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Chapter One 
The Earth Maiden

It had been so long, too long, since last he had traversed this realm. Even in this ethereal form the world made way for his presence. Shadows wrapped around him, casting haunting images on scarcely lit walls. The sounds of the wind chasing fallen leaves through the streets warped into haunting whispers. The murmurs stilled as parents ran into the room of their screaming child, offering false reassurances that there were no such thing as monsters; that the long fingers they had seen stretching across towards their bed were nothing more than the moon's light playing tricks through the heavy branches of the surrounding trees. Yet they too would startle when the wind began anew, sending the tree branches to claw at the windows as if to gain entry.

Íkelos watched from darkened paths and shadowed nooks as those on patrol would raise their collars, shuddering against the chill of his eyes upon them. These were people wise enough to still fear the dark, and all things that walked within. They raised their lanterns to drive back the shadows, not comforted by flawed explanations of inexplicable phenomenon. Those of instinct, of true courage, knew there were things no man could explain away with logic. Monsters were real.

While his name had long been forgotten by those of this plane, it would soon be on each of their lips. It would be spoken with a fear and reverence owed to one who was known as the Father of Nightmares. For too long he had been nothing more than a prisoner who sent his Epiales across the boundaries and into Darrienia to haunt the dreams of those he could ensnare. Soon he would have everything he needed and those who would stand against him were still oblivious to the threat. By the time they realised, it would already be too late. Boundaries were no longer a concern and the world would atone for how far it had strayed.

The Mystics should have ensured his destruction when they had the chance. Their act of cruelty in preserving him would return to haunt them. He would achieve the task for which he was born and so much more. They had given him time, and time had given him the means to achieve his ambitions.

He flitted through the shadows, seeking the bait needed to ensure his prey had no choice but to don the mantle she was born for. The dawn of his return was imminent and with it would come the birth of a new era. For so long he had guided the path from the shadows, influenced dreams and the flow of history.

Now was the moment to release the shadows of his exile and once more feel the touch of light, and with him he would bring a darkness so old even the gods once feared it.

* * *

Xantara sighed in nervous frustration as she pulled and tugged at her unyielding hair. The darkening circles beneath her brown eyes told tales of her restless nights. She glared critically at the exhausted looking reflection, startling slightly as her handmaid snatched the brush from her grasp with a pained sigh.

Closing her eyes, she leaned back into the motherly touch as Guinevere separated her hair with skilled hands. She wove and threaded several brown strands into a beautiful half-braid, adorned with silvery-white flowers and hand-dyed golden thread that cascaded down the length of her hair.

“Come now, child, you mustn't keep him waiting,” Guinevere warned, adding an extra dusting of gold powder around the young woman's eyes, hoping to mask the dark rings. “This way, come. Dawn is almost upon us and you're not even dressed.”

Stifling a yawn, Xantara allowed herself to be escorted across the room where a bodice woven of vines and leaves awaited. With short, quick adjustments it was secured into place to hug her slender figure tightly. She was led in a daze through various sections of the room; each brief pause added layers onto her garments until only a spray of leaves remained. Stepping to their centre she raised her arms allowing Guinevere to secure the arrangement at her waist, where the weave ensured the delicate composition cascaded like an elegant ball gown. “You are still sleeping poorly?” she ventured, trying to bring the young woman's focus back from wherever her mind had strayed. Her effort was rewarded with a slight nod.

It had only been four days since the unnatural sleep had claimed the health of the current Maiden. Even now, Leona lay comatose, unreachable by magic or stimuli. Such an aliment had caused panic. Kerõs was renowned for its healers, and yet even they could not discover the cause for the unusual slumber. It was during this time of disarray Xantara had agreed to take on the role of leader prematurely, if their guardian accepted her.

Kerõs' residents were blessed by the Earth Spirit, and it was through him they received their healing artes. The village's ruler, a woman of exceptional talent and grace chosen by the people, held the title of Maiden. The rites and rituals she performed acted like a beacon for his energy, allowing him to bless them with his gifts and boons without having to be in their presence. Until Xantara's birth, no one could remember a time when their guardian had chosen a person to lead them. They recognised its significance from ancient fables, and knew she would be granted insight and blessings unknown to any who bore the mantle before her.

Whilst she was almost twenty-one, there were those who still considered her too young to accept the responsibilities. However, Kerõs could not be without an active Maiden for long or the enchantments bestowing the guardian's blessings upon them would fade, and so too would his own strength.

For days prior to Leona's illness, Xantara had been suffering nightmares. At first, she thought they had been signs, a warning she should have understood in order to prevent the Maiden's illness. However, when the nightmares continued she could discern no meaning. Day and night she felt as if someone, or something, was watching her. She swore she had felt their breath upon her as she slept, but as she startled awake her stalker would be nowhere to be seen. More than once she had cried out, believing the wind through the curtains had been the shifting of a figure. With each passing day the feelings of foreboding had grown. She saw movement in the flickering of every shadow and dared not sleep in case the figure returned.

“Quickly now, the sun is rising.” Guinevere's voice pulled her from her concerns, kindling fresh nervous flutters in the pit of her stomach. Today she would take her place as the priestess of this town, and formally accept the mantle of Earth Maiden from the sacred creature who protected their village.

The morning air seemed unseasonably warm upon her cool flesh as she began her slow walk through the town towards the forest. Everything was still. Barely audible against the tense silence, she could hear the birds singing quietly in a soft harmonious chorus along with the frogs and crickets. People peered from their shuttered windows, hoping to glimpse their priestess, but no one would dare stray outside. Even being close to her could taint her, or cause disquiet to her mind. Only the selected handmaiden could be in her attendance since the purification first began, and even she could not taint the ground with her presence as Xantara made her slow procession.

With each step her apprehension built. She tried to recall all she had been told about their guardian. He was now the last embodiment of earthen elemental magic. As time had passed, his brethren, and those of the other Great Spirits, had all reduced in numbers until but one for each element remained living. He had accepted his isolation, knowing that to appear freely before others would see his demise and the imbalance of nature. He had founded this village, a place where he could bestow his boons upon choice few while he waited for his Maiden to be born. She was his spiritual companion, but as centuries passed her presence had never appeared. It was said he had feared her essence was lost, until the day Xantara had been born. This was the first time he had appeared before a gathering, and it was a tale still spoken about today.

Before undertaking this role, Xantara had needed to spend two days from dawn to dusk in prayer and purification, disturbed by no one whilst he observed from the light. Just as creatures of darkness hid in shadows, creatures of purity were concealed by the light. Once he had been certain he could accept her, he answered her request. At long last he would take that which was his and share with her a gift known only to his one true Maiden.

Xantara meandered, her pace slowing as her nerves rose. The grass felt like silk beneath her bare feet and her skin prickled with fear as her gaze fell upon the large circle of flowers within a small sheltered clearing. She was familiar with everything inside their forest's boundary, and yet, these flowers were unknown to her. They were an unusual midnight blue in colour and appeared to have been spun from light and silk. The air was heavy with their intoxicating scent, a fragrance which caused her heart to pound and her head to grow light. As she approached the boundary the green leaves weaving her dress began to alter, turning to autumnal shades. Whispering a quick blessing, she took a deep breath before stepping within the circle as her vision had instructed. She knelt in its centre, trying to calm herself as her dress continued to change and the leaves shed to reveal her freckled flesh.

When she heard the whinny of the beast, she felt as if she were both awake and within a dream. Her eyes opened, revealing a world that was both spiritual and corporeal. A white mist rose from the ground outside the flowers, twisting and distorting as if brushed by an invisible presence. Slowly it began to thicken, centring around a single location, seeming almost solid as a figure emerged. Still in motion, the creature continued to circle the boundary of flowers until its form became solid and she beheld, for the first time, his true splendour.

His hooves were the first part to be freed from the mist. Never had she seen an animal with a golden hoof wall, nor one whose skin was so pure white it seemed almost aglow. Each time one of his hooves met with the earth, flowers bloomed at his feet. Her eyes traced up his powerful, muscular legs, her breath quickening in fear and awe as her own brown eyes met with the creature's. His silver mane seemed to be spun from fine weaves of silken thread, parting only where the magnificent horn of gold and ivory twisted from his forehead.

Her stomach tightened and, for a moment as her head spun and she gasped for breath, she wondered if she would faint. She had been told by the current priestess of the wonder and beauty of this majestic creature, but words alone had not been enough to prepare her. She knelt, transfixed, unable to breathe as he moved to look down upon her. It was only then she realised he was still within his spirit form, and fine wisps of his silky mane faded into a light mist similar to that he had emerged from.

The figure became enshrouded in mist once more as his hoof passed over the blue flower border to enter the circle. As it touched the grass Xantara gasped as the haze cleared to reveal the figure of a man. His hair was the same long, spun silk that had made up the guardian's mane. Looking upon him she felt her body tremble.

He walked with the same grace and, just as it had before, beneath his human feet life bloomed. His eyes met hers and once again she felt the heat rise to her cheeks. Her neckline, now visible through the shedding leaves of her garment, mirrored the flushed colour of her embarrassment. She understood what would follow, what being his true Maiden entailed. Taking a breath, she prepared herself for his touch.

* * *

Zoella sat on the bed plaiting her daughter's rich, auburn hair while the six-year-old squirmed and protested. She voiced her most adamant objections, insisting she was a grown-up and far too old to need an afternoon nap. Screwing her face tightly into a pout, she almost succeeded in suppressing the building yawn. Zo looked at her daughter in the mirror, which hung on the adjacent wall, with a gentle smile lifting the corner of her lips. She could see so much of her husband in Alana. However, her striking blue eyes, currently welled with tears barely being held back by her thick, dark lashes, were a trait from her side of the family. Scooping her up tenderly Zo lay her daughter down, wrapping the soft burgundy covers around her.

“But—”

“But nothing.” Zo tried to disguise the smile, knowing there were few within Crystenia who could resist such a look. She fought harder to suppress it as she felt Seiken's presence lingering in the doorway. “Even Rowmeow, the elder of all Oneirois, takes several naps throughout the day, and he is the oldest and wisest of us all,” she asserted, playfully tapping her daughter's nose.

“Really?” she quizzed, pretending to hide her face to disguise the fact she was rubbing her eyes.

“Really,” Zo declared firmly. Alana frowned, pursing her lips as she seemed to think on this for a moment before allowing her drooping eyelids to close. Feeling the soothing sensation of Seiken's hand upon the small of her back, Zo turned, smiling warmly before they left the room, neither daring to speak a word until far beyond the child's earshot.

“I was wondering how you felt about a visit to Misora this afternoon,” Seiken reached out taking his wife's hand in his, “and perhaps a picnic?” He glanced fervently around, ensuring there was no one in the vicinity to hear his words. His lips turned up into a mischievous smile.

“Don't you have to attend—”

“I briefly excused myself. It's not my fault that my wife looks hungry. What kind of husband could I claim to be if I allowed my family to starve?” He offered her a charming smile, interlacing his fingers with hers before leading her down the corridor and into the magnificent gardens. He swiftly escorted her down the winding pathways, leaving her barely enough time to appreciate their splendour. Seiken was notorious for these spontaneous outings. Any moment now, Zo half expected one of the council members to step out before them. They knew by now whenever their prince sneaked away to tuck his daughter into bed, he somehow always seemed to lose his way back.

Seiken spun, wrapping his arms around Zo's waist as he pulled her into the shelter of the nearby willows. He placed his lips to hers, silencing any protests that could have alerted the passersby he had sighted to their presence. He savoured her taste upon his lips long after the dark shadow of the Oneiroi had faded from sight. Only then did he release her, grinning childishly.

“You're going to get into trouble,” she whispered, reaching out to brush a strand of his auburn hair from his brown eyes.

“I've barely seen you in weeks. I'm painfully aware how all-consuming the formation of this new ministry is. Surely they can't begrudge me a few stolen moments with my wife.”

“And you know I understand how important it is. With everything that happened, first with Night, and then the unnatural energies crossing into our realm, we need to make sure our lands and its dreamers are safe. If that means for a short time I can't see you as much, then it's a price I will pay. Besides, we still don't know what happened to those missing Outcasts.”

