always hard to tell in such prolonged unnatural moments. Then, without warning, sound returned; the volume seemed almost deafening as one noise was indistinguishable from another. The only clarity to it was the tone of hatred.

It took Rob a moment or two to decide to investigate. Given the hostile tones it appeared someone had become recipient to the town's malice, and no one within the Plexus—who all seemed content to observe from the windows—made any attempt to intervene.

* * *

Taya dismounted her steed. The chestnut stallion whinnied, complaining as she secured the reins with a quickly executed clove hitch to one of the posts. There were only a few horses and mules secured in such a manner. Merchants, and those spending prolonged time at Riverside Quay, were required to pay for stabling in order to leave the hitching posts solely for the use of quick business, which Taya was certain this would be.

The complex maze of streets and buildings loomed before her. She pressed her lips together tightly as she beheld the towering monstrosities stretching on rickety walkways. She had reconsidered entering countless times. Wondering whether she should proceed, or simply return to Elpída before anyone realised she was missing. The weight of the parchment in her pocket reminded her of her task. If she could prove to Sunniva she could be trusted, perhaps they would see how hard she tried to conform to their needs.

Steeling herself slightly, Taya crossed the boundary, marked by a worn, two rail, post fence. The shadows of the taller structures bathed her in imposing darkness, sending goose-pimples chasing across her flesh. She felt herself duck slightly as she passed under the first walkway, despite it standing far higher than any pedestrian.

Her cheeks flushed with colour as her presence attracted strange looks and curbed whispers. Glancing behind her she was almost certain she was being followed. Swallowing, she lowered her head towards the uneven ground, aware how most of the world viewed 'her kind'.

Pain shot through her wrist as a calloused hand reached out from the shadows. It grabbed her with such force it wrenched her arm back, causing her to spin to face the rosy cheeks of a drunken man. His breath reeked of stale ale, his grip tightening further as she tried to pull away.

“You're a long way from home harpy,” he slurred. “It's like you're begging for trouble. You know what they'll do if they catch ya.” He released her from his grasp, sending her staggering backward a few paces. Regaining her balance she turned, quickening her stride, her gaze flickering backwards towards the dark figure as she retreated. Turning the corner she caught her breath, pressing her back firmly against the wall. Her right thumb and index fingers tugging gently as they turned and traced the ring on her left hand in a habitual movement she displayed whenever she felt anxious.

Passerbys slowed their pace to cast disgusted looks in her direction, but not all of them continued on their way. Some stopped to stare, whispering behind raised hands as they studied the harpy.

“Your kind aren't welcome here, scat!” hissed a female voice from the gathering crowd.

“It's too late for that. It's not the first time she's entered these borders.” A tall figure made his way forward. “Who knows what she's doing here, she could be hunting for children, or sowing foul seeds. If we let her leave unharmed what message does that send? How long before she returns with her sisters and snatches your children from their beds?”

The gathering stood a little straighter, paying attention to his words, his resounding voice causing others to stop and listen. “No, she needs to be taught a lesson. Her kind are not, and will never be, allowed to walk these streets.” A small cheer rose from some of the groups, chorused by a small applause. “You've all heard the tales, children and babies snatched from the arms of loving parents. Whisked away only to be found desecrated while the parents are blamed.

“They are evil creatures, and I say we take a stand, here and now, let us cast a clear message to the world. The island of Livingstone will never welcome evil.” A louder cheer rose up. Mothers gathered their children closer, some with the foresight to retreat from the crowd.

Taya moved slowly, trying to make herself small against the shadows as she edged along the building, hoping to reach the corner and make her escape. The figure lashed out, coiling his hand around her hair, dragging her before him and casting her towards the ground. She scrabbled in the dust, trying to pull herself up. Her attempt meeting with a solid strike to her back from the figure's heavy boot. He pressed down on her spine, fixing her in place. “For too long have we tolerated this creature. She befouls our temple, taints the air we breathe. We must do what our honourable Sunniva could never. We must rid ourselves of this tiresome burden.” Cheers met his words this time, his foot shifting from her back to force her face back to the ground.

