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1 
The Past

In her life, Elly had done many things, both mundane and extraordinary, but helping Marise, the sadistic assassin she had trained, to relocate was the most satisfying thing she had done for centuries.

It had been no small task to flee unseen from Blackwood's mansion, especially given the level of security he maintained. His guards were something she had never understood. They were well-trained, loyal, vigilant, and unnecessary. A waste of resources which could have been put to better use elsewhere.

His home was located in a concealed area behind a circle of volcanoes known as Phoenix Landing. A location known only to those who lived and died there and, of course, to the employees of The Courts of Twilight, which Blackwood liked to think he controlled. Nevertheless, despite his superb security, for Elly, such a minor operation had been simple. She had, after all, travelled not only with skilled people whom this world had never known, but those who, in this time, were remembered as heroes.

She eagerly awaited the day of her reunion with Marise. It would mark the beginning of their greatest adventure. She fought with the curiosity that tempted her to see just how she had settled into her new life, to see if the gradual awakening process had been completed. But until the time came it would be too dangerous. Blackwood still kept a close vigil for any signs she had made contact. For now, she had to wait. Even when they did meet, everything would depend on Marise forgiving her for sealing her away in the darkness. Marise had needed to remain hidden in order for things to revert to how they were before she had existed, otherwise, what must come to pass could never be.

The time of their reunion grew ever closer. Soon their journey would begin and then the people of the world would learn their true place. Elly looked at herself objectively as she fastened her long hair back into a twisted bun. Her hair was by far her most striking feature. Even now, as she checked it for any imperfections, her gaze was drawn to its vivid blue colour; a shade that remained a constant reminder of the ancient punishment she had received. She had grown accustomed to it over time, but the same could not be said for any who looked upon her.

Even as she studied herself critically within the surface of the mirror, she knew Blackwood was finally taking action. The idea—which had been prompted by just the right source—had finally bloomed in his feeble mind. It was a solution so obvious he could not understand why he had failed to consider it before. In that moment of inspiration, he had sent a guard to summon her. A guard who would arrive at any second. All of a sudden, he had been filled with optimism. Just when he had been about to abandon all hope of finding her, the idea had finally come to fruition. Although it had taken longer than had been anticipated. She had been ready to leave for days. She had expected him to reach the conclusion far sooner, but he could be a little slow sometimes. Subtlety was not something he understood well.

She knew, as she sat waiting for the messenger to reach her chamber, her need for patience was almost over; and how did she know the guard was on his way to her? It was simple, she knew everything.

“Lord Blackwood has requested your presence immediately!” The guard barked the order, flinging open the door without so much as a knock. Seeing her angry stare, he felt himself retreat slightly. None of the guards liked to address Blackwood's daughter. If asked why, they may venture it was her unnatural hair, or her strange purple shaded eyes. More likely, however, was that their ancient instincts recognised she didn't seem quite human. Despite this fear they also respected her. She had always defended them when confrontation occurred. A number of them owed her their lives, even if they didn't realise it. “Please, forgive the intrusion,” he added, seeing the unmistakable annoyance. He was new. She would forgive this mistake just once. She always allowed the recruits time to learn their place.

“Very well, inform him I am on my way.” A slight smile teased her lips as she smartened her appearance. It was finally time.

There was no time wasted in reaching Blackwood's audience room. It was a simple room which overlooked the rise and fall of the mountains and volcanoes in the distance. In order to give the impression of great knowledge, to any who would stand before him, the room had been lined with bookshelves filled with both common and rare texts, none of which he had so much as cast his gaze over. For those outside his small fiefdom, there was but one reason a person would be invited to this hidden mansion, their time and usefulness had expired. Concealed within this room were numerous nooks and passageways which could be used either as a means of a quick escape or, as was more often the case, to allow his assassin to carefully observe her next target.

Although Elly had been aware of her destination, she had been surprised he had not requested this audience in his 'throne room'. A room which gave him delusions of the powers he thought he was destined to possess. Upon entering, she offered him a quick smile. He sat in his habitual place behind a wooden desk that was currently littered with various papers that, given their contents of advanced sciences, seemed to be far above his level of comprehension.

“You requested me, my lord?” She gave a half-hearted bow as she approached. More than anything else it was an action to satisfy his ego. For now it was vital he continued to believe she was one of his loyal employees. It seemed over time he had forgotten her true reason for being there and, for the moment, she had no desire to remind him.

“Elaineor.” He acknowledged her presence before returning to the silence which had filled the air before her arrival. She waited patiently. A nervous anticipation of what was to follow washed over her. Thoughts of her reunion with Marise filled her mind as she willed him to say the words she longed to hear. Finally, he spoke again. “I miss her you know. I've tried almost everything to find her, but each effort has returned in vain.” As the silence descended once more she found herself wondering exactly how long this was going to take. “I was thinking, surely someone must know where she is, and then it dawned on me, you.”

“Me, my lord?” She felt her heart pound against the walls of her chest. It was so loud she swore he would hear. Part of her feared he had discovered the truth, maybe even how and where she had sealed his assassin. It was possible the notion could have led him to discover what had actually happened. She calmed her mind. This was Blackwood. He was by no means a fool, but he had a great talent in overlooking the obvious. Whilst she may have been filled with such turmoil, there was no betrayal of such feelings. She was an expert at acting how people expected. No one could live the life she had without becoming a master of secrecy and deception.

“Yes, after all you were very close. She spoke to you in ways none of us ever knew. I believe, given the chance, you could find her, after all,” he paused once more as if to consider his next sentence carefully, “you were more than just master and student, were you not? I worry, Elaineor. What could have happened, was she defeated, was she injured and could not return? That, I doubt. I think it was something else. You noticed the changes in her before she left. I think whatever happened to her is preventing her returning home, from returning to me.”

“So what do you have in mind, my lord? You know I, as much as anyone, long to see her again.” Elly sighed. She spoke the truth, only Marise truly appreciated her skills. She was one of the only people worthy of travelling beside her. During her absence she had felt so underappreciated, so bored.

“That is why I want you to find her.”

“Me, my lord?” It was a performance of surprise which would have had many travelling theatres begging for her skills, just the right level of shock and excitement mingled together as she drew her hands to her chest in surprise.

“Well you had, a special connection. I am unsure why I failed to think of it before.”

“Very well, my lord, I shall leave immediately.” Her hand almost rested upon the door when his voice stopped her. She did not look back at him as he spoke, in fear he would see her impatience.

“Bring her back with you, Elaineor.” Although low and almost silent, his words were filled with warning. Unseen to him Elly smiled. There were but a few things that could intimidate her, and he was certainly not one of them.

With his warning she departed. Blackwood sat for a short moment as if to ensure the person, who was publicly recognised as his daughter, had truly left. It was but a brief pause, one which reflected his impatience. Had she lingered outside for even a few seconds she would have heard him address the seemingly empty room.

“Eiji, do you understand your task?” A small wooden panel opened into the room to allow a young man to emerge. His blond hair was ruffled, unkempt, as if his tanned hand had anxiously passed through it many times in the same nervous manner in it did now.

He looked fatigued. Sleep for the last few days had escaped him as he was forced to this unknown place, bound and blindfolded. His brown hide trousers were creased from his less than hospitable journey here, and his linen shirt had fared no better, showing clear signs of the manhandling he had suffered during the long journey. Even should he have tried to escape he knew he would never find his way home. There had been too many twists and turns through his journey. Sometimes it seemed almost as if they backtracked just to fool any internal compass he may have possessed.

Given the situation, if they had simply approached him, he would have willingly accompanied them. He would have had no choice. But instead he had been struck from behind, dragged into the back of a cramped wagon, and left to wonder his fate. The only warning issued being, should he try anything people would die.

He looked to the figure who sat before him. He was known as Lord Blackwood and, for the sake of his master, Eiji had no choice but follow the requests of this corrupt lord.

“Yes, Lord Blackwood,” he stated somewhat begrudgingly. Unlike Elly he did not bow, his morals would not permit it.

“You will send word to Knightsbridge the instant she finds the girl.” Blackwood had been very careful not to reveal in his conversation who Elly would be looking for. In order for his plan to work, the young Elementalist had to believe he was in no danger. However, as soon as contact with Marise had been established, the appropriate measures would be taken to silence him.

“And my master, can I see him?” Eiji questioned nervously. He had no choice but to help this man. At least it seemed a simple task, confirmation his warrior had been located in exchange for his master's life.

“It's early days and your loyalties are uncertain, but I promise you, no harm will come to him from any of my men while you do what is asked of you. Now, be gone.” As Blackwood clicked his fingers the guard stationed outside entered, placed a bag over Eiji's head, and escorted him away in a painfully familiar manner. They were to leave him at the outer parts of the volcanic caves. Blackwood knew no matter where Elly's adventure took her, even with the ability to travel through Collateral, she had no choice but to pass through the labyrinth beneath Phoenix Landing. It was there his little spy would pick up the trail.

* * *

She erupted from the forest, running as fast as her weary legs could carry her. She pushed forwards, despite her fatigue, as if her life depended on it. She was right, it did. She looked desperately around for someone, anyone, who could come to her aid. But she knew the chances of finding someone were slim. This island possessed but a single town, and its location eluded her. She dared not cry out. The only people who would benefit from this would be those who pursued her.

Her tangled dark hair was filled with debris from the forest she had fled from just moments ago. Dirt was encrusted down the front of her tight, finely knit, jumper, and her leather trousers were torn from when their ambush had first been sprung.

She had known they were trouble on the boat, but never did she expect for them to take their prejudices this far. They had overheard the purpose of her pilgrimage as she spoke with the harbour master in Albeth, asking his permission to work her fare during the journey. She was almost certain that the only reason they had boarded the vessel had been to follow her. They had ridiculed her throughout the voyage. She had hoped it would end when the boat had docked and, for a time, it had.

She had not seen them hunting her from the shadows, not until the isolated path had made her the perfect target. She had worked the boat's small bar as a waitress to pay for her passage. The purpose of the pilgrimage was to travel in the footsteps of priestess Cassandra. It was a voyage the temple insisted she make, should she wish to join them. It was a rite normally only required as the final journey of the current high priestess' successor, and she was certainly not that. Due to her father's treason, even the temple had refused to train her unless she completed this ancient rite. Now, because she had been so eager to prove them wrong, to prove she could accomplish something more than her family name would allow, she was going to die.

Fighting her way free from their drunken grasps she had fled into the forest, hoping to lose them, but amongst the camouflage they had gained the advantage. She had been left with no choice but to flee to the open ground, and no alternative but to trust her fate to the hands of the Gods. Even if it seemed they had abandoned her.

She glanced behind her, panic filled her eyes as tears streaked her muddy face. The howls of those who pursued her sent waves of fear through her causing weakness in her burning limbs. They were closer now. Her staggered movements, as she dragged one foot in front of the other, allowing them to close the distance between them rapidly. She could do this no longer. She was so tired, so exhausted. Despite her will to live, her desire to keep pushing forward, her legs could no longer able to hold her weight. Her only hope was to find a safe haven, a town, a traveller, or just some cover in which to hide, but it seemed The Fates were against her. Nothing more than the deserted grassland, with the occasional shrub and bush scattered across the open plain, met her panicked gaze.

Her fingers clawed franticly at the ground as she saw the rays of the morning sun glint of a shard of metal concealed beneath a small patch of shrubbery. It seemed to signal her from the base of the decaying shrub as the sunlight danced across it. She prayed it was a weapon, something she could use to defend herself. Her fingernails, already broken and bloody, clawed frantically at the ground as she tried to pull herself towards the hope of salvation. She dug harder, swearing she heard something more, a whisper on the wind calling to her mind, yet despite her rapid glance around. she could not locate its source.

For a moment, things seem to move in slow motion. She heard the taunting calls of her pursuers as they left the forest. Her fingers scraped around the unearthed metallic object as she tugged it free.

“Please, let it be a weapon,” she prayed aloud. Yet once more fates had dealt her a poor hand. Within her grasp she held not a dagger but an ancient charm, a talisman from eras past. She cried out in fear and frustration as her last hope of salvation had been torn from her.

She had no time to admire its intricate design, nor did she care to. Within moments those who pursued her would have won. Even powered by the adrenaline of her own fear, she could do no more to escape the tireless monsters who pursued her.

'Awaken.' She heard the strange whisper again. It was louder this time. Its soothing tones filled with her with a calm disassociation as she watched the approaching figures focus their gaze upon her.

An explosion of light surrounded her from a force which seemed to radiate from the talisman itself. Something seemed to encase her in a foggy haze, and a new hope began to rise. Perhaps this charm was the tool of her salvation after all. She felt her energy renew, only to find herself looking down upon her body. Whilst death was indeed a mercy, it was not the salvation she had hoped for. The talisman remained clasped tightly within her lifeless hand. For an instant, as she looked upon herself, she thought she saw her body move. Not that it mattered the men were nearly upon it, and Hades had sent an escort for her. She took her mother's hand and walked away through the gates to the underworld.

Acha's eyes shot open as alarm filled every fibre of her being. Her father had sent for her, yet, before she could reach him, she had been attacked. She still lay face down, but the area in which she now found herself was not surrounded by the forest. She glanced around filled with panic, searching for the creatures she feared had attacked her as she walked the Fey's domain. Everything seemed so unfamiliar.

There was a moment of clarity. A brief pause as everything seemed to make sense. It had not been a monster who had dealt the blow that rendered her on the brink of death. It had been her father. He had summoned her, the one he had chosen to be his sacrifice. She vaguely recalled the fading words of his offering to Hades as her world was plunged into darkness. Her father had used her, but to what ends she still didn't know.

She recalled remembered the darkness that had bound her in its silent paralysis. A curse she was powerless to fight as she was forced to sleep. But through her dreams she was given the information she had needed. A means to continue her life in a time so far from her own.

Since she had slept, so much had changed yet somehow, in a strange way, so much had remained the same. Within just a few seconds of being able to move and feel again, the life of the body she had taken flashed before her. Memories which revealed some of the history and developments that had come to pass while she slumbered.

She knew now nearly 1300 years had passed since her father had murdered her. She had been a fool not to take his dabbling in magic more seriously. Looking back, she could clearly see that the tools he used were for a higher ambition than to become the next Shaman.

The town she had once called home was now less than dust. The passing of years had taken a heavy toll. Although much time had passed, the villages now were not too dissimilar from those she had known. The owner of this body had been well-travelled. There were more settlements than in her time, but the world had also lost some of its ancient splendour. The events of the young lady's life flashed through Acha's mind at a disorienting pace. Acha could do nothing but watch and be amazed.

Each town still possessed the old dirt tracks which were created by the steps of those who travelled them. The forests, although smaller now, still shone with magic, but the force which sustained such splendour had greatly weakened. The single storey houses were still built from wood or brick, whichever material was in abundance within the settlement's area, yet the houses appeared more stable now than in her time.

The person's life she had taken had spent much time within a city, where those who had built it had somehow balanced one, or even two, buildings on top of each other. She noticed, through these memories, the emergence of a new substance. It covered some of the old dirt tracks, as if a solid unbroken stone had been placed upon the ground. She also noted it had appeared in a few of the houses as flooring instead of the commonplace wood.

Throughout the paths of the city, tall, wooden objects towered at regular intervals. At night they came aglow as the stone cylinders at their top were filled with oil and set alight to illuminate the streets with the power of hundreds of candles. It seemed this style of lighting had worked its way inside on a lesser scale. The houses had smaller versions that hung from the ceilings. These, however, contained a small lid, which they used to extinguish the flame. They had also made lamps from glass; they worked on a similar principal as cloth soaked up the fluid which was stored in a bulb below, and burnt to make portable light. It was incredible, all this new technology, yet with little of the external change she had expected to find when she had seen broken fragments of this world through her dreams.

Now aware of the events that had transpired while she had slept—and having retained the knowledge of this person's life—she felt ready to face this strange new time. This time was her own now. Her home, her family, even her history, was nothing more than a story. Fate had found her a life-force to replace, but at the same time she feared her fate would still meet that planned for the life she had taken.

She knew it had been predetermined that she would take over the life of this body, but she was still as powerless as the one who died trying to evade her attackers. Her muscles ached, her skin throbbed, and to move was almost impossible. But to lie here, to die as the owner of the body would have, surely that could not be fate's plan. She had to think of something, and fast. This young lady was meant to die, so she knew better than to expect a saviour to arrive.

The pursuers were upon her. Their foul breath reeked of the vast quantities of alcohol they had consumed. The stench of sweat filled the air, stifling her with the same heaviness of the void that had previously imprisoned her. Her eyes swam with darkness as her fatigued body began to die. She never saw the face of her attacker. She only felt his coarse hands upon her skin as he lifted her limp body to her feet. She tried to struggle, to fight, but her entire body seemed so heavy.

An agonising cry filled the air. At first she thought it was her own, but then things became a little clearer. Some of the exhaustion had lifted. The screams were those of a man, the one who gripped her. He howled as if her touch burned. With a small amount of resistance returned she struggled weakly to fend him off. Images flashed through her mind. Unfamiliar scenes, images which she couldn't quite make out. The strange pictures passed through her mind so quickly she couldn't distinguish one from another, until the final one. She witnessed a hand reach out to grab her, and then, it was over.

His hands fell from her and the weight of his falling body pulled them both down. She questioned if this strange force could be yet another side effect from her father's incomplete incantation, or whether The Fates intervened to ensure she could fulfil whatever purpose they had chosen for her.

“What you done to him?” Another man stepped forwards only to be stopped as her third assailant extended his arm, blocking further advance. If she could have seen through the dancing swarms of darkness, she would have noticed the two figures looking at her in paralysed horror. She rose slowly to her feet in an attempt to defend herself, aware that, should they continue their assault, she remained defenceless. But the fact she stood seemed to deter them for the moment. Standing was painful. Her legs shook as they strained to support her, and it took great effort to remain upright. She locked her knees to appear more stable, knowing better than to show them weakness.