“Aidan and Jude?” Zoella nodded as Seiken's brow furrowed with concern.

“You know we need to find out, I—”

“You still feel responsible?”

“I asked Aidan to watch over Elly. Whatever happened, happened because he was with her. Surely you don't think it's a coincidence she was expelled from Darrienia, and only minutes later both Aidan and Jude's cluster felt their energy vanish.”

“He volunteered for the task, from what you told me.” Seiken's face grew serious for a moment, weighted with the pressure of his newest responsibilities. He shook his head, dislodging the intrusive thoughts. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her from the cover of the trees and towards the gate where the two Cynocephali, Fenyang and Abasi, stood eternal vigil. Zo called out a greeting to them as they rushed past and towards the portal which led below to the surface of Darrienia.

The tall cliffs sheltered a small untouched cove from the winds that chased across the ocean. This was but one of their hidden retreats, a place whose resting and unmanipulated form was the one they now beheld. Zo could see Seiken had warded against dreamers, something which implied he had been planning their visit a little longer than their impulsive sprint had suggested. A large beige blanket lay spread across the sand with a woven picnic basket upon its centre. Seeing all he had done for her, Zo kissed him gently.

“This is beautiful,” she whispered. Seiken guided her towards the shore where small pebbles tickled the sand trying to break free from the pull of the gentle waves. “Thank you.”

“No, thank you. Eight years ago today we offered you a chance to return home, to your life and friends.” Zo's vision turned towards the platinum ring upon her finger as he spoke. “I have never known such fear as that I felt thinking you would leave,” he admitted, taking her hand in his.

“That was never an option. My heart would have stilled had I betrayed it. It wants only you, now, forever, and always.”

Zo had not once regretted the decision to stay, and could imagine nothing that would make her do so. Not long after, Seiken finally mustered the courage to ask for her hand in marriage. She had accepted without delay, and later became one of only two Oneirois to conceive a child. Seiken had been the first to be born in Darrienia, and now their daughter, Alana, was the second.

Zo felt the warmth spreading through her as her eyes locked on Seiken's. Even now she found it difficult to believe that, of all people, he had chosen her. He had said they were destined to be together, and the fact she survived the rite of claiming with her own will intact was a testament to that truth. Seiken had been reluctant to claim her. It was an archaic rite employed only by ancient gods. It had been a means to identify their devotees, and once claimed by soul manipulation—or psychíkinesis as it was commonly known—a person's will was often no longer their own. Their every desire became solely about making the one who claimed them happy.

Seiken lay back on the blanket, raising his arm so Zo could lie beside him and rest her head upon his chest. She loved lying with him like this, simply the two of them together as she listened to the soothing sound of his powerful heartbeat. She knew she could stay in his embrace forever. She felt her eyes growing heavy, and soon the rhythmic beat of his heart lulled her to sleep and she did something no other Oneiroi could, she dreamt.

The steady tattoo of his heart reached into her dreams, becoming the drums of war. She turned full circle, but a blanket of darkness shrouded her vision. She was not alone. Another presence was here with her, watching. Movement flashed through obstructed sight, and agonising screams filled the blackened canvas, streaking the air and staining the dark clouds with crimson fury as an unseen assailant tore its way through the shadows.

'See what your actions have wrought,' whispered a voice. She felt the breath of something upon her neck, its pressure increasing until the breath became a wind and the dark clouds lifted to reveal a scene of carnage. Men, women, and children had been reduced to an amalgamation of twisted, unidentifiable limbs, strewn across a blood-stained field, and yet somehow she still heard their tormented screams. She startled, once more finding comfort in the familiar sound of her lover's heart but, despite the security of his embrace, she could find no warmth.







Chapter Two 
Xantara's Plight

Fey, like his father, and his forefathers, had been raised as a guide. Their family had long-standing ties in the Travellers' Plexus, but few people called on such services. A guide was often a local to an area and well-versed in the lay of the land. He knew where the rarest herbs grew, how to track and trap, and where the most dangerous beasts roamed. Given his aptitude for the wild, he was often mistaken for a ranger. But as a guide it was his duty to extend his services to any who asked.

Today he had the pleasure of escorting two ladies from Steelforge, one of his neighbouring villages, to Castlefort found in the westernmost area of Therascia. Normally, those of standing would request an escort from the Hunters' Plexus, but their prices were much steeper given the specialised training their members had to undergo. To become a guide, one simply had to have knowledge. Fortunately, as those in the area knew, Fey himself had received an invitation to partake in the trials of the Hunters' Plexus, but he had opted to remain true to his family's calling. It was days like these, however, he questioned his decision.

One of the two ladies in his company was extremely challenging. At every possible opportunity she deliberately attempted to undermine him. Now they were finally on their way she found other means to infuriate him, such as complaining about their rapid pace, while simultaneously moaning that they would be late.

Being a guide was a job he loved, most days. He would often find himself with the honour of escorting herbalists and apothecaries to sheltered and difficult locations, and help them gather their much needed supplies. By seeing the omens left by nature's spirits, and what their signs implied, he himself could pass warnings of plague and illness onto others. Other days, he would find himself in the service of a hunter who needed aid in tracking a bounty in his territory. And then there were days like these. He often reflected during such journeys that, if not for people like these, his hair would still be lustrous and dark, instead of streaked with grey. He swore, as he listened to the ceaseless barrage of complaints, he could feel another strand of hair being stripped of its once vibrant shade.

On the occasions he caught glimpses of himself, and witnessed the latest damage to his moderate vanity, he would not smile fondly, as someone who had raised a family might. He would not remember his charges kindly as he beheld the deepening frown-lines upon his furrowed brow, caused by those who thought themselves of some important standing or significant influence. Fey was too young to be turning white, and as he looked upon each strand the voice of each complaint would return, 'the pace is too slow,' 'the horse is too bumpy,' 'the wind is messing my hair,'. The two he now rode with were no different. They had the same complaints he had heard countless times before, but with the addition of 'my clothes will be creased.'

Fey had insisted, no less than twice, that they changed into more appropriate attire for riding. But the older of the two women—the one who seemed to have taken a deep breath at his arrival and spouted nothing but an endless stream of complaints and criticisms—had insisted they ride in their finest silks so they may arrive in the glory expected.

He had explained that the final part of the journey was through marshland, but his warning had met only with the woman's flustered looking husband heaving her hefty frame onto the carefully positioned sidesaddle. He, at least, had the decency to look somewhat apologetic, although Fey could see his poorly guarded relief at the promise of a few days of respite from the cantankerous woman he had married.

If not for the fee, he would have refused his services there and then. However, as much as he loathed to admit it, these were the tasks that paid in coin. Healers paid in treatments and remedies, hunters paid him in meat and hide, blacksmiths in services. The exchange of service for service was more common than it was believed. Often, when Fey found he was in need of something, he would have to trade and barter with his service tokens, and often found himself far from satisfied with the deal. These undertakings were essential and, in order to obtain some of his rarer supplies, he was forced to deal with traders who would only accept coin, precious metals, or jewels as payment.

“And it looks like it is going to rain!” The older woman was still complaining. Years of practice had ensured Fey could, for the most part, drown out the incessant noise. He focused his attention on their surroundings. Due to a migration in bandit activities along the main trade route, and the anticipation of wagons filled with supplies, Fey had guided their horses through the woodland. They were in the heart of bandit territory, and such scoundrels did not take kindly to trespassers. Today, however, this route was the lesser of two evils. Travelling the roads they were certain to be attacked. The two women were draped in fine silks and jewels, some of which he knew to have been borrowed from other members of the community in order to portray an image of wealth. The main routes would have meant certain death. This path, however, was merely dangerous.

“Look,” Fey warned sternly as he pulled on the reins of his horse, causing the two steeds behind him to stop. This was the reason he always used his own horses. His own beasts had no question as to who was in charge. “If you don't quieten down you'll have more to worry about than the state of your hair and the sores on your backside. I told you before we entered, the bandits here won't be any gentler because your clothes are pretty. I think you'll find it's just the opposite. So, unless you want to find yourself beaten, and making a living on your back, then I suggest you be quiet!” The look slowly transforming the woman's face went from indignant to outraged, almost in the blink of an eye. Her portly face grew red, visible even through the thick layers of makeup she had applied to hide her age-lines. She opened her mouth to protest, but the sharp gesture from Fey saw her mouth, instead, snapping shut. He turned back towards the path, spurring the horses onward as, in his peripheral vision, he saw the woman shaking her head in disbelief and patting down her windswept hair.

Fey had not exaggerated. If anything he had underplayed the danger. The bandits in this area were well-known Slavers and Fleshmongers. Their trade varied from selling their wares to high-standing households, to providing expendable resources to the overseers in the mines. The slaves they trained would become anything their new master would ask of them, servant or whore. The Fleshmongers traded with shady brothels, those whose patrons were often disease-ridden, rough-handed men and women. There were more reputable dens of iniquities, but they ensured a genuine debt and crosschecked the history of the ones being sold something which, given the bandits' methods of acquisitions, could not always be supplied.

It was said if a whore could earn enough they could buy their freedom—at a price of three times their purchase fee—their master would release them from the binding spell. Few survived long enough to earn this right. Before many had even saved half, their master had already prepared a replacement for when the unthinkable befell them. Finding fresh meat was never an issue.

Fey slowed his horse slightly, watching for movement in the undergrowth as he reached down removing his throwing knives from his saddlebags. Normally he was more prepared, armed and ready, but the woman's incessant droning had distracted him. Patches of darkened shadows wove through the camouflage of the forest. They thought their positioning towards the group's rear would conceal them for longer, but Fey's peripheral vision was better than most. Slowing his horse further he positioned himself between the two women.

Their trackers were few, but he had no doubt they would eliminate him given the chance. They would not, however, risk damaging the spoils. Fey glanced from left to right, looking for any indication the two women had realised what was about to happen. The younger one still sat submissively, her eyes closed as her mother droned on. The silence had lasted but a few minutes before she had once more found her voice.

By Fey's best estimation, there were currently four figures in pursuit. Given their alternating positions, it seemed two had been tasked to dispatch him allowing the remaining ones to claim the women. He exhaled sharply, he had warned them the noise would attract unsavoury characters. The track before them began to darken as the trees reached out onto the bridleway causing a visible narrowing, presenting the opportune position for an ambush. Bracing himself, Fey gave the reins a sharp tug bringing his animals to a halt. The undergrowth rustled as two of the assailants sprung forwards, their rapid steps faltering as they overshot their mark. Fey studied the men as they recovered quickly, his eyes narrowing impatiently as they took the reins of the ladies' horses in their dirt-encrusted hands.

“I was promised safe passage,” he announced, his tone harsh and unamused as he positioned himself to sit taller upon his saddle.

“These are two mighty fine wenches y've got 'ere, lad.” Another figure emerged from the forest, a little too far away for Fey to distinguish any identifying marks.

“Whores can appear however you dress them. Does Raz know you're disrupting his agreements?”

“What y' mean?”

“You're his clan, or at least your men wear his sigil. These were his”—Fey gestured towards the women—“inspect them if you must. They're branded and will-bound, but don't sully the merchandise.” The men in possession of the reins looked towards their leader questioningly. Fey attempted to project confidence, but was all too aware that the look of terror on the women's faces was betraying his ruse. Besides, given the slow approach of those still concealed in the forest he could tell his words had no effect. He tucked his fingers into his sleeves, grasping the knife handles before quickly releasing them.

The reins slid from the men's hands before their bodies crumpled to the forest floor, adding further sprays of red to the crimson blanket of autumn leaves. Maintaining eye contact with the leader Fey slowly dismounted, closing the distance between them slightly, enough to be able to watch the shadows behind him where the concealed figures still lay in wait. “Step aside.” Fey released another knife. Hearing it strike wood he released a second. This time he was rewarded with the dull thump of the blade penetrating flesh, and the crumbling thud of another body. Fey's fingers slid the final knife from its holder in his sleeve. One knife, two adversaries. “Don't think I'll hesitate because she's a woman,” Fey warned, inclining his head towards the remaining figure, who still stalked through the camouflage of the forest. The leader raised his hand and the shadow's movement stilled.

