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          CHAPTER ONE

        

      


      
        
          The world was a naturally strange place. Oriana had never questioned this. She had accepted the strangeness as normal. Now she had to acknowledge that a new strange was always around the corner. When you stumbled upon it you had two choices. Adapt or give up. It was a fight inside her. A desperate need to give up and to end the suffering but a need just as strong to get past it to what was beyond.


          Her life had been turned upside down five months ago. Well, for her it had been five months. For the world around her, it had actually been three and a half years. That time discrepancy wasn't even the worst thing that had happened to her. Or the oddest. While she wasn't certain what held that honour, she knew for sure that it wasn't time.


          It all started when she was kidnapped after being stalked for a while. They had stressed her to the breaking point before she was taken on the way home after one of her college art classes. While she still couldn't recall anything from that period to when she 'woke' up, Oriana was fine with that. The little she knew did not spark her curiosity. She didn't want to know. Coming to consciousness with no memory in a room filled with bodies was enough there. While she had since intellectually learned more, the information did not sit easy.


          Then, in two and a half months her life changed rapidly. She had entered the world of Others - those magical, unpredictable and dangerous creatures. Even if she hadn't delved deep into it, getting involved with even the few she knew meant she had one foot in that door. And yet, despite everything she knew of them, Oriana felt at home where she was. Maybe it was because she couldn't go to her real home, but she wasn't so sure. Here was where Maronette, Sephrian and Ciel were. She may have been human, but she couldn't deny the fact that these three had become important to her.


          Maronette, a strange yet elegant and disjointed blend of woman and spider, was someone she never would have assumed she would be friends with. She was always so cold seeming, and when the humour did show it was something you had to adjust to. Her laugh was a wispy breath, but Oriana was getting used to it. Same as when all her eyes blinked, it was an odd thing to see her entire face become one solid colour.


          Sephrian was important, true, but not in the same way as the others. Oriana liked him but found it difficult to be around just him. The man was so volatile emotionally - one moment sweet and helpful, the next cold and angry. If she was pressed, she would have to say that while she cared about him she wasn't sure why. Whenever she was with him she had no idea what was going to happen, and she had the feeling Sephrian felt the same, as he seemed just as perplexed about what to do with her as she was with him. He was also incredibly tall, and didn't seem to know how to interact with her as she was so tiny. Yet neither could deny they enjoyed the other's company.


          Then there was Ciel. Their relationship was certainly different from what she had ever expected. Oriana had come to him for help to find out what happened to her when humans couldn't - or wouldn't - help her. Desperate and alone, she had to admit she had been perfect prey for him. But he didn't take advantage of that. He treated her fairly, even when she forced him to start finding her memories. And they worked together - less work on her part - to find in her mind the memories needed to figure out how to do what she wanted. Oriana had asked for her memories, to know what happened, to help those people she left behind when she escaped and some kind of justice. For herself and for them.


          Even when he was investigating things behind the scenes, Ciel took the time to take care of her. She knew that changes had happened for him as well thanks to her, despite not knowing why she caused it. Emotionless when they first met, she had seen them grow in him. Which, if she was honest, she really liked. The two were drawn to each other and they both seemed to have stopped fighting it. Oriana was still scared by the fact that she had feelings for an Other, let alone one that she knew so little about, but she had needed to give in to the comfort he gave her. They had never spoken of it, but she had the feeling that Ciel would have preferred her gone from his life at the start - that he disliked the upset she had brought into it.


          When he had left her back in that cave, her soul returned to her body, it had hurt so much. At the time it had felt so far away but she knew now that she had felt betrayed. He hadn't told her that she would be left behind. Oriana would probably still be incredibly angry at him if she hadn't seen the pain on his face as she faded, and then the relief when he'd returned.


          It had been two and a half months since Ciel had come back for her and had taken her back to Vergessen, the city of Others and his house. The journey to this moment hadn't been easy and she wasn't even done. She held her hand out over her reflection, meeting her mirrored palm. This was the first day she would be entering a more normal routine once more.