“Didn't yer see?” one of the attackers whispered. Panic seemed to flood the air around them as he took a slight step backwards, his extended arm forcing his companion to do the same. “She killed him! The witch didn't even touch him! Let's get outta here!”

She heard their footsteps vanish quickly into the distance, but the blackness, dancing before her eyes, made seeing almost as impossible as standing. She gave a slight whimper as her legs collapsed beneath her. The dark patches within her vision swam and grew until she felt the soft arms of the earth supporting her weight. She would rest, just a little.

* * *

“Zo!” The pure panic in Daniel's voice had startled her. She had been in a world of her own as she tended to the small herb garden which Angela, Daniel's mother, used to grow medicines. “Zo, Zo,” he called again. His voice echoed through the trees surrounding her home. The urgency in his tones an emphasis of his distress. When he saw her, she was already rushing towards the sound of his cries, her trowel still clutched within her muddy hands. The look on his face reflected his desperation. “Dad… found… need…” he gasped, unable to force a coherent sentence through his large gulps of air. It was a quite a run from the town where he lived to the little cabin, especially when it seemed time was of the essence.

The town Crowley—located on an island of the same name—was about a thirty minute fast-paced walk from where Zo lived. It was a small island possessing a few ruins, an unmanned port, a shrine, and a temple, most of which were all located far from the almost central town. It was an island where everybody knew each other. A community where everyone joined together to do their part. Although Zo was an outsider, she shared the unity of the town she had come to know as her home. She played an active role, part of which was growing and tending to the medicinal herbs used by Angela, the town's physician.

Daniel tried to catch his breath before he attempted the sentence again. His face flushed and his light brown hair, which was normally kept so neat, was ruffled from the run. His dark eyes filled with urgency as he tried to force the words out again, but failed. He managed to make eye contact with her rich blue eyes, but before he could speak, she interrupted.

“Take a breath. Slow down.” She placed her hand on his back as he leaned forwards, breathing deeply. He couldn't help but smile as his gaze fell upon the dirt-stained knees of her lightweight trousers. She spent more time on the ground than any person he knew.

“Dad's found a girl, she's really hurt.” As soon as he spoke these words, she knew what was needed from her. She rushed into the cabin and emerged just moments later with her battered cloth satchel slung over her shoulder. She wiped her now clean hands down the fresh linen shirt. She had even changed her trousers, although aside from the dirt stain there was no way to really tell they were any different. She always seemed to favour these lightweight clothes, even in harsh weather. She tightened the leather fasten on her brown hair as he continued. “Mum's exhausted. She's done what she can but—”

“Show me.” Daniel grabbed her hand. It was an instinctive reaction to stop her from falling behind as he took off in the direction of the town.

By now he should have known better. Whoever she was before she arrived here, she certainly could run. He had thought at one point she may have been a royal messenger, or Herald, both were known for their speed and endurance. He soon came to realise it was more likely she was a trained alchemist, or apothecary, especially when he considered her skills. Given her age her talents were remarkable, and he could confidently conclude no one else in the world possessed the skills she did. Not a person remained who could use her style of magic.

Recently he had found himself thinking back to how they first met. He often wondered how his life would have turned out had she not appeared on that day. Everything had been so much better since she arrived. His hand slid from hers as she out matched him in pace. He continued to run, and pushed aside his fatigue by thinking back to the day their paths had crossed…

…He had returned to Crowley after having spent his normal three days at the College on the Eastern province of Albeth. Daniel, as quite often was the case, had found himself distracted as he thought over the topics they had covered in his classes, specifically in the mythology class. There was nothing that could distract his mind like ancient lore. He had said he would return straight home from the small port with the herbs his mother had requested. But instead he took the awaiting horse only part of the way before he sent it to complete the delivery without him.

Once again he found himself in the forest. Such hikes were something his mother had grown to expect. Although she encouraged his further education in medicine during his spare time—still hoping one day he would take her position as the physician to those here—she was glad he didn't spend his every moment in some form of study. She understood the importance of him having time alone. In fact, she was grateful for the days he came home late. In her mind it meant he was doing something other than burying his head, and emotions, in study. She worried about her son, and often wondered if he had made friends. It had been a long time since her son had really engaged with other people.

It had been weeks since Daniel had last ventured into the forest. It was his place of inspiration, a place where he could focus and think. Every day, at the end of term, he would find himself here, mulling over the work that had been set. Even now, as he walked the forest, his head was buried deep inside a book.

It was a relatively short walk from the forest to his home, yet despite this, it felt as if there was not a soul around for miles. No one seemed to venture here anymore, not since his mother's herb garden—found in a large clearing near the forest's furthest border—had become barren. The forest was known for its myths, tales of forest trolls and fairies, anguish and woe, but so was every forest. It seemed it wasn't possible to have a forest without some dark lore behind it. There was no better way to keep children from straying than with stories of the monsters and demons who preyed on them.

Daniel came here so often he knew each tree and every turn, without the need to look. He walked autonomously, leaving his mind free to study the examples of ancient writings which had been found in the last decade in some underground ruins. He hoped one day to discover its secret and be able to read them. It was something that had not been achieved since Hectarian magic had been lost forever.

It was said the art of this language had been forgotten when the Hectarian power faded, and so too had the ability of magical readings from the text of the ancients. He was certain, if he studied them for long enough, one day he would be able to understand them. He looked for repeated characters and tried to put letters to symbols as he walked. He could spend hours with the text and not get any further, but nor could the most brilliant minds. It seemed this code was impossible to decipher, and that was precisely why he had to do it.

Daniel's books were wrenched from his grasp as he collided with something with such force it caused him to tumble backwards. He sat in confusion for a moment, knowing there was nothing here which should have blocked his path. He was so busy mentally retracing his steps to see where he may have gone wrong that it was a good minute before he looked to see what, or more precisely who, had brought him to such an abrupt stop.

“Sorry.” Daniel apologised suddenly as his vision came to rest upon another figure. He studied the young lady, who also sat following their collision. Seeing her, every fibre of his being filled with panic. He jumped to his feet, his eyes wide with fear as he scurried backwards a few paces while his mind took him back to an event of many years ago. A memory that, now it had fully surfaced, caused him to freeze, unable to retreat further or utter another word. He could do nothing but stare in paralysed horror as he relived the fear he had felt then. The young woman was in her mid-twenties—not much older than himself—but it wasn't her he saw, not until his panic began to subside.

Slowly, as he calmed his breathing, he began to see more of reality than the illusion created by his fear. The figure, who sat amidst scattered firewood, had yet to stand. She was clearly terrified of him, and his reaction to her presence had not helped to defuse the situation. She stared at him, afraid to move, afraid to talk, and as frightened of him as he had been of her. She stared at him, eyes wide in deer-like shock, unsure how to respond to this person's presence in the area she had clearly made her home.

It was a long silence, neither talking as their eyes locked on each other. Daniel's mind reasoned with him. It tried to encourage him to say something, anything. His thoughts raced. There was, at best, a subtle resemblance to the person he had recalled, but that person's hair was redder and her eyes a different shade. The sensible side of him began to see reason as he calmed, and surely she was much taller than the brown-haired person who sat before him. Besides, fear was not something the person he recalled would know.

She moved slowly to timidly collect his fallen texts, her small movements guarded. She turned her vision towards the ground, fearing to engage him. Her shoulders tensed as something in one of the books briefly caught her attention. She left it open, placing it on the top of the small pile before standing to return them to him.

“You're reading about Metiseous legends?” she questioned softly, breaking the silence. Her eyes skimmed meaningfully down the page as she passed them back to him. He glanced down to the ancient writing and back to her. It took him a moment to force his arms to reach out to take them, but as her words registered, his excitement drained all the remaining fear.

“You can read this?” he questioned doubtfully, but the excitement in his voice could not be disguised. There was no reason to assume the figure was lying. His instincts told him the words she spoke were true, and if that were the case it made this young lady very interesting indeed.

“Can't you?” She took a slight step back. The look in his eyes unnerved her. First had come his strange reaction at having found her here, and now this complete change in the way he seemed to perceive her. She couldn't place what her mistake had been, but clearly something she had done had upset this person greatly. “With it being in your book, I thought…” Daniel—his fears forgotten—glanced around to get his bearings. He found himself in the small clearing he often visited when he wanted some time to be alone. It was apparent she had been staying here for some time from the makeshift camp, and the scorched stone circle in which she had built her fire. He had not visited this location for a number of weeks, so couldn't be sure of exactly how long she had been here, but it was clear she had not strayed far from this area. She was mostly self-sufficient. There was a small pile of fruits and berries, and she was even growing small plants. He wondered what could have driven her to seek isolation and refuge here.

“You aren't from around here are you?” he questioned calmly, when what he really wanted to ask was, 'who are you, what are you doing here, and how can you claim to read a long forgotten text?'

“I don't think so,” she answered slowly, thinking carefully about her response. All the time she watched him cautiously, matching every step he took towards her in the opposite direction. “I just woke up here.” The truth was, she had no idea how she came to be here, or even exactly where here was. She had stayed in this area while she tried to make sense of her situation. She hoped to have had more insight into her past before she needed to explain anything. It was impossible to explain something she herself didn't know.

“Nah, this is a small island. Everyone knows everyone, if you know what I mean.” He smiled gently; excitement still lined his voice as he looked down to the ancient text once more. “Woke up here?” he asked approaching her slowly. As she backed away again, she felt herself topple as the fallen tree behind her threw her off balance and forced her to sit upon its rough surface.

“I don't remember much. I think I recall leaving for school. Everything else is a blank, and I think that was over ten years ago,” she answered cautiously, unable to elaborate on anything further. With that one sentence she had told this stranger almost everything she knew.

“Ten years?” he repeated in disbelief. “You should come see my mother.” He was quick to jump to the conclusion she suffered from amnesia, and found himself instinctively studying her for signs of injuries. What he didn't realise was the ailment afflicting this stranger was far more complex, more dangerous, than anything he could diagnose. “She's a physician,” he added after the curious stares.

Everyone knew his mother. She was a renowned physician, known not only on their homeland but by even the most prestigious areas. It wasn't uncommon for people to travel just for her aid. She was well-known and thus, as her son, he too was often recognised. “She has lots of contacts, you must have a family somewhere.” She smiled at him cautiously as he moved to sit at the other side of the fallen tree, leaving a large space between them. She shuffled closer to lift the book from his hands as she started to feel less threatened by him.

“So are you studying Metiseous legends, or magic?” she questioned, quickly changing the subject in order to give herself time to think over his suggestion. Something about him seemed almost familiar.

“Mythology and supernatural studies, amongst other things,” he answered dismissively. Daniel studied diligently at the College. He was what some would call a genius. One of his tutors had once said he had the makings of a sage. He retained information like a sponge retained water. Daniel had an unquenchable thirst for knowledge, and had already completed his studies on the basics; mathematics, history, new sciences, and botany, far quicker than anyone had expected, as well as completing his physicians' training to appease his mother. Now he had moved on to his passion, mythology and the supernatural. If possible, he wanted a profession involving something in that field. He had already excelled greatly, one term in, his assessor had told him he needn't study any further. If it was in a book or scroll, he had not only read it, but remembered it. However, Daniel continued to attend the lectures. If for no other reason than his attendance granted him access to the library, which was the second largest in the known world.

Above the forest, the sky began to darken. Hearing the night song of the birds, Daniel suddenly realised how late it had become. His mother was bound to worry if he was not back soon, and he knew enough to know he didn't want to stay in the woods at night; even if the stories were only legends. At the same time, he felt compelled to stay and find out more about this stranger. That, in itself, was uncharacteristic. He wasn't a very sociable person. He had acquaintances, but never really pursued friendship. Strangely, after the tension of their initial encounter had dissipated, he found he felt more comfortable talking with this person than he had talking to any of his peers in a very long time.

“So you can really read this?” He moved a little closer to her as she studied his book.

“This?” She smiled giving a slight shrug. “Sure. It tells the story of Metis, of how she and Zeus bore a child. The prophets said if ever she were to conceive another it would be a boy who would then take the place of Zeus, like he had his father before. This troubled him so, to ensure his security, he ate Metis, who at the time was still pregnant with his first child. It goes on to say the child he devoured in Metis was born through Zeus. There's a lot of hearsay, but that's about the idea of it.” She passed the book back to him. “Do you always talk about books before formalities?” An easy smile lifted her lips as she rubbed her arms to relieve the chill of the cool of the night air. Realising she should prepare the fire, she stood to position some of the gathered wood, which still lay scattered across the ground.

“Sorry.” It was only now he realised he had failed to introduce himself. “I'm Daniel, Daniel Eliot.”

“Zoella Althea. Zo,” she corrected. Despite everything, her name was one thing she remembered clearly. Once she had finished stacking the remaining wood he offered her a burning stick, which he had been working hard to light as she built the fire. She looked at him questioningly before she gestured for him to approach. As he leaned forward to light it, he stopped before the kindling even had chance to catch the flame.

“Is that camomile?” As he saw the unmistakable flowers all thoughts of the fire extinguished, like the stick held within his hand. He approached the area of greenery, crouching to examine the thriving plant.

“Yes, I grew it myself.” She looked towards the small patch of herbs with pride. When she had woken here, she had found herself with many herbs and seeds, some of which she planted. She possessed very little to call her own but, for a reason which escaped her, amongst the contents of her satchel was a strange cork. She couldn't think of any reason to have held onto it although, she had to admit, whatever had been in the bottle it had once sealed was pleasant. She had spent much time inhaling its aromatic fragrance in the hope its smell would stimulate a memory.

“It's nearly impossible to grow in these soils,” Daniel stated, pulling her away from her musings. A new thought dawned in his mind as he moved closer to the warmth of the fire. He looked to her in surprise as he realised it was now lit. “My mother has a cabin near the edge of the forest. She once had an incredible herb garden, but the soil went bad and most things died. I'm sure you could stay there a while. It's safer and warmer than sleeping in the woods. In return, perhaps you could tend the garden?” he questioned, wondering how it could be she was not only skilled with botany, but could read a language which, for years, no one had been able to decipher. One way or another he had to ensure he could continue their conversation. He felt compelled to learn everything there was to know about her, which he knew would be difficult, given her condition.

“Okay,” Zo answered cautiously. Something about him had almost made her remember something. She stared at him intently, unable to place the forgotten memory, but this strange familiarity told her she could trust him…

…Zo had barely arrived at the door of Daniel's home when Angela had hustled her quickly inside, she glanced behind her, seeing her son just several feet behind. Her voice as she greeted Zo pulled him from his thoughts. It was hard to believe all that had only happened a year and a half ago. He felt like she had always been here, like they had been best friends forever.

“Zoella, thank the Gods.” From this alone she knew it was serious, Angela always called her Zo, like everyone else. “I did all I could for now. She's not responding at all. Given the last few days I hoped…” Zo nodded in silent understanding as she made her way to the sink to wash her hands. Angela had been rushed off her feet of late and, although she had helped where she could, Zo often felt more underfoot than of aid. It was clear Angela had been with the patient for some time before sending Daniel for her. Her shoulder length, greying blonde hair spilt out from her ponytail to frame her pale face and darkened eyes which revealed the extent of her labours.

Unable to help any further, Angela took the opportunity to rest. She sat in the chair that faced the stained-glass window. The coloured light from the finely patterned glass spilt into the room and danced across the wooden floor. She knew the patient would be in safe hands. Although Zo was the same age as her son, she had skills with herbs and alchemy that defied her age, and even surpassed her own. She had a natural talent for medicine, something which could never be taught. It was as if the patient and herbs spoke to her, instructing her just what was needed. It was a skill which long ago was called herbal lore. It was a rare talent that Angela herself possessed, but compared to the skill of this young girl she was an intermediate to her mastery. She could rest knowing Zo was with her, and that the young girl appeared to have no life-threatening injuries. After a small rest they could discuss what Zo had found, if anything, and devise a plan from there.

Zo slowly climbed the wooden stairs followed by Daniel. Over the last year and a half, this place had become a second home to her. She found it almost second nature to walk the landing as she made her way to the furthest room. The door lay open allowing light to spill from inside to lighten the darkened hallway.

Daniel's home was the largest in the village. There were but two houses that were built on two layers; theirs—which doubled up as a hospital—and the home of Daniel's old friend, Stephen. In Daniel's home there was a room upstairs for patients who needed to be monitored, his room, his parents' room, and a smaller room for emergencies which couldn't be handled downstairs. There were also a few extra rooms downstairs where surgery could be performed and patients could rest.

Being a small town physician wasn't easy, and being on a remote island meant they needed all the facilities to treat those in serious need of medical attention. His mother had more than the talent required to fulfil all the roles needed of her, and still have time to see those who travelled the sea for a consultation. She was well-known, especially since most physicians were more inclined to practice the more modern science medicine and treatments. Angela, although proficient in both, favoured the old ways.

Inside what they referred to as the recovery room, Daniel's father, Jack, watched the young lady sleeping. His brow wrinkled in a frown. As his vision rested upon Zo, his dark eyes softened a little. He ruffled a hand through his pepper hair as he rose to greet her. After this slight pleasantry he left quickly.

There was something different about Daniel's friend. Something which made him uneasy around her. He had already misjudged her once, and even after such a short time together it was clear Daniel thought the world of her. He had always feared his son would never make friends again after losing Stephen. Since that day he had become withdrawn. He had distanced himself from everyone, but this person had stirred something in him. After he had met her, for the first time in a long time, they had seen Daniel smile.