“I hear their kind don't feel pain like us,” boomed a deep voice.

“It's true.” He grabbed Taya's hair once more, dragging her to her knees before him. “There's only one true way to cleanse the spirit of its evil.” He produced a blade from its sheath, pulling her hair until her neck was exposed. Tears streaked her panic-stricken face. “Decapitation, would do little more than kill the body, and fire could carry her evil to safety so it may return.” He released her again. “We must unite. Ensure her tainted form is cleansed through the punishment of pain. Such is the only way to ensure her befouled spirit finds peace and never returns.

“There is but one method I know, I speak of course of lapidation.” Excited murmurs echoed through the crowd. Those captivated by his speech already searched the ground, securing stones and pebbles, some even prising them from beneath the ground. Small round objects were passed forward, as if someone had stood in wait, ready to supply the need.

The advocate stepped aside, raising his hand, readying his followers. With a single gesture they released their projectiles, leaving him free to vanish within the crowd to watch in satisfaction as another tainted life was cleansed. He relished in each of the rising cheers which signified a projectile had struck its mark.

* * *

Rob forced his way through the unruly crowd. Those recognising him quickly shuffled aside as murmurs of the Plexus' interference passed between them. He reached out, grasping a hand, applying enough pressure to see the woman drop the stone to the ground. His angry glare alone caused her to retreat into the shadows, her own child clutching the back of her skirt as she fled.

He stepped forward, his hands balled into fists. His jaw was clenched so tightly it was a moment before he could force words through the anger. His nostrils flared as his gaze met with each member of the lingering rabble.

“Leave. Now,” he growled through gritted teeth. His hands began to tremble and his fury was a tangible force that caused the crowd to dissipate quickly. But three remained, their hands still grasping the rocks tightly. His cold glare turned towards them, causing two to silently slink away, while the remaining figure stood steadfast.

“You've no right to interfere,” The fair-haired man challenged bravely. His hand lowered slightly as he turned to find himself without support. “Their kind are a blight, and like any scourge it needs to be purged.”

“You make me sick. What gives you the right?” Rob advanced, the figure faltered slightly. “Does it make you feel strong, attacking a woman?” He gestured towards Taya, who still lay curled upon the ground, her arms protecting her head. “You're not even man enough to make it fair, hiding your face in the crowd.”

“Yeah, well, you've no authority over me!” he yelled. He once more glanced over his shoulder, as if to seek support. He released his stone, noticing the approach of two hunters from the Plexus. “Do you know who my father is?”

“He could be a god for all I care. You lost any stature the moment that rock found your hand.” Rob grabbed the youth, shoving him towards the others. “Get him out of my sight.” They did as they were bid without a word.

Rob watched them lead the youth away, forcing himself to take a long, deep breath, his head almost hanging in shame. He turned his gaze to Taya, who had managed to push herself to her knees, despite a bleeding head wound. She winced, wrapping her arms around her stomach protectively. Tears mingled with blood to streak her face. When Rob extended his hand, she flinched. “Don't judge us all by their prejudice.” He forced a softness to his furious tone, offering a weak smile as she accepted his help.

Her balance faltered, causing her to raise a shaking hand to the bleeding wound. Retreating backwards she found the wall at her back and used its strength to support her weight while her head spun. For a moment she thought she saw movement in the distant shadows, but the distortion of her sight made it impossible to be certain. “Here.” Rob slid the top from a small silver tin he had taken from his belt. Inside was a ground powder. When she didn't move Rob placed his fingers within, grabbing a pinch of the powder before applying it to the bleeding wound. Taya's eyes scrunched closed in pain, her sharp intake of breath detecting the scent of yarrow and salt. “It's a styptic powder. It'll stop the bleeding. Do you have any—”

“I can take care of myself!” she snapped sidestepping to place some distance between them. She paused for a moment, her fingers interlocking. “I mean, thank you.”