          Right then she stood in her bathroom and looked at her body in the full-length mirror she had requested. Today was only the third time she had been able to shower on her own and the first time she had bothered to get dressed. As she stared at herself while only wearing underwear she tried to be neutral. Her mind kept drifting to the previous months as if objectively seeing her progress was helpful. And it was in a way.


          Oriana had woken wrapped in a blanket, supported by Ciel's arms as she sat in his lap. Incredibly exhausted, she had to admit there wasn't much she remembered about specifics. Sephrian had been there as he stood guard over them, or she assumed so. She had never asked why he was there and it didn't matter enough to bother. The three of them were still in the well room, but their light this time came from a lantern in Sephrian's hand and not a butterfly. They had said little, but she retained the emotions and not the words. Relief and joy, and a sense of safety.


          Leander, a fae that seemed to be Ciel's doctor, had come and treated her. She had been so thin and so weak that he had needed to guide her recovery. Her opinion of the fae was still unformed but he did a good job. Oriana had recovered at a rate she hadn't expected considering she needed to get her body stronger and relearn how to use her limbs. Whenever she asked Leander or Ciel why she did so well they wouldn't answer the question.


          "You will need to inquire about that with Mr. Langby." Leander and Maronette gave identical answers each time. They never deviated.


          "I'm sure I can't say, Miss Brannon." Sephrian was equally vague. Even though the actual words used changed each time the meaning stayed the same. He couldn't say.


          Ciel was the strangest one of all though. He would simply give her a small smile as his only reply. Then the conversation either ended entirely, entered a waiting game that she never won, or the topic changed and moved around the question. She had to admit some frustration there but she didn't see much of him. He checked on her and helped her, but his life was as busy as always. In the end, she dropped it. She wouldn't be told right now, and she didn't want to waste time with any of them in silence or annoyance.


          Time went by and now she was at this point. Well enough that she was a normal body weight and needed to buy some clothes, which was today's agenda. Oriana was also back to eating normal food. Essentially she had to watch her stamina the most. Slow was now her best speed. Yet all of this was almost easy to accept compared to one thing.


          The tattoos all over her. Ciel had explained the very basics of what they were to her. Every single rune was a name turned into a spell, the name of one of the women in that room. The three Others believed the unconscious women to still be alive, which gave her hope but made the list on her skin even eerier for her. She still had no ability to read them but even a person who had never been exposed to magic or Others would be able to see her as bespelled. Truthfully, she could have gone out shopping or even for a walk a little while ago. But she had put it off until she couldn't from the simple anxiety of being seen like this.


          Ciel, who seemed to notice her moods faster than the others, offered to glamour them for her. It wouldn't get rid of them, but it would hide them with magic. Generally any Other of power would see that she was using one, but they wouldn't see what lay underneath. For reasons she still debated she had chosen to leave them out in the open. It helped to have the option though.


          Oriana forced herself away from the mirror and finished getting ready. The king chess piece hung from its chain on her neck and she hesitated when she went to tuck it into her top. It was slow but she loosened her grip and let it fall in the open. Why hide this when she refused to hide the tattoos? The deal had at least been her own decision.


          She had never once asked him to take her back to her parents. She refused to bring this curse and these problems to their door. Being the astute creatures they were, she had no reason to think that they hadn't noted the question's absence. A sigh came out before she headed to the door. She shoved the thoughts back into her mind to be dealt with later. The deal was incomplete, so home was a distant idea for now. She was still fairly vague on her memories, as if she watched them through the fog, and used that to add more justification to her choice. Even if it was silly and just an excuse. It was what she had. But for now? Shopping.


           [image: image-placeholder]

          Why did things always come to mind when it was too late to do anything about it? When Sephrian offered to be her shopping companion, Oriana had agreed on reflex. Clothes shopping - any shopping - could be draining at the best of times. Doing it with a live bomb at your side? She was tired before they even hit the first store.


          They visited different places in Vergessen. The first couple of stops were along the line of a boutique. With prices to match. She had tried to turn and leave once she understood the money involved, but Sephrian had stopped her. It didn't take long for her to figure out just how stubborn the man could be. And how far apart their concepts of money were.