“That's a good eye, for a guide.”

“And you've got some nerve, for a stalker.” A piercing cry echoed from above as several dark shadows cast from circling birds penetrated the canopies and open track. The bandit cast his gaze warily skyward, at first marvelling how carrion birds arrived to pick the bones of the dead on par with the speed he could strip a corpse of its valuables. His face grew serious as he saw the outlines of the circling creatures.

“Harpies!” The birds let out a wispy wail as they began their rapid descent, diving towards them. Fey secured the reins of the horses, ready to protect the women, and lead them deeper into the shelter of the forest, but the attack was solely focused on the bandit and his hidden companion. The harpy eagles dove, their enormous bear-like talons extended. One of the creatures swooped close to Fey, flapping its wings to hover until he extended his arm. He strained against the sudden weight of the young creature, watching in awe as the bandits fled into the forest trailed by the predators.

Fey looked to the eagle questioningly. This species had been dubbed harpies due to their almost human shaped face bringing to mind the beautiful monsters of fables, but as Fey looked upon it he saw but a few features which could be thought of as such. The bird ruffled its slate-black feathers, moving its grey head to study him as intently as he studied it. A silent understanding seemed to pass between them. Then, in a flurry of movement, its strong grip uncurled from his arm, and it took to the sky allowing him a brief glimpse of its white underbelly before it vanished from sight.

“Must we delay further?” The woman huffed, resuming her confident posture as she patted her hair down, tucking stray strands into the large honeycomb. Fey stared after the bird for a moment, almost in disbelief of what had just occurred. Then, accepting it as simply what had been, without a word mounted his horse and resumed leading the way. “Is it far?” she demanded, but Fey retained his silence, biting back a venomous reply.

The journey across the sodden waste of the marshland had so far taken a few hours. They had been carefully skirting along the edges of the lakes and peat bogs, when Fey once more caught sight of the circling birds in the distance. Slowly, he adjusted his course to lead them closer. Even at a glance he knew the actions were not those of carrion birds. When the harpy eagle's massive frame had first grasped his arm he hadn't known the purpose of their intervention, but he knew their unexpected aid had not been for his own benefit. The woman behind him was still complaining—now about the mud and water being kicked up by the horses' movements onto their fine clothes—and he once more drowned out her irritating voice, focusing instead on the dark clouds. Here, on this open plain, the wind swept so violently across the land even the horses were forced to stagger against its ceaseless barrage, and yet it seemed where the birds patrolled sunlight broke the clouds, touching the land as to provide a beacon.

A familiar cry sounded from above. Turning his gaze skyward, Fey recognised the markings of the harpy eagle. It began to circle them, and whilst the wind continued to batter the land, the area surrounding them grew still. At their approach to the illuminated area, the circling birds broke formation to scatter across the sky. Darkness closed in from above as the clouds encroached across the area of blue and began to release the first fat, heavy drops of the promised rain.

Fey studied the surroundings, as his vision was drawn to a slumped figure upon the ground he brought the mounts to a stop. “Now what?” The woman demanded bitterly as Fey slid from his horse, quickly approaching the motionless form.

“Excuse me, miss?” he questioned softly, already knowing the woman would not respond. She had been oblivious to their approach, it was doubtful words alone could rouse her. As he reached out to touch her, his eyes recognised the symbolism of her attire. She wore a silken high-collared dress. Her shoulders were bare but for a finely spun scarf which was currently wrapped around her like a shawl that billowed wildly in the returning wind. Its delicate mesh seemed almost invisible, woven with a thread so fine it appeared to be made from mist and clouds. The area in which she lay was firm, surrounded by a strange blue flower. It was a symbol Fey rarely saw, one that suggested the land had been touched by a Great Spirit.

The harpy eagle called out from beyond the flower circle. At its prompt Fey nodded and watched as it took flight to join its brethren. Reaching down, he checked her carefully for injuries. Even through her elbow-length gloves he could feel her flesh was cold, the only warmth remaining seemed to be that from the sun which had shielded her. Glancing around, he lifted the woman into his arms, carefully making his way back towards his horse.

“Do put that back,” the woman ordered as Fey lifted the limp figure to straddle his steed. He whispered softly in its ear as he positioned the woman securely. “You don't know where it has been, it could have a disease.”

“Surely you would wish someone to aid you, if it were you here.” The younger woman finally spoke, the tenderness of her voice surprised Fey almost as much as the tone of shame barely concealed within.

“Don't be silly, child, I wouldn't be found dead out here.” Ignoring the woman Fey mounted, carefully positioning himself behind the woman. She was a dainty figure, her long ash-blonde hair, which once would have fallen in beautiful curls to rest just below her shoulders, was matted and tangled. Pulling his cloak from his saddlebag, Fey wrapped it around her before leaning her back to rest against him so her frigid body could absorb some of his own heat.

He did not know this woman, but her attire, and the reactions of the birds and clouds to her presence, meant she could only be Sylph's chosen. Within his arms lay the Air Maiden, and given how shallow her breathing was he feared she may never wake.

* * *

Alana giggled as she ducked under the outstretched arms of the pursuing Eorthád, weaving around another to skid across the sand. Her vision desperately panned from left to right as she sought a place to hide. She could hear the cries of the other captured children warning her to keep moving, lest she be caught and forced to remain in the wolves' den until one of the other lambs could free them. It was a favoured game of the children, as yet they had not come to realise it was a teaching exercise in strategy, quick thinking, and stealth. Tonight the wolves—comprised of six Eortháds, one from each area of expertise—were showing no quarter, or at least it seemed that way to the children.

Alana squealed in surprise as a figure sprung from a nearby rock pool, wrapping his wet arms around her as he hauled her dramatically towards the den. He placed her down gently beside the bamboo and woven grass structure, shaking his hair playfully to send droplets of water spraying over the children. They squealed and giggled, hiding behind the shelter until he walked away in search of his next victim.

Seiken sat with his hand interlaced with Zo's, his gaze fixed upon her as she watched the spectacle from their place near one of the small fires that littered the beach. Happiness traced the edge of her smile.

The Eortháds were always thrilled when they would visit, more so when they brought their newest addition to the family along. Alana still giggled when they addressed her as Mistress, and it had taken Zo some time to become accustomed to her new name as well. Here she was known as Thea. The name, bestowed upon her when she became an Oneiroi, had been the one by which Seiken had always addressed her.

“I can't believe how much she's grown.” Daniel stepped over one of the large wooden benches as he approached, smoothing his brown hair before joining them at the fireside. He had been in the middle of training when news of their arrival had reached him and, despite the importance of their visitors, he had been forbidden from leaving his duties prematurely.

He had already surpassed their expectations for this phase of his awakening into the role of Wita. His connection to the Underworld allowed him to call upon the wisdom of those departed, but this was difficult and exhausting to maintain. Nemean—the Grand Master and eldest of the wyrms—instead of solely allowing Daniel to focus on retaining the link in a calm environment, had now introduced physical burdens to the exercise, forcing him to practice maintaining the tether during times of distraction. If he could achieve this, he would be able to draw on not only the wisdom and power of the deceased, but their perception as well, allowing him to see beyond the scope of a normal warrior.

Daniel had never considered himself to be gifted in combat, nor had he expected the role of Wita to ask him to become versed in such things. The passing years had seen them all grow and change in ways none of them could have predicted. “I see so much of you both in her,” he added gesturing towards the youngsters while nodding his head in greeting towards Seiken.

“Is that a polite way of saying she's trouble?” Zo teased.

“I don't think trouble is a strong enough word,” Seiken interjected as he rose to his feet. Daniel's gesture had brought his attention to the fine billows of smoke from the place his daughter had last stood. He gave a humoured sigh, his pace increasing as the flickering embers of a fire became more noticeable. Seiken skilfully lifted a pail from the hands of an approaching Eorthád, who more than had the situation under control. With an exaggerated swing he covered the squealing children from head to toe in the sea water while Adel, Thegnalar of Drỳcræft, schooled one of the younger children showing promise in the arcane on how to create a barrier around the fire to extinguish it.

“Sorry, Daddy.” Alana scuffed her feet, her sight focusing upon them briefly before glancing timidly towards him with her big, blue, deer-like eyes. She knew it made his heart melt. It was a look she quickly learnt worked on almost everyone. “I tried to stop it.”

“How?” he questioned, trying to keep his voice firm. He narrowed his eyes, hoping to disguise the smile that threatened to appear.

“Well,” she sang, rocking backwards and forwards on her heels. “It said it was hungry, so I fed it some leaves. Everybody knows a full tummy makes you sleepy.” She flashed him a brilliant smile as she presented her logic.

“You, young lady, need to study more. And don't you believe everything you hear.”

“So, I don't need to study more?” she questioned innocently.

“Sorry about that.” Seiken looked apologetically to Alessia, who had joined them to see what all the commotion was about. Alana ran to her, lifting her arms up. As if by second nature the Master and Commander of the Eortháds scooped the child into her arms, positioning her to sit on her hip. Alana pushed back some of Alessia's black hair, being careful to avoid the silver wyrm winged circlet she always wore as a symbol of her rank, before snuggling closer to her.

“Concern yourself not, many of our young are coming into magic, Lord Seiken. Mistress Alana is no different.”

“But still…” Seiken trailed off, his vision turning to focus on his wife. He couldn't be sure, but there was something about the manner in which she sat, and Daniel's concerned expression, that suggested something important was being discussed. He felt a frown furrow his brow as he wondered what fresh mischief his wife was causing while he had dispelled the trouble caused by their daughter.

“Daddy, it's rude to stare.” Alana's scolding returned his focus. He gave a slight shrug. Surely there was nothing more to their discussion than Daniel, once again, trying to fill in the gaps in his knowledge. And yet, a strange sensation washed over him as he watched them. “Daddy!”

“Yes, sorry. Shall we join Mummy and Uncle Daniel? I think you've had quite enough excitement for one day.” Seiken and Alessia made their way over to the small fire, where they made themselves comfortable. Alana ran straight for her mother, fidgeting until Zo had no choice but to reposition herself so her daughter could lie with her head on her lap. “I guess she's run out of trouble and needs to recharge,” Seiken teased.

“It's been an eventful day,” Zo whispered, tenderly stroking Alana's hair as her eyes began to close. When she spoke again, she maintained the same soft tone. “So, you were telling me about the Daimon,” Zo prompted. Daniel barely hid his surprise at the sudden change in conversation. He had been telling her about his encounter with Kitaia Ethelyn, but then, as soon as Seiken was otherwise distracted, she had interrupted to tell him of something of such magnitude that her sudden return to the topic at hand was unexpected.

Daniel had so many questions about what she had just revealed. He glanced towards Seiken, understanding that perhaps she was once more interfering in forbidden things. She had been warned countless times about involving herself in the mortal realm, and that was only for the times her indiscretions had been discovered. Perhaps this secret was better kept between the two of them, for now. How she expected him to forget it was another matter. He could not leave it unaddressed, but perhaps that had been her intention.

“Yes, as I was saying, she was the one who had Remedy attached to her. I never imagined they would look so much like us. Every book I've ever seen depicted them as monsters, yet aside from the additional bones she did not differ from you or I. I've been meaning to visit their land, but Alessia thinks I should wait until I've mastered the voices from these lands first.”

“Of course, Seiken explained what it meant to be selected as Wita. I can't believe you've advanced so far already. Do you hear them now?” Zo questioned eagerly, her eyes sparkling with intrigue and pride. Seiken had told her in great detail the path that awaited her closest friend. Being the Eortháds' Wita meant he possessed a talent surpassing those of a sage. Daniel could commune with the spirits of the ancestors. He would see things beyond the scope of man, and be given insight most could only imagine.

“I'm still learning. I can't always control when I hear them, or focus enough to retain a link to ask for specifics, but I am improving.”

