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It was as black as pitch inside the chasm. The conical depths of the abyss were dimly illuminated by a circular hole in the rock above, allowing the sky to shine through. Its depths plunged further than the newt could even make out. The small creature snorted and steadily beat his long tail, descending hand over hand along the wall as his eyes roved in all directions, searching for the precious treasure he'd been charged with recovering. 

Anemones waved as he passed, billowing in the wake of his scaly body. Sparse patches of coral, surrounded by tiny minnows, remained near motionless as he moved from one reef to the next. He thoroughly examined each small grotto that came into view, but to no avail. In the smallest hollows, where sight failed him, the newt gently rummaged through the sand of their dark depths with his webbed fingers. It was all for naught.

It has to be here, he snorted to himself, beginning to lose hope. They wouldn't have sent me down into this pit without a good reason.

He was also keenly aware that the further he descended, the more danger he was in. Maybe that's the point, he mused, cursing his idiocy for not having thought of that sooner. If the sapphire octagon were hidden in plain sight, anyone would've been able to find it. That had to be the key.

Fluttering his gills to replenish his oxygen supply, he resumed his descent, only to stop short after several feet, his gaze fixed on a rocky patch of wall to his right.

A glimmer of light: weak, but it was there. The newt slid down, grabbing hold of the nearest coral before gazing into the small opening. His hand fit perfectly, both when he reached, fingers outstretched, through the grotto’s mouth and again once he’d closed it in a fist to extract the precious object. He’d done it!

The newt confidently pulled out the shimmering sapphire, luminous even in this darkest of places. But just as he was readying himself to ascend once more, a stabbing pain in the middle of his tail had him cursing as he nearly dropped his prize. Swearing under his breath, he twisted into a position where he could see the injury... and his assailant if necessary. Having witnessed its prey’s reaction, his adversary – a spotted moray eel – launched itself like a dart from the dark depths of the cavern once more, looking to finish the job. The newt gestured with his left hand, in which he clutched a staff of aquamarine crowned by a green quartz stone that began to glow as he rushed to pronounce a spell in Sammonen, the language of the mages.

A jet of boiling water shot towards the creature. The eel tried to evade it but took a hit to the tail that only served to anger it more, and the eel launched itself at the intruder with even more determination. Despite the pain in his tail, the newt managed to rotate his body to get out of its path. In the same motion, he brought the handle of his staff crashing into his slippery foe. As he’d planned, it hit the eel’s body dead center and the beast crumpled in on itself, bringing its head close to the newt’s. With a cry, the newt took his opportunity to thrust the quartz that topped his staff into its eye. 

The beast emitted a high-pitched howl, but luckily, the blow put an end to the fight and the eel fled once more into the depths. The newt exhaled, feeling the adrenaline rapidly drain from his body. He needed to get to the surface. The eel would surely return and he wouldn’t be able to fend it off a second time.

So, with a superhuman effort, the scaly newt climbed, pulling himself up on footholds that protruded from the rocky wall with his free hand while the sapphire shone between his greenish teeth. He had to make it... Just a bit further...

He spit out the sapphire as soon as he’d surfaced. The first mouthful of air he gulped was like coming back to life. He felt certain it was all over now. As his scales receded, giving way to his true visage, the young apprentice mage dragged himself out of the cavern with a grunt and collapsed onto the polished marble, exhausted.

“Test complete,” uttered a soft voice that seemed to emanate from nowhere, but it was loud enough that the former newt – now a blond man who looked to be about twenty years old – lifted his head, exhaled, and brought himself to one knee. To his surprise, the pain from only moments ago was rapidly receding, and he felt no more than a light tingling sensation. “Ankel Adhelys, ready for evaluation.”

He fought to hide his wince of discomfort as the darkness gave way to the too-clean, white light of the Main Examination Hall of Dysehn, capital of the mages’ kingdom. Before him rose the examiner’s balcony, its occupants several yards above his head. As was customary, Grand Master Esylo presided over the tribunal.

“Young Adhelys, you’ve shown great aptitude, using intuition, bravery, and determination in this, your final test to officially become a Senior Mage. With this, you conclude your apprenticeship and you’ll go on to join our great Community. After deliberating with the Council, your qualification will be...” Ankel held his breath but failed to fully mask his surprise when Esylo declared, “Pass with Distinction. Congratulations, Ankel. May Imno protect you and forever guide your spirit.”