          Surprisingly, the back-and-forth arguments and compromise debates lowered the intensity of spending time with Sephrian. She was still uncomfortable with him, but by the time they browsed stalls in the open marketplace, there was a rhythm forming between them. He would take what she wanted from her and put it in a bag that never seemed to fill. At first, she was confused by the fact that they didn't take it to a till, but after the first store she understood he memorized everything. Which he then relayed to the staff, who would then record it to send a bill later.


          "Since we're getting along, do you care if I ask you some questions?" Oriana kept looking through the clothing available and didn't even turn to him to indicate who it was that she spoke to. She didn't dislike Sephrian and wanted to have a better understanding between them. But, since he unnerved her so easily, she had trouble actually asking anything. The task of shopping gave her mind something else to focus on while she waited.


          "Of course not, Miss Brannon. Do we not normally 'get along'?" Sephrian's answer had no hesitation, and his voice only had confusion in it. She took a peek at him under the guise of handing him a sweater she had chosen.


          He looked normal - if confused as he had sounded. He was easy to read, and yet he was a walking unknown. Unless it related to Ciel, Oriana hadn't developed the ability to predict him in the slightest. Veins of amber colour began to spread through the green that was his hair and eyes right now.


          "Well...I'm not entirely sure. You can scare me easily, but we seem to get along when it comes to Ciel." Her voice trailed at the end, fainter than when she started. Sephrian paused and stared at her for a moment before he replied.


          "Tea? There is a nice open café nearby and we could sit to talk." The amber colour grew more prominent while he spoke and waited for her answer. She lightly chewed her lower lip and nodded in agreement. He brightened, with a broad smile across his face and violet colouring overwriting the others.


          They finished at the stall and didn't speak again until they reached the little café. Well, she said café but it was mostly a sectioned-off area along the edge of the marketplace. The building itself was only large enough for the workings of the business - most of which the customer didn't see. The counter held the ready-to-serve pastries and sandwiches, while there was one till sitting along with examples of different drinks. All of their machines were on the counter behind the front one, the back one seemed to be the 'working' counter for employees. The seating was all on the patio stones of the marketplace, with a little fence and some plants to mark the boundaries.


          It was adorable and Oriana loved it instantly.


          "How do you know about this place?" She asked, her happiness at this place was clear in her voice and on her face. She forgot about who she was with and grabbed his arm.


          "Simple, I come here." Sephrian seemed to be pleased she liked it, and it was when she looked up at him that she realized her hand was on his arm. He didn't seem to mind but she let go anyway. Their height difference was so drastic it was like she was his child or something.


          "Strange." She finally spoke up again as they stood in line.


          "Oh?" Sephrian gave such a Ciel-like answer that it put her more at ease, as it was the same tone and meaning that Ciel's hums of inquiry had. Smiling at the echo in her mind, she answered.


          "I can see both sides of it. On one hand, you suit this place perfectly and I can imagine you here. But on the other hand, it seems far too cute and frivolous for you. It's a bit hard to sort it out in my head."


          "Perhaps both are true, and there is nothing to sort out. Ah, it's our turn, Miss Brannon." They went to the counter to make their orders and selected a table for four once they had their drinks. The larger table had more room for Sephrian's legs as there was more space under and around it. Not that anyone complained about their chosen table. She wasn't sure if that was because no one cared or if Sephrian was simply someone who could do as he wished.


          It did mean that they were able to begin their tea in peace. Of unspoken accord, they both stayed quiet for the first sips of the tea. Him due to his almost reverence for the drink and her to try out the new flavour. It had a name she couldn't pronounce and was an Other blend that was safe for her. It was also delicious.


          "Wow." Oriana couldn't stop the sigh of pleasure that came out with the word. "This tea is amazing."


          "I'm pleased you like it. Now, you wanted to ask some things?" While she hadn't forgotten, Sephrian's reminder was gentle and more of a coaxing for her to say what she wanted.


          "I do. I'll start with the little ones. What happened to my other clothes? It seems silly and like it should be obvious, so I wasn't going to ask but..."


          "You wish to understand." At her nod, Sephrian continued. "My master has told you of how your soul created a facsimile body, yes?"