“What brought you this way?” Rob questioned, aware that his sister was all too familiar with the attitude of this town towards the Méros-Génos. Their prejudice against Taya surpassed any display he had witnessed, but she too was unlike any Méros-Génos he had seen before.

“The priestesses were in prayer, so I brought this for you myself.” Taya placed her hand into the folds of her short cloak, her trembling fingers producing a crumpled parchment. Once rolled and sealed with care it had been crushed flat, the wax breaking away from its damaged edges.

Taya had seen the parchment on the table, and with no one around to prevent her from doing so, she decided to capitalise on a moment of freedom by delivering the message to its intended recipient. By doing so, and returning safely, she could prove to Sunniva that she didn't need such close observation, and perhaps earn a little more freedom. Although she would be lying if she failed to admit that, once upon the steed, she had considered fleeing, never to return.

Rob extended his hand. No sooner had he touched the parchment Taya released her grasp on it, placing yet more distance between them until she turned her back towards him, retreating quickly towards the town's borders where her horse stood waiting.

Rob looked at the parchment, frowning slightly when he failed to recognise the scrawl which had written his name. He unrolled it carefully, his frown deepening as he turned it over a few times. His eyes narrowed as he scrutinised its surface. The parchment itself, except for his name, was blank. An uneasy feeling began to tighten his chest. The same feeling he had just before things went horribly wrong. Rob glanced behind him, surveying the strangely empty streets. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, someone had been watching them.

* * *

Sunniva was worried. A few of the acolytes flitted about the temple, clearing away after morning prayers, a task normally left for Taya's attention. When Sunniva had sent one of the acolytes to summon her, they had found that she, along with the horse, was no longer on their grounds. Pacing, Sunniva looked pleadingly to the statue, as if beseeching it to talk and impart wisdom. Yet Artemis remained silent, her unaltered features maintaining vigil over the temple.

Enquiries revealed the children had not seen her either, suggesting she left before the cook had prepared breakfast. This did not bode well. Taya knew better than to leave Elpída. But there was more to this restriction than simply her appearance. There were so many reasons she should never leave the grounds, her safety being only one of them.

Forcing her shoulders back to adopt a strong and confident posture, Sunniva approached the window that looked out over the forest and plains surrounding Elpída. She rubbed her shoulders, her sight nervously panned the dirt track, willing for Taya's figure to appear.

By the time the scent of lunch filled the air Sunniva had resorted to pacing again. The clicking of her heels marked each passing second. Doubts and fears haunted her. If Taya failed to return, or if she couldn't be recovered, then Sunniva would be held accountable. This was not a fury she wished to face. She had been charged to watch over Taya, to ensure her condition was managed to the best of her ability. The stakes of losing her were beyond measure, beyond recompense.

Wringing her hands she questioned where Taya would run. The harbour knew better than to offer her passage, and the towns here would show her no favour, but what if she knew of Collateral? There was no telling how far she could run should she enter the travellers' city. If she reached this haven all her work, all her sacrifice, would be for nought. Taya would be lost to them.

Her vision shifted to the door, as if staring at it would see her clerics return. Even now, after so many hours, they still searched for her. But with each prolonged minute the inevitability of her return grew more doubtful. Sunniva scolded her own negligence for becoming too accustomed to the children keeping vigil on Taya. But this morning they had been preoccupied with the preparations for the first day of the harvest. The seasonal crops were ready to be picked and stored. It would have been easy for her to slip away unnoticed. Sunniva heard herself sigh, and once more straightened her posture. She would have to enforce Taya's presence in prayers again, regardless of how uncomfortable it made some of her clerics. That was assuming she returned.