Jack feared knowing what was so different about her would change his view on her forever. She was just too good to be true. She had turned a dying garden into a flourishing abundance of life in little more than a fortnight, and as for her gifts with herbs, it was beyond belief. His wife had thought about taking her on as her apprentice. Whilst it was clear Zo had no proficiency in the more severe side of medicine, such as sutures and surgery, it seemed her skills in botany were without equal. Whenever a case was in need of researching further, it seemed that, somehow, Zo always knew just what to do.

He couldn't help being surprised such a person could remain missing for so long. She was clearly well-educated. Surely someone, somewhere, had to be searching for her, but there were no reports of missing healers, or of anyone who matched her description.

He looked at Angela, who now sat sleeping in her favourite chair. It was the perfect place for her to rest to ensure she didn't miss Zo before she left. It wasn't surprising she was already asleep. She had arrived home in the early hours of the morning after being called out for the birth of Mrs Hamisley's first child. It had been a painful, complicated, labour which finally resulted in the birth of a healthy baby boy. Prior to that she had been attending to those involved in an accident at the lumber mill. It seemed for days now she had been given no chance to rest and was grateful she had this moment. He covered her with the blanket which was usually draped over the back of the chair, taking a moment or two to watch her sleep.

* * *

Zo knelt beside the patient and moved to rest her hand delicately on her forehead. It was something she often did to read a person's illness, a diagnostic tool known as the sympathetic touch. It was a skill only possible for healers. Whenever she touched someone she knew if, and how, they suffered. It was both a blessing and a curse.

Daniel grabbed the mortar and pestle from the bedside table as Zo began to rummage through her satchel. She removed three small bags of herbs and instructed him on how much to use, and the order they were to be added. As he mixed the concoction, Zo carefully examined the young lady's injuries.

Some of her wounds were deep, but the blood she had lost was not sufficient to cause the lapse of consciousness she suffered. She looked harder, not with her eyes but deep within her mind, while resting her other hand resting lightly on the young lady's chest. The feelings she received from her were erratic. Even with her skill she couldn't locate the cause of her condition, something which was normally so easy.

“I can't see it,” she whispered. Daniel stopped suddenly, resisting the urge to turn to look at her.

“What do you mean?” Concern lined his voice. She always saw it, that was what made her so good. She always pinpointed the exact problem within moments of applying her special methods.

“Her wounds are not sufficient to cause this deep a recession in her consciousness.” Zo gave a sigh as Daniel handed her the mixed ingredients which had been ground and made into a thick paste. Although Angela had already treated the wounds, this mixture would serve the girl's body slightly better. “Maybe she can tell me something,” Zo muttered, her voice trailing off.

“Huh?”

“Never mind.” Zo, in theory, knew the routine. She was familiar with it, but it had been so long. At least eleven years had passed since she recalled attempting anything of this magnitude. Then again, this gap in her memories did not mean her talents went unused. When she first arrived here, nothing but darkness had stretched behind her. Recently, she had started to remember small details. She still recalled nothing since the age of twelve, but she knew her mother's face, and the face of her master and friend, Amelia. She knew, against all logic, she used Hectarian artes and, as a child, she had been taught how to. Despite this, she had never recalled the name of her home, or anything which could lead her there.

From that point she remembered nothing, but would think herself a fool if she hadn't used her talents within that time. Her skills came as second nature. She didn't need to remember the words or the rites. They came to her instinctively, and it was an instinct she had learnt to trust.

She steadied her breath as she began to focus. Daniel listened intently as he scribbled down the incantation. The words themselves were spoken in an ancient tongue, but only when the skill she used required the most concentration. The easier spells she spoke in plain language, summoning forth her powers. He sometimes wondered if, in these cases, words were necessary at all.

A sharp pain shot up through her arm. A pain so intense it caused a slight cry to leave her lips as she gritted her teeth against the resistance. Daniel was at her side in an instant. He hovered uncertainly, unsure what he could do if she was in danger. He knew better than to touch her, even a slight interruption could have serious repercussions.

Zo was not aware he stood next to her; in that moment she was somewhere else. She watched as a young lady's life-force, one which looked almost identical to the figure who lay before her, left the body to take the hand of an escort to the other world. She could hear the sounds of people who closed in on her as they emerged from the forest. Suddenly she felt Daniel's hand touch her lightly.

“I don't understand what I am seeing. Is she dead?” Zo spoke with more difficulty than expected. Her breathing was laboured as she once more became aware of her surroundings.

Daniel hesitantly removed his hand. He had been convinced she was ready to collapse. Her breathing had become erratic and shallow as the colour drained from her. He had been unable to do anything but watch, waiting beside her for perhaps thirty minutes, almost convinced her breathing was about to stop. When her lips began displaying the faint blue tinge of cyanosis he had known, regardless of the consequences, he had needed to act.

“I read once about an immortal who had the ability to take the body of another by displacing the essence of the occupant and sending them to Hades. It's rumoured he continued to do so until he had enough power to regain his form. Nothing like this I'm sure.” He was unable to hide the relief in his voice as he gave a response, feeling the need to fill the silence with some form of answer. Since she had spoken, most of her colour had returned. It was almost as if her body had needed reminding she was alive which, given his knowledge on magic, shouldn't have been a concern if the person being linked to was alive. Only if the subject of an incantation was dead were there concerns about the caster taking the target's condition, and the lady on the bed before them was clearly breathing.

Zo gasped as the resistance between her and the young lady stopped abruptly. Her legs weakened, refusing to hold her weight any longer as she sank to the floor taking deep, laboured breaths. She quickly wiped her forehead with the back of the arm, removing the beads of sweat.

The patient's eyes opened. Her figure sprang to a sitting position as her alarmed gaze searched the room fearfully.

“It's all right. You don't need to be afraid.” Zo's voice was comforting as she reached out to gently squeeze the patient's hand. The fearful brown eyes calmed a little when her vision moved quickly to the hand placed upon her own. “Do you have any family, anyone who needs to know you're here?” The young lady shook her head, all the time watching her surroundings carefully. “Then you will stay with me,” Zo announced. “I would enjoy the company and I could do with supervising your injuries for a while.” The young lady nodded slowly before speaking.

“I am Acha,” she stated shakily. “To whom do I owe my thanks?” It was one of many questions she had, but this was the first she wished answered. She knew much about this time, the when and most of the where, so this seemed to be the most important question of all.

“I'm Zo.” She smiled before inclining her head towards Daniel. “And my friend here is Daniel. It was his father who found you.” Daniel offered his hand politely. Their skin had barely touched when they felt the charge in the air creating a powerful resistance between them. She pulled away quickly, and in a single movement, also removed her hand from beneath Zo's, her eyes wide with fear as she bit down on her bottom lip.

“I'm sorry I didn't mean to, I didn't. I thought…” She gave a frustrated sigh as she moved her hands to cradle her head.

“It's just as I thought!” He looked to Acha, his excitement failing to still his words. “What I just felt, there was only one other person with a variation of that skill, but that is nothing more than a legend. Her body is protecting itself, absorbing some of the life from those she touches, ultimately killing them. I bet she could possess their form too if she wanted.” Daniel's eyes sparkled as he recalled the lore. Zo had seen his expression before, when their paths had first crossed. He was already fascinated by this woman, and the tales she would have to tell.

“By the Gods, I didn't mean to hurt you,” she sobbed gently.

“Daniel, stop scaring her.” Zo turned her stern gaze towards him, her eyebrows pulled together in disapproval before escorting him from the room. It was not suitable for him to say such things in front of the already terrified girl, but she doubted her ability to silence him.

“Don't you see?” he continued, his tone now hushed. “What you said about her being dead—there's a few things I still don't understand but, from what I can gather, she's like that god I mentioned earlier, but without control. My guess is anyone touching her, and this is the part I don't understand, anyone touching her falls prey to her. Her touch steals the very life from them, yet for some reason you seem to be immune. I can only assume one of two things, you're not a suitable host or, more likely, something you did affected her power on a deeper level. What exactly did you do?”

“I gave her what she needed to wake.” Daniel pulled his excited gaze from the room where Acha lay to seek further explanation from Zo, an action which reminded him of the toll treating Acha had taken on her. Despite using the wall to support her weight, she seemed barely able to remain standing. Seeing this, he thought it best to ask no more questions, for today at least.

“Shall I ready the horse and cart?” Jack appeared at the bottom of the stairs. His words caused a flutter of nervousness through her stomach. A horse and carriage was not a preferred mode of transport, given the location of Zo's home. It made her question why he had thought to offer one. He had only glanced at her, it caused her to wonder if she looked as terrible as she felt.

“If you would be so kind.” She smiled at him gratefully. Jack had always seemed a little cautious around her, yet she could never understand why. He always had some pressing issues to be addressed whenever she was near. She tried to tell herself she was being paranoid, only it truly seemed that way. Even should she stay for dinner conversation was, at best, strained.

“You look tired. I'll have Daniel escort you,” he insisted before disappearing from view. Once he had left, she shot a concerned look to Daniel.

“He probably just heard our voices,” he reassured, knowing his father's reaction would have been much different if he had the slightest inkling of what had just transpired. Not long after they had first met, Zo had trusted Daniel enough to share the information of her unique talents. They had decided her apparent Hectarian lineage should remain a closely guarded secret between the two of them. After all, people had strange ways of acting towards things they didn't understand. “I will arrange for Acha to come with us, I'll just say she woke up while we were with her. Given her ability, it would be better if she were kept away from people like my mother who fuss over their patients too much.” Zo nodded her agreement. A part of her felt as if this young lady was meant to be with her.

* * *

Acha rested inside the cabin, while Daniel helped Zo place the last of the firewood in the furnace located outside under the bathroom. This bath system was revolutionary. It was the first to use wood to heat the water from under the bath itself. It had been developed only ten years ago, and yet each home seemed to possess one.

“Create a fire to soothe her pain, to start with this a ball of flame,” she whispered. Even as she spoke the words, she questioned their true meaning. Ultimately, no matter what she said, it would bring about her desire. She felt certain she could call forth her magic without the need for rhymes, but the only memories she had enforced their necessity.

Daniel, as always, watched with awe as a small spark hovered slightly above her hand. Within seconds it had expanded to cover her palm, seeming to swell and ignite within itself until the spherical ball was complete. It took the appearance of a miniature sun, hovering gently as it awaited her command. Manipulating the air around it, she directed the molten ball towards the firewood, releasing the magic only when the wood began to crackle.

Daniel had left in order to allow Acha to make herself comfortable in her new surroundings. When the water was hot enough, Zo helped her into the steaming herbal bath, and left her to relax in peace.

Although Acha stood at least two inches taller, Zo was certain the clothes she had left for her would fit, or at least be acceptable until her own had been cleaned and repaired, a task Zo attended to immediately with her wooden bucket and scrubbing board in the garden.

After the bath, Acha had waited uncomfortably inside the cabin, but as time passed, she finally gathered the courage to step outside. She glanced around, taking in the surroundings, hoping her appearance would be noticed, so she didn't have to disturb Zo. The area around them was thick with forest and the gentle breeze carried the delicate fragrance of the nearby flowers. The cabin itself had been constructed in a large clearing where a large portion of the land had been cultivated to grow herbs, and medicinal vegetation.

She did not have to wait long until Zo saw her and offered a friendly wave and a smile. She blushed, brushing her oak-brown hair behind her ears self-consciously as she made her way towards her.

Zo couldn't help but notice her hair seemed somehow longer than when they first met. There were many subtle differences she put down to the fact the figure was no longer caked with blood, mud and debris from her ordeal. Despite the difference in height, the trousers seemed to fit her perfectly, and the shirt, which Zo felt too self-conscious to wear, seemed almost as if it had been made for her.

“Feeling better?” Zo questioned as she hung Acha's leather trousers over the washing line, which was tied between two large trees. Zo had spent quite some time repairing the rips and tears before she had washed them, and had done so in a manner she hoped would be satisfactory until they could be replaced.

“Thanks.” Acha nodded, giving a tired smile. As she spoke, Zo escorted her back inside the bedroom, where she folded back the covers on the soft mat she used for a bed. It wasn't that it was late, there was still at least four hours of light left, but Acha needed to rest, and after the events of the day, she too felt exhausted.





2 
Familiar Strangers

Just under a month had passed since Acha had returned to the cabin with Zo. The first few days had been difficult. Despite the accomplishments in her past she found herself lacking the confidence she had displayed so easily back then. It had taken time for her to come to terms with the different dialect and customs. But by utilising the experience of the young lady, whose life-force she had replaced, she was able to adapt relatively quickly.

It was different in so many ways to her own time, but now she was more accustomed to it she felt at home in her new surroundings, and her friendship with Zo and Daniel had blossomed. Their socialisation had become a regular routine. She truly felt as if she belonged exactly where she was. It was almost as if this time and these people were always meant to be her home and family.

* * *

Elly was adept in many things, and it was clear her skills were far superior to those of the young man who followed her. He was certainly an amateur. He made far too much noise for someone familiar with this kind of work. She couldn't help but be insulted that Blackwood thought so little of her to send a spy of this calibre to follow her. Clearly, he had let his guard down and forgotten she wasn't really his daughter. It was a façade they had maintained for longer than she cared for, but it still served a purpose.

So far, despite the critical flaws in his tracking and concealment, she had played along. She let him believe she was clueless, that she didn't hear the cracking of twigs beneath his feet, or his laboured breathing when she decided to quicken the pace. In honesty, she was having fun toying with him. It helped to pass the time on what was otherwise a very long journey by foot. After all, she couldn't risk introducing her pursuer to the convenience of Collateral. She wondered how long he could continue at their current pace, after all, she didn't need to rest, and only did so when it seemed he could push himself no further.

She made herself comfortable near the fire she had built. This would be the final camp before her reunion with Marise. This resting area was found just off the main path taken by those on pilgrimages to the shrine or temple on this island. Its use saw it had benefited from many modifications left in place by the countless travellers who had passed this way. Large smoothed logs had been placed around the fire pit which had been carefully outlined by pale grey stones. Above it, firmly planted in the ground, stood a timeworn metal stand and spit.

It was a place that provided shelter and convenience to any who passed its way; a place travellers or traders would sometimes meet to conduct business or exchange stories. Many such locations were clearly marked on the maps some, however, you could only find if you knew exactly where to look.

Her uninvited companion had done well to keep moving for fifteen hours. Although his difficulties in doing so meant she was even more aware of his gasping breaths and staggering movements, as he tried desperately not to lose sight of her. Whatever his reason for following her, it was clearly an important one. Most people, even Blackwood's elite, would have long given up regardless of the fee they were being paid. No one would continue to endure this level of punishment without good reason.

She smiled to herself as she rotated a small bird on the metal spit as it cooked above the fire. She could almost feel his hunger as his nostrils flared at the inviting aroma. She had teased him with the delicious scents of her fresh kills for days now. It had been two weeks since they had begun their journey and, while it had been amusing to play the fool, it was time to address the stalker. She could only walk this small island so many times, and she was eager to reach her destination.

“You must be hungry. Your supplies were depleted some time ago. Come and join me, there is more than enough.” She smiled as she spoke to add a friendly tone to her voice. There was a long silence as she waited for his reply. She wasn't really surprised when none came, but tonight he would reveal himself. She had waited this long, worn him down, led him in circles, all in hope he would tire or lose interest. But the fact he remained close, and pushed himself beyond his limits, meant there was more to this than a simple game.

Tonight was her last chance to discover his motives. If he refused to show himself, she would have to kill him. It would be a last resort, doing so would create a trail, not to mention problems should the corpse be discovered. She could not risk leading him to Marise without having discovered his true intentions.

The call of a night owl was her only reply; there was part of her that suspected this cry had been made by him in an attempt to fill the unforgiving silence. She remained quiet until the bird was cooked. The delicious aroma filled the air, tempting the senses. It was a shame she didn't really enjoy food. To her it almost all tasted the same, but it served a purpose nonetheless.

“I know you have been following me,” she continued at last. “I may be his daughter but do not place my intellect on par with that imbecile. You may as well reveal yourself, there is little need for further pretence.” There was still no response. “I see you require proof, very well. You are a male with fair hair, and you are standing about thirty feet away to my left between a tree and the small bush with the red berries. Yes those,” she added knowing he would have looked. “Originally you were carrying a wrap made from leaves containing your supplies, but it has long since been depleted and now you travel empty-handed.” She had been granted many opportunities to catch a glimpse of him while he stalked her. The most obvious time had been on the boat across from Albeth. He had tried a little too hard to blend in. A quiet rustle came from the nearby bushes as a shadowy figure emerged slowly, his hands raised slightly as if to show he was unarmed.

“I didn't think y' knew.” His blond spiky hair was now less neat than at journey's start. It was filled with the leaves and debris of the forest from all the times he had taken cover in the shrubbery to avoid detection. He moved sheepishly to sit on a log conveniently placed on the opposite side of the fire to that which Elly sat. She passed him part of the bird and watched as he ate hungrily.

“You thought what I wanted you to.” He was on his second helping when he stopped in mid-chew. His mouth turned dry. Something was wrong and he had only just realised what.

“Aren't y' eatin'?” His stomach sank as the sick feeling spread from his stomach to encapsulate his whole body. She had not so much as touched the food she had prepared.

“How observant.” She gave a short, quick smile. Eiji wasn't sure if it was a trick of the firelight but there seemed something sinister about it. His fears were soon confirmed when she spoke again. “It would be foolish to ingest my own poison, would it not?”

“Wha—” was all he managed to utter before being interrupted.