          "Yeah, although the finer details escape me. I used my energy from my actual body to do it though, I think?"


          "Correct. You did the same with the previous clothing you wore. Your mind was busy making things understandable for you, which meant you didn't notice time gaps or things like the fact that you had no belongings at all." He paused to take a sip of tea and then continued.


          "My master bid us stay silent about it. Your mental stability was paramount and this would only confuse you. He made sure to get you food that would nourish the false body so that your true one didn't get quite so taxed. Some of the time he was able to give you excess, which meant that your actual physical self had a trickle of the remaining."


          "I never realized." Her hands were wrapped lightly around her tea, the gentle warmth soothing. She stared into the drink for a moment as she let the information sink in and wondered what else had been done behind the scenes to keep her alive.


          At the same time, she knew asking would be futile. They would tell her if she asked, but doubtless there would be too many to simply explain. If she could even understand it. Annoying, but she chose to let it go.


          "Next question." Oriana looked back up at him, took a drink from her cup, and chose a question to ask. "How long have you been with Ciel?"


          "An easy one. Always, since the day we were born."


          "Like...siblings?" She blinked a couple of times and tilted her head slightly at his response.


          "Perhaps not the most accurate description...but one that will do."


          "Ah." Understanding dawned on her and she let out a little laugh. "Something unique to Others?"


          "I'm afraid so." He gave her a wry, crooked smile and they moved on from the specifics of the question smoothly. Even if she didn't leave the subject entirely.


          "I kind of get why Maronette doesn't use his given name, but if you two have been together for so long then why don't you? You don't even use his surname as she does."


          "There is always a power dynamic in our world. For me to use his name would have only isolated him more, and I have never seen a reason to break the habit." He paused, and his smile changed ever so slightly. Less bright was the best description she could give at that moment. "Tell me, have you never thought about how his name is pronounced?"


          "Oh, hmm." Oriana paused for a moment to think back. "Maybe at the beginning? I'm not sure I would have noticed and now I'm so used to it that it hasn't occurred to me."


          "I'm unsure if it is good or bad you seem so unconcerned." Sephrian smiled at her when he said it, so there wasn't much sting. Much. "It is the French word for sky, but pronounced entirely wrong." True, her French was rusty but it was not pronounced 'seal', like Ciel's name was. He continued while she connected the two words.


          "His mother named him, but when we began to live with the demons they had no idea how to say his name. His father had never heard his name said or heard the word it was based upon. So the incorrect pronunciation stuck before my master was even awake to correct it. We adapted and if you said his name in the French way, I don't think he would connect it with himself anymore. That is the world we live in. You adapt to survive and try to be the one on top in the end." His voice was similar to someone who recounted something sad but distant. Even if it wasn't distant at all.


          She had set her cup firmly on the table when he explained. It brought to mind the journals that she had found of his, those almost textbooks. The idea of him being at the bottom of any chain was so foreign to her and yet he must have been at one time.


          "Was his life there why he chose to get rid of his emotions?" She finally chose this question as the one to ask but she didn't expect an answer.


          "For as much as I am willing to say, largely." Sephrian finished his drink after he spoke, and she heard that final tone Ciel often had. Strange, she had never noticed how similar the very different voices were. It seemed like that shouldn't make sense, but it did.


          "Why tea?" While she was curious, she wanted to learn more about Sephrian. Not just concerning Ciel - although he was their common denominator. Things she wanted to know, such as why Ciel seemed more emotional than when she left, stuck in her throat. Turned out that she couldn't ask any of them, so a simpler Sephrian-centric topic was needed.


          "Pardon?" He tilted his head in confusion, which made her chuckle. Well, it was almost a giggle but she decided to ignore that.


          "You seem to respond to everything with tea. A blend for every occasion and need. Why tea?"


          "Ah." Comprehension lit in his eyes as he answered. "I enjoy the beverage and, over the years, have found it a good solution to what violence cannot fix."


          "Wow. Tea or violence fix everything?" She wasn't sure if she was surprised or not and he shrugged at her words.


          "Mostly."


          "Another result of your lives with demons?" She set her tea down and to the side, finished as well. It was nice here though, so perhaps she would order another.