Sunniva's focus snapped towards the door as she heard the hurried footsteps of an approaching figure. Her mind raced with thoughts of the ill-tidings being brought at such a pace. The door flew open to reveal Taya's breathless figure. Her bloodshot eyes and reddened cheeks betraying the shedding of tears. Sunniva breathed a quiet sigh of relief, quickly hurrying to embrace her wayward child. She clutched her tightly, whispering thanks to the Gods for her safe return before finally expressing her relief aloud.

“I'm so glad you're safe,” Sunniva breathed, stroking Taya's shoulders lightly taking in her dishevelled appearance. She cupped her face, pausing to assess each of the dark wounds marking her pale skin. She studied the injuries intently. The bleeding from her brow had stilled to form a large scab surrounded by dark, unsightly bruising.

It was clear to Sunniva what had happened. She had seen these types of injury before and had little doubt there would be many such abrasions on her flesh. But she was home now, and the damage seemed superficial. “You look terrible my child. What happened, whatever possessed you to leave without a word?” Sunniva's hands moved to Taya's neck, checking for signs of fever. “You're burning up.” Her words caused Taya's body to flush with a sickly heat. “Come, we must get you to bed.”

Taya allowed herself to be led; her mind strangely clouded as her vision blurred. She raised her hand to her forehead as a wave of dizziness passed through her. Her fingers traced the throbbing wound. The stones must have struck her harder than she had thought.

“I wanted to help,” Taya whispered, struggling to focus her gaze on the floor before her. “There was a letter—” Sunniva guided her to the edge of her bed, gently encouraging her to sit before starting to undress her. Her cool fingers pressed firmly on the bright, angry-looking blemishes which marked Taya's pale skin. Sunniva studied each wound carefully before applying a witch hazel balm. It would heal the bruises. Within days they would have faded completely. She was fortunate there had not been more damage, someone had clearly intervened.

After Sunniva had helped her into her night gown and tended to her injuries, Taya pressed her hands to her forehead, trying to gain some clarity. “What did you ask?” Taya questioned frowning slightly, certain Sunniva had just asked her something. Everything was becoming unclear. The world around her grew faint, dream-like. She heard a strangely familiar voice call her name, causing her to startle. Squeezing her eyes closed several times she attempted to concentrate on Sunniva's words. Each movement caused flushes of heat and nausea to swell within her.

“Come, lie down. Rest, and I'll begin your treatment. You'll soon be feeling better,” Sunniva assured, lifting Taya's legs onto the bed after slipping her boots off. Carefully, she tenderly wrapped the covers around her tucking them beneath the mattress firmly.

“I'm sorry I left,” she apologised weakly, her eyes growing heavy.

“Left?” Unable to see her face Taya could only hear the confusion in Sunniva's voice as her gentle touch caressed her temples.

“To Riverside Quay,” she whispered.

“Oh, my dear, you've not been out,” Sunniva cooed.

“But… I thought—”

“Shush now, you're sick. Close your eyes. I'm going to start now, and when you wake you'll feel much better.”







Chapter Three 
Escape

Taya was unsure how long she had sat staring unseeing into the mirror placed upon the dressing table, but her awareness slowly began to return. Her mind felt sluggish, and her head throbbed. All indications suggested she had received one of Sunniva's more intensive treatments. They were worse on waking. Often she would find herself gaining awareness partway into a morning routine, such as cleaning her teeth, or brushing her hair. Her body responded to any summons on instinct, while her mind remained clouded. She saw she was already dressed, and had a vague recollection of eating before being escorted back to her room.

A figure at the door cleared their throat, reminding her of their long-forgotten presence. It seemed to be time for evening prayers. Since her last treatment Taya had lost the freedom Sunniva's trust afforded. She was now expected to attend each prayer session and, except for the time she spent in isolation within her room, was never unaccompanied.