“You are doing amazingly. Grand Master is impressed by your progress. You have come so far in such a short time. We have never known one to have the aptitude you do and view ourselves fortunate our paths crossed when they did. You were already a sage, even if you were unaware of it the spirits were not. It would have been difficult to understand the transition if not for our presence. I must give my thanks to you for guiding him to us, Lady Thea.” Alessia noticed the subtle shifting of Zo's position as she tried to make herself comfortable under the weight of the sleeping child. “My home is available, she is welcome to rest there.”

“Thank you, Commander, but we really must be returning.” Seiken approached Zo, lifting his daughter into his arms with a well-practised skill. He adjusted her slightly, holding her close, without waking her.

“Of course, it's nightfall already,” Daniel observed, much to his surprise. It seemed his friends had only arrived mere moments ago, and already they were having to leave. “We're keeping you from your duties.”

“Not really, we are expecting a quiet night this evening. There's very little preordained.”

“Preordained, you mean you know when someone will suffer terrors?”

“It's complicated, but many of the negative areas present omens before a dreamer arrives, otherwise we would be unprepared to protect them. However, there are many we cannot anticipate, and of course there's the Epiales interference and corruption. Tonight we have the easy task of the expected, whilst others walk the land.” It surprised Daniel when it was Seiken who answered. He had always circumvented the details wherever possible, often leaving his answers vague and open to interpretation.

“I still don't understand how it works,” Daniel complained. He hated not comprehending it fully, but there was no one who could offer him information on that world except for the Oneirois themselves. Any of their race who passed away had either taken the blind-step to become mortal—and as such lost all insight into that world—or had been corrupted and joined the ranks of the Epiales. There was no insight to be gained from either.

“It's relatively simple when you stop thinking about it in your own terms. Our entire existence is forged from energy waves, and within a dreamscape they adapt to become a visual representation of what the dreamer sees. When an area of negativity begins to form we know those entering there will be subjected to terrors, as you call them. We have the added benefit of the fact our kind do not require sleep, and thus are keeping constant vigil should something untoward occur.” Seiken glanced to Zo, so far they had kept the fact she still dreamt a closely guarded secret. It was unfathomable for one of their own kind. Until it became apparent it was occurring with her they had thought it impossible.

Seiken noticed Daniel glance towards his daughter questioningly. “Alana herself is unusual. Our kind don't possess the ability to procreate and yet, like myself, she was born to our world. Since we exist in a world of REM we can't dream, but we do enter a sleep-like state we call NREM which allows us to absorb the theta waves we use to sustain ourselves. It helps the younger of our kind to learn and process information, but the same can also be achieved by eating. Our sustenance is nothing more than condensed energy,” he revealed. Daniel exchanged a curious look with Zo, who simply nodded, her eyes crinkling in amusement at Daniel's curious expression.

“You're the Eortháds' Wita, as such you already know who my husband is to them. Concealing information from you serves no purpose now,” Zo offered, explaining Seiken's sudden openness. “On that note, whilst it is restful to be here the benefits are far less than those of our own world, and this young lady needs all the rest she can get.”

“It has been an honour to see you again.” Alessia dropped to one knee to bow before them.

“You too.” Zo smiled awkwardly. Alessia's people bowed before her and Seiken whenever they visited. It was a show of respect they insisted on as Seiken was the reincarnation of the Wyrm god. He was an ancient being, born near the time the universe first began to hold life. His divine form had been slain and reborn into Darrienia, but the Eortháds and wyrms remained his to command; as such they offered him and his family this tribute. Zo understood the importance this ritual held for the Eortháds and whilst it made her uncomfortable to have those she thought of as friends kneel before her, she had been warned asking them not to would be disrespectful. Even knowing this she doubted it was something she would ever become accustomed to.

* * *

Xantara let the refreshing water of the small natural pool wash over her, soothing her aching body and cleansing the earth and sweat from her flesh. The gown she had approached the Spirit in had returned to the earth, and in its place he had presented her with clothes of his own design.

Emerging from the waters refreshed and rejuvenated, she slid the silver cloth of the sleeveless, high-necked bodysuit over her head, amazed at the silken feel of its texture. The Spirit had informed her that this top had been spun from his own mane, and whilst delicate in appearance it possessed a strength and durability that the finest warrior would envy. She fastened it carefully between her legs before pulling up the dark brown, hide trousers. As she fastened them, she couldn't help but wonder how she could be so covered, and yet feel so exposed at the same time. The fabric clung to her like a second skin, made tighter by the belts around either thigh which held hunting blades, and yet as she moved it felt almost as if she wore nothing at all.

Finally she pulled on the boots, fashioned from the same hide as the trousers and edged with golden stitching. They felt rigid as she pulled on the laces to fasten them over her shins but, like everything else, once in place, they felt comfortable. As a final gift he had presented a long coat, mottled with the colours of earth that altered subtly to provide the most beneficial camouflage.

The Spirit had informed her that this attire would identify her as his chosen Maiden, and that just as her clothes were an embodiment of all the earth had to offer, she would recognise the chosen Maidens of any other Spirits by a similar aura. He had warned her that from this day forth she should only wear garments fashioned by himself. They appeared delicate, but the Maidens chosen by the Spirits were their mortal warriors and this was the armour he had bestowed upon her.

It was only as Xantara returned to her home and gazed upon her reflection she realised how different she looked to the current Maiden. Her freckles, since joining with the Spirit had become more pronounced, altering to appear the subtle red and brown shades associated with autumnal leaves, and her brown hair shone in multi-toned shades of earthen brown. The current Maiden, the one whom she would now replace, was fair, and wore a flowing gown woven by the tailors in a fashion they thought would appeal to their guardian. Looking deeper into the mirror she noticed the brown shades of her eyes had now intensified, showing intense golden freckles.

Despite everything she had just experienced, the power surging through her veins from their encounter, her body trembled. It was time to take up the mantle preordained by her birth. She had been called to become the Maiden prematurely and had to prove herself worthy. Now more than ever she feared failure. After a decisive stare at her reflection in the surface of the looking glass she once more stepped out onto the streets.

Unlike moments ago, when she had returned, the streets were no longer deserted. On seeing Xantara the town had become animated, awaiting eagerly the re-emergence of their Spirit's chosen Maiden.

“My lady.” A figure awaited her at the door. “It is my understanding that there are no Fangers awakened, perhaps you would permit me the honour until your protector makes himself known to us?” Xantara looked upon her childhood friend in astonishment, her freckles seemed to grow more pronounced as her skin flushed. For as long as she remembered he had trained to be their village's protector. He was their most competent hunter and their greatest scout.

“William,” she whispered, her voice almost failing. A murmur of excitement delayed her answer as her attention was drawn towards the small man pushing his way through the gathering crowd towards her.

“My lady, what of Leona?” he asked when she acknowledged his presence. Before giving her answer she extended her hand to William, beckoning him to rise.

“Have her taken to the temple's prayer room. You, and you”—she gestured towards two of the larger men within the crowd—“help move her. Deliver this to the apothecary, I need it prepared without delay.” She handed a scrap of parchment to a nearby villager who scurried away, her face beaming with happiness at being called upon. With purposeful strides Xantara made her way towards the temple, with William falling into step beside her. “You have always been my guardian,” she whispered. “Once this is official I shall name you such.” He gave a slight bow. “But that stops this instant.”

“My lady?” he questioned with a mischievous smirk.

“You are still ten years my senior. I have not changed since yesterday, and yet now you distance yourself from me with titles. You're my friend, my brother in all but blood.”

“Xan, I—”

“I know. You mean only respect, but do you not think my heart already knows. Since I was born and named so many have been guarded around me. You, however, dragged me into trouble.” William laughed at her words.

“I swear, the first time I put a knife in your hand your father almost slaughtered me.”

“You didn't go easy on me because I was born with this privilege, although sometimes I wished you had. If anything, you were harder on me because of it. I shed many tears because of you.”

“And I don't regret causing you a single one,” he admitted in earnest. “I couldn't stand how people spoilt you. How did they expect you to learn when they were afraid to challenge you? I swear they were more afraid of you at six than they were of any wild beast. If not for me you'd have never seen the forest outside the town.”

“Yes… although I've never forgiven you for abandoning me out there.”

“The whole town was looking for you.” He laughed. “Besides, you were never in any real danger. I was never far, but it taught them a valuable lesson. You may have been their future, but you still needed to learn the skills to fend for yourself.”

“They punished you though,” she whispered, looking to the scarring across his arms. When she had been found they had decided that William needed to be disciplined. Given his natural skill he had become arrogant and at sixteen had thought himself invincible. They pitted him, unarmed, against one of their trained wolves. It had taught him a valuable lesson, and even now he bore the claw and tooth marks as a reminder. He had never endangered her again, but he would change nothing. His actions had made them realise the importance of Xantara being able to defend herself, hunt, and track.

“I think I did rather well,” he chuckled light heartedly, seeing her gaze towards his old scars.

“Raff used you like his own personal gnawing bit.”

“I learnt, and became stronger because of it. Now, my lady, your temple awaits.” Xantara raised her hand as he moved to follow her inside. She alone could prepare the area for what must be done. There could be no distractions. The symbols she had to reproduce from memory were complex.

As she entered the sanctuary her thoughts returned to her time resting beside the Great Spirit upon the flattened grass. He had listened as she had explained what ailed the current Maiden, and had offered her the solution. But a warning had also been imparted. Within the lands of Darrienia lay many dangers and, in order to retrieve the part of Leona which had become ensnared, Xantara would first have to face whatever force had detained her.







Chapter Three 
Ádlíc

Fey drew the horses to a stop outside the large gates of the confined city of Castlefort. This world had but two castles of such grandeur, Albeth Castle, also known as Oureas' Rest, and the one he stood before now. Rumour had it that Castlefort had once been known by another name, but it was one that seemed to have been long forgotten.

Both castles had their own allure and shared but a few similarities. They both stood when they should have fallen, and were strongholds, nearly impossible to infiltrate. For two constructions believed to have been built in the time of the ancients, they were immensely different in architecture.

Albeth Castle was an enormous building, spanning the width of many cities. It was protected by a moat and drawbridge, and the castle itself was fused with mountains. Its rear overlooked one of the largest inland bodies of water known, which granted sailing vessels access into a secured port. Castlefort, however, was a city surrounded by an enormous fortified wall. Within, small houses littered the streets, and barely visible from outside was the royal castle, known as Castle Iris. This structure had earned its name due to the iris-shaped, purple flower wind-vane which stood prominent against the castle's roof. The outer petals rotated, while the inner ones remained stationary. Its breeze-driven motion was said to bestow blessings upon the surrounding land. Rumours suggested that this vane was a symbol of a blood-pact made by the royal house, and as long as one of royal blood was within the walls its boons would be granted.

Over a decade ago, when the king had been assassinated, the iris had closed and drought and famine had taken the land. The Chancellor had acted as Regent, guiding his people through the crisis, and yet whispers of underhanded deeds, and suspicion about his role in the king's death, had kept him from earning support. Even when the great flower opened once more, it brought no recognition of his actions, only suspicious tongues that spun tales of a prisoner escorted into the castle under night's cloak.

Without trust in its leader Castlefort had become divided, and no plans to name a successor to the throne had been made. There was an uneasy order across the land, and Fey noted the increased numbers of guards patrolling the battlements above, keeping close vigil on everything both within the walls and beyond.

Seeing Fey's approach, a guard from the battlements gave an order. At once the deafening grinding of metal echoed through the air as the enormous chains began to pull up the larger of the two impressive portcullises that protected the city's doors. Castlefort had two entrances, a small shielded door for travellers on foot, and the larger trade entrance for horses and wagons. Due to its location across marshland, and its rear border of steep cliffs, it was rare for people to approach on foot. Despite it being an infrequent occurrence, a well-maintained, wrought iron knocker could just be seen within arm's reach through the smaller door's portcullis. Both gateways progressed into a transitional area within the thick wall, where vehicles and people were searched thoroughly, and their business and intentions recorded.