          "Well, I will give the same answer as before. Largely." Sephrian's reply was simple and easily given despite the lack of information. Oriana was thinking that wherever the demons lived sounded like an awful place. He must have seen it on her face as he continued, matching her thought perfectly. "Know this - it isn't the place that makes something wonderful or terrible. It is those who are there with you that can turn a heaven into a hell. There is much in our home to love, just as there is much to loathe here."


          He had a point, she knew it well. Despite that, her instinct wanted to have her scream that they were better than demons and better than the Others. But her desire to survive, mixed with some hefty doubt and guilt kept her mouth shut. It wasn't a very long time frame to struggle before a voice called from a bit away and changed the course of the conversation.


          "Oriana Brannon. Come take my hands." Every creature, Other or not, froze upon hearing the voice before deliberately returning to normal. Oriana felt a chill run down her spine and stiffly turned her head to look.


          Three women were at the edge of the plaza, a clear space around them. Two stood while the third sat on a stool. One of them was barely into adulthood, perhaps around Oriana's age, and was standing to the right of the second one who stood. This woman was well into the middle of her life, neither old nor young. To her left sat the third woman, a lady so old she seemed as if she could hold all of life's wisdom in her mind. They wore identical white robes, their hair was left to hang around them freely in the same style. And identical grey blindfolds. Almost wrappings, it reminded her of bandages.


          Just like the voice that called her - the middle one if she judged by the held-out hands - their appearance wasn't unnerving on the surface. Yet...there was a quality to them that told her to be wary. To be afraid.


          ​You felt like this with Ciel before. Prey in the presence of something far more dangerous than you had ever imagined.


          ​She turned to look back at Sephrian. He was tense and didn't bother to hide his displeasure at the three. But there didn't seem to be much fear there. In fact, she almost felt...disdain. Great.


          "Do I....?" Oriana whispered even though she had no idea why. Others could hear so much, and these were powerful ones.


          "Indeed." Sephrian stood as he responded and held his hand to help her up. She didn't need it but liked it all the same. "I'll be right behind you." She nodded to his words and made her way to the women.


          As she lay her hands onto the palms of the middle woman, they tickled something in her mind, a familiarity from her past. But she didn't place it before she noticed how the woman's grip was so strong. Gentle, but she was subtly tethered.


          "We are the maiden, the mother, and the crone." The three didn't speak in unison, which Oriana had almost expected to happen. "I am the mother, the chosen to speak with you. Will you hear it?"


          The voice was gentle and seemed so kind while it carried unknown weight. She glanced at the mother before her, wishing she could see more than the lower face. That her hair was a honey brown didn't help, and her lips were in a soft smile. Oriana swallowed, checked to see Sephrian was behind her and nodded when she saw he was. Realizing the woman couldn't possibly see that she started to speak up, but the mother beat her to it.


          "The choice must be made, a price must be paid. By own hand the key shall fall, the prisoner will lose all." The mother paused and let go of Oriana's hands. "These are the words I have been sent to convey, what you do with them is up to you. Pray, go in peace."


          Maybe she should have bowed or thanked them, but all she did was take them up on their offer and leave. Sephrian trailed behind her and it was a few streets before she noticed her feet were taking her back home. Her steps faltered and stopped before she looked at her companion, trying to find the words.


          "No, Miss Brannon." He shook his head slightly before encouraging her to continue walking. "Think about it, absorb it, and then decide who to talk to should you wish to. Let's just go home, we can finish shopping another time should you need more items."


          "Right." She let out a shuddering sigh before moving her feet again. "Home." A good idea.
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          The words were still bothering her, even hours later. They lingered at the back of her mind no matter how hard she tried to get rid of them. Oriana may have been sitting and having dinner with Ciel, but her mind wasn’t there. Her unusual silence changed the tone of the meal without her starting a conversation. As she was entirely unaware of her oddness, it took her by surprise when he spoke up about it.


          “You seem very bothered by something. Perhaps I could assist?” His head was tilted to the left, the sight making her think of a curious bird. It had her lips twitch to an almost smile.