“Quite a nasty one it is too.” She leaned forwards, ensuring he heard her every word. “You see, I need to know why you are following me. I did not think you would volunteer the information so I thought it would be best to skip the pleasantries. You now have two choices. We can wait approximately ten minutes while it seeps into your blood killing you slowly and painfully, by which point delirium will have loosened your tongue.” She lingered on her words, her voice strangely soothing despite the serious implications she spoke. Eiji knew for certain he was not mistaking the fire's tricks this time as a sinister smile tickled the edge of her lips as he sat rigid, transfixed by her steely gaze. “Or you can tell me now and I may have an antidote.”

This was a lot easier than she had anticipated. He was so young, unwise in the ways of the world. His eyes shone with terror, and power. Yes, there was power there, the likes of which she had seen in but one of his kind before. Although in her many years she had never seen one so young with such potential. It would be a shame to kill him. She had the feeling that, in time, he could accomplish great things.

“I didn't wanna.” His voice broke, interrupting the tense silence. It had not taken as long as she had expected. “He made me, said he'd kill my master.” He pulled his travelling cape around himself tighter, shivering despite being so close to the fire.

“Who made you?”

“Y' father, Lord Blackwood.” Elly had known as much, but she had wanted to ensure she could trust his words. Those loyal to Blackwood always attempted to conceal this simple truth. Having obtained her answer, she now leaned forwards to take a piece of the cooked bird.

“Your master? You are an Elementalist are you not?” He nodded, as she spoke; fear swelled within him as he wondered how she knew so much about him. “I assume your master set you free to learn from the elements?” Again, she was answered with a fervent nod. “Did he never tell you what becomes of a master once he has taught the student all he can?” The same affirmation followed her question. “And he released you from your training?” She tried to prompt him to reach the same conclusion she had some time ago, but wondered why she bothered. It seemed impossible that this boy knew the answers but didn't understand the implications. Perhaps she was mistaken about his potential after all.

“Yes.” His voice was etched with uncertainty. “But it's not what y' thinkin'. I've still much t'learn.”

“If he released you then, obviously, he did not believe so. Elementalists pass on their power to the next generation. As he trained you, and you mastered a skill, you took the ability to perform that action from him. There can only ever be one master of any elemental skill at any time. It is how these forces work. Once you have learnt all his skills and teachings, his body returns to the elements which gave him life.” Elly watched the painful realisation spread across his face. He had finally pieced together the truth, although she had needed to explain it to him. She saw the pain in his eyes as he understood; his master was already dead.

“He was usin' me!” he snapped in a tone which reminded her once more of how young he was. The rage across his face at being exploited was replaced quickly by panic as his stomach cramped, forcing him to remember the reason behind this conversation. “The antidote.” He looked to her desperately. He had given her what she wanted, surely she would spare him. Something about the way she smiled at him made him question the trust he had placed in her words.

“What antidote?”

“But y' said…” he stopped in mid-sentence, his stomach cramps vanishing as he realised that, since speaking the name of the one who had tricked him, she had been helping herself to part of the 'poisoned' bird. She raised an eyebrow as understanding washed over his expression. She had wondered how long it would take before he noticed.

“I lied. You have followed me since I left, where could I have obtained poison?” All at once he felt rather foolish. He had followed her and since the first day she had carried nothing but a sword, which she never unsheathed, and the weapon she had used to hunt her food.

“I notice y' carry a sword,” he said in an attempt to divert the attention from his stupidity. He was thankful for the firelight, it disguised his reddened face. “It doesn't suit y'.”

“Oh, I am a master of swordplay. However, you are correct, this one is not mine. I am returning it to a friend.” She turned the sheathed sword over in her hand effortlessly as she examined it. This time last year it had seemed far heavier, as had the burden she carried. “So tell me, who did my father tell you we were looking for?” Elly wondered how much this boy knew. 'Boy', she thought to herself. He was probably around the same age as she appeared, but he was still so young in many ways.

“He didn't, he said I'd know when y' found her,” he volunteered, despite feeling cheated by her previous ambush.

“I see, well, I may as well tell you since you are part of this now.”

“Whaddya mean?” Elly shook her head slightly. He really had no idea of the consequences behind his actions. She realised she would once more have to explain things to him.

“Well, if you return to Blackwood, he will surely slay you for failing. You have no reason to assist him following his deception and you know too much. You are now worth more to him dead, than alive.” She heard him gasp as if this thought hadn't occurred to him. “Of course, I will offer you protection, if you help me.”

“Help y' with what?”

“Well you see, this sword belongs to Mari. A renowned assassin who left his command some time ago.” With this one sentence she had sealed his fate. He could not live knowing what he did, not unless he chose to help her.

“Mari, Mari,” he mulled over the name. When his eyes widened, she knew he had arrived at the correct conclusion. “Y' don't mean Marise Shi?”

“The one and only,” she confirmed, unable to hide the pleasure in her voice. “Now before you get all flustered, you will listen.” He drew a slow breath and nodded.

“I've little choice. If I go back, I get killed. If I try t'escape, I get killed, and I assume y'd kill me if y' don't like my answer.” His voice was filled with the distinct question, 'How do I get myself into these situations?' “Anyway, I heard she was defeated,” he continued. He was torn; he had often wondered what she was like, ever since his master's paths had crossed with hers. The notion both terrified and enthralled him. He wiped his damp palms down his trouser legs. “Why'd y' wanna return it t'her? She's lethal.”

“That is an understatement.” She smiled proudly, an action which obviously alarmed him as she met his gaze. “However, when she left, she was different. She was no longer a killer.”

“Now that I don't believe. A leopard can't change its spots. Y' expect me t'believe she woke up one day and thought, 'Hey I've had enough of killin' now I'll go do somethin' else'?”

“I do not expect you to believe anything. To be honest I do not know what to expect myself.” Elly wondered if she was perhaps being too nice to him. Normally she would resolve inconveniences such as this and be on her way, but something told her this boy could prove useful. She wasn't sure what it was about him, but she had travelled with enough people throughout the years to know when someone was worth keeping on side, even if only for a short time. It was an instinct she knew to trust. “The truth is, following the rumours regarding Night's movements, my father is attempting to reclaim her before Night seizes the opportunity to take her himself. I, however, wish to protect her.”

“By takin' her back?” His voice was outraged as he questioned how she could claim to be protecting someone by returning them to the one who created her, the one who put a child on the path to becoming a bloodthirsty assassin. His master once had the misfortune of crossing paths with her and, although there was little spoken, he had learnt much of her origins. It was knowledge he had passed on to him. Besides, if it really was Marise Shi she spoke of, it was doubtful she needed protection.

“No. I have no alliance with my father. Before you leap to conclusions, meet her. I am certain you will find staying with us is worth your life.” She realised how difficult it actually was being nice to people. There was a big difference between this and the familiar mask of indifference she had adopted as Blackwood's daughter. However, for some reason, she wanted to encourage this person to travel with her for a while, and to do that she had to be nice. She gave a silent sigh, trying to keep her body language friendly. Being nice was hard work and she was out of practice.

“Some choice.” He rested his head on his hands. With a despairing sigh he leaned closer to the fire and wondered where it had all gone wrong. He was meant to leave, learn more about the elements, and return home. Now he had discovered his master was dead, and whatever he did would ultimately result in his own demise.

“I think I am being more than understanding,” Elly scolded. “I did not ask for your help remember? As I have said, I will offer you my protection for as long as you choose to travel beside me.”

“Very well,” he sighed. “Let's see what our legendary murderer has become. Then I shall make my choice.” 'Death… or death,' he thought to himself sceptically.

* * *

“Say Zo, whatcha reading?” Daniel stood in her doorway. He smiled as she looked up from the book held within her hands, a frown still gripped her gentle features. She had been lost in the pages. She couldn't even imagine how long she had sat staring at the tome before her.

“Just something Elder Robert gave me a while ago. I've been promising myself I'd get around to reading it, but…”

“But?”

“Well, he said I should protect it, but…” Daniel roused with curiosity approached her. As he peered over her shoulder, he too frowned, feeling like he was missing something.

“It's blank?” He looked from the book to Zo, and back again, before taking it in his hands and flicking through the pages. He chuckled slightly, remembering how it had come to be in her possession. It was that same day she had revealed her most guarded secret to him or, more precisely, shown him exactly what she was capable of.

“Not quite.” She plucked it from his grasp. “I can make out the odd trace mark. Maybe it's an old notepad or something.” She grinned, given its source she was uncertain why she had expected anything else.

“Oh you know Elder Robert, there's always a magnificent history behind everything. Even the firewood he cut yesterday originally belonged to some ancient tree who offered him a piece for fending off the wood-eating Snargles of Shale Steppes.” They both chuckled. It was true, everything his hand touched had a mystical story behind it, and one of the many things Zo found so charming about him. It was exactly because of his stories and tales that Zo loved nothing more than to sit in his company once a week and listen to him speak of all manner of things, both believable and those which more than stretched the boundary of the possible.

“Still you never know, one day he may be telling the truth.” She closed the book, wrapping it in the ivory cloth she had used to practice embroidery on, before placing it inside the small tear in the lining of her satchel. Daniel shook his head at her.

“Tch, you really should stop putting things down there. One day you'll lose something.” Daniel waved his finger in the pretence of scolding her.

“But no one would look there,” she protested as she tightened the loose stitches she had slid it through. She examined it carefully and, once satisfied the gap was no longer identifiable, tied the long thread in a bow and tucked it from sight.

“Why would anyone want that old thing?” he asked, knowing that since she went to so much effort to hide it, clearly it held some importance for her. “Anyway, isn't it time you were off?”

“I want it,” she protested firmly, clutching the satchel to her chest as he asked his second question. “It is the first gift I've ever received.” She paused as she looked outside to the position of the sun. “You're right though.” She wasn't sure where the time had gone. It was already far later than she had expected. “I'll be back soon. I'll give your regards to Mr Miller.”

Mr Miller was the local greengrocer who, very kindly, picked and packed her order every week for collection. Daniel would have gladly collected it for her since he visited her daily, whenever he was not at college. However, Mr Miller was an elderly gentleman, and one Zo was very fond of. She always looked forward to seeing him on the day of Ares.

When she arrived to collect her provisions, she would always find she had arrived just as the 'pot had boiled', ready for a drink. She would spend a good hour or more with him and his wife as they drank tea and updated her with the events of the town. It was a small town, as such everyone knew everyone's business; not that too much happened. The gossip was normally along the lines of who said what about whom, and plans to rebuild the river barricades. A long time ago someone had drowned there. It was a topic often avoided and she respected their need to leave some things in the past where they belonged.

More recently, the conversation had turned to her and Daniel. It seemed Mr Miller had decided they would make a great coupling, and was even trying to push them together. Tentative plans for their wedding were already under discussion, despite their objections. Mr Miller couldn't seem to understand that they could just be really good friends. They had tried to explain to him, but he merely went off on a tangent about where they could hold the ceremony. They had been tempted to tell them she was already promised to someone, just to stop all the fuss, but neither of them cared to lie. So they allowed him to imagine the exquisite settings and the different flowers. Everything he suggested did sound beautiful. As he described his ideas his wife would sit smiling. She knew by now no such event would happen, but she loved to hear him describe the details which held so close to that of their own wedding so many years ago.

Zo waved to Daniel as she flung her satchel over her shoulder before she left in the direction of town.

“Look after Acha for me,” she called back. She hadn't been in the cabin when Zo had left, but she was due back at any minute.

Once Acha had fully recovered from her injuries, Zo had asked her if she would consider staying with her more permanently. It seemed she had no home or family. It only seemed fitting she should offer hers to another person who seemed lost and alien to these lands. She had been quite uncomfortable with the idea at first, but when Zo had explained that, with tending the herb garden and helping Angela about the town, she could use some help to keep things in order, she had happily agreed.

Zo and Daniel usually crossed paths near the town as she went to collect her supplies, or deliver the fresh trimmings of herbs to his mother. This was now part of their routine. Before Acha had joined them she and Daniel would walk back to her home together, and spend the evening chatting about nothing and everything. Now Daniel would arrive earlier than before to spend some time questioning Acha about the past. At first Zo worried that Acha would feel like she was being interrogated, but she soon became accustomed to his passion for knowledge.

“Sure,” Daniel called out to no one in particular, since Zo had long vanished from view. He enjoyed the day of Ares. It was the first full day of his time away from Albeth, when he returned home from his three days of study. This was a day he put aside to listen to Acha's tales and for the three of them to share stories and ideas into the early hours of the morning. He had arrived a little earlier than normal today. Acha was still out gathering firewood for the bath and the small wood-burning stove, which Zo would use later to cook for them. He normally started out at the same time, but would encounter Zo on her way into the town and, of course, they would have a brief conversation on the roadside. Today she had been so engrossed in that book, she was running late. He had to wonder exactly how long she would have sat there, staring at the blank pages, if he hadn't arrived when he did.

* * *

As they waited for Zo to return, Acha continued to tell Daniel about her life before the talisman. She told him how—unlike most women at that time—she had been allowed to work the fields and attend to her family's affairs. Whilst other women were sent away to the castle to become ladies in waiting, maids, cooks, and other roles which were deemed more suitable, she remained home labouring in the fields, or taking the long journeys to deliver the produce and taxes. There were times, especially when seeking passage from her home to Albeth, she had needed to disguise herself. Women were thought to bring ill fortune to seafaring vessels, but living on Crowley had meant, in order to pay their monthly tribute to the King, and trade their excess produce for things they needed, passage across the water was required.

When Zo returned, they would normally be at least halfway through their first bottle of wine. They would exchange words of greetings before she listened with interest to whatever the topic of conversation had turned to, whilst preparing a meal for them to share.

Zo asked more questions than anything else, after all, having only vague memories of her past she felt she had little offer. But that's not all they would talk about. They would talk about science, folklore, the stories behind the stars, legends, anything and everything was discussed at that table. Except for things best left buried in the past, such as what occurred with Acha's father, and that Daniel was not the only child they had assumed him to be. There were secrets which none of them would utter. Secrets for one reason or another that would stay buried, despite the strength of their friendship.

Today's particular conversation had started on the topic of shamanism; in particular, the strange amulet which Acha had been found with. Daniel noticed she now wore this charm around her neck on three woven pieces of leather, identical to those used by Zo to tie her hair back. They had been intertwined to form a strong loop to fit over her head like a chain, and wrapped artistically until they split to hold the talisman securely. The twists then continued a little further until it was fastened, leaving a few tassels. There was no doubt in Daniel's mind this particular necklace had been made by Zo.

Acha explained it was the talisman itself that secured her life-force within a given host and, if not for it, she could not imagine what would have become of her. She referred to her sealing as a curse from a practitioner of the arcane. It was true enough, and far easier than explaining the situation. How she explained it, she had simply been at the wrong place at the wrong time. She went on to inform them that if something were to happen and she were to lose it, she would be sealed within it once more until it came in contact with another living creature, or something near her died to create an opening for her life-force to occupy. Even if something nearby did die, she could only keep its body if she retrieved the charm in time to bind her to it.

The open door creaked in the wind as a shadow from outside was cast across the small table. The figure seemed to linger in the doorway for a moment. Seeing the hesitation, Daniel turned to greet Zo, wondering if perhaps she needed a hand with her supplies.

“That was—” But his eyes failed to rest upon Zo as he expected. The opening was filled by an enormous figure, taller and wider than anyone Daniel had seen before. He was so large that only small fractions of light could penetrate past the gigantic frame. Ducking, he invited himself over the threshold as his eyes assessed them both in turn. From head to toe, this giant was covered in body armour, only his scowling face was absent from any form of protection which allowed his matted beard to fall upon his breastplate. He raised his thick arm to point at Acha.

“I've come for her,” he boomed. For a moment it seemed as if the walls shook under the force of his voice. It took a few seconds for them to accept he was actually standing there. He was more like a figure from a story than an actual living being.

As the figure's presence and words registered, Acha's eyes widened in pure terror. She stood slowly from her place at the table, her eyes transfixed on the stranger. She backed away, her feet tangling in the chair's legs as her movement forced it aside. Daniel moved to form a barrier between them. The questions of who he was and why he wanted Acha were secondary to his desire to protect her. Daniel's hands wrapped around one of the thick wooden posts Zo had fashioned in order to fence the garden. He held it as if it were a staff which, to Daniel, was not much of a comfort. Despite the fact he held a vast amount of knowledge in regards to the theory behind fighting and techniques, he had never successfully put any to practice, and there had been a lot of practice.

“Acha, run!” Daniel glanced towards her through the corner of his eyes. His trembling hands grew moist, but all that mattered was making sure she reached safety. Before she could even move, the giant's arm grabbed him by his throat to fling him through the open door. Acha winced at the sound of his body as it hit the ground. His motionless figure lay sprawled across the damp grass, the wooden post still gripped tightly in one of his hands. She looked desperately for an escape, but her only exit had been blocked.

* * *

“Excuse me.” Elly stepped out from the trees to address the person who had just run past them in the direction of the town. The figure stopped as she heard her call. “I see you are in a hurry, but I wondered—” Elly's voice seemed to fail as the young lady turned towards them. Shock registered on her face as she met the girl's familiar blue eyes.

Unable to believe what she saw, Elly found herself speechless. The thought that Marise would have completely reverted back to her original persona hadn't even been a consideration. She had expected at least some traces of the assassin to remain, be it her fiery red hair, or sea-green eyes.

To look at the figure now it was as if all those years had never transpired. It seemed they had been very proficient with the seal, perhaps too proficient. Zo smiled at her politely, showing no sign of recognition as she waited for her to continue.

“Are you all right?” she asked as the colour seemed to drain from Elly's face. She seemed to utter something, but neither Zo nor Eiji, could determine what. They looked to her curiously as they tried to make out the inaudible word and waited for her to speak again. It didn't seem like she could.