There were stables inside the city but, quite often, those arriving on horseback were asked to leave their animals outside and enter through the smaller gate, with assurances that a stable hand would attend to their animals. This ensured the main gates were not opened and closed more than necessary. Fey's arrival, by luck rather than intention, had coincided with the evening traders. While the first large gate was still being raised a large wagon pulled to a slow halt beside them. Fey had been aware of its approach, but the driver had not sought to pass them, possibly in a show of respect for his finely dressed company. He forced back a slight smile as images of the mud-soaked figures played on his mind.

Inside, Fey and the two ladies waited in silence as the trader's carriage was surveyed, and the inventory checked along with the appropriate trading documents. While one small group attended to that task a familiar guard approached, chuckling as he saw the relief on Fey's face at finally arriving. He studied the invitations with care and scrutiny. The huffing and sighing of the older woman made him consider turning them away and saying he believed they were forgeries, and subjecting Fey to further torture, but the ill health of the woman astride his friend's saddle gave him second thoughts.

“Sam.” Fey nodded his head greeting the guard.

“Still rescuing damsels?” His smile faltered as he caught a glimpse of a woman's boots from beneath the blanket. They were a very distinguishable white and pale green knee-length leather. “By the Gods' breath Fey, that's Lady Mayrah. Please tell me this wasn't your doing.”

“No, Sam, I found her in the marsh. There was no sign of a struggle, I thought it best to bring her straight here.”

“Scavenger food. I told him he should have left her. Those filthy creatures were everywhere, who knows what disease they passed on.” The elder woman once more found her voice, earning herself a scowl from her own daughter. “A lady you say, by title alone I tell you. What kind of nobility would walk the marshes, wearing that no less? Oh well, dear, it looks like there's a little less competition for you.”

“Mother!” Her daughter's cheeks flushed with embarrassment as she glanced towards the awaiting crowds, who were all now looking on with interest at the unfolding events.

“Fey, take her to Val. I'll see to your nag, and I'll stable your horses too.” Sam grinned. “The suitor ball is it? If you'll dismount and follow me please, I'll show you to the appointed changing areas. I assume you ladies will wish to dress appropriately.” He gave Fey a knowing wink having seen all too clearly that they had ridden in their best attire, and could only imagine the headache this outspoken woman had inflicted upon his friend.

Fey dismounted, before sliding the woman carefully into his arms and exiting towards the main street.

He was no stranger to this great city. Despite how often he attempted to avoid such fares his tasks always seemed to bring him here. There was always some manner of social event. Today's gathering was once more centred on finding a partner for the son of one of the more recognised nobles. For months his mother had organised banquets and galas trying to pair him with the perfect bride or groom.

Time after time he would sit and watch the spectacle in mild amusement, seeing only the arrogant sons and daughters of pompous fools who thought low cut tops and heaving bosoms, or oiled, glistening muscles would draw his eye long enough for him to overlook the fact that the depths of their personality could turn a fertile land barren. He would watch in polite boredom, humouring his mother's wishes. He turned his affection to no one, and still every father thought their own vacuous child would be the exception.

Unfortunately, for Fey, suitors often arrived in advance. As a respected guide he was less expensive than commissioning someone from the Hunters' Plexus, and thus his services during such events were often in great demand.

The remaining guards stepped aside, leaving Fey to his task. He walked the symmetrical streets. This entire town, almost down to its last cobblestone, gave the impression of uniformity. It was only the positioning of the water sources and farmlands that deterred this illusion. A uniform space separated each house, the bricks were a matching shade of reddish-brown, and the doors were planed to a smooth and uniform finish.

Each house, however, had its own individual touches. The trade houses hung iron signs announcing their services, tailors, clothiers, alchemists, produce stores, Fleshmongers, even armouries. The trade within the city was diverse, but there were rules. No two shops could sell the same speciality items. Although, there was always some overlap, and it was particularly noticeable in potions and alchemy, but the laws were strictly adhered to. Of course, what occurred beyond sight was another matter entirely.

Finally, Fey reached the small property belonging to the healer. Surrounding her home was a modest area of land contained within a low fence. Here she grew herbs and medicinal items. Fey had often told her some sections would be better served for growing food, but she would hear none of it. Stepping over the small fence, to save struggling with the gate, he approached the door, surprised when it opened before he had even had a chance to ring the small bell which was bolted onto the wall by the door. He remembered fitting it for her. It was less than ideal, in times of strong winds the weighted chime would bluster causing it to ring itself. Val often corrected his observation, saying it was the spirits of the land making their presence known to those around.

Whilst not an innate healer, Val had a talent which saw people flock to her in times of need. Even the nobles—much to the frustration of the court's physician—would seek her services. She had once welcomed many through her door as friends, but hateful rumours started by jealous competition saw those she once counted as companions turned away. Fey thought this was the greatest injustice of all. Val gave everything she had to those who called upon her, more so since the death of her husband and son, and was repaid only with loneliness until something was sought from her.

Healers were uncommon, it was thought that they were able to harness the part of magic associated with life. Unlike other users of the arcane who could use healing artes, such as a sorceress and the long extinct Hectarians, healers trained hard to develop the skill. It was by no means instinctive and required firm dedication and a strong aptitude. With enough practise they could assess ailments and even heal small wounds. But unlike those attuned to magic, they could do little more.

Seeing the young woman cradled in his arms she hurried them inside, quickly placing a fresh sheet over a long table specifically crafted for this purpose.

“Lay her there, my boy. We'll postpone the pleasantries until later. Go through, I've made scones, and the preserve should be just about cool now. We'll talk later.” As Fey gently lowered the figure in his arms, Val shuffled across the large room returning with a soft pillow which she placed under the woman's head. As Val began her scrutiny, he moved carefully, silencing the rattling of the bead curtains as he passed through them into the rear rooms.

Being welcomed into Val's home was something Fey had grown accustomed to over the years, and yet the unusual layout of the interior never failed to amaze him. He had been given cause to enter many of the businesses and dwellings here, and hers was the only one to differ. They were small houses, built from brick and wood, and each had a uniform square layout with an identical number of rooms. He had seen make-shift partitions for larger families, but never had he seen another house with such a large, singular reception room.

Val often recounted the tale of her husband returning home after trying to prove to the younger Shantymen he could not only out-pace them in work, but in drinking as well. Apparently his misadventure had resulted in a minor injury for him, and the near demolishing of the interior wall. Even as she told the tale she would let slip just some of the berating words he received about the thickness of his skull. It had taken some specialist intervention, but the wall was torn down, allowing her to relax in the living area while keeping vigil on resting patients.

“She's the second one this week.” Val appeared through the bead curtains to see Fey standing at the kitchen counter, using a small knife to spread the strawberry preserve across one of the scones. He placed it onto a tray with a cup of tea before laying it on the table at her habitual place. “I'm afraid there's nothing I can do for her. She has contracted Ádlíc, a corruption or sickness of her spirit. We have a house down the way that is caring for the other one. It's something they have to come out of on their own, we just try to keep them nourished.” She paused for a moment, her brow furrowing.

“I've not heard of such a thing.”

“It's rare. The last case reported was so long ago it's but a reference in history. We had a senior member of the Physicians' Plexus attend after my first report, that's the only reason we know it by name. I have studied both of the people afflicted, it appears as if part of their essence has been corrupted. We can't even begin to comprehend its cause. We are hoping that, just as the body would, the spirit will heal. The only thing I can ascertain is both victims could channel magical energies, and that link is now sealed because of the corruption.”

“Is it contagious, Val, are you safe?” Fey pushed a hand through his hair in distress. He had brought this woman to her, if the disease could be transmitted when Val touched her she would have been infected.

“We're not sure how it passes, but I examined the first and I remain unharmed. You worry too much.”

“Val, is something—”

“I saw that, you put that away!” Val insisted, as Fey slipped three gold coins onto her table, thinking he had concealed them beneath the tray.

“No arguments. This will cover her care, and your expenses. Something tells me this is going to get a lot worse before it gets better. You'll be no use to anyone hungry. You can't afford to get sick, you need to take better care of yourself.” He could see her fragile frame had shed more pounds since his last visit. Her face was gaunt, her eyes sunken. Val would attend to people without rest, but the one person she always forgot was in need of care was herself.

“Fine, but I warn you, I'll be filling my cupboards, and the next time you come there'll be a steak and kidney pie with your name on it, and I'll watch you eat the whole darn thing,” she lectured realising that while she had been looking at the young woman Fey had taken an inventory of her kitchen, probably realising the only thing she had was the scones and preserve she had offered him. “Did no one ever teach you it's not polite to go poking around in people's cupboards when their backs are turned tending to the sick?”

“Did no one ever teach you that you need to eat?” he retorted, pulling out the chair at the table and gesturing for her to sit.

* * *

Xantara opened her eyes and knew herself to be within a lucid dream. She stood slowly, trying to become accustomed to the strangeness of her surroundings. Her body felt both light and heavy. It protested against her attempts to move and then seemed to execute her requests in quick succession. It was several moments before her mind and dream-form aligned to work simultaneously, and the world around her came into focus.

This was like no dreamscape she had witnessed before, but she knew dreams came in many forms. Dark ivy hung from the trees and the wind whispered, rattling the leaves to give the impression of sinister laughter. The deeper she advanced into the forest the darker the trees became. She swore each groan and creak was a cry of pain and torment from the dying giants. The thought sent ice-cold tremors chasing across her flesh and she hugged her arms around herself for warmth.

The drooping undergrowth reached down its decaying tendrils, filling the air with a rancid odour. Despite its coarse appearance, the grass at her feet felt soft and luscious. Looking down, she saw in this world—just as it had in the Earth Spirit's presence—life returned to the undergrowth at her touch, causing the putrid and rotting ground to revive, leaving soft blankets of flourishing grasses and flowers in her wake. The beauty lasted for but a moment until death ravaged it once more.

She focused on locating Leona. Her new master had instructed her on how to navigate her way into Leona's dreamscape. It was apparent something within was preventing her from waking, but Xantara had been instructed on the many things she could do to rouse her. In the distance, as if answering her request for guidance, the canopies of trees began to part, allowing sunlight to stream through.

Kneeling in the clearing Xantara could see the figure of a woman. Her tear-streaked face raised to look at her in horror. She called out, the animation of her movements showing the force behind the words, but no sound reached her.

“Xantara.” A deep voice penetrated the silence. It possessed a sinister delight in the way it spoke her name. Shadows began to take form behind Leona, her figure rose rigidly until she stood upon tiptoes, fighting for breath as an unseen hand choked her. “You're so full of his power, I can almost taste it.”

“Release her.” Her own voice trembled as much as her body as the shadows writhed and pulsed, their swirling mass never quite taking solid form.

“It was the only way to bring you to me. An invitation if you will. I know you've felt me on the tip of your dreams, watching you from the shadows. Your awareness stilled my approach but this time you came to me. I have no use for this impostor. It's you my soul craves.” At once the pressure surrounding Leona released, sending her rigid body tumbling to the floor.

“Run,” Leona gasped, choking out the words while clutching at her throat. “He has no use for me. Run!” The urgency forced her feet to move, pushing herself through the undergrowth. The grass that once bloomed at Xantara's touch turned to thorns, impaling her flesh and hindering her escape as it grasped and tore, shredding her skin. Leona's terrified cries of warning echoed just moments before a burning pain radiated through Xantara's back. Her insides lurched as the shadow's hand penetrated to tear something from deep within her core. She fought to breathe, her body growing weaker until she felt herself falling. A single shimmer of light danced within Xantara's fading vision, a glowing orb clutched within the hands of the writhing shadow. The illumination began to fade, devoured by darkness as its forming chest accepted the gift, and as it extinguished, so too did her awareness fade.

* * *

Daniel marched with a determined stride through the forest. All warding and magic aimed at disorientating him failed to cause even the slightest hesitation. He saw through them to the path he must walk. The voices of the ancestors, more specifically those who knew Kerõs, guided him desperately, as if they too could sense the unease. Alessia remained in step beside him, like himself she wore their everyday clothing. Her black hide trousers and brown leather laced top looked casual, yet in a blink her armour could appear on top of it, released from the crystal pendent she wore around her neck to transform her into the formidable warrior he knew. She refrained from asking him again about his reason for wishing to visit here. It had become apparent it was a question he refused to answer. She had caught him trying to leave undetected using the irfeláfa, which was the Eortháds' equivalent of portal travel, but without having to pass through Collateral.