It took a few moments before Taya's body responded to her demand for it to move. Her limbs felt strangely heavy. She knew part of her body's response was from the dreadful anticipation of what loomed in her future. Treatments only became this intense before Sunniva thought it necessary to send her away. Taya felt the slow tingle of fine hairs as they stood upright upon her flesh, sending an icy chill deep into her core at the thought of returning to Mirage Lake.

In the temple, as Taya knelt with her head bowed to mirror the posture of those in service of the Gods, her mind drifted. She had spent almost the entirety of her life within these walls, and had been raised from infancy by Sunniva to worship her deities. Yet kneeling and praying to these gods seemed wrong, somehow unnatural. She felt no warmth or comfort, no connection to those who ruled over the mortal realms. She simply felt empty, lost.

When all was still, and the barely audible breathing of the clerics had become as one, Taya raised her head. She stared at the statue of Artemis. Questions she dared never voice circled her mind until she felt the teasing fingers of a soft breeze through her hair. She turned slowly, seeing the temple door had been left ajar, and instantly berated herself for wondering if she could leave unheard.

A flash of movement caught her eye. The glass of the lantern reflecting the light from within as it was thrown, with precision, through the opening. She heard herself gasp in foreknowledge of what was to come. The echoing sound of the shattering cylinder was almost concealed by the roar of fire. The brilliant flames snaked across the ground as if igniting invisible oil. It burnt without mercy, devouring all within its path.

The clerics sprung into action. Each one casting a glance in her direction, as if believing she was somehow responsible. The panicked chorus quickly changed to organised instructions as they tried to bring the spreading flames under control. They rushed through to the kitchens to fill pails with water. Some doused the flames, while others pulled the curtains from the plain windows, using the cloth to smother the fire. But nothing seemed to sate its relentless hunger.

Taya stood staring, rooted to the spot captivated by its slow, almost hypnotic dance as it consumed all it touched. She watched it sway with the breeze from the door, until she heard someone calling her name.

“Taya!” Sunniva called again, relieved when her posture finally stiffened in response. “Take the children to safety and wait until I send word,” she commanded before continuing to issue instructions to those around her.

At her words Taya seemed to regain focus. She shook her head as if to dispel the trance and, returning to her senses, nodded. She picked her way through the winding fire towards the rear door. Its blistering heat singed the fine hairs on her arms as she was forced to pass too close to its insatiable heat. A splash of water drenched the bottom of her dress as it was flung in her direction. The fabric clung to her ankles, yet her steps showed a grace her disorientation should not have allowed. Through the commotion no one noticed the dark figure slip quietly through the temple's door, concealed by the thickening smoke.

Taya hurried through the rear door, using the small corridors and connecting buildings to reach the children's sleeping quarters. They were the furthest from the temple and were interspaced with smaller rooms belonging to the clerics and acolytes. If there was a design to their room assignments it was one Taya had not discerned. She ran as quickly as she could, rousing the tiny figures one at a time. She checked their numbers repeatedly to ensure they were all present and accounted for. She tasked the older children to do the same, in case her own count could not be trusted. By the time she had gathered them everything was blanketed with thick smoke. Echoes of tiny, gasping coughs filled the air as Taya led them outside to safety.

The youngest amongst them was barely a toddler. She cried against the forceful stirring of her sleep and pressed herself closer to Taya as she sobbed. Her tiny voice calming only to cry out louder as the cold night air forced her to wake further.

The other children, seeing where they were heading, now pushed their fear aside. Never had they been permitted entry into the place Taya led them.

The small building had been constructed with a stone foundation. As it rose it became panelled with wood, the grey stones still set at uniform intervals until its composition was lost beneath a heavily thatched roof. The structure lacked any windows and allowed access through a single, heavy wooden door. The door, Taya knew, could be locked from within, but there were also a number of wrought iron hasps fitted to the outside.

Set on the furthest border of their land, beyond the crops and gardens, it seemed to stand as a lone sentry before the forest. It was thought to have been constructed around the time the land had been purchased, but none of them remembered seeing it constructed. The children all swore it had simply appeared one day, but when they spoke of this miracle to the clerics they were warned against the harm of lies and living in a world of make-believe. These words had caused great unrest, and when Taya heard she had taken them aside, quietly explaining that most adults could no longer witness miracles and magic.