“We're lookin' for town. Y'll hafta forgive my friend, she's not been feelin' t'well.” Eiji stepped in to avoid the long uncomfortable silence from extending further. He frowned at Elly as he did so. She didn't seem like the kind of person who would falter like that.

“Anything serious? I know a good physician.”

“She'll be fine,” he stated rather dismissively.

Elly had already begun to regain some of her composure. The impact of seeing her like this had been overwhelming. It had never been the intention to destroy the assassin, for her to be so completely removed there had to have been some mistake. From her understanding, Marise should have already resurfaced. The concoction had been made to specification, yet it appeared something had gone wrong. There was not even a hidden shadow of the woman Elly knew.

“Okay, well I'm heading into town now if you want to—” Zo choked on her words as she gasped painfully. Her hands gripping her stomach as her vision snapped back towards her home. Before Eiji could ask if she was all right, she whispered a name. “Acha.” Zo had been aware of the decaying magical trace joining them since she had woken her. It had almost faded completely, but there were times when her friend's powerful emotions were still relayed by the sensation of physical discomfort. Something was wrong. This pain was too powerful of a reaction to be stirred by conversation alone. “Town is that way.” She gestured. “Please excuse me,” she called back, her legs propelling her in the direction of home.

“What was that all about, do y' think we should follow her? Somethin' seemed wrong,” he observed as Elly's vision stayed fixed to the spot where the figure had stood just moments ago.

“Mari,” she uttered again this time a little louder than before. She couldn't believe it. She had stood face to face with her and had been unable to speak a single word. She couldn't explain why, but seeing her like that had rendered her incapable of action. So many thoughts had raced through her mind. One of which was questioning if it would be possible to recreate what she had lost.

“Y' mean that was Marise Shi?” Surprise edged his voice. His vision moved towards the tree line, his mouth agape. “I expected her t'be…” He paused, as he thought over his next word very carefully. “Taller, t'say the least.” He watched curiously as the slender figure disappeared from sight.

“Not anymore. I made her forget. I cannot believe how much she has—”

“Shouldn't we go after her? Somethin' didn't seem right.” Eiji turned his focus to Elly, who stood motionless. “Hey.” he prompted, finally gaining a response in the form of a slow nod. Elly blinked, shaking her head slightly as if to dispel her surprise. There was too much to do. The next time they met she knew she would have to tell her everything, and take her away from this island. It was the only way to ensure they could finish what they had started together all those years ago.

* * *

Driven by Acha's fear, Zo reached home in record time. Her vision drawn instantly to Daniel's motionless body sprawled upon the grass a fair distance from the house. The world seemed to descend into an uneasy silence as she approached him. Her senses communicated with her on levels she had never imagined possible; even so, the bombardment of such overwhelming information made it difficult to process anything accurately. She pushed her feelings aside, relying on her eyes to give her all the information needed.

“Daniel?” Her voice faltered as she crouched over him. She checked him quickly for injuries before glancing towards her home, even her touch did not rouse him. The eerie silence was replaced with the sound of a terrified scream, and once more Zo felt the discomfort.

Visible through the open door, Acha stood backed into a corner, her chest heaving in panicked breaths. The table which, until then, Acha had used as a barrier between them, shattered as he flung it effortlessly aside, its wooden legs splintering under the power of his throw. Without a second thought Zo charged into the house, grabbed a bottle from the sideboard, and flung it towards Acha's attacker.

“Get away from her!” Zo yelled, the splintering of glass causing the figure to turn his attention to her. Her hands balled into tight fists as a seething anger began to burn deep within her. “Now,” she growled.

“What are you going to do little girl?” his voice boomed mockingly. With his attention distracted, Acha's legs began to respond. She trod carefully, quietly, as Zo tried to keep his attention from her escape. “She couldn't stop me, what hope's a child like you got?” Zo felt her posture slacken slightly as Acha stepped through the opening into the bathroom. She knew from there she could climb through the window to safety.

The giant growled, not oblivious to her attempt to flee, and lunged forward. In what seemed like only a few steps he had covered the length of the room, grabbing Zo before she had a chance to react. He lifted her into the air. His giant hand clasped around her neck as she coughed and struggled to break his grip. She kicked frantically, yet was unable to make contact through the thick armour. He gave a snort, launching her struggling body backwards through the window. Light glinted across the splinters of glass, giving the illusion of rain as it fell.

Zo coughed and groaned, forcing herself to move only to find herself a matter of feet from where Daniel lay. Pain exploded through her. For a moment something else seemed to take control. It scolded her for lying in pain, scolded her for being so weak. As she lay there, the feeling of helplessness changed to anger. An anger which would not permit her to surrender. She began to move, despite the protests of her entire body. The pain now fuelling the raw seething energy she felt rise within her.

Her hand touched Daniel's lightly in order to release the pole still clutched within his helpless grasp. With its support, slowly, she managed to pull herself to stand. Her voice had already found the ancient words of magic as she summoned her fire. She altered it, merging it with another force to forge a spell crafted from fire and wind, a devastating cyclone which caused the air to whip around her in order to take the fiery form she desired before being unleashed.

The impact with the creature, although accurate, seemed to cause it nothing more than a minor annoyance. The adept spell was barely noticed, yet at least it had managed to distract its attention briefly from the place where Acha now hid. The powerful energy, that had helped her to stand, seemed to fade as the creature once more turned to face her. The inner promise of strength was stolen as her courage faltered under the gnarled gaze.

He struck her viciously. The force of his backhand thrust her spinning into the air as his armoured foot connected painfully as she bounced on the ground. Pain radiated through her side under the weight of his kick as she failed to evade his further advance. The ground slipped beneath her feet as she tried desperately to scrabble away. The gentle rain, which hours earlier had seemed so soothing, had now turned even the terrain into an enemy as it hindered her attempts to escape. She had barely fought her way breathlessly to her feet when she felt the figure snatch her back by her hair. He lifted her to face him, unleashing a powerful punch to her stomach, knocking the air from her lungs as she felt herself flying backwards once more.

Joining the painful noise of her body's impact came another sound just to her right. It went almost unheard as the pain coursed through her. The figure still advanced with the intention of finishing what it had started. Her panicked gaze desperately sought an escape as she tried to force her objecting body to move. She caught sight of the long object which had struck the ground. It seemed like a gift from the Gods. Almost as if they had granted her this weapon to defend those she loved. Once more she forced her way unsteadily to her feet, somehow seizing the sword in the process and attaching it with such speed it was almost as if she had executed this motion a thousand times before. Her fingers, as if by memory, had performed the action of arming herself in but a few seconds.

She released the catch with her thumb. The sword was light, far lighter than she had expected. Looking down she saw the reason. She had barely drawn it an inch from the sheath and could clearly see the weapon itself lacked a blade. Securing the hilt once more she noticed the perceived weight had come from the scabbard. It was forged from an unfamiliar black metal, although apparently useless as a blade perhaps in its current form it could prove useful. She was unsure what had come first, the thought about using it sheathed as a weapon, or her instinctively unfastening it from the belt. Glancing around she tried to locate the source of her aid. Perhaps this person would also assist her in facing this being. But as her blurred vision panned around the area, nothing was visible, except for the advancing colossus.

Frustration, anger, and fear rose within her. She could not lose. There was too much at stake. Acha depended on her. Somehow, she had to defeat her opponent. It was the only way to ensure their safety. But she knew nothing of combat, and her magic was ineffective, his seemingly impenetrable armour somehow shielded him from all her magical attacks.

The giant was upon her now, striking out once more with his heavy punch. She turned as quickly as her pained body would allow in an attempt to flee. Her right foot slipped in the mud, dropping her to her left knee just seconds before the creature's strike made contact. A splintering crack resonated above her as its armoured hand struck the tree. Without thinking, Zo thrust the sword upwards, catching the figure by surprise as the scabbard grazed his face. Realising what she had done she rolled to all fours, crawling away quickly, trying desperately to summon the strength to stand.

His foot swung forwards. She rolled to the side, barely dodging his deadly blow, and bringing her sword out as she rolled to strike his knee. The creature let out a frustrated howl. His eyes showing the annoyance caused by facing the pest before him. He lunged, striking her squarely once again. Darkness swarmed her vision as she felt him drag her to her feet by her throat. A sickening, splintering crack filled the air as he thrust forwards slamming her into the same tree he had struck just moments before. The darkness closed in around her as she felt herself sliding towards the ground.

Acha saw Zo's limp body sliding down the tree, leaving a red trail of blood upon its bark. Even from this distance, she had heard the deathly sound the impact had made. Tears streaked her face as she pushed herself backwards frantically. The hulking creature, having finished with Zo, now turned its attention once more to her. The giant's steps seemed to shake the ground as she tried to shuffle backwards to find cover somewhere, anywhere. She glanced across to Zo, hopelessly, as the creature advanced. Her friend sat deathly still against the trunk of the tree. Seeing Zo's lifeless body, she realised escape from such a creature was futile. There was nowhere she could hide. She felt her back press firmly against the side of the cabin, seeing the bath's furnace in her peripheral vision. She was certain it was big enough to hide her, but there was little point. The creature advanced on her at speed, it would follow her every move.

Acha screamed as the giant hand extended towards her, her capture inevitable. His fingers were almost upon her when his movement stopped abruptly. Parts of the armour covering his side exploded into fragments as something thrust through his ribcage. Acha heard the creature's breath alter from its injury. But this being had clearly been a veteran of battle, such a wound would do little to slow its pace. It stood upright as the sword was pulled from its body. Seeing her chance, Acha frantically made her escape towards Daniel who had struggled to his feet.

Daniel could scarcely believe what he had seen. He had just moments ago awoken, only to see Zo striking their attacker. She had moved with impossible ease to land the critical blow through the creature's chest plate. He knew, without a doubt, the sword in her possession was magical. The blade seemed to be formed of light itself. Half shone with a light so white it seemed almost blue, whereas the other half, in a complete contrast, radiated an intense black tinted with a faint blood red aura.

Even from his position, Daniel could see the sticky patch of blood which covered the back of Zo's head. It was a miracle she was standing, let alone finding the coordination to move as she did now. He had never seen anything quite like it.

As the giant looked upon his attacker, his eyes held recognition. He had seen through her appearance to her essence, an essence which now held the fighting spirit of a warrior. His heavy cestus struck out in a fearsome attack, his wound doing little to slow his pace despite his laboured breathing. This time Zo moved as she saw the strike. Her footing slid gracefully to dodge with such minimal movement it allowed her sword to exploit the opening, slicing through his armour until once more she inflicted a damaging strike.

Watching the battle, the fight almost seemed surreal. Every movement she made was so precise, so perfect, it seemed to create clean openings for her to exploit. The creature lunged forwards, a foolish move which allowed her to once more duck his strike. She sidestepped behind him, bringing her sword up to slice his hamstring, forcing him to his knees before her. She stepped again following through in an almost fluid movement, striking his face with her hilt before launching an attack so powerful that, when it struck the mighty creature's collarbone, it forced him to the ground.

She stood over him, the clear victor of the battle. Her sword was held poised at the giant's neck, tempting her to deliver the final blow. Her vision fixed on the throbbing arteries as whispers told her to kill him was the only way to keep her friends safe. It told her she had to do it, that there was no other choice. This instinctive part of her seemed to force her hand down towards his throat, telling her how wonderful it would feel. How it would satisfy and calm the anger which burned within her. She was unsure how long she had stood above the figure. Her head throbbed with pain, a reminder she would soon surrender to the darkness which began to return to her vision. She knew that whatever needed to be done to ensure the safety of her friends needed doing, and soon.

The blade vanished into a fine mist as she somehow managed to force it back into its scabbard taking control of her anger, of her desire to kill the one who had threatened them.

“From this battle teach him shame, and send him back whence he came.” As she finally spoke, her tone was little more than a whisper. She leaned upon the scabbard to support herself. Her head throbbed and her mind clouded as things began to lose focus. Everything she knew about medicine, about the injury creating the sticky warm patch running down her neck, told her she should not be conscious. Through the cloud of darkness, she heard the giant let out an agonised howl just seconds before he dissipated.

Her knees gave way. She leaned forwards on her trembling arms as they gave their best effort to stop her falling further. Her numb hands still gripped the sheathed sword, fearing to release it in case further danger approached. Her senses warned her not to surrender to the darkness. There was still something here, a power that didn't belong. Her mind warned her it could be an accomplice of their attacker, and if she collapsed now her friends would still be in danger.

Noises and voices became incoherent as her consciousness began to fade. She was vaguely aware of a commotion happening around her. Things grew darker, her senses dulled. They weren't safe, she reminded herself. She couldn't afford to give in, not yet.

“By the Gods, Zo, where did you learn to fight?” It was Daniel. His voice seemed to echo inside her mind as he rushed forward, but something stopped him from reaching her. She struggled to turn, to look at what had frozen him. But the more she moved, the more darkness threatened to envelop her.

She felt the change in the air and knew Daniel had seen whatever threat remained. She could see nothing beyond his fuzzy image. Zo attempted to speak as she felt his anxiety rise. Her senses had been right, that figure was not alone. The tension in her body, the desire to see them safe, was the only thing which prevented her from losing consciousness. Even if she only gave them enough time to run, she had to ensure they were okay. Part of her questioned if she was up to the task, but another part told her to welcome the challenge.

“Where's… Acha?” Her voice seemed almost alien as she spoke. It was so quiet for a moment she feared her question had gone unheard. Someone approached; she could hear their footsteps. There were two of them, and their footfalls were remarkably lighter than the last one who had engaged them. Her trembling grasp tightened on the sheathed sword as she failed to push herself up.

“She is right here. She is safe, you all are.” A foggy blue haze passed before her vision. Even through the confusion, she recognised her. It would be difficult for anyone not to. Their paths had crossed in the forest, yet she felt a deeper familiarity towards this figure.

“Oh, Lee, your sword.” Zo looked towards the scabbard held between her hands. She would have offered it back to her had she possessed the strength to lift it.

“It is, and always will be, yours.” Elly smiled, hearing Zo speak the name only one person had ever called her. She crouched, quickly assessing Zo's injuries.

“But it looks so—”

“No, Mari, you misunderstand. It is yours,” she whispered, leaning towards her to ensure the words were shared only between the two of them.

“I think, you've mistaken me, for someone else, my name's Zoella.” Speaking hurt, and she was unsure the words had been spoken aloud as intended, or simply thought.

“And yet you know my name.” Zo opened her mouth as if to answer, but her speech was cut short by the overwhelming dizziness which encompassed her. The realisation that they were out of danger brought tremendous relief from the nightmare. She knew they were safe, but she wasn't sure how. The remaining energy drained from her body. She could no longer fight, and she no longer needed to. She surrendered to the darkness which beckoned, feeling someone's arms break her fall as they caught her.

* * *

Voices swirled around the darkness of Zo's sleep. They chanted and whispered from every direction as they called to her.

'Yesss,' whispered one.

'She's the one,' another voice echoed. She turned through the darkness as if to face the voice. It was then she noticed the eyes. The darkness was littered with them, and they all seemed to watch her, never blinking as they stared. Their black pupils glared at her as they followed her every movement through the darkness. She could not distinguish the form of those who watched. There were only two shades of colour visible, the blackness of the area which matched the creatures' pupils, and the almost glowing whites of their eyes that warned her of their presence.

'We will have fun with this one,' another voice from her side whispered, then another behind her. Each time she turned to face the noise, turning in circles as they spoke.

'She shall play.'

“Who are you?” The whispers stopped suddenly, almost as if they hadn't expected her to hear them. “What do you want?” Her hand fell to her side as if hoping to find a weapon. She knew this was nothing more than a dream, yet something seemed strangely real about the place she now found herself. She couldn't place the feeling, but this was no ordinary slumber.

'Do you want to know the truth?' the shadow eyes questioned. There was something almost serpentine in the way they spoke. Their tone never rose above a whisper, yet in the empty silence of the darkness even one voice sounded so loud.

'We could show you,' another voice whispered tauntingly behind her.

“What truth?” Frustration rang in her voice, annoyance at her invisible visitors. “What can you show me?”

'Yourself.' A voice from the left startled her. They had changed the speaking order now as if deliberately trying to unsettle her.

'Will you play?'

'You do want to know, don't you?'

'We can feel it.'

'That is why we came.'

'We only answered your pleas.'

'Don't you want to know?' The voices chanted.

“Yes, tell me,” she pleaded at the swirling voices, still turning in an attempt to see the true form of those who watched her from the shadows.

'We cannot.'

'He would not like it.'

'But if you would play.'

'If you would play, we could show you.'

“How, how can you show me?” The voices whispered inaudibly for a moment before they answered.

'In a game.'

'An adventure.'

'A quest.'

'All truths will be revealed.'

'Will you play?'

“Is it dangerous?” The voices laughed in unison. It wasn't until this point she was really sure it was more than one voice addressing her. The laughter was almost deafening. In this moment she remembered the vaguest of notions. There was a reason she couldn't refuse this invitation. There was more at stake than just her memories. She had to play their game, and play to win, otherwise the cost would be far too great.

'You fight well.'

'Wonder why?'

'Will you play?'

“All right, I'll play your game. What must I do?” she asked, weakly. A sickness rose in her stomach as she accepted their challenge. There was so much she wanted to know, answers she had never been offered until now. She had to know the truth. The truth behind the darkness, the secrets hidden in her past. She couldn't bear not knowing any longer, only able to guess why she was never sought or why she woke up screaming in the night. The answer made her question her decision, but she knew there was never really a choice to begin with.

'Survive.'

* * *

As she woke, the words had already started to disperse and the memories of the dream began to fade quickly. Her head pounded, her breath was sharp as a sickening feeling rose within her. Glancing around the room, which she normally shared with Acha, brought some relief. She was home. She was safe.