He had managed to convince her it was a task of the utmost importance, yet refused to disclose anything further. He had thought on what Zo had told him for days and had been suppressing the urge to act. Now he could deny this desire no longer. His spirit was in turmoil, and the ancestors advised the only way to quieten it was to follow his instincts.

It wasn't that he didn't trust Alessia with the details; he trusted her with his life and soul. However, he realised Zo had taken a great risk in revealing what she had. Many times she had been warned not to interfere with the preordained matters of Gaea's Star, and yet continued to keep vigil over its people whenever possible. If he were to reveal to Alessia the cause of his concern she would feel duty bound to inform Seiken. Zo's words had been vague, her warning cryptic, as if intended to shield its true meaning from any who could overhear. That such measures seemed necessary spoke volumes of the danger she perceived.

For the last mile Daniel had been aware of someone tracking them, concealing themselves within the shadows, but it was only as they reached the final enchantment the figure revealed himself.

“You've navigated our wards with ease, your focus never faltered. What brings one such as yourself to Kerõs?” the figure questioned, emerging behind them. His hands rested comfortably at his sides, ready to draw the weapons he carried if the need presented itself.

“I am Daniel Eliot, Wita of the Eortháds. Beside me stands Alessia, Master and Commander. I come regarding a matter of great importance. I must speak with your lady, Xantara.”

“I am William, soon to be named Fanger of our Maiden. Such an audience is impossible at this time,” William explained formally, instantly put at ease in their presence. He gestured forward, guiding them through the final stretch of the woods and into the small town. “She has been in healing for the past two days.”

“For two days, without food or water? Please, I mean no disrespect, but this is a matter of urgency.” Daniel realised from the look in William's eyes insistence alone would not convince him, no matter the desperation infused into his request. “I had a vision that she is in great danger. If I cannot speak with her can you at least confirm she is unharmed?” William beckoned for a priestess belonging to the temple to approach, their quiet exchange unheard against the rising murmurs of the gathering crowd. Strangers within their boundaries always set them ill at ease. Daniel watched as the slender figure hurried towards the distant structure, cracking the door slightly before daring to step inside. Seconds felt like minutes as an uneasy silence fell over the town. The priestess emerged from the door, her stricken face considerably paler than when she entered. No words were needed, her expression had revealed the truth of Daniel's concerns.

William advanced, the crowd parting to grant him passage. Daniel followed on his heels. Pausing at the threshold they waited to be granted permission to enter the sacred grounds. Before words of entry were uttered, the sound of boots and nails upon the wooden floor, chorused by strangled cries, saw all ceremony discarded. Alessia hurried within, instantly placing herself at the side of Leona's flailing figure, stroking her sweat-soaked hair and whispering softly. She became still for but a moment, her eyes opening and her body reacting on instinct as she thrust Alessia away, screaming and retreating until attendants rushed to her aid, sheltering and calming her within their embrace.

The silence became as piercing as Leona's screams had been as the Eorthád examined the figure of the one who had yet to stir. Daniel felt his stomach tighten as her eyes met his and she gently shook her head. He studied Xantara from afar, keeping a respectful distance, but approaching enough to see the rise and fall of her chest, but if she could not be roused—given the influence the Eortháds held within Darrienia—the warning he had received rang true. He felt himself cringe as Alessia rose, her expression knotted with concern as she marched towards him with intention, before pulling him away.

“How did you do that?” Daniel questioned, inclining his head towards the blond-haired woman, before Alessia had the opportunity to speak.

“She was trapped within Darrienia. I woke her.” There was a harshness to her tone which made him flinch.

“You can do that? Force—”

“You are rambling. You are attempting to distract me. What is going on here? She is not dreaming”—Alessia gestured towards the other figure—“and you do not have visions.”

“What do you mean not dreaming? All this symbology is to invoke just that,” Daniel observed, forcing himself to focus on the chalk symbols in a ploy to avoid Alessia's penetrating stare.

“Her essence is corrupted, your people had a name for it…”

“Ádlíc,” Daniel muttered. “Is there anything that can be done?”

“No. There is no means to assist her. It was once rumoured it could be contracted through healing magic, it is better if no one attempts such a thing.” Alessia raised her voice so that those present could hear her suggestion. “It was believed unfounded, but since healing will not assist in repair caution is best advised.”

“Alessia…” She looked up to him sharply, her expression softening as she saw his concern.

“I am unharmed, but I cannot risk remaining here longer, not when we live with beings who are essentially magical in nature.” Alessia turned her focus to the woman she had awoken. “Honoured elder, keep her warm and sustained. But do nothing else. Do not permit your master to approach, although I imagine he knows of the dangers already.” Alessia looked to the brighter rays of light as they receded and knew he had understood her warning. She pulled Daniel from the temple, marching him towards the town's border. “How did you know Ádlíc would take her?” she demanded.

“I didn't. I was told she was in danger.”

“What exactly were you told, and by whom?”







Chapter Four 
The Birth of a Prophet

Zo sat watching the dancing flame as it flicked upon the small table as she sat curled in Seiken's embrace upon the large, cushioned seats. A leather-bound tome was held loosely open in her grasp as her attention wandered. To any recognising the symbols, it would be clear she was studying Oneiroikinesis. She had been an Oneiroi for many years, but Seiken had been convinced that her transition had unlocked a new affinity within her. Since she lacked any talents beyond the basic manipulation, she was beginning to doubt his words. The more Zo read about the amazing feats possible by those who could manipulate dreams, the more understanding was gained into their diversity.

Zo was in no way envious, after all, her own magic had adapted during the transition, altering to tether itself to Darrienia instead of Gaea's star. Seiken advised the alteration had changed her artes from Hectarian to simple energy manipulation. Most Oneirois, to one extent or another, could influence the surrounding energies. Her ability to do so simply came from an alternative source. He assured her there was a great gift sealed within her, to which her response was to remind him she had already shown the greatest magic of all, the ability to bear a child in a world where life was created by ritual, not conception. There was no argument that Alana was both a surprise, and a blessing.

“Sorry?” Seiken questioned, startling Zo from her focus. She drew her gaze from the flame to look deep into his rich brown eyes.

“Was I reading aloud?” she asked in confusion, almost able to hear the echo of her own voice, but the words were lost to her.

“It depends, are you reading about dreamless sleep?”

“No, I've just reached the—what's wrong?”

“Thea, you said Xantara was lost to the dreamless sleep. I'm not familiar with such a tale.” As a child he had heard many fables, and he still recalled the smile on his mother's lips as the soothing sound of her voice had relayed them to him, but this was a story he was unfamiliar with. Then again, their world was always evolving and creating new adventures.

“I must have been daydreaming.” Zo shrugged, returning her attention back towards the book. Several moments passed before Seiken felt her startle once more, this time as the crystal around her neck summoned her attention. She groaned slightly as she pulled herself from his embrace, seeing him lower his own tome.

“Zo, I'm really sorry. I had to tell her,” Daniel blurted out before Alessia snatched the gossip crystal from him.

“Did you know about the Ádlíc?” she demanded, forsaking all formalities in her haste and urgency. As she looked at Alessia's image, her perspective shifted to project the scene into her mind. They were stood within the borders of a forest. Daniel stood behind the Master and Commander looking apologetic, while Alessia seemed almost alarmed.

“The Ádlíc?” Zo glanced towards Seiken, wondering if her question had been directed towards him.

“The Earth Maiden, Xantara, has been afflicted. Lady Thea, did you know it was Ádlíc before you sent him there?” Seeing the look of genuine confusion on Zo's face Daniel stepped closer to Alessia, a puzzled expression knitting his brows together.

“Zo, the other night at the fire you said to me, and I quote, 'In Kerõs, Xantara will be lost as the elder sleeps.' I was about to ask you more but you warned if she fell two more would follow.” Zo stared at him blankly, flinching as she heard Seiken growl a powerful curse beneath his breath. She turned to look towards him in bewilderment, aware of Alessia's expression altering to one of deep concern. His eyes were tightly closed as he took a slow deep breath, releasing it with care before he brought himself to look upon his wife.

“How long have you been giving prophecy, Thea?” His voice was guarded of emotion to the point its absence caused her alarm.

“I-I haven't, I don't know—”

“A sage and a prophet,” he muttered raising a hand to his forehead. There was a moment of silence before he lowered it and spoke again. “Commander, have the Wita escorted to Crystenia as soon as possible.”

“Yes, my lord,” Alessia turned to Daniel, who appeared as confused as Zo. As their connection terminated, Zo's gaze sought Seiken in hope of an explanation. As their eyes met, she felt herself retreat slightly under the pressure of the powerful emotions he was attempting to suppress.

“There's a reason we have no sages amongst the Oneirois. An awakening prophet can only give their first prophecy to a sage, who must then confirm it as valid to give the power its foundation.” Seiken walked to the door as Zo felt the tears begin to burn in her eyes. She did not understand what she had done to cause him so much anger that he couldn't even bear to look at her. “Congratulations, you've been granted the gift of visions.” He left their rooms without looking back. The door pulled firmly closed behind him, warning her not to follow.

* * *

Seiken marched down the hallway, the ground at his feet quivering under the force of his anger. He had to leave, the destructive power was welling within him. He needed to find release before discussing what this meant with his wife. Creatures and beings all altered their direction rather than be in the presence of their heir, or risk crossing his path as the very foundation of their world shuddered and wilted around him.

Behind him, the charred and damaged ground began to repair, knitting the severed energies together until all evidence of his fury had been concealed. Seiken's pace never slowed. There was no friendly greeting called out to the Cynocephali, and no acknowledgement of the devastation he left in his wake. It was all he could do to hold back the rage and anguish he felt bursting within him. He needed solitude.

As his feet touched the surface of Darrienia, he took a deep breath, but the fury would not quell. Extending his arms a shimmering barrier surrounded the area and he let out a piercing scream, a sound of anger and grief made from the vocal chords of one who was man, beast, and god. Its tones penetrated the shielding, causing countless dreamers in Gaea's Star to inexplicably startle awake. He panted, drawing in another deep breath, knowing he must dispel this venom before he could face another living soul.

* * *

Rowmeow heard the violent distortion of the land below Crystenia. As the first created of their kind he was attuned to their world in ways unfathomable to any other being. He raced through the gardens, his feline ears pressed back against his head as he dashed rapidly towards the portal to transport himself to the source of the destructive energies. Pausing, with his paw hovering uncertainly in the air, he beheld the devastation that lay within the barrier. The land tried to knit and reform in order to repair the deep craters within. Yet its efforts to heal met with another barrage of destruction. The energy inside was slowly being destroyed leaving large scars, scars which became a void of nothingness and chaos.

The small black and white cat sat outside the barrier, watching the carnage that poured from their heir. Seiken was a unique creature, he did not possess a single soul; he was joined to another, a being of timeless power. He protected and shielded this ancient part of himself, the part the Eortháds worshipped. More often than not he was able to control its primal urges.

Only once before had he lost control, and that had related to the claiming ritual. It had been a desire he had suppressed from the moment he had realised Zoella had been his soul-mate. She had insisted he embraced it should he wish to call her his wife. It had been a wise decision, had she not been prepared to risk the danger then their mating would have destroyed her own essence almost completely. This, however, was a different reaction, and Rowmeow could not fathom what could stir such pain and anguish. The cat closed his eyes to confirm both Zoella and Alana were safe and well, and then simply watched, waiting for their prince to tire.

When the barest slither of life remained within Seiken's isolating ward, he sank to his knees upon the small butte, exhausted. Rowmeow fractured the barrier with a swipe of his paw, allowing energy to rush inside to mend the ravaged land. Using subtle manipulation, he created a walkway to allow his approach, before releasing the energies to allow them to focus on repairing the more extensive damage. Seiken's bowed head snapped up, turning to look at the approaching figure. His eyes burned with tired fury.