Fortunately her words never reached Sunniva's ears, and the children were happier for believing in a magic lost to all but them.

The children had always wanted to explore this small building. Taya had, and she loathed it. For all the intrigue the children displayed, she felt an equal measure of dread. The memories of it alone were enough to bring the stinging taste of bile to her throat. She had spoken of magic and fantasy but, given the time she had spent here, this place had become her own personal nightmare. She would admit it to no one, but she still awoke soaked in sweat, having dreamt she had once more been imprisoned within. In her dream she had never been alone. Another had come to her, twisting her to their purpose. Regardless of her own personal feelings and experience she knew the children would be safe here.

The inside of the room was just like she remembered, empty, except for a few woven mats which were placed at intervals upon the floor. There was one for each of the temple's clerics, and an additional one at the front, a place Taya assumed Sunniva would sit. Just to its right, near the rear wall, stood a small wooden altar. The children seemed disappointed to see the bland nature of this structure, but bringing them here had indeed silenced their sobs and questions.

“I'm going to need you all to be very brave,” Taya whispered softly, swallowing her own fear as she placed the youngest child down on one of the mats. “There's nothing to be sca—” Taya froze. An image of terror filled her mind with such vividness she felt her stomach tighten. The children, who moments ago looked to her with fear-filled eyes, now lay dead. Their tiny bodies slashed and mutilated beyond all recognition. It was a scene of carnage, complete and merciless slaughter.

“You can't hide forever Daimon.” A cold steely voice called out through the fragile silence. For a moment she saw an image of the temple, reduced to its bare bones, devoured completely by the now sated flames. She knew, without a doubt, the unseen figure was the one responsible for this horror, and that he had come for her.

“Taya?” a small voice questioned cautiously. She blinked, seeing the worried looks of the children as they all focused their attention on her trembling body. They all knew she walked a different reality. Just as she watched over them, they too had been given instruction to keep vigil on her. They didn't see her differences in the same light as most. They loved her like family, after all, she had been here as long as any of them could recall and, although she was often taken ill, she told tales of magic and wonder.

“It's okay. I'm okay,” she reassured through gasping breaths, unable to hide the relief at seeing the figures once more animated with life. Although perhaps her relief was premature. Whilst Sunniva referred to what she had just experienced as a relapse, Taya knew in her heart that if she failed to act such things would come to pass. She had stopped so many terrors and disasters by acting on such images, or at least she thought she had.

Taya twisted her ring as she chewed her bottom lip in consideration. She knew what was happening now. Her mind was trying to convince itself that such things were real. If she allowed herself this belief she would sink deeper into the madness, and be consumed by the disease that thrived within her blood. She knew she should not believe the images, but with such potential consequences how could she deny them?

“Taya?” the voice questioned again, seeing the concern crossing their big sister's face. Taya gave a reassuring smile. She knew what had to be done.

“Holly, you're the eldest so it falls to you to take care of everyone. If anything happens, or you get really scared, there's a crawlspace behind the altar.” Taya knew this crawlspace well. Had it been lighter she had no doubt the children would see the claw marks etched within the walls from the times she had been imprisoned here. Times when she had relapsed so violently there had been no choice but to detain her within these walls. Here she could cause no harm to anyone but herself, and here she would remain until the escorts arrived to attend to the situation. Sunniva always said that believing the things she saw, and her impossible fantasies, was the first step of decline. Her fear of such things usually caused her to lash out, hurting those who only wanted to watch over her.