“So you are The Chosen?” The unfamiliar voice startled her into sitting upright. Pain splintered through her side and stomach as her vision swam with the throbbing in her head. “You are our saviour?” His tone was etched with amusement. Finally, her vision found him standing with his back towards her. He turned to face her and for a moment she could only stare, but he too seemed surprised as he gazed upon her. It was almost as if she was not whom he had expected to see.

He was the most beautiful person she had ever seen. His autumn red hair was tied back into a long ponytail, which finished near the centre of his back. He stood around six foot four, and seemed to have perfectly positioned himself so his slender muscular build would be silhouetted by the light which flooded through the window. He wore an opaque white shirt and tight leather trousers, which only served to enhance his frame. But it was none of this which prevented her words escaping. She was captivated by his intense, brown eyes. They were a shade so rich and deep that they consumed her completely.

When he spoke again, his voice was filled with elemental rhythm. “So you think you can be our saviour?” He had lost the underlying tone of sarcasm. Pain returned her to her sense as his words released her from his thrall.

“Saviour?” Her voice shook slightly, wondering how a stranger had been able to approach her unnoticed, and if she had cause to fear him as she had the giant who came before. She unconsciously touched the back of her head—debating if he was but a delusion—and gasped at the splintering pain caused by her hand as it touched the blood-soaked dressing.

“You agreed to their game did you not?”

“Game?” A vague memory of a slipping dream fought to the surface of her mind, yet in that same second it had vanished.

“So, they are playing with mortals again,” he stated to no one in particular.

“With mortals, who are you?”

“You may call me Seiken.” He paused almost as if he expected some form of recognition. When he received none, he continued. “They think you shall fail their challenges.” He glanced over his shoulder towards the window, his shoulders slumped slightly. “There is little time left. It is a game. There are rules they must follow, although they will twist them to their needs. They do not know I am here, that I have come to warn you.” Once more he looked outside as he spoke quickly.

“Warn me?” She examined him intensely. She seemed to recognise this stranger, he seemed so familiar to her yet, like many things from her past, she could not place him.

“We shall help all we can.” Again, he glanced through her window.

“What do you mean your saviour?” Everything was gradually starting to become clear. The words he spoke seemed more coherent as she unconsciously began to heal her wounds. Had she looked, she would have seen the small threads from the world outside attached to her, giving her their energy, just as they had to a lesser extent whilst she had been sleeping. The figure looked outside once more, but she didn't dare to follow his gaze in fear he would vanish.

“Their game. It is a quest. You have been selected to attempt to release our kind. With our imprisonment, the barrier between our worlds is thinning. You are our last chance, after you there will be no more time. Consider yourself chosen.” This time she followed his gaze through the window. She wasn't sure what she expected to see, a dark ominous cloud which meant evil was afoot, or a barrier which now shimmered in the light where there was none before. It seemed this person could see something she could not. The door swung open, startling her.

“Zo, thank the Gods you're awake. Who were you talking to?” Daniel glanced around the room as she did the same. She looked to the place where the stranger had stood, only to find it empty.

“Nobody?” she asserted, whilst questioning her answer. “I had the strangest—”

“You are awake.” The blue-haired lady from before rushed to her side. She moved to examine Zo's condition, her eyes scanned the room briefly before focusing on the injuries. They had healed quite nicely, although she hadn't expected any differently. This persona had always been skilled in healing. “Despite the blood loss, it was not as severe as it seemed, just a superficial wound.”

“Do I know you?” Zo looked at the stranger questioningly as she spoke. She had expected to be questioned about the speed of healing, and had readied all manner of reasonings for her quickened recovery, but instead this person had protected her secret.

“A lifetime ago, yes.” Zo heard a faint knock at the door and noticed the blond-haired person, who had accompanied her before, standing near the doorway in the now crowded room. “I am Elly, and this is Eiji.” He nodded politely at his introduction and shuffled further inside.

“You didn't have anything to do with…” Elly followed Zo's gaze outside to the former battleground.

“Him, no. I think Night is also aware that you are here.”

“He was after Acha,” Zo protested, not really understanding all that Elly had said.

“No.” Elly moved closer to kneel on the mat Zo used as a bed to make room for Acha who, as if on cue, had entered the room. “It was a simple case of mistaken identity. He was sent for the woman who lived here. Acha lives here. He saw her first, but you were his intended target,” she explained.

“Elly, I think I remember…” Zo felt the same feeling of familiarity towards her that she had when she first met Daniel. It was as if she'd seen her somewhere before. Unlike with Daniel, she managed to grasp something from the darkness. “Did we used to live in the same area?”

“Something like that.” She gave a strange smile, its meaning not quite discernible.

“You said Night?” Zo suddenly realised. There were too many people, all of whom seemed to be talking simultaneously. She could hear so many distant voices, mingled with those present in the room, it made her head swim. The whispers suddenly fell silent. Suppressing a shudder, she spoke again. “Who, and why would he be after us?” Elly stared at her with disbelief before bringing herself to answer.

“Not us, just you. Do you really not recall?” Her voice radiated with the same shock registered on her face. As she looked around it seemed as if she was the only person who was unfamiliar with this name. “You know, Night,” she stated as if believing saying the name again would rekindle her memory. It didn't. “No?” She gave a frustrated sigh as she questioned if perhaps she had overdone the potion, just a little. “Well, do you at least remember the Grimoire?” Elly shook her head, she already knew the answer.

As she looked around the room she was met with blank stares. Despite the fact it had happened around two and a half decades ago, no one spoke of the events leading to the creation of the seven Grimoire, almost as if fearing what acknowledgement of such a thing would do.

Elly sighed again. This was meant to have been so easy. The time had come to put phase two of the plan into operation. Was it too much to ask for a little cooperation? “Very well. The Grimoire were used to seal away Night, capturing his spirit and his power within seven tomes.” Elly paused as she heard a slight guilt within her voice, a tone she quickly corrected. “This was probably before you were born, and since no one speaks of it…” she shook her head in frustration. To her it seemed hardly any time had passed since this had occurred. “Somebody managed to obtain them and released the power within to return it to Night. His power has been growing since. I was sent to find you before he did. It appears I was too late. You must come with me. It is too dangerous for you to stay here any longer.”

“Sent by who?” Daniel's eyes narrowed with suspicion. He gripped Zo's hand tightly as he watched Elly carefully from the opposite side of the bed. He had asked the question in Zo's stead to allow her time to make sense of exactly what was being said. It was bound to take time for her to get her thoughts in some semblance of order, especially this. All this time she had lived without so much as a whisper from her past, and now she faced this. It was only natural she found it all a little overwhelming.

“By her lord, Lord Blackwood. He wanted me to return her before he finds her. He does not want to lose her.” Zo felt herself blush as she envisioned herself in the service of a lord. Doubt began to creep through her mind. If this were true, it failed to explain why there had been no missing person's notice.

“I don't want to go. I'm staying here,” she stated quietly, yet firmly. Her being in service to a lord was ridiculous. She would never consent to servitude, to becoming a trophy of power and being displayed before other nobles at whim. Nor, if this were the case, would she have been permitted to simply vanish for so long. There was something amiss about the entire situation. Something was being kept from her.

“I am not taking you back,” Elly admitted earnestly. “But you cannot stay here either. Especially since he knows your whereabouts. It is no longer safe.”

“But this is my home,” she protested. It had taken her mere weeks to feel like a part of the community. Regardless of her past, Crowley was her home, a place she felt safe, and it was a feeling she was reluctant to surrender for anyone.

“So you're asking her to just up and leave everything, her life, her home, the people she loves?” Daniel's voice was more outraged than Zo's. He could hardly believe a stranger could just walk in here and threaten to take her away.

“She is in danger. If she stays, he will tear the village apart, killing everyone, if that is what it takes to find her.”

“All that effort for a witch?” Daniel forgot himself in a moment of disbelief. He covered his mouth as he looked to Zo apologetically. She shrugged, knowing it would have been apparent to everyone here exactly what she was. Besides, she had the strangest feeling these people already knew at least that much about her, and from their expressions it was clear they knew a lot more.

“You're a witch?” Acha's voice trembled as she looked upon her friend with terror. Zo hadn't realised she hadn't known, but for some reason, her heritage had never come up in conversation. Perhaps because she and Daniel had been careful for so long, that it had become second nature. Although she couldn't remember hiding it from her, as she thought back, she realised Acha had never been around on the occasions she and Daniel had discussed it. “A good one, right?” Her voice held underlying tones of panic, she couldn't help it. Witches were known to be evil, which was why those in her own time had feared them. Magic was not something to be crossed lightly. Zo opened her mouth to answer but was interrupted abruptly.

“It's not the witch he's after,” Eiji revealed, but further explanations were cut short by the weight of Elly's stare. It was a warning he didn't need twice, it reminded him not to forget himself. He looked down to his feet, sheepishly.

“I don't want to leave,” she repeated. The noise of the room swam through her head as it became louder. Everyone seemed to have something to say on the matter, so much so that it all became a jumble until one very clear sentence pierced through the rabble.

“Stay and you are signing the death certificate of this town and everyone within. You are selfishly endangering all the people you claim to love,” Elly declared. The room fell silent.

“Why, why go to all that?” She shook her head. Tears spilt down her cheeks, coming of their own accord, regardless of how hard she had tried to stop them.

Everything had happened so quickly. Her day had started out as normal. It was scarcely halfway through and already these strangers had torn her life to shreds with all the delicacy of a hurricane.

“Because you are unstoppable. That is why they both want you. You could tip the balance—” Before Elly had a chance to finish, Daniel interrupted.

“Zo, this town can take anything thrown at it. How do you know you can trust her? It could be a trick.” Daniel wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close to him.

“Do not be a fool. Next time it will be more than one weak hunter. He will send an army. Nothing would survive. Can you really live with that? Could you live with the knowledge that everyone you have ever spoken to, or cared for, had to die because you were too selfish to leave, too selfish to put their needs first? You have no choice. He has decided it is time, therefore, we must move you. Unless, that is, you want to be digging the graves of everyone here before you are taken away by force. At least this way you can keep everyone safe. If your actions can protect them surely there is no choice.”

Despite his previous misgivings, Daniel now had no doubt in his mind that this stranger not only knew Zo, but knew her personally. Only someone with an intimate knowledge of her could have worded their argument in such a way that refusal was not an option. This person knew her well, or at the very least, how to manipulate her.

“I have no choice,” she repeated emptily as she thought it over. “You're right.” Her voice seemed alien to her ears. She knew she couldn't stay here, not if it meant it would bring danger to those she cared for, those who had welcomed her into their homes.

“Zo you can't leave. The people here need you.” Daniel's voice was filled with desperation. He didn't want to lose her. She was his best friend. Without her, he would never have been able to trust again. He already knew he was fighting on the losing side. Elly's last argument had made the case. One way or another she would leave. He doubted there was a single thing he could say to stop her. Worse still, he questioned how much of what Elly had said was the truth. Her timing had been just a little too perfect. Perhaps everything that had occurred was merely a ruse, a way to ensure she left peacefully to fulfil whatever their own agenda was.

“No, they don't need me.” Zo forced a smile but Daniel could not manage one in return. “But where do we go from here?” Zo asked. If the situation truly was as desperate as Elly implied, she was glad to have lived in peace for so long, but surely there would be people anywhere she travelled, and her presence would surely be placing their lives at risk too.

“I know of a place you will be safe,” Elly counselled, recognising all too well her despair and doubts.

“You're not taking her back to Lord what's-his-name?” Daniel snapped.

“I have no intention of taking her back to Lord Blackwood, ever.”

“I'll pack tonight.” Zo's voice sounded distant, almost hollow, as she agreed to this stranger's demands. It had happened so quickly. She was leaving, and somehow she knew she would not have a chance to say goodbye.

“We will leave tonight, under the cloak of darkness. He may be already watching now he knows for certain you are here,” Elly stated, glancing outside as if to enforce her point. Despite this convincing action, she knew for a fact that no more assailants would follow. No one else would come here in pursuit of her; at least not for the moment, not for as long as Zo did exactly what she said.





3 
Departure

A backpack and a satchel was all Zo needed to carry her life away. She had found it hard to believe a life could be packed away so neatly. Everything she had could be stored in these two bags, and most of the space had been taken up by herbs, food, and a few wooden bowls.

Her vision continually strayed back in the direction of her home, towards a place she had found so much comfort. As she made her way slowly to meet with Elly and Eiji, concerns filled her mind. She wondered if she was really doing the right thing, if her absence would keep those she loved safe. Surely anywhere she lay her head would be in danger of being attacked. If the things she had been told were true, perhaps it would be better to return to Elly's father, to whom she had apparently sworn fealty to. At least he would know the dangers her presence brought.

She wondered—regardless of who she was now— if she would ultimately return to become the stranger she didn't remember, and questioned if would she forget her time on Crowley, like she had forgotten her time before it. She feared her friends and memories would fade into a distant background, and eventually become no more vivid than a forgotten dream. Such concerns preyed on her mind as she walked, and they made each step harder to take.

Pain and guilt knotted her stomach. In just under an hour the sun would be almost ready to set, and Daniel and Acha would return to wish her farewell, but she would not be there to greet them. She had to have left before they came. She was certain that if she faced them, she would lose the strength to do what was needed. Saying goodbye would break her heart. She knew it was better for everyone if she simply slipped away.

As soon as Daniel's father had finished repairing the broken window, she had departed. This was the first time she ever remembered being grateful for their strained relationship. Jack had simply attended to his work, replacing the glass pane without asking a single question as to how it had been damaged.

Earlier that day, after they realised that, regardless of what they said, she was going to leave, Acha had begrudgingly left with Daniel. They insisted on getting her a parting gift, something which also gave them the opportunity to accompany Elly and Eiji to the town to gather supplies. Daniel must have asked his father to repair the damage immediately. She suspected his presence was to ensure she couldn't depart before they returned. They hadn't counted on it being such an easy task, after all, it was as simple as inserting another pane of glass. The wooden frame itself had, by some miracle, been left undamaged. She was already packing when Daniel's father arrived. Jack barely spoke to her, and left her to her business as he removed the supporting part of the frame to slide the new sheet of glass into its groove. He didn't even set foot inside the house, he simply shouted his farewell as he left.

Zo had agreed, in private, to meet Elly an hour before dusk. It was the best time. Most predators would expect her to leave when the darkness could provide cover for their departure. They wouldn't even consider the possibility of a daylight escape. She only hoped she would not regret trusting her life, and the lives of those she loved, to the faint recognition she felt.

Zo bit her lip, forcing back the emotions which caused her to hesitate. She had to remind herself she was doing this for them, to keep them safe. She could not afford to stay. It was hard to accept she was never going to see any of them again. Never again would she hear the epic tales of Elder Robert, or help with errands in the village. Never again would she step foot in Crowley, a place which had so quickly become her home.

Her pace slowed further as the clearing, where she and Daniel first met, came into sight. Her eyes lingered upon the stone circle where she had once built her fires. It was in this very place Daniel had given her his friendship. For weeks, months, he had tried desperately to find someone who may have known her. He searched the missing boards and frequently asked for any news relating to missing people, but his search was futile. Zo had been almost relieved when they gave up. She knew that somewhere her mother awaited her return, but each time he came home with no information regarding her past, she was relieved. She had never wanted to leave this place.

Daniel's parents had been accommodating. Without even meeting her, they had given consent for her to use their small cabin as her home, in return for assistance around the town. It was only a few weeks after their brief agreement when Angela had visited. It was at this point she was welcomed into the family. As Angela looked upon the once barren wasteland, which now thrived at the hand of the young lady, it brought tears to her eyes. She had long ago, and with much regret, abandoned this land as lost.

As time passed, they found they had much in common. Zo had seemingly limitless knowledge of alchemy and botany. It was clear she had been well-educated, and it was often commented that her mannerisms were of those found in a well-raised family, making her unpublicised disappearance all the more confusing. They had tried all manner of concoctions and compounds to retrieve her memory, but nothing seemed to fill any of the darkness which clouded her memory. Angela finally decided that something so horrific must have happened that her body was protecting her from the painful recollection, and maybe even explained why there were no reports of her disappearance. Angela's efforts wavered as she came to realise that whatever Zo's past held was better left unknown.

A hand brought Zo back to reality with a start, pulling her from the fond memories of her life on this secluded island. She had been so engrossed in her own thoughts Elly and Eiji's approach had gone unnoticed. It was strange, ending her life here in the very same place it had started. Elly squeezed Zo's shoulder tightly. She understood some of her heartache. It was a despair similar to that she herself had felt when she betrayed Marise in order to bring her to this place.

'If only things could have been different,' she thought to herself, seeing Zo's tearful gaze as she stared through the trees longingly towards home. As she looked upon her, she couldn't help but wonder why it was that Marise had not yet awoken, especially when the sealing potion administered was accurate almost to the day. Marise should have been in full control, or at least that was what she had been led to believe. By her calculations, based on the concoction, Marise should have woken six months after her arrival on Crowley. Six months would have been adequate to ensure they had not lost Zoella forever, but Zoella was the one present and, more alarmingly, there wasn't even a trace of Marise visible. Although concerned, she was confident in time things would become as they should be, especially where Marise was concerned. Things would work out exactly as intended.

Zo's mind begged her to reconsider. She had only known this person a day and already she was taking her away from all she knew and loved. Although her unfounded trust for this person strangely reassured her, she couldn't help but question the timing. After over a year and a half she had only now come looking for her, and her arrival had marked the start of trouble. Part of her wanted to ignore the feelings of familiarity, to believe her stories to be nothing but lies, but she knew better than that. For some reason she knew this person spoke the truth and, as much as she wanted to, she couldn't ignore the proven danger.