“Prophecies,” he growled, clenching his fists so tightly that his nails drew blood. He felt the power rising again, but this time he succeeded in restraining it.

“Alana? Worry not, we don't have a sage here, we—”

“Thea. She gave the Wita a prophecy when last we visited,” he fumed through gritted teeth.

“As long as he doesn't—”

“I found out because Alessia wanted to know how much she had known, after they had confirmed the danger to be real.” He dropped his gaze towards the ground where the grass slowly began to grow upon the freshly formed land. “Why, Row? We have a child. What cruel fate would give her this curse?” Rowmeow approached, nuzzling his head against Seiken's arm.

“Seiken, I'm sorry.”

“We have a child,” he repeated softly, wiping his damp cheeks. “We were happy.”

“I'm sorry. She doesn't deserve this, none of you do. But staying here solves nothing.” He nudged Seiken again, encouraging him to his feet. “Have you told her?”

“No, how can I?” he whispered, following Rowmeow with a defeated slump as he led him back towards the portal. They had barely reached the garden when Seiken felt the pull of the summons. He gave an exhausted, resigned sigh.

“You sent for the Wita?” Rowmeow questioned, feeling Seiken grant permission to the Cynocephali to permit his guest entry.

“What else could I have done?” he asked dejectedly. Rowmeow looked to him with what could only be interpreted as regret before he excused himself, allowing Seiken to greet Daniel alone. Seiken gave a heavy sigh, his limbs now burning from the earlier exertion.

“Lord Seiken.” Daniel offered a polite greeting as he moved to stand beside his friend. Concern crossed his brow as he noticed Seiken's haggard appearance.

“Wita,” he acknowledged respectfully. “Did the Commander not accompany you?” he questioned after a short moment of silence.

“No.” Daniel thought back to their return to Kalia. Alessia had seemed strangely troubled and had barely spoken since her conversation with Zo. When Daniel had said he was prepared to leave she had been with the Thegnalar, deep in what appeared to be a solemn conversation. Glancing up to him, almost apologetically, she had requested he attended alone. On reaching the irfeláfa Daniel had looked back with a feeling of strange foreboding. But, when he sought insight from the ancients as to its cause, all voices were silent. “Is… is Zo in trouble?” he questioned.

“Daniel, Thea has awakened the power of prophecy. She is the first to receive such insight in Darrienia for many of your cycles.”

“That's fantastic!” Daniel's enthusiasm died the instant he saw Seiken's expression harden. “Isn't it?”

“No.” He paused for a moment, before bringing himself to look at Daniel once more. “The last prophet struck their own name from the Pillar of Life many cycles ago, as had those who awakened before them. They sought to extinguish this bane and spare others the suffering.”

“They took their own lives?” he questioned uncertainly. “Zo, is she…”

“She's well, for now. She doesn't know about any of this. She can't.” Seiken released his clenched fist, attempting to breathe some tension from his body.

“Then why bring me here?”

“In order to ensure there were no prophets in Darrienia we also had to ensure we possessed no sages. That way, even if the trait awakened it could not be realised. A new prophet can only give their first prophecies to a sage. For the ability to take root the sage must then validate it by visual confirmation of its passing.”

“What Zo said, about Xantara, that was a prophecy?”

“Yes, and your journey to Kerõs validated it, allowing the curse to manifest. So now, as much as it pains me to do so, I must ask for you to go to her and document any insight revealed.” Seiken turned his gaze towards the amber skies with a heavy sigh, blinking back the tears he knew he could not afford to shed.

“Why? Surely if a prophecy can only be taken by a sage keeping her away from me would be the answer.” Daniel focused upon the castle before them, trying to allow Seiken's raw emotions the privacy they warranted. He was clearly struggling to keep himself composed, anger and despair radiated from him.

“It would, had you not validated the first. Now the gift has awakened we must release her dependency on a sage. To do so, she must present you with two more.”

“And if she doesn't?”

“The pain of suppressing them will become unbearable.”

“She'll die?” Daniel shuddered as he heard Seiken cough out a bitter chuckle.

“Die? Her name is not upon the Pillar, her existence, like my own, is no longer finite.” Seiken saw the realisation in Daniel's horror-filled eyes. “And now you understand.”

* * *

Within Crystenia were many nooks and crannies, secret rooms, warded areas, and studies. Such things had been necessary to ensure Seiken's presence as a child had remained unnoticed, until such a time came that he could step into another Oneiroi's role. The room in which Daniel now sat was a grand study. It was an area normally reserved for the meetings of the newly forming ministry. A large heptagonal table stood central within the vast space. Its positioning below the glowing crystal chandelier, which hung from the tall roof, ensured ample lighting to any wishing to peruse the many tomes that lined the seemingly endless bookshelves.

Despite the vast quantity of literature, it was not a library. As Daniel sat, he admired the deep chestnut glow of the wooden table before allowing his gaze to stray to the spines of the books, which appeared to be texts belonging to specific people. This realisation allowed him to recall how Oneiroi literature also served to record anything they encountered. A book, in their hands, could display the knowledge they had accumulated. Time was infinite, and facts, laws, and myths forever changed. To document such history would be near impossible, and as such this method had been conceived in order to allow all events, which the Oneirois bore witness to, to be recalled. The tomes within the bookshelf he currently observed seemed to belong mainly to Rowmeow.

With a stretch Daniel rose to his feet, ambling towards the bookshelf. His fingers traced the smooth wooden surface before selecting one of the many volumes. Removing it he peered inside discovering, as he had suspected, the pages held no wisdom for him. With a disheartened sigh he slid the leather-bound tome back into place. As he returned to the table his gaze inadvertently met Zo's, and he looked away, lowering his vision to the blank parchment before him as he sat. His sight burned into the blotting ink left upon the page from when he had first taken the quill in hand, and brought him to question if such attention to detail was necessary in a world where all he beheld was merely energy.

“Daniel?” Zo prompted. Several minutes ago, when she had been escorted to this room, she had been overjoyed to see her friend. But the awkwardness of his greeting, and his subsequent descent into silence had unnerved her. He refused to look at her and, whilst she had asked him before, she found it once more necessary to ask the reason for his presence.

“Zo, I…” He puffed out a deep breath, his mind diverting to the question if something such as breathing was required here. After all, when he crossed to this realm he too became pure energy, and only when he returned to the mortal realm would his corporeal form be solidified once more.

“Look, I don't know what I've done, but first Seiken, now you. If you don't mind, unless I am a prisoner, I have better things I can be doing than, well, whatever this is.” Zo stood, marching towards the door, pulling on it firmly she realised it was stuck. She rattled the handle, straining and shoving against it, but it refused to grant her leave. “What is this?” she demanded, gesturing towards her sealed escape. “Am I a prisoner? Do I at least get to know what I'm meant to have done?”

“Zo, I'm here to record prophecy,” he answered softly, his attention never lifting from the parchment. He watched as another drop of ink slid from the end of the quill, the nearly silent impact against the parchment seemed so loud. He traced the extending outline of the blot, not trusting himself to look upon her.

“Then do so. I don't see why I have to be here too.”

“I'm here to record your words, not ones already spoken.” He heard Zo give a frustrated sigh as she returned to the table, dragging the chair across the wooden floor before unceremoniously dropping herself onto it with yet another exasperated sigh.

“I tried to tell Seiken, and now I'll tell you. I do not have visions. How much clearer can I be about this?” she snapped, her patience wearing thin. “It's nearly time for Alana's nap. Please, can we just forget this nonsense?”

“Zo, you warned me about Xantara. How could you have known if you didn't see it?” Daniel touched the quill to the paper, spreading the ink blots and joining them with intricate lines.

“I was tired. I was probably daydreaming.”

“Oneirois don't dream.” Zo sat taller, opening her mouth ready to impart wisdom upon her misinformed friend, but before she could speak another voice silenced her. His gentle tones almost apologetic at intruding.

“Any progress?” Seiken sealed the door behind him, ensuring it would not open until he was prepared. Placing a tray—holding a small candelabrum and a bowl of fruit—upon the table his gaze flitted over the blank parchment. Zo smiled by instinct as his vision turned to her, but it was a greeting he returned emptily.

“Have I done something wrong?” Zo questioned, rising to step between Seiken and break the focused stare he directed towards the Wita. She shivered against the sudden chill, her breath escaping her chattering teeth in plumes as she turned to lock vision with Daniel in demand of an answer. “Will someone ple—” her breath caught, instead of seeing her friends her gaze became transfixed upon the candles. She felt the heat radiating from the fire as her flesh cooled. The golden orange embers crackled softly, drawing her towards them. She squeezed her eyes closed, yet still the flame remained in sight. The world around her burned, devouring all until everything became the same hue as the fire. Attempting to ground herself she forced her gaze to stray beyond the flame, finally turning her back to it in the hope of beholding Seiken. But he no longer stood behind her. She turned again, seeing only the pure white whips of distant clouds far beneath her feet as the frigid air enveloped her.

Light exploded all around her, the radiant beams rushing towards the ground below as they were forced from the unfamiliar landmass that hovered above. She heard a voice, the pain of hearing the ancient words caused her to clamp her hands tightly against her ears. It was loud, deafening, and powerful. Above her she saw the island tremble as another ray of light erupted from its jagged base.

“Talaria will fall,” she whispered, repeating the words of the voice and understanding what she saw.

Zo gasped for breath, a new scene coming into focus. Blood-stained hands held her tightly as she fought against the stifling grip while drawing ragged breaths. It was a moment before she realised the warm touch upon her frigid flesh belonged to Seiken, and the blood upon his hands was hers. She felt the dampness on her face from her eyes and ears. Her sight sought his face, he looked concerned, afraid. His mouth moved, but she could hear nothing. Daniel skidded across the table to land beside her, a damp cloth already in his hand. He dabbed her face before relinquishing the duty to her husband, excusing himself a few paces to collect the inkwell which had sent the blue fluid spilling across the desk's surface, soaking into wood and parchment alike.

Seiken stroked her hair and, noticing her eyes were now open, attempted to offer a smile. He glanced towards Daniel and nodded. The etching of his quill across the paper was the first sound she heard.

“Talaria will fall,” Daniel whispered, echoing the words Zo herself had spoken just moments ago. Her view of him was obstructed by the table, but she heard the unmistakable quiver in his voice. Seiken pulled her close, holding her to his chest in a strong embrace. She closed her eyes, relishing the warmth and energy his embrace sent flooding back into her.

“I'm sorry, Thea,” Seiken whispered. He had hoped to be wrong that, somehow, she had witnessed events as she dreamt and thought to repeat what she had seen to Daniel. In his heart he had known the truth and felt the rage of this revelation, this curse, and yet he had still been foolish enough to find hope.







Chapter Five 
Tainted

Talaria was not even a myth, it was a forgotten legend spanning back to the early cycles of the world. It was home to a race known as the Moirai, beings which invoked feelings of love and serenity in all they encountered. The energies that resulted from these powerful feelings fuelled and strengthened their magic. It was the manner in which they stored this power that saw their image remained embedded through time as bringers of peace and love.

Moirai, like Daimons, did not channel magic through themselves to manipulate the forces, instead they stored and utilised it. Daimons stored their magic internally and worked to suppress it. The Moirai, however, gathered the energies through the unique bone appendages upon their back, converting it into a visible form where it took the appearance of white plumes, which in turn created brilliant wings. The energies harnessed saw all Moirai possessed wings of white, although the shades often varied from brilliantly pure to dirty-greys. It was thought, the purer the white the stronger the magic.

Talaria itself had been long lost to those of Gaea's star. Fearing for the safety of their race the Moirai had raised their lands into the heavens, and when their magic began to fade they tethered it to the world below by several imperceivable anchors. As time moved forward the powers sustaining these anchors began to falter, but a solution was placed within their grasp. By capturing and fracturing the essence of one of the seven Great Spirits they were once more able to harness the energies they craved from the land below, thus ensuring their own longevity. In addition, they utilised the Spirit Elemental's powers to bind the land and protect them from sight and detection. Once this had been achieved, they slowly ensured all who could connect with the power of this Great Spirit met with misfortune before being able to pass the skills along to another Elementalist. It had taken several cycles to ensure the Spirit's cries for aid would remain unheard, but they had achieved it.