Still stunned, Ankel barely managed to perform the proper bow before turning to leave through a side door for students making their way back to the examination holding room, an enormous circular pavilion whose vast entryway formed a ring around the room he’d just left. It led to the other outbuildings – study rooms, dining halls, and the like – while maintaining its spatial harmony. The offices, meeting rooms, and examiners’ rooms were situated on the upper floor, wrapping around one side of the examination hall. 

Ankel clutched his aquamarine staff, which he’d had by his side almost constantly since he’d passed the last stage of his apprenticeship – essentially the last twenty years of his life – and made his way towards the exit, his head down and expression grim. But a booming voice at his back had him reluctantly turning back.

He paused and swallowed when he saw Esylo barely two yards away. Please not now, he prayed internally. But apparently, fortune was not on his side. The Master slowly approached him with a conciliatory smile.

“Congratulations, Ankel. You're one of us now.”

Ankel pressed his lips together and nodded drily. “But Pass with Distinction? Seriously?”

Esylo’s face darkened. “Are you questioning the Council’s decision?”

Ankel shook his head in irritation.

“I made a mistake,” he argued. “If I’d paid more attention, maybe I’d deserve a Pass with Distinction. But...”

“Ankel,” Esylo interrupted him, placing his hands on his shoulders. “I know who you are. You’re a very promising youth...”

“And also your son,” Ankel pointed out, still resentful.

Esylo exhaled and pulled his hands back, failing to suppress a sarcastic smirk that highlighted the nascent wrinkles on his face.

“Believe me when I say you don’t last long as Grand Master if you’re biased,” he said wryly, forcing a small smile from his son. Esylo threw an arm over Ankel’s shoulders and led him towards one of the outbuildings surrounding the enormous structure. “Let’s go, son. Stop beating yourself up so much and we’ll choose your two prizes. Also,” he added, lowering his voice, giving his words an added air of mystery, “there’s something I’d like to discuss with you.” 
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When Aldin flipped over the final card, a gentle ray of sunlight entered through the balcony to fall upon its face, but it did nothing to improve her spirits. I must’ve done it wrong, she sighed to herself for the thousandth time. She hastily collected the cards scattered in front of her and returned to her book on tarot divination methods, trying to determine if she’d perhaps missed something. But no, after five long, arduous minutes of willing the words in the book to change, she had to surrender to the evidence.

The omen must be correct.

With an exhausted sigh, the young princess rose from her chair, feeling her every muscle protest, and not without reason; she’d been sitting for nearly two hours. To stretch out a bit, she decided to walk around the room; she was still awed by the changes made to it in the last nine months. 

Where there had once been bare walls were now tapestries and exquisitely crafted shelves full of books and various trinkets and even some paintings. Aldin couldn’t help but pause before one of the images, which she’d found by chance in a castle basement. It was a young couple, richly dressed, both crowned with diadems of intertwined white gold and polished silver. The woman had brown hair that fell freely over her shoulders and intensely green eyes, while the man had hair that was as black as a raven’s wing and eyes that were a curious, grayish blue. 

The first time Aldin had stumbled upon the painting, she’d backed away, suddenly dizzy. She could almost feel a thread stretching through time, connecting her to the two still but smiling figures.

The last monarchs of Mehyan. The only barriers Thaeder had needed to overcome to try and get to her.

The princess snorted in disgust. It was no secret in Landeron that it had been Thaeder’s armies that had razed the city of Mehyan. A fact which was doubly confirmed after Xelanya’s abduction at the hands of the former residents of the once proud capital of Gadar. It was fairly easy to put two and two together. But Aldin sensed there was something more to the prophecy that had inspired his actions. 

After all, how could she be descended from Aden himself, the god of the gadaraths? She hadn’t found anything about Aden in Mehyan’s library, but in recent months, the stream of gadaraths that had arrived, many coming from remote corners of Gadar – thankfully more inspired by the hope of having a new princess on the throne than afraid of the alleged curse on the city – had meant that new manuscripts, legends, and stories about her people had fallen into her hands. 

In scouring the gadaraths’ mythology, she’d soon discovered Aden’s name in several lines: a small patch of blue sky in the middle of a storm. But after several sessions of rigorous study, she had to admit defeat; apart from scattered stories and myths about minor deities, existing information about Aden, the prime deity in the gadaraths’ pantheon, was almost negligible. And Aldin couldn’t stop herself from worrying about what that might mean.