“Taya, aren't you staying?” Holly questioned, her big brown eyes fixed on Taya pleadingly. At ten this young girl was the oldest of the orphans, and with the fiery temper attributed to all red-heads none questioned her seniority. Even the boys never challenged her. She was fierce and loyal. Taya knew she would protect them. The young girl had proven her ferocity numerous times when the older children visited for lessons from nearby towns. They had thought they could exploit those without a home or family, that they were weaker, and no better than the Demi-human they cohabited with. They had been wrong.

“No, beautiful, I can't.” Taya kissed the top of her head affectionately. “I have to help the clerics. There's someone here who means us harm.” Taya stilled her words, her mind warning against pulling the children into her own imaginings. “The fire is a nasty predator, he must be doused,” she added in haste. “I need you to be brave. I'll be back soon, but if you get really scared, lead your brothers and sisters to Herne's Rock. Do you think you can do that?” The young girl nodded. “Okay, good. Now, lock the door behind me. Do not open it for anyone but the clerics.”

With these words of parting Taya left the young children secure in the small sealed building, while her hurried steps propelled her towards the temple where billows of smoke could still be seen. She leapt the small fences and shrubs with ease, unaware they even blocked her path. Her sole focus was the building before her.

The glow of fire saturated the air with its orange hue, and the light from the windows caused unearthly shadows to flicker across the surrounding land. The sun was setting. Its own glow a mirror of the brilliant colours. Billows of smoke rose high into the air, only to be quickly dispelled by the wind before the beacon of disaster could be seen.

Taya stood at the doors, twisting her ring as her stomach tightened. She knew there was someone within the walls who did not belong, and the silence of the clerics served only to fuel her growing fear. Her premonition had suggested the figure came for her, so surely her presence would put an end to this horror. Her hands trembled as she raised them towards the door. She inhaled deeply, steeling herself to face whatever lay within. The huge wooden structures swung inward, releasing fresh clouds of smoke from within. The fire swelled, growing and roaring as it feasted on the fresh air. It appeared almost as if her presence excited it.

The clerics and acolytes sat huddled, cowering at the feet of their goddess. Their fearful eyes never strayed from the burley figure before them, not even to see if it were friend or foe who had entered. The smoke shrouded figure turned, dragging Sunniva's weight with him. His thick arm was coiled around her waist while his other held a blade to her throat. She shielded just half of his wide form, but he knew no one within these walls would risk her life.

“Ah, the Daimon appears,” he chuckled. His weapon's pressure on Sunniva's throat increased, causing her to let out a stifled cry.

“Stop!” Taya screamed. Her voice carried an authority few would dare ignore. One so absolute the figure had eased the pressure on Sunniva's throat instinctively, before the smoke had even cushioned the echoing command.

Heat from the fire distorted the smoke-filled air further as the clerics looked on in horror. The glimpses of unnatural movement were seen only as shadows, dancing and twisting as they caught the plumes of smoke.

Taya stood hunched as she stifled her cries. Where once the feathered wings could be seen the horrific bones of a skeletal frame now danced in the firelight. They appeared to bleed, shedding thick viscous fluid between the fine web of bones to create the most macabre, yet hauntingly beautiful, wings they had ever seen. Unlike those she once bore, they were segregated into two parts, the lower protruding from her lumbar region. These downward arching hindwings expanded, relishing in their liberation. Her silhouette cast across the haze. The shadowgraph reminiscent of a butterfly caught in the light.

Taya screamed internally against the mental agony of this somehow familiar sensation. Her mind warned how deep into her delusion she was being drawn. She looked to Sunniva through the haze. Her own horror was mirrored on the face of the Iereía.

The figure watched her closely, his weapon still held firmly against Sunniva's throat as Taya hesitated. She looked on in uncertainty, her choice unclear. What if she were to act on these images, charge forward to defend those she cared for, only to find later she had been the one to inflict scars upon those she thought she was saving? But if she were to believe her eyes, believe the familiar power and comforting sensations that now washed over her, she would also have to accept everything she had been led to believe as truth was in fact the lie. And all which she had been told were lies, were in fact truths.