          “I am, but I doubt it is something that can be helped. I’m surprised we are still having dinner together though, we won’t have to go back into my memories anymore after all. I think.” Oriana knew she had failed in changing the subject. Or at least failed in convincing him she wasn’t trying to get him to talk about something else. Before she had been put back under the spell she would have known, and now it was even more obvious. Ciel had become much more expressive while she was gone and she had the distinct feeling he let her see more than most. At the moment, the slight shift in his eyebrows conveyed his lack of belief.


          “Should you change your mind, I am available. As for dinner, I could make alternate arrangements if you wish.” He straightened his head as he spoke and she shook hers.


          “No, that isn’t it. I’m just curious as to why you haven’t stopped them.” She tried to give a smile in thanks for his understanding but wasn’t sure she succeeded. It felt very off on her face.


          “If a reason is needed, I would have to say there isn’t one. Not truly. This is just a routine I have come to enjoy.”


          “Really?” At this, she could tell she was truly smiling now. “Me too, so no reason to change it. What did you do before I came back?”


          “We managed. Your absence was felt in the house.” His response wasn’t quite what she asked, but a far more interesting answer. It was a non-answer to a degree, which was nothing new. Yet it also hinted at more. Had he missed her?


          “I haven’t asked but...” Oriana looked down at the table and picked at her food. “Why did you leave me there?”


          “You were dying, I didn’t have the luxury of time to do further research.” His answer was slow to come, with every word measured. She looked up to watch him as he spoke but didn’t interrupt. “The one sure way to sustain your body was to repair the spell and have your soul back where it belonged. I left you there because I had to, not because I wanted to.”


          She wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that answer. The thought that she had been that poor health-wise was scary. Especially since she hadn’t noticed the difference. There was anger there that he hadn’t felt the need to let her know about any of it, and there was also the curiosity around the end of his statement.


          What had he wanted to do? Would it have involved her staying? Or just her leaving, job successful? Unable to bring herself to ask about it, Oriana stopped herself from chewing up her lower lip and chose a different question.


          “Can I ask you something personal?”


          “I see no reason to refuse, it’s safe to just ask something when you wish to. At least when it is myself.” The part he left unsaid was clear to her, almost as if he had said it.


          Almost? You did hear him say it. Just like with Jasper.


          Oriana couldn’t deny it in her mind in the end. She had seen and heard him say that he didn’t have to answer. The only reason she knew that he hadn’t actually done so was that, this time, it was as if the two versions of him overlapped. The one that spoke was less tangible than the one that didn’t. So she pretended it never happened and hoped he couldn’t tell.


          “Well, it’s just...you seem even more emotional than when I...left.” She stumbled over the end, unsure of what to call it. “I was gone for two months, and even then I haven’t seen you much since you brought me back. Honestly, I would have thought that you would have less and not more.”


          “That’s the problem with things like emotions. If you don’t do something they tend to act on their own. They grow and fade entirely on their own even without any effort expended.”


          “You just let them be while I was gone then?” Surprising, but in a good way.


          “Of course.” Irritation flashed through his eyes and she unconsciously leaned forward to look closer. “They are annoying in their inconsistencies and demands for attention, I can remember why I disposed of them in the first place.”


          “Oh, that doesn’t...” Oriana stopped what she was saying as Ciel, who had been in his seat across from her, was now sitting on the side of the table in front of her.


          She jolted back in surprise. While she had seen him move it had been incredibly fast and over before she understood it was happening. Yet she was in for more of a shock when she looked at his face and saw his small but mischievous smile. He took the chance to reach over and lift the king piece between them.


          “I am pleasantly surprised, however, at the fact that there are some emotions I appear to have forgotten. Those are...enjoyable, which is a novelty to me now itself.” He had been looking at the king in his fingers as he spoke when he stiffened and fell silent.


          She wasn’t sure what had happened but she could safely say she was afraid. It wasn’t quite anger or irritation on his face, he looked merely uncomfortable. No, the face didn’t worry her. The feeling in the room did. That sense of power he always gave off abruptly went cold and heavy. Instinctively she wanted to run and hide. It would be nice if she could claim to have recalled Maronette’s advice - do not run unless you have no other option - but that would be a lie. She had frozen in fear, like a deer in headlights.