When she’d decided to finally study her people and their customs and traditions with the proper zeal, ready to face such a task which the gravity her position demanded, she discovered that the more she learned, the more she wanted to know about them... and especially about Aden. She’d retrieved the books she’d discarded in the library and dove back into their pages. It has to be here, she murmured on repeat. Surely I must have missed something. She’d developed an insane obsession with finding that impossible connection between the ancestral deity and herself.

Unfortunately, her ever-more-frequent palace duties had pulled her away from her studies, and she couldn’t give them the time nor concentration that she truly wished. Despite the reticence some still felt about Mehyan’s curse, more and more people from all across Landeron were passing through Gadar’s lands, and the majority stopped in the capital, either to simply pay their respects or to ask for land and seats to help them begin anew.

Aldin pinched the bridge of her nose as she walked out onto the balcony of the royal bedchamber and leaned against a column to her left, hidden behind a purple curtain. Just like in Lar, she was witnessing people fleeing their homes and seeking refuge. And if she hadn’t understood what had caused it before, it was crystal clear now. There was a war raging against the forces of darkness: not just among a scattered few, but across the entire continent.

But why? What did Thaeder really stand to gain from all this? And why had she been dropped in the middle of this game of power? 

As per usual, before she could come up with an answer, her obligations as princess pulled her away. This time, in the form of a soft knock at her bedroom door. Aldin inhaled deeply and straightened her spine, adjusting the silver tiara on her head with her fingertips.

“Come in,” she murmured, barely moving from her perch.

But she was surprised to see it was Êgan who entered. Since he’d joined their band, she recognized that he’d become her right hand for practically everything. Despite having lived as a slave to the ogres for so many years, he had a good grasp of politics, treaties, land tenancy... everything? Things Aldin needed to know. Surely that was why she felt a small flutter in her chest every time she saw him appear. If he remained at her side, nothing bad could happen. She felt sure of it.

But her thoughts snagged on the omen she’d seen in the cards. It has to be a mistake, she worked to convince herself yet again. Still, her show of confidence must have had some cracks in it because, after greeting her with the appropriate reverence, the look on Êgan’s face as he approached was one of worry. “Is all well, Highness?”

Aldin smirked.

“Please, Sir Count,” she teased lightly. She knew he hated his title as much as she did hers, and he’d been especially touchy about it since his heritage as such had been confirmed by his mother, the countess of Gaemar. She continued, “I beg you not to call me that. Not when we’ve been through so much together...”

Êgan relaxed with a chuckle. Her shot had hit its mark.

“Okay, Aldin,” he approached the balcony and crossed his arms expectantly. “What’s wrong?”

She sighed, abandoning her show of fortitude entirely, her eyes shining in a way that made Êgan’s heart somersault.

“I’ve been... practicing with the cards,” she finally confessed wearily.

Êgan raised an eyebrow in response. “And that worries you because...” he urged her on.

Aldin huffed and returned to the table, where the deck was still half spread out. After the ghosts had fled some months ago, Êgan had confessed that he was well versed in some of the gadaraths’ divination arts. Apparently, whenever the ogre had sent him on some errand to the Valley of Raindrops, he’d been able to use the trip to secretly learn all he could about the gadaraths’ abilities: tarot, crystal ball divination, natural omens... Though, undoubtedly, his greatest coup was the first trip, when he’d managed to steal a tarot deck from a sly beggar as he returned from a special errand for his master. Aldin hadn’t been enthused by that story, but Êgan had laughed so heartily that, in the end, her suspicions about his lack of honor had melted away.

Aldin gestured for Êgan to sit before her while she concentrated on dealing the cards. But he soon placed a hand on hers, causing Aldin to start, a shiver running down her spine.

“Aldin, I know you’re worried about something,” he observed astutely. “These are dark times. But you know what I told you before. For divination you have to... we have to...” he corrected himself, including himself as a gadarath in this affair that concerned them both. “We have to keep a cool head. Concentrate, but keep an open mind. And right now,” he smiled faintly, pulling his hand back, leaving hers oddly warm, “I think you’re so wound up you’re likely to snap. So,” he gestured with one hand, “why don’t you tell me first what’s worrying you and then show me the cards you're getting.”

Aldin froze in place momentarily, still clutching the cards, before giving in to her friend and advisor’s calm demeanor. She swallowed and slowly placed the newly ordered deck on the blue-embroidered mat that covered the table.