The main landmass was comprised of a large, crystalline tower, its structure more impressive than any of the thousand foot high sentry islands which stood guard around it, tethered by ice and crystal walkways. This central edifice was known as The Tower of the Prophets. It was an immense structure surrounded by several smaller duplicates in which the more prestigious noble houses resided. Those of power, such as the Seraphim, lived within the outer-spires of the great tower, but the central spire—which had once towered into the clouds when their home had been upon Gaea—was rumoured to be a paradise reserved solely for prophets and sages. Only those with access knew the warped truth.

The interiors were a honeycomb of chambers and corridors that burrowed through the solid structures to present magnificent and grand spaces. Each corridor stood a uniform twenty metres across. The only variation in design was the carvings upon the smooth surfaces which identified the passage by art and symbols. The several corridors which led inward towards the chamber of the Seraphim were engraved with daunting figures, and powerful wardings and protections.

The normally still corridors hummed with life as Moirai gathered in crowds outside the sealed walls of the chamber. Their panicked tones each holding the same concern, questioning if the whispers regarding the latest prophecy were true. Never before had rumours reached their ears at such urgency, but never before had the fate of their race hung on the truth of these words.

Moments prior to this gathering one of the Virtues had careened from The Tower of the Prophets, his pallor almost matching the pure white shade of his luscious wings. Something of this magnitude had not occurred for time immemorial. Somewhere, a powerful diviner had been born, one whose words could destroy the predictions of any who had come before them. This one person possessed a power unseen for generations, and their first real prediction had been of Talaria's downfall.

The Seraphim council listened with horror. Through time they had acted as secret butchers, steering the course of the world's future to the one they deemed suitable. They had hunted people, purged bloodlines, razed towns, all in the name of creating the best possible world. This person, whoever it was, could destroy all they had achieved.

“Talaria will fall,” the Virtue gasped, repeating the prophecy once more. “What should we do, what can we do? It is a bound prophecy. There's no hope of a divergence, no means to prevent it.” The voice was panicked, bordering on hysterical.

“Who made this prediction?” The oldest of the Seraphim stood and lifted one of the many blood-crystal tears from the Virtue's hand. He studied the prophecy contained within. “This is a second-hand repetition. Who gave the original?” he demanded, placing the droplet on the round table for all to see. The Virtue scattered the remaining along with it. Each prophet had declared the same thing in unison.

“That's what I've been trying to tell you, we don't know.”

The Moirai had gone to great lengths to ensure the prophets, both earthbound and Moirai, were under their control. Prophecy often came with the curse of the Maniae and they had constructed an elaborate ruse to draw all those gifted to one location, herding them like cattle with the promise of protection from the torment. When the gathering was complete, they had taken them all, bringing them into Talaria, while monitoring those with limited sight such as Seers and Soothsayers allowing them to remain on Gaea's Star.

It was true the Daimon kingdom of Kólasi had rejoined the mortal plane, but the Moirai had no cause to be concerned about their prophets, for a different force guided them. They heard whispers from the earth mother, who granted some insight into events her future-self could see, however, as they had once touched upon all realms their gifts had developed to see into the futures of all the multi-verse. The power witnessed here was not one the Daimons could harness.

* * *

Daniel watched as Seiken cradled Zo's limp body in his arms. He followed the path of the drying blood, bringing his attention to the small movements of her mouth. Daniel strained to hear the words, leaning closer until her voice found strength.

“Phobetor,” she coughed before pain enveloped her, sending her body into sharp spasms. She gulped for air, thrashing and writhing until powerful words streamed from her. “Phobetor, The Dream Walker, will claim the Maidens and seek the power of those who would oppose him.” Zo took a choking gasp of air. Her arms briefly flailed as she tried to free herself from an imaginary grip. Grounding herself, she looked to Seiken in dismay, but her eyes were empty. “She shouldn't have spoken his name aloud.” The voice which left her was her own, yet with undertones of another. As her control was returned she filled with panic as her consciousness slipped away.

“What did she mean?” Daniel questioned, quickly scribing her words, his focus flitting between his task and his friends.

“I don't know, but it is best we speak of this to no one. Repeat nothing of what she has entrusted to you. I will seek Rowmeow's council on the matter.” Seiken glanced towards the candles upon the table, willing the flame from existence as he lowered Zo to the floor before rising. “Thank you for your assistance. We should have no cause to call on you again for this matter,” he stated rather formally but, despite this front, Daniel heard the agony etched into the prince's voice.

“Will the visions become easier?” Daniel questioned, fearing he already knew the answer. There was a noticeable difference each time she had spoken. At the fire in Kalia she had shown no signs of distress; this time had seemed torturous.

“No. At this time she is granted the luxury of lapsing into unconsciousness, but such is not a state befitting a prophet. They must retain a connection to the plane where predictions are granted, and to do that, to give full verse, they must suffer.” He lifted her into his arms, summoning an orb of light to guide his path as he exited the study.

“Is there nothing we can do, no means to inhibit this?” Daniel asked, following closely on Seiken's heels.

“You're the Wita, you tell me,” Seiken challenged harshly, failing to bite back his emotions.

“Both times she has been near a flame…so we limit her exposure to the stimulus.” Seiken nodded, confirming he had already considered this. “But…”

“But there's no means to prevent it. Our people, before the trait was extinguished, sought many methods to alleviate the burden. Our resources are endless, and we found no solution, save one.” There was a long and solemn silence as they walked the deserted halls. Seiken wondered if the hour had really grown so late, or if rumours of his wife's ability had already spread and his subjects simply retreated from his sight.

“She spoke of the Maidens, do you know of them?” His question earned him a scowl.

“I thought I was clear when I instructed you to repeat nothing of what was spoken,” he growled. “But no, to answer your question, I know nothing of them. I had believed them unborn until you spoke of Xantara.” Seiken knew much of the old ways. He possessed a kindred relationship with beings from other planes. He knew the Spirits would, on rare occasions, take a Maiden as their own, an essence reborn time again as their warrior and servant. However, he also knew none had been born for a time beyond measure. To learn of one being claimed had been surprising, when their very existence appeared to have been extinguished.

* * *

Seiken parted ways with Daniel near Rowmeow's private quarters and bid him farewell. After stepping inside he scanned the surroundings quickly. The room was in almost complete darkness, with a small candle lighting an area near a large assortment of pillows and blankets. He willed the flame from existence, mentally casting his small glowing orb of light towards the centre of the room. He couldn't risk returning to their own dwellings. This was the quietest area he could find, and Rowmeow would be elsewhere attending to matters of importance.

Slowly he placed his wife down upon the assortment of soft, and multi-textured materials, startling when a small figure dashed from the folds with sounds of frustration.

“What in the name of—Seiken?” the black and white cat hissed, calming slightly to see who had disturbed him in such a careless manner.

“Sorry, Row. I thought you'd be elsewhere.”

“So this is what you get up to when my back is turned?” The cat climbed upon the mound, sniffing the sleeping figure before rubbing his head against her cool arm. “I take it the time with the Wita served its purpose.”

“I'm sorry, Row, I couldn't take her back to our room like this, not with Alana…”

“I understand. How are you faring?” Seiken covered his wife, stroking her face tenderly before moving to sit at the table, cradling his head in his hands.

“I feel useless. I almost dread to ask, but how many did the others give before they…” He pushed his hands through his hair with a sigh.

“No less than five, no more than ten.” Rowmeow jumped upon the table's surface to brush himself against Seiken's arm comfortingly. “What insight have you gained? For things to happen as they have we must believe there is a cause, a purpose.”

“She spoke a name she shouldn't have. She was terrified, so much so I dare not speak it aloud in fear it may invoke some terrible evil.”

“Wise indeed. I will ask her when she wakes. Better to have her speak it again than it pass through another's lips.” Names had power, none more so than those belonging to great beings, and to use true names without caution could prove disastrous. That Zoella feared she should not have spoken it told Rowmeow two very important things, first, that speaking the name gave it power, and second, that when she awoke her mere presence could sow danger.

“No need. I have the Wita's recording.” Seiken produced the parchment from his pocket, placing it upon the table with great restraint.

“He didn't forge the crystals?” Crystal tears were the optimum way to record prophecy in its purest form. When the predictions were spoken it fell to a sage to harvest the blood shed and forge it into a solid state by archaic rituals. Doing so was the sole means to record an enduring and truly accurate transcript of what had been spoken.

“I thought it would be too much to ask of him. It pains him almost as much as it does myself.” Rowmeow edged forwards as the parchment unfurled before him. His eyes flickered across the scrawl. His body tensed, visibly recoiling as he read the second prophecy she had spoken. An involuntary hiss escaped him, and that hiss carried with it a name.

“Íkelos.” Rowmeow's fur stood on end. “He should be bound to the forest. You say she uttered this name aloud?” Seiken confirmed with a nod. “She spoke his true name? He is not an Oneiroi, but given his mother that specific rule of our world will apply.”

“What does that mean for her?” Seiken questioned. In the mortal plane, to speak a being's true name gave the speaker the power to manipulate it, but here, in Darrienia, the reverse was true. It was intended as a safeguard, a means for the Oneirois to be both protected and protectors, but Nyx had also ensured the same safety for her other children.

“We must confine her. I'm sorry, but until I can complete a rite of severing she will put us all in danger.” Rowmeow paused, scratching behind his ear thoughtfully. “Check the forest, ensure he is still bound to The Betwixt.”

Seiken lifted a looking glass from one of Rowmeow's display cases—all of which housed functional tools—and passed his hand above its surface. He visualised the Forest of the Epiales upon its surface, focusing on the land mass it was confined to, then concentrated on the magic which sealed gateways between the worlds and prevented Íkelos from emerging. He looked to Rowmeow in dismay. “Your expression speaks volumes, dare I enquire how long?”

“The decay shows he has been walking Darrienia for two years,” Seiken revealed in distress. Rowmeow's concern was founded. By speaking such an ancient name aloud his wife had unwittingly pledged herself to his service as a vessel to be controlled in any way this entity saw fit. His gaze lingered on Zoella as a curse slipped, unguarded, through his lips. She had been forced, through prophecy, to speak his name, and being so inexperienced had lacked the knowledge to protect herself from such manipulation.

“And the mortal world?” Rowmeow prompted, seeing he was losing Seiken's focus to the intense fire of anger burning in his eyes.

“Open, but not yet breached,” he relayed in a deep growl.

“You understand that we have no choice. We have to move her to a tower. We must isolate her.”

“You're asking me to banish her to The Sealed Ruins? Row, she's my wife, Alana's mother.” Seiken shuddered as he remembered the only time he had gazed upon this place. It was a dark and dreary landmass with no connection to either Darrienia or the Oneirois' cities. Things banished to this dark region were starved of the energies needed to live, to the point where the only means of survival was to sleep. It was a prison reserved for the greatest dangers. Captured Epiales and threats to the realm all slumbered within, their life preserved by the barest slither of energy.

“And in her current state she could very well spread this plague. We cannot risk everything. I know she is your soul-mate, you claimed her, and perhaps that is the sole reason speaking his name did not render her an immediate puppet, but do not be deceived, his strings are in place. Until I can sever them we must protect everyone. We must protect Alana. It's what she would want.”

“Damn you, Row, don't bring Al—”

“He's right,” Zo whispered weakly.

“Thea, you're awake?” Seiken's voice was filled with concern. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough to know I can't remain here. When do we leave?” She struggled, fighting against her body's weakened protest as she attempted to pull herself into a sitting position, but failed.

“Immediately. But I will have you escorted. We cannot risk touching you with magic. I must ask you to sleep, it will be easier for you that way.”

“Thea, we'll find a means to make this right. I promise.” Zo raised her hand as Seiken approached, but pulled back, not knowing if she dared to touch him. He took her hand forcefully in his, pressing it to his lips. “We are already joined as one, you need not fear.”
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