Elly's hand still rested on her shoulder as she applied an encouraging pressure to turn her to face the direction they walked. Although this action had moved her body, it did little to stray her longing gaze from the direction of her home.

“Are you ready?” Elly's voice ached with concern. She was aware first hand just how powerful the conflicting emotions that she would be feeling, were. “You are doing the right thing you know.”

“They will be safe, won't they?” Her eyes filled with worry and concern as she turned to look at Elly who, in response, simply nodded and lifted the backpack from Zo's grasp. “Then, I guess there is no point delaying further.” She had already told herself this so many times, but saying it aloud made it seem more definitive. Her friends would be safe, and that was all that was important. With these thoughts she took her first determined step away from all she loved.

Elly was unsure what to say to Zo, and since her thoughts were on other concerns, she remained silent for the next half an hour. She knew any words she could offer would be of little comfort at this moment. Eiji, however, chose not to speak for an entirely different reason. He walked almost shoulder to shoulder with Marise Shi, and although she seemed oblivious to this fact, he was not.

The thought that he walked side by side with the brutal murderer—whom his master had so often included in horror stories as they sat around the campfire—unnerved him. It was hard to believe this girl and the legendary assassin were one and the same. He was unsure how he would feel when the time came to make his choice. Death or death, he reminded himself.

As they walked, he found he glanced to her repeatedly, worried that she would make a sudden move and end that which he was here to protect, his life. Each time he looked at her, even if the glances were less than twenty seconds apart, he found himself surprised at how young she was. He was easily her elder by three, or maybe four, years. She looked just like any other person. There were no signs of the marks of Hades which were rumoured to scar her body, nor could he see the image of his own death as he looked upon her. He had known the rumours of this person were greatly exaggerated, but still, he had not expected her to seem so normal. She was not at all like the monster he had expected to face.

The atmosphere was beginning to unnerve him. The silence seemed so final, and not even the cries of night animals pierced the air. It was a heavy stifling silence and, against his better judgement, it was he who finally broke it.

“So y' the le—” His words froze as Elly shot him a warning glance, one which cautioned him to rethink his words. Even through the concealing darkness he was stopped in mid-sentence by the weight of the look alone. In the need to break the silence he had forgotten himself and almost said the first thing which came to his mind, something completely inappropriate. Fortunately, she had stopped him in time, before any damage could be done and they were presented with questions that could not yet be answered.

“I'm the what?” she questioned quietly. Elly had hoped she hadn't heard, but such silence was unforgiving to a slip of the tongue.

“Legendary healer around these parts,” Elly finished quickly. Another look was directed towards Eiji as silent words were exchanged masked by the darkness. “On our way here, we were told there was a healer whose skill with herbs and potions was beyond all comprehension. I just knew it had to be you, hence why we came here.” A quick, but not entirely satisfying rescue by Elly. Even as she looked to Zo, she could tell she was unconvinced by her answer, but her mind was elsewhere. She was too preoccupied to question further, for this she was grateful. Zo did seem to give an answer, something about someone called Angela, but the name was the only thing clearly heard through her lowered tone.

They had not noticed the sound of their boots as they crunched the grass, not until silence was brought upon them by their sudden, sharp, stop. Elly's arm stretched in front of Zo, she seemed a little too preoccupied to have noticed the events around her.

The trees before them danced and swayed, projecting shadows from the firelight in front. They told tales of the company who waited before them, whilst blocking their view of those who could be enemies. It was clear someone had recently set up camp. The wood's air had yet to haze with the dense smoke expected, should the travellers have been there for any length of time.

“The crossroads are just ahead. We get a number of travellers visiting the temple or shrines. Resting here is quite common, given that Crowley has no marked inn. It's nothing to worry about,” Zo whispered, trying to convince herself that by firmly stating the figures at the firelight would pose no danger would make it so, but after recent events she was not so sure.

“Then why are you whispering?” Elly raised her eyebrow inquisitively as she handed Zo something, before she had even realised what it was, the sword was fastened around her waist in a smooth, natural movement. Her stomach sank as she realised what she had done. “You had forgotten this,” Elly added, slightly relieved as she watched Zoella secure it. At least there were some things the body remembered even if the mind didn't.

'I had not forgotten it,' Zo thought bitterly to herself, remembering her deliberate attempt to leave it behind, despite the fact she nearly left with it in her possession, twice. There was something about this strange item from her past which made her feel uneasy. It left her with a sick feeling deep in the pit of her stomach which surpassed anything she had experienced. As she looked upon the sword she was filled with fear. There was a presence to it she didn't quite like. Something about it seemed almost evil.

As she felt its weight against her hip, she remembered the giant figure from earlier, the one who had started this nightmare. It had been so difficult to prevent the sword from delivering the final blow, almost as if she fought against the weapon's control. She had been left with no choice but to remove her attacker from sight before she gave in to its murderous desire. She never wanted to feel that way again, so angry, so much hatred. The power of those raw emotions had clouded her judgement to the extent she barely remembered the conflict at all. As she had stood with her sword poised above him, she was frightened of herself, of what she may do, and terrified of the voice inside her mind which had urged for her to take his life. She feared their reaction should anyone ever discover how she had felt.

“We should go round, t'avoid any trouble.” Eiji's statement seemed more like a question. He looked towards Zo as if seeking an answer. She wondered if there was, perhaps, another thought behind that look, one she couldn't quite place. Even through her distraction she had noticed the strange sideways glances in her direction. Something about the way he looked at her made her feel very uneasy.

“And allow them to get behind us and choose their time to strike?” Elly questioned quietly. “It is better to strike first.” Elly's words were delivered in a tone which left no room for debate, and they began to walk towards the firelight.

They had attempted a silent approach, which had been instantly sabotaged by Eiji as he seemed to step on almost every root and fallen branch. Each of his footsteps echoed with the snapping of twigs. It was as if the undergrowth itself was attracted to his movement. Even if those they approached had been oblivious to that, or dismissed the noises as rather ungraceful forest creatures, the cry he let out when his foot struck a rock would have certainly revealed them.

“And you wondered how I knew you were following me,” Elly whispered as she shook her head in mild amusement. She could not remember travelling with someone so devoid in the skills of walking quietly. It seemed the harder he tried to silence his footfalls, the louder he became. She wondered if advising him to try to make as much noise as possible would have had the opposite effect.

As they approached, they could make out the conversation clearly. One of the voices was a little too loud, almost as if they had wanted to be overheard by those who approached.

“So anyway, I tried to tell her she couldn't sneak away, but still she had to try.” Daniel stared at the place Zo now stood. She smiled brightly, her eyes twinkling in the firelight. Even after such a short time apart she felt the lump rise in her throat as she laid eyes on them once more.

Daniel had always been able to read her so well. His presence here served as a reminder of just how well. Shock, amusement, and relief all displayed in her face as she looked upon them.

“Hey!” She finally spoke in a playful, yet annoyed, tone. “What if I was waiting back at home for you to come and say goodbye?”

“But you aren't, are you? You didn't think we'd just let you leave with these people, do you?” He gave her a serious look, one which told her he was concerned about where her journey would lead and, that despite any danger, he wasn't just going to let her leave in this manner.

“They cannot come with us.” Elly had silently watched until this point, and now her voice was firm enough to rule the conversation. “They will be a burden. It will be difficult enough to defend yourself if someone attacks, let alone you having to worry about these two as well.” Her tone once more took a 'this conversation is over' tone. It was a tone no one would normally dare to argue with.

“We can take care of ourselves.” Acha's voice was timid, yet direct, as it addressed her. They had no intention of allowing this stranger to tell them where they were, and weren't, welcome, especially when it involved their friend.

“As you did earlier?” Elly questioned harshly, reminding them of what had transpired only hours ago. They decided to ignore her comment, in fact, they continued to talk as if she wasn't even there.

“But what about your studies, and the garden?” Zo looked from Daniel to Acha in turn. They each had things they had to do, commitments they needed to attend to, even in her absence.

“My studies concluded yesterday,” he advised. She normally recalled his schedule better than he did but, with the events of today alone, he would be surprised if she even remembered the current day. She had more than enough to take in and consider.

“And Angela said she'd happily mind the garden while we followed the lead on your past. We said we were making it into a camping trip,” Acha added.

“You really did think of everything. I'm really glad you came but—”

“But this is not a game. It is not a camping trip either. Her life is in danger, and if you come, so too is yours,” Elly snapped, unable to believe their deliberate attempt to ignore her, especially when they knew exactly who she was. They knew her reputation and stature well, as well as the respect her position was owed. It was common knowledge that Elly was the daughter of the one she had named as Zo's lord. It was also true that it was she who attended to the politics and governing of her father's land, whilst he reaped the benefits of her actions.

“We know it'll be dangerous.” Daniel once more chose to ignore Elly. “Did you care about it being dangerous when you risked your life for me and Acha? It could easily have turned out another way.” He positioned himself to stand between Zo and Elly. A deliberate move to reinforce that both her presence and input were unwanted. This was a choice only Zo herself should make. This stranger had already made enough decisions for her.

“Elly.” Something changed in Zo's expression, as she looked from Daniel to her. “You said someone was after me. They've already mistaken Acha for me once and, from my reaction, they'll know we're friends. They could just as easily go after them than come for me directly. If they took my friends… if anything were to happen to them, there is nothing I wouldn't give, nothing I wouldn't sacrifice for them.” Zo looked to Daniel and smiled softly. For the first time in this conversation he turned to acknowledge Elly.

“As you say, it's not as if we can look after ourselves, and if you do know Zo, you'll know she'd rather die than let anything happen to us, so—”

“Enough,” Elly stated. She had decided it would be easier to take them, it was preferential to this long conversation. Besides, perhaps if they were to meet with tragedy it would move things along at a quicker pace. “They can come.” She shook her head, her tone filled with annoyance. It seemed they were going to continue until she met their demands anyway, so she thought it was better to spare herself some time. As Zo moved to thank her, she saw Elly smiling in the shadows.

“Besides,” Eiji decided to add his opinion already a little too late to aid the debate, “they won't be lookin' for a large group, just the two of y'. It could work t'our advantage.” Elly glanced around the group again.

“It might,” she stated without any real conviction.





4 
The Beginning

“So what makes her different from the others?” The voice echoed through a darkened room. It was a large area filled with various life-forces. Even now, despite their imprisonment, they were engaged in heated debate. From the weight of the air alone the severity of the situation was obvious.

“This one will die. The others were fortunate there were more of us free then.” Another voice added to the conversation. A low murmur of agreement spread throughout the room. The lack of emotion, and the disinterest placed in their words, would almost have someone believing they spoke of something other than the fate of their entire race.

“Well they had to choose someone I suppose. They have us all now. This would be the last chance,” scoffed another. To anyone outside deciphering the conversation would have been nearly impossible. It was difficult to tell exactly who, or what, spoke. Their languages consisted of a combination of sounds relevant to their apparent species, but each life-force understood the others perfectly. Only those in humanoid form spoke in recognisable tones.

“Mew!” The room fell silent as a cat's cry filled the air. Although it had only meowed it had a strange authority to its tone. Pacing back and forth it looked between the countless forms in quick succession.

“Their games will be the end of them. This quest will be fulfilled, you'll see. She's different.” Seiken argued to deaf ears, pleading for them to listen. He knew faith was one of the most important things they could have. They had to believe in her, or she would fail. Despite this, it seemed they had already decided the fate of those chosen. It was frustrating. He was certain if it had been anyone else, they would have been a little more enthusiastic. But it hadn't been someone else. Their last chance of preventing this disaster, their last hope of survival, had been her.

“You think a mortal can succeed where we ourselves failed? When those who came before her also met defeat! I don't think I need to remind you of this, do I?”

“Meow murraouw!” The chatters fell silent again.

“I suppose we have little choice but to hope,” the voice replied giving a defeated sigh as he met the annoyed vision of the black and white cat.

“Having us all here like this means only one thing, he controls our world. I've seen it, the boundaries are already thinning.” Seiken's voice desperately pleaded for them to listen, but they were too intent on arguing, too insistent on disagreeing to hear him. It was no wonder they hadn't realised what was happening before now. Very few within these confines could work well together. Their role was often a solitary one. Aside from pleasantries, each went about their own business. It was no wonder their dwindling numbers hadn't been noticed before it was too late. When the time had come to cooperate, they had spent too much time in argument and disagreement. By the time their plan was devised they had already lost.

“It will be the end of us all.”

“Why would they choose someone who could win?”

“No one ever wins. At best we can hope she'll prove a challenge, but little else. You should know better than to raise our hopes child.” Seiken glanced to the figure with venom in his eyes. For the first time since their discussion had begun, they remembered who they were addressing. The figure cringed realising the disrespect to their heir, to the one who would one day be their ruler, assuming there was anything left to rule.

“No! You're not listening. They saw in her the weakness she has, the desire for her forgotten truth, they know the lengths she'll go to find it. They saw her weakness, but in doing so overlooked her strength. They do not think she can win but I know she can.” Seiken assured, but despite their situation they were as stubborn as ever. He didn't know why he was trying, perhaps he was a fool to think that if they believed in those chosen, put their faith in them, it would help them to be victorious. Belief was the very foundation of their world, and if you believed in something enough it became real. Why wouldn't they just offer her the benefit of the doubt? Why did they refuse to put their faith in the ones who it seemed were fated to be The Chosen heroes of this time?

“Seiken,” an elder voice, the voice of his father, silenced the room. He, like Seiken, possessed a human form. No one gazing upon him would imagine him to be anything other than a mighty ruler, one who would fight beside his men on the fields of battle. Even his tones were lined with pessimism as he spoke. “You are young,” he lied. Seiken wasn't young, he was far older than those in the room thought him to be. Few amongst them knew the truth of his son's origin. “They feel despite your power you are too optimistic, but if you say she is the one then I don't doubt you. It is up to you to assist her. I shall do what I can for the dreamers. We will have to pray our efforts will be enough. You must be careful. Do not stay too long, if our captors discover our astral presence, they will devise a way to inhibit it, and then she will have little, or no chance.” In that room, in their entire race for that matter, there were but the two of them who possessed omnipresence. The skill itself was very limited, but it served them well.

“Mew roaw me?”

“Very well, Rowmeow will keep vigil should the task prohibit our real bodies from appearing to function properly.” This was a major disadvantage with their astral presence, if a situation encountered by the astral body met with something which required either a lot of concentration, or power, their real body would enter a catatonic state until they resolved the need.

“But I am not experienced in this field,” he protested, although with nowhere near enough conviction to convince anyone this was something he did not desire.

“You approached her first did you not?” his father questioned sternly.

“I was simply wondering who they had recruited.” He felt now, more than ever, the need to justify how he came to cross the boundaries to stand before one of The Chosen, especially considering all the warnings he had received in the past about her.

“Seiken, you can avail yourself from this prison for periods impossible to myself. Both The Chosen and the dreamers will need all the assistance we can muster. You have created a bond with her already, after all, isn't she the one you have been protecting? If you saw the boundary, as you said, you know this game will be our last.”

“It will be the last!” The determination in his voice rang through the darkness, yet his enthusiasm did little to convince the sceptical listeners.

* * *

The fire crackled. It was a soothing sound that filled the night air as they sat near to the small dirt track surrounded by trees in every direction. Zo placed a handful of herbs onto the fire, one Elly recognised as a mixture to keep away any wildlife or predators that would think to approach them as they slept. It was commonplace for travellers to carry this mixture. It was these herbs that would generally cause the hazing of the air near a camp, and the almost undetectable odour repelled roaming beasts.

The firelight distorted the undergrowth, shielding anything lurking from sight. More than once they had felt as if something had attempted to approach them. The shadows stretched and twisted to tempt their imagination, reminding them of how unsettled the events of the day had left them.

They had decided to stay by the fire that Daniel and Acha had built and camp for the remainder of the night. They had left the town and that had been the most important part. In fact, Elly reasoned, their delay in departure may even prove to be beneficial. If someone else were to approach Zo's home, they would assume she had already left the island, not that she believed for one moment someone would, but it was worth keeping up the pretence for now. It would provide the extra time needed to ensure they had everything for their journey, just the essentials. By morning she was hopeful Zo would have realised the best option was to leave her friends behind. Perhaps allowing them to spend one last night together would ease any concerns and help them see that their uninvited company would be nothing more than a burden. Yet a lingering feeling that things weren't going to go as planned meant this would be her last chance to persuade Zo. Given the uneasy feel to the air, she realised there may not even be time for that. Things had already progressed quicker than she had expected.

She had considered administering a sleeping potion into their evening meal, and just taking Zo with her. But she had promised Eiji her protection and, knowing him, he would either accidentally expose the plan or, more likely, get caught in the trap himself. So, for the moment at least, she had to accept the possibility of their intrusion.

Elly sat close to the fire, where the contents of Zo's backpack were now spread across the ground. While searching through the supplies, she added various items into the metal pot which sat on the rocks above the fire. The smell of stew began to fill the air as it neared completion. Elly couldn't believe the sheer amount of perishable foods Zo had packed. Had they not been found in the bag so soon, they would have spoilt. It didn't make any sense, Elly knew she had taught her better than this.

“So, anyone know any good ghost stories?” Eiji asked, passing Elly the remaining ingredients for the meal. His question was met with silence. “No one? C'mon y' can't have a campfire without ghost stories.” He gestured wildly in what he thought to be an eerie manner. Another silence met his enthusiastic tone. “Oh fine, I'll go first.” Now they knew they were no longer in danger of being volunteered to tell a story they gave him their full attention. “It's not a ghost story as such, more like a survival tale, or at least that's what my master called it when he told me.” Elly glanced up from the simmering stew. Eiji, satisfied he had caught everyone's attention, continued. “It's a story of legend, although it happened just over seven years ago…” Eiji began. There had been much speculation about what had happened before his master had seen her, but the information he gave was the part of the story which never changed. It was the story of how Marise had obtained the Grimoire of Light and Life-force.