“I’ve been... uneasy...” she began, though this was obvious to Êgan. “Ever since... Well.” She coughed in an attempt to clear her throat and her mind. “Ever since what happened with Xelanya... He hasn’t shown any signs of life, you know?”

Êgan nodded, narrowing his eyes as he considered Aldin’s words. He knew all too well to whom she referred. It was certainly strange. Based on the information Princess Esmeraldina and her “little court,” – as it was coming be known to outsiders – could cobble together from messengers, visitors, and refugees in the city, apart from certain skirmishes and guerrilla conflicts in Gönar’s eastern mountains – the ones bordering Damsara, the nymphs’ territory – and some raids carried out by geruks and other beings on the southern border of Saheda – the humans’ territory – movements from Lord Thaeder’s dark troops seemed to have all but died out. And that was very concerning.

“Have we heard anything from Baldranel?” Êgan asked, uncrossing his arms to lean his elbows on the table.

Aldin shook her head heavily.

“Not yet, though now that seems to be the most active front of our war...”

Our war. Perhaps that was indeed the most apt name for all this. Aldin had been born to this destiny, but all those who’d accompanied her to Mehyan – and who loved her – had become involved some way or another. For some time now it had been clear that they would all readily sacrifice themselves for their friend and companion should the need arise. The feeling of loyalty amongst the band was unbreakable and they all hoped that would never change.

“Do you want to show me that tarot spread?” Êgan asked, looking to distract his friend from her dark thoughts. When she nodded, determination shining in her green eyes, he added, “Keep a cool head, remember.” Aldin inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and forced herself to relax. As she ran her fingers over the deck’s rough texture. It was a gift from an ancient seer from Nïedar, the second of Gadar’s two counties, the first being Gaemar. Nïedar was governed by an uncle of Mel and Êgan’s. Aldin opened her mouth to carefully formulate her question, but Êgan, quickly guessing her intent, gently intervened. “No, Aldin. Don’t say it out loud.” Her questioning glance had him hastening to explain, “When you’re with another gadarath – or any other being – and the spread is for you, it’s generally advisable not to state your question out loud until the prediction has been made.”

Aldin threw him a sardonic glare: something he hadn’t seen on her face in a while. It almost made him smile.

“Is it a bad luck thing?” she asked, caustically.

Êgan did grin now, before replying, “No, it’s a politeness thing.”

Aldin let out a quiet laugh, which he echoed. But when she went to place the first card onto the mat, it was shaking in her hand. She swallowed, took a deep breath... and flipped it over before she could second-guess herself.
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One by one, the seven cards fell into place, forming a six-pointed star with a final card in the middle. Aldin repressed a groan. It was almost the same spread as before. How could this be?

Êgan rose to stand beside her to look at the spread from Aldin’s perspective and frowned.

“Let’s see... In your past you have The Spirit.” He pointed at the card at the star’s highest point, and then moved to the lower right corner. “And the Dagger here, so there are forces that have always watched over you, but also a conflict in the shadows. That fits, don't you think?” Aldin gave a slow, glum nod. “In your immediate future, The Messenger’s Staff. Odd,” he tugged at his beardless chin. “That means you’ll receive news from far away. That could be good.”

“I hope so,” Aldin breathed, repressing a shiver. If such a thing came to pass... “Please, go on.”

Êgan tapped a finger on the fourth card.

“Warning: The Juggler. Hmmm... That usually means you’ll allow your intentions to become known.” Êgan furrowed his brow; he didn’t seem to notice that Aldin looked like she wished the earth would swallow her whole. “I don’t really understand that one.”

“Why do you say that?”

Êgan clasped his hands behind his back and circled the table while Aldin tried to remain as stoic as possible.

“As a general rule, you’re a pretty open person, Aldin,” he grinned at her. “You know your mind. And when it comes to Thaeder, you’ve always done what you thought was reasonable; you’ve consulted us...” He saw her look away then and squinted suspiciously. “Aldin, is there... something you haven’t told us?”

She rocked in place and fixed her gaze on him.

“No, of course not,” she replied quickly, forcing a neutral expression onto her face. “You know that my greatest wish is for Thaeder to cease his evil deeds in Landeron so we can all live in peace. Any efforts towards such a thing will be appreciated.”

She’d unwittingly shifted her posture and attitude into that of the “decisive princess,” which only happened when she was anxious about something, and Êgan knew it. But he decided not to push and returned instead to the cards. Aldin tried to control her breathing so that it wouldn’t be obvious that her heart was about to burst. She’d created an uncomfortable atmosphere between them, but Êgan’s voice pulled her back to her prediction and its consequences.