          Ciel’s gaze flicked to her face after just a moment, the entire thing not taking more than a few seconds in the end. He had seen or sensed her fear and the energy around them shifted. It became warm and soothing, light and reassuring. She let out a puff of air at the change before speaking up.


          “What happened? Should I not wear it in the open?” She could sense the pulse of his magic going into the chess piece but she kept looking at his face.


          “I apologize. It was nothing you have done, Oriana.” He kept his voice soft but she could tell he had only covered his unhappiness. “It is entirely the fault of those who went near you.”


          He lowered the piece down until it rested against her once more. She thought he would have moved away but he moved closer instead, leaning to touch his cheek to the side of her head.


          “Here is some unsolicited advice from another they have bothered. I won’t ask what they told you, truth be told it does not matter. But I ask you to be aware of a few things. Whatever they said was no doubt vague. It could apply to many things, sometimes it can fit anything.”


          He shifted back to look her in her eyes and Oriana didn’t look away. Whether she couldn’t or didn’t want to was something she didn’t even understand. Maybe it was both. Regardless, she stayed quiet and waited for him to continue. And he did.


          “There is always something behind the words. But you will never know if it is from the past, present or distant future. There is no way to know if or when it happens. All those women do is aid some truly annoying Others, who spread their tales more to watch us wriggle in confusion and fear than to aid us. Of the three there is only one I will even remotely deign to listen to. In the end, their words are as worthless as a mass-made human fortune cookie.”


          “Really? You’ve heard from them too?” Oriana was more relieved than she thought she could have been, but he had sensed them on her somehow and his words were oddly comforting.


          “Yes, to both. I have seen more people – Other and human – create their own disasters in their efforts to escape their ‘fate’ than I care to count. It is difficult, but I hope you can leave them be.”


          He stood up and she noticed the table had been cleared by the house. When he offered her a hand she took it and stood. Ciel didn’t let go of her hand right away and she tightened her grip on his.


          “I can try. Do you remember what they told you?” She looked at the floor as she spoke until he lifted her chin so that she looked at him.


          “Good.” It was as if she could hear a smile in his voice even if she couldn't see one. “I do remember, every unfortunate word. Sometimes it comes to my mind in an attempt to unbalance me. But then I remember one other thing.”


          “What is that?” As she had no idea if he would continue, Oriana jumped right into the pause to ask.


          “That it is complete and utter nonsense.” His reply made her snicker at the thought and she saw him smile at her. It was such a Ciel attitude and she hoped she could do it. Instead of voicing her thanks, she gave his hand another squeeze. It had all been his true feelings, but he had told her to comfort her. Maybe she would actually sleep tonight.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER TWO

        

      


      
        
          Opening her eyes for the first time was an odd sensation. There was so much she knew already - including the fact that this was her first moment of existence. Words for everything she felt and saw and did came to her as easily as if she had all of the knowledge she could ever need.


          Despite her lack of knowledge about herself, such as where she came from and who she was, the woman was perfectly calm when she woke in that bed of flowers. Although woke implied she had been sleeping and she wasn't sure that was the case. The woman shifted to sit, her body moving fluidly with no sign of stiffness.


          With a gentle movement, she reached out to touch one of the flowers around her. The name drifted into her mind as if the plant itself was introducing itself. It was a lotus, as were the other flowers around her. She took a moment to study the ground below her and another soft touch informed her that she was lying on a floating platform of the lotus's pad-like leaves. Moving a finger between the tightly woven leaves let her reach through to touch the water.


          The sensation surprised and delighted her, so different from touching the plant. Her mind supplied the word 'wet' for how it felt and 'liquid' for what it was. She lifted her finger back up and watched as drops fell off. For a while she played with the things around her before eventually looking further out.


          There was land within sight but she had no reference for if it was near or far. Still, the woman wanted to go over to it and attempted to stand. With her shift in surface space, the pads around her moved and she slid between them. She ended up in the water entirely with a small splash and sank to the bottom. This new world was just as interesting as the one above but she didn't linger. Something was drawing her to the shore and she needed to find out what it was.