No one knew how the tale came to be known, since all but one within that village were slaughtered on that day. It was a story Elly knew well. She had heard it from its creator, and even she found herself surprised at the tale spun from assumption. His version had forgotten one very important detail. Marise had not been there to seek vengeance on the temple's priest as had been believed. She had journeyed there to retrieve the first of the Grimoire. As Eiji told his version of the tale, Elly found herself recalling the true events of that night…

…The Grimoire of Light and Life-force possessed not only the power to manipulate the mind, but life affecting, and healing magic. Anything relating to physical or emotional magic had been stored within this tome. It was for this reason the Hoi Hepta Sophoi sent this particular tome to Napier village. When Night first found the Grimoire it had been stored in a small bookcase in the town, overlooked by all. It was this very place he discovered he could not, no matter how hard he tried, retrieve it with his own hands.

The villagers, although they did not recognise this stranger, feared him and his interest in this object. Each day he would visit and examine it, and his stature alone was a clear indication of his power. With each passing day he grew more frustrated. He would reach forward, his hand outstretched as if to take the tome, but never did he hold it within his grasp. There was only one way to free themselves of this man before he did something terrible. They had to destroy the object of his fascination. If it was no longer within their possession, he would have no cause to return.

They had taken all necessary precautions before the burning. Having seen how the stranger feared to touch it, they too resisted making contact. With great care they wrapped it in a cloth soaked in holy water and blessed by the priest. They did not want to risk touching anything this stranger had feared to take in his own hands, especially when it was obvious how much he had desired it.

The tome, however, had other plans. It had no desire to be destroyed, and such weak humans could never possess the power to harm it. Had the Grimoire possessed a voice, they were certain it would have mocked them with laughter as the flames burnt away their holy cloth to lick its pages. Hours passed, all manner of fire accelerants were desperately added, yet the book remained unscorched. Anything which could not be destroyed in such a manner had to be evil. There was only one thing left to do.

With no means to destroy it, the people did the only thing they could, they took it to the safe keeping of their temple. When the priest took it, he knew instantly of its power. Any fool could have felt it, but not all of them would be able to resist the whispered commands which echoed in their mind. Whispers that controlled their actions and thoughts. It was this power of persuasion held by the book which had seen it relocated, instead of further attempts being made to destroy it.

The priest protected this book. He wrapped it in a blessed silk cloth and carried it with him through the village. He used it wisely, carefully tapping into its dormant powers to heal those in need. It possessed immense power, and a trait which even the Hoi Hepta Sophoi had not expected; anyone could use that which was sealed within for their own devices. They had sealed the magic of a god within its binding, but a god is a powerful being and they possess a magic so unpredictable that even the Grimoire alone could not contain it. This leakage of energy allowed the person possessing it to utilise a measure of the skills trapped within.

The power of this tome was a secret that the priest did not feel appropriate to share with the one who would ultimately become his successor. He could only hope, before the underworld claimed him, his apprentice would have turned his back on the greed and selfishness he so clearly displayed. If not, he would use its power to control those weaker than him, to force them into doing what he believed was the will of the Gods. He knew these would be his actions. His apprentice reminded him so much of his younger himself and, just as he would have back then, the old priest knew he would abuse its power. He believed, until the day of his death, his apprentice had known nothing of its secrets, but this was not the case.

Since the book had first come into the temple the young priest had been haunted by images of it. It called to him in his dreams and whispered sweet promises of the power and the greatness they could share. The world could be his. With practice he could twist everyone and everything to his whim, but first it had to be surrendered willingly, or pass on to him through inheritance.

As time passed, the young priest realised his master would not share its secrets. In order to inherit the book, he began to poison him. The Grimoire mocked his futile attempts, for each time his master took it within his hands he was cured and the tome would taunt his failure. There was only one option, there was but one time of day in which the tome was not within his possession. During his cleansing, the priest would lock it within his room. The thought of its safety was not even a concern. As the priest bathed in the holy waters purifying his body and soul, he was unaware his apprentice had carefully removed the key from his discarded robes.

He prepared for his master a mighty feast. Seeing the young man's enthusiasm, he had sat to share this meal, unaware seasoning his food was a deadly condiment. By the time he realised what had occurred, the poison had already acted. His pupil watched in silence as he tried to crawl to his chamber through the violent convulsions. Clearing his throat, the young man rotated the chamber key on his finger. This was the last thing he had seen before the gates of the underworld appeared, and Hermes stepped through to collect him.

Hiding his act from the town was not a difficult task. No one would think to question the death of an old man, and if any did, he now possessed the Grimoire, and with it the power to control the thoughts of all who confronted him. It was not long before those in the town obeyed his every whim and fulfilled his every wish. That was, until the fateful day all his obedient pets were slaughtered. His power was absolute. He thought he was unstoppable. He was wrong.

Marise stood on the outskirts of the town. It was a quaint little village, very peaceful. She had arrived in the early evening and the residents were already safely secured in their homes ready for the night ahead. Most of the workers had returned from a hard day in the nearby towns, fields, and mines. There was no need for them to know she was there.

The village itself had been built centuries ago, but the oldest part standing had been constructed little more a few decades ago. It shared its boundaries with desert, mountain, marsh, and plain, constructed on the very place where these four met. The town had visibly suffered many disasters in its time. It was rumoured the damage the town suffered was due to the fact the town possessed a strong link to the Severaine, that and the fact its borders lay on the crossing of such extreme elements. Other people stated the disasters were caused by the immense power which was born there, but the true start of their problems began a long time before. So long ago that everyone, even those who still remembered the pilgrimages of old, had forgotten.

Marise stood on the dirt path for some time. The power of the Grimoire hung heavily in the air. Just one person walked the streets at this late hour, a young priest, who even now hurried towards the temple. He stopped in mid-stride realising the silhouetted figure was watching him intently. He returned her stare for what seemed like an eternity. Neither of them moved, not until finally Marise slowly started to walk towards him.

As the light from the streets illuminated her image her identity became unquestionable. The realisation was reflected in his stiff and panicked posture. Perhaps the Grimoire had whispered her identity to him from its resting place upon the temple's altar. Regardless of how, he knew who she was, and that she had come for him.

It seemed to Marise, more and more people recognised her at first glance. She didn't know whether to thank the wanted posters or her deeds. Sometimes it annoyed her when they ran. It was a waste of her time. That night, she didn't mind in the slightest; she was in exceptionally high spirits.

His hands firmly seized the Grimoire from the altar. With it secure he rushed to the window, ordering the town to take up weapons and do whatever it took to prevent this demon from reaching the temple. The townsfolk scurried from their houses, men, women, and children, all in some way armed, be it with kitchen implements, farming tools, or swords. It seemed not a person remained who had not taken up arms against her. The priest watched from the window fearfully as the demon warrior took the lives of those who stood before her. He watched as she cut a path to the temple, as she hacked her way towards him. Not a single one of his followers, despite their numbers, could connect a single blow. He now understood why people feared this girl, surely, she was a demon taking human form.

Marise smiled. The people of this town were too willing to give their life to someone else, so she took that which they freely offered. Had they been stronger, had they even the slightest desire to think for themselves, such a pitiful manipulation would not have worked. They were ready to die, as long as they weren't to blame. She could have easily spared the town of bloodshed and still reached the temple door unharmed, but such weakness annoyed her. She could have spared them, but she didn't. Not a living soul remained except for the one she had come for. The one who sought sanctuary inside the temple.

As she approached, she felt another life-force enter the village. She knew from the disruption in the elements around her that he was a powerful Elementalist. She could feel the energies which radiated from his aura as it told her of his strength. He was indeed powerful, certainly an advanced manipulator of the forces surrounding him. His essence betrayed the training of the next generation he had started. She could feel the strength of his advanced techniques, but his basic talents had now been passed along to fortify the aura of his student.

Elly had told her that Elementalists would train to master the element they felt the strongest connection with. They would learn to read it, and seek out those who could offer them training in that skill. There were many variations on the elemental skills, but no two manifestations were ever the same. In a past time, Elementalists could draw on light, spirit, and darkness, as well as various other traits, without being confined to those of earth, air, fire, and water, but that was a very long time ago indeed, and these skills, as far as she was aware, had been lost through the passage of time.

There were many born who had the potential to become Elementalists but the lack of masters, Elementalists willing to give up their life as they passed their skills on, saw only a few would know of their hidden potential. To fight such a person would prove a challenge. If he stepped further into the village to prevent what was occurring, she would, with only a slight regret, extinguish the remaining talents he possessed from the world.

Marise hesitated outside the temple, wondering if she should go back to face him. He may pursue her in battle, but more likely, on seeing the events which befell the town he would seek to bring aid. They were a few hours away from the nearest town. Even should he leave now, she would be long gone before his return. She decided to finish her business.

Turning her attention back to the temple, she opened the wooden doors by the power of flame. The heavy oak doors disintegrating as her powerful magic connected. The priest stood behind the altar, watching in composed terror as a shadow stepped through the flames like Hades through the gate to the underworld. He turned his eyes to the book which he held clutched within his hands, attempting to appear both calm, and innocent, as she approached. It was something he did rather poorly. Even now she could smell his fear. Beads of sweat formed on his forehead as he focused the tome's control onto her. He drew on its powers harder as he concentrated more and more on the force which enabled him to control those of the town. He blanched as the book's power failed to make her hesitate for even a second. Then, she stood before him, only the altar between them.

“Mind games?” She smiled sadistically as she raised her eyebrow. It was a smile which froze his blood. For a moment he was unable to speak, unable to move as he looked upon his own death. She teased her hand through her fiery red hair before she spoke again. “Give me the book,” she commanded, leaning forwards onto the altar; as she did so a sudden thought entered his mind. Just as he could not take the book from his predecessor, she could not take it from him. If she were to kill him, it would once more belong to the temple, and thus to the next holy man to cross the threshold and seize it.

Convinced of his safety, he ignored her request and focused all of his will in an attempt to summon a greater strength from the tome. This time she heard the faintest whisper in the back of her mind. It was a voice so faint, so weak, it almost made her laugh aloud. “Very well, two can play at that, I shall wait outside.” Her sea-green eyes locked with his for just a moment. There was so much she could do, so much fun she could have. She could simply whisper to his mind and tell him to give her the book, she could have him mutilate himself, kill himself even, but that was not her desire. She wanted to destroy him. “Killing easy, but to destroy someone completely is far more rewarding.” She smiled coldly, seeing the fear her words brought.

As she reached the door, she heard him cry out as his mind's fears were realised. Creatures like those he had never dared imagine crawled through the floorboards and the ceiling. There were creatures he had always feared, and monsters that sought only his death. He tried to ignore them. He tried to dismiss them as illusions, as fragmented horrific visions, but then, he felt the warm, damp, hungry breath upon his neck which destroyed his logic.

He turned to face them fearfully as they lashed out towards him, sinking their claws deep within his flesh. He was certain now, by the evidence of his own blood, the creatures standing before him were no illusion. Their touch alone had proved them to be as real as the blood he shed. He retreated, clutching his side tightly.

“I shall give you to the count of ten,” she smiled once more as she left the temple. She had no intention of staying to watch him fighting with himself. She waited outside, her back towards the door leaning on the temple's stone work and began to count.

Marise was just about to reach ten when, as if on cue, the priest scrambled from the charred remains of the temple door. With a look of pure terror, he fell to her feet. His arms and front were bloody and his clothing torn. Marise sneered, the young priest would not even begin to believe each of his injuries were self-inflicted, not from the illusions which, even now, he thought pursued him with the desire to taste his blood. His hands shook as he pushed the book towards her, she looked down at him questioningly until he found the breath to speak.

“P-p-please, take it.” His voice faltered as he glanced nervously behind at the creatures which even now pursued him. “P-p-please, just send away your demons.” She took the tome from his grip. The instant he had released it the creatures vanished, leaving his injuries as the only physical evidence of his encounter. She turned slowly to walk away. There was no need to kill him, he was destroyed, a man pushed over the edge into insanity. There would be no life for him anywhere. Although the images which pursued him had vanished, he would be haunted by the events until, born of his own fear, the monsters would return for him.

As she looked down at him she could already see the cracks in his sanity. He hid it well, for the time being, but his sleep, his dreams, would be his downfall. She had, at that point, no intention of killing him. She would have let him live. She liked the idea of the torture and isolation his life would hold, but then he did something which sealed his death. She would have let him live, if not for the thanks he misplaced.

“Thank you. Thank you, Zeus, for sparing me,” he cried into the air. He had barely finished his praise when Marise turned sharply with her sword drawn. She swung it in a smooth motion to neatly behead him. The last words he heard as she struck him were so plain, so clear.

“It was not Zeus who would have spared you, it was me.” She sheathed her sword and nodded respectfully at Hermes as he collected the priest. She had seen a lot of him lately, today especially.

Just one person, excluding herself, remained with life in their body, and that was the Elementalist. He seemed to be rooted to the spot in fear as he gazed upon her. His already white hair barely a contrast against his pale complexion. She stopped mere feet away from him, and for a moment they simply stared at each other. She saw many things within the depths of his eyes, recognition, fear, and honour. As she studied him, something seemed to shift inside her, something that convinced her to walk away. In that one moment, she lost control.

“Next life, you save me.” Marise did not even know she had spoken these words, nor did she remember having left the village. By the time she realised he may have been left alive it was already too late to turn back…

…“He said it was hard t'believe such a sweet voice and heartbroken smile had come from such a malicious person.” Eiji began to summarise his far less accurate version of the story as the food had nearly finished cooking. “He was said t'be the only person t'ever survive her gaze.”

“Surely, he can't have been the only one, or no one would know who she was. I've never heard such tales.” Zo glanced around, aware of the disbelief in everyone's eyes. It was clear she was the only one amongst them who had no idea who Marise Shi was.

“You're kidding right?” Zo's expression told Daniel she was deadly serious. “You've never heard of Marise Shi?” His voice seemed to scream with disbelief. It had only been a few weeks back that he and Acha had discussed the assassin at length even she—or more precisely the person whose body she had taken—had knowledge of Marise and her deeds. As Daniel thought about it, he suddenly realised why she would not know such things. Her amnesia had taken away her memories of the past. She was spared from the curse of knowing, by the curse of not remembering.

“No,” she answered as she glanced between them for an answer.

“She was, well, still is, the most feared assassin of all time. She is a legendary warrior who has slaughtered countless numbers and razed cities to the ground. She is feared as a god, but lacking in compassion, she is sometimes deemed to be much worse.” There was an uncharacteristic bitterness in his tone as he spoke, one which portrayed his disapproval.

“So what happened to her?” Zo questioned curiously.

“Well, some say when Night returns she will join him. If Elly's tales are true, and he has returned, then it stands to reason she would be beside him. Others say she encountered a stronger foe and met her end. Whereas me, I think she's lying low, probably biding her time until she seizes the last Grimoire.” Daniel was more familiar with the tale of the Grimoire than he had implied when Elly had questioned Zo about it. However, he had wanted to hear just what this stranger had to say before he gave anything away. By listening to her, he planned to ascertain if the words she spoke were lies or truth. If they were lies, he could have protected Zo, and warned her about the deception. But, so far, it appeared she had spoken only the truth.

Daniel held his friends' attention so well they had been completely oblivious to Elly as she slapped Eiji, very hard, across the back of his head.

“You idiot!” Elly hissed forcefully as Eiji rubbed the back of his head. “What were you thinking?”

“I'm sorry, I wasn't, I forgot. I was just tellin' a story.” Eiji bowed his head to her in apology. He hadn't given it much thought. It was always so well received that it was the one he always told around the campfire. He hadn't even paused to consider the people he travelled with.

“Do you ever think before opening that mouth of yours?” she scolded. This was not the first time he had received such a warning.

“I said I was sorry,” he sulked.

“Be more mindful of your words,” she whispered, noticing their low conversation had already moved onto other things. Safe in the knowledge Eiji's indiscretion had not caused any problems, for now, she began to serve the stew. It seemed there were more than enough small bowls, perhaps in some way Zo had anticipated this. Maybe she had known they would follow her, and had planned one last meal together.

* * *

Zo found herself unintentionally withdrawn as they settled around the fire to eat. Her thoughts strayed to Seiken. Something about him seemed so familiar, but even the topic of their conversation had been forgotten, leaving her with only the memory of his image and the fleeting sensation of his importance.

A rustle came from uncomfortably close behind her, snatching her from her thoughts. Oblivious to the sound, her friends continued to talk as they ate. Zo knew, that thanks to the herbs she used on the fire, there should be no wildlife in the area. Even insects would take shelter from the subtle odour created. Something moving in the vicinity was a very bad sign indeed.

Placing her dish slowly to the ground she glanced anxiously, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound. It came from a nearby tree. She already knew it was nothing as harmless as a bird foraging for food, but she didn't want to betray their advantage just yet. As she looked deep into the tree, she saw two large black eyes peering from the shadow. Eyes, for some reason, she thought she should remember, eyes which brought with them danger.

Her hand fell to her sword in a movement she hadn't even noticed until she felt its cool hilt held firmly within her grasp. She pushed the hilt with her thumb slightly, releasing the internal catch with a click.

Everything went deadly quiet. Her friends had stopped in mid-conversation and now watched her with a mixture of expressions as she rose to her feet, holding her weapon ready to draw. She listened intently for signs of further movement. More eyes appeared in the bushes and trees around them. The sound of whispers, which had been nothing but a rustle of wind through the trees, suddenly became noticeable to all.
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