There was certainly nothing about the way she felt which seemed remotely Méros-Génos. Her awareness, her power, it was almost recognisable. She shook her head, trying to dislodge some of the confusion. Sunniva had been warning her for days now of her deteriorating condition. As if in response to this recollection, she looked once more at the captive figure as if to seek her guidance. Begging for Sunniva to once more help her to distinguish the truth between reality and delusion.

“Run,” the hoarse voice commanded before being silenced by the increase of pressure upon her throat. Taya was more confused now than before. Was she to believe those words had really been spoken?

“Run and she dies,” the figure warned. “You think yourself clever disguising your blood-soaked heritage with the appearance of a Demi-human. My eyes see through your cheap visage. How you broke the moonlight seal is beyond me Daimon. You even dare to bewitch those in service to our gods. It would be a mercy to kill them. I must purge your taint from their souls. Immolation or death by my blade, these are the choices you have left me with should I wish to spare them.” He turned, casting his gaze back towards the fear stricken clerics ensuring they dared not attempt to escape.

There was something villainous in his eyes, a glint emphasised by the glow of the firelight. Taya knew his intention. He was about to make an example of their Iereía. He was going to kill her, ending the stalemate between them.

“No!” Taya heard the cry leave her lips before being aware she had spoken. Her reaction instinctive as the figure moved, tugging Sunniva's hair to fully expose her bared throat. Taya struck him, the sword falling from his grasp when the blow to his temple was followed quickly by another to his wrist. The figure stumbled. He had not expected her to be able to move so quickly. She had covered the distance from the temple's entrance to him in the blink of an eye, or so it had seemed. But such was an enchantment for his eyes only. Taking advantage of his disorientation she struck him again. Her blow firmly connecting with his jaw, knocking him from his feet. She didn't even pause to question how one of her frame had the strength to fell such a large hunter.

Sunniva, no longer supported by the hunter's grip, sank to the floor. Her legs unable to hold her weight. Giving the attacker but a cursory glance Taya rushed to her side. The clerics seemed to retreat further at her approach.

“Are you all right?” Taya draped her arms around Sunniva's shoulders as she sat before her trembling. The hunter still lay to their side. Taya regarded him carefully for a moment, she knew she had not struck him hard, her only ally had been surprise. She was relieved to see he remained motionless, allowing her to concentrate solely on the Iereía. Sunniva looked to Taya, offering a warm smile.

In that instant, as Taya returned the relieved gesture, she heard the flurry of movement behind her. Every instinct warned her of the coming strike, warned her to dodge, or roll aside. Yet she froze. Perhaps in realisation that the victim of this blade had no relevance to the hunter. He cared only that his strike met with blood. She felt herself tense, holding her position. She cleared her mind. If this was all a delusion then she had nothing to fear. If, however, this was real the blow seemed too clumsy to be deadly, and she would have a physical reminder of the truth. A wound which would prove without a doubt her sanity was not lacking.

The burning heat of the metal blade scalded her as it pierced her back. She leaned forward, her arm extending to thrust Sunniva to the floor in a further attempt to protect her. Taya's agonised cries were not the only ones to be heard. She felt a part of herself extending into the blade, taking hold of this hunter's remaining time and claiming it for her own. An act ensuring she would live as she severed his lifeline. The sword withdrew in a sharp painful motion. His blow had barely inflicted the damage he had intended before his fate had been sealed.

Taya felt the sticky warmth of blood flowing from the wound. Her head grew light with a confusion that threatened to steal her consciousness. In her peripheral vision she could see her familiar, black feathered wings, not the monstrosities she thought had replaced them. A weakness began to consume her, her arms trembled as they refused to hold her weight. Yet still her eyes looked to Sunniva, who still lay upon the floor below her, supported by her elbows. Sunniva pushed herself into a sitting position as she assessed the damage. She knew Taya had deliberately shielded her, yet still could muster no guilt for what would have to be done.
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