“Surroundings: The Winds of Change,” Êgan intoned. “There will be changes to your environment very soon then.” They glanced at each other for a second or two, not speaking, before he withdrew his gaze. “Well that may not be a surprise...”

Aldin swallowed and lowered her gaze. For some time now, she’d started to notice an invisible barrier creating more and more distance between her and her friends. Her companions. The only people who truly knew her in this city. And it made sense that, in a war like the one that was coming, they would soon leave Mehyan for the far reaches of Landeron. Perhaps she herself would have to send them there. The mere thought made her heart shrivel.

“Aldin, are you okay?”

Êgan had leaned close to her and the young princess refused to look at him as she mused, “I don’t want you all to leave.”

It was childish and she knew it, but she couldn’t help herself. For better or for worse, Êgan’s expression remained stoic, though he murmured gently, “Aldin, you know that sooner or later, we’ll have obligations to fulfill. Look at me; soon I’ll have to go to Gaemar and assume my title.” He gently lifted her chin. “But I know I’ll always have a place here, and I’ll return to help you in any way I can.” Just like the rest of them.

She smiled, her heart filled with conflicting emotions, but she finally nodded. “Thank you.”

He nodded too, a smile on his face, before turning back to the table. There were only two cards left to read and he was truly eager to interpret them. For one absurd moment, Aldin wished he would just give her a hug and tell her everything would be okay, but she soon managed to regain her composure. She was a princess. She had responsibilities. She couldn’t give herself over to idle fantasies... no matter how pleasant they seemed.

“The Golem, so a friend will act on your behalf... But it’s inverted!” Êgan paled for a moment, giving Aldin a sidelong glance as she watched him closely. He felt as if he could read the thoughts in her emerald eyes: do you understand my concerns now? “Aldin, this...” Êgan ran a hand through his hair nervously. “We’d never betray you. Not one of us.”

Aldin didn’t respond, merely returning her gaze to the tarot spread.

“There’s one left,” she mused in a monotone voice.

Êgan exhaled and turned to gaze at the central card. The result: The Hourglass. He tugged at his hair again, uncertain of what to say.

“What did you ask?” he prompted, already guessing the response.

Aldin wrung her hands and opened and closed her mouth a few times before replying simply, “If we’d defeat Thaeder.”

To her surprise, Êgan appeared to relax as he shook his head.

“Aldin that’s... too vague,” he murmured kindly, visibly relieved. “I mean, there are too many factors at play for that result to be... certain.”

Could it be? Aldin suddenly relaxed into her chair, feeling all of her tension melt into the floor. So in the end it wasn’t a bad spread: merely a bad question to try and answer. “I needed to know. I...”

She was interrupted by a sudden movement at her side. Êgan had knelt beside her and taken her hands, which started to sweat profusely as she met his deep blue eyes with hers.

“Aldin, Princess of Mehyan,” he whispered. “Heed that last card,” he nodded towards the table. “Be patient. All will come to pass. And we, all of us, together...” he paused, “We’ll make sure of it.”

Aldin gave him the first sincere grin she’d shown during their entire meeting. Why did it feel like all evils melted away in the ocean of his eyes whenever he was near? But before she could utter another word, the door crashed open violently and a slight figure appeared panting on the threshold.

“Madia!” Aldin scolded, rising suddenly in her bewilderment. “How many times have I told you that this is no way to enter my chambers? What’s happened?”

“Calm, Aldin,” Êgan urged her, which made her heart sink.

It only sank further as she watched him approach the young aelleris and take her by the arm. Madia, having collected herself, pulled her hands from the door jamb and stood, staring up at Êgan in a way that twisted the dagger in Aldin’s insides.

“Êgan,” Madia murmured, before raising her arm to hand him a note. “Mel sent me to give you this. She knew you’d be here.” The confusion on his face prompted her to continue, “I don’t know what it’s about, but... your sister seems upset and...”

A brusque “ahem” had them suddenly jumping apart, turning to face the source of the interruption. Only then did Madia realize her error and try to make up for it. “A thousand apologies, Aldin.”

“Your Highness,” Aldin shot back coldly as the young aelleris respectfully curtsied, bowing her head and tugging at the hem of her blue dress. But she froze in place before she could complete the curtsy when Aldin spoke again. “Êgan, if it’s urgent, you may go. Madia, we’ll speak soon. You're both dismissed.”
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