          An odd part of her mind seemed to question why she wasn't drowning, which was beyond her understanding. It felt like a very bad thing though, so she began to quickly walk along the bottom in the direction of the land she had seen. Time was still a foreign concept to her, so it simply happened when it happened. She moved fully onto the land and learned a new concept once the air hit her wet skin. Cold. Shivers moved through her body at the touch of the air, but she found relief from basking in the sun. She stayed there until she felt better and only then began to explore the world around her.


          It was fun discovering the things along her path. Rocks, trees, grasses, different flowers, small animals and emotions all filled her mind when she needed the information. That fox was resting on a stone at the base of a red-leaved maple. It flicked its ears at her noises and passing but otherwise ignored her presence in favour of his nap in the shade. She kept going until the feeling she was being called faded away.


          The sensation left once she found the man. Her brain filled that in and that he was the same kind of creature that she was. The man was sleeping as he leaned against the trunk of a cherry blossom tree. Perhaps he had yet to do his first awakening as she had. Delicate pink petals danced in the wind around her as she neared the other person. Once she was close enough that she would be able to touch him in a few more steps the man opened his eyes and she stopped.


          The two watched each other, neither moved but both studied the other. They were infinitely familiar to each other but also just as incomprehensible. Minutes passed and the man was about to open his mouth when the entire scene changed.


          Everywhere around her began to burn and decay, the man and animals crumbled into dust as the sky filled with smoke. She shook, confused and afraid as she fell to the ground on her hands and knees. There was a tearing sensation in her head, and confusion built alongside the pain as she tried to sort out who she was and what was happening to her. The wind howled around her until she could hear a voice screech out of it in rage.


          ​Get out! OUT!


           [image: image-placeholder]

          He was never a deep sleeper, but the sudden arrival of panic in his chest would have woken him no matter what. Ciel woke on a gasp for air as the intense emotion stabbed through him. It demanded attention in a way he wasn't familiar with and it took him a moment to sort it out in his head. He rolled to his side and sat up as he focused on finding the source, certain that it wasn't something to do with him. Once he did know where it came from, he let out a curse. In a smooth connection of movements he stood, grabbed the robe beside his bed and put it on as he took a step through the darkness. On the other side was the door to Oriana's room, the ball of panic inside of him either her own or a magical reaction to her situation.


          The first thing he heard was muffled sobs and a stifled scream. Ciel didn't even have to open the door himself, as the house threw it open at his appearance. The lights around him flickered showing the entity's concern, as well as its warning. Something was very wrong inside that room. He took all of this in within the span of a few seconds as he moved quickly into her room.


          He actively ignored the insistent pull on the back of his mind, instead his focus was on the woman on the bed. Oriana didn't see him yet and he was at her side faster than she could have seen in any case. She was curled into a ball, as tight as she could be, biting her bedsheet. Sweat covered her as she shook in pain, and tears stained her face as they slid down her skin. Her eyes were closed firmly, her right hand clutching her left wrist which was tucked against her chest.


          Ciel sat down softly beside her and gently reached for her hands. She jerked at his touch, her eyes opened and stared at him without recognition. There was a haze of pain over them. He kept his hands gentle as he worked to see what was wrong. At the same time, he cut off the nagging at the back of his mind, telling Sephrian to get here before blocking him out.


          "Oriana, you know me. It's Ciel, I just want to help." He slipped into the same coaxing tone he had used with her before when his mind had almost been trapped in hers. She responded, relaxing slightly under his hand.


          Instinctively he began to siphon some of her pain, splitting the burden of it between them. His left wrist began to throb and burn, but he didn't let any reaction show. Instead, he gave her a small smile of encouragement as her eyes focused.


          "That's right. You're alright, you're safe." He saw as recognition filled her face and took the opportunity to pull the sheet out of her mouth. With the lessening of her pain from their sharing, he was more worried about her ability to breathe than her chances of damaging her tongue. Her grip on her wrist loosened for him when he tugged, and he shifted her to lean on him as he moved her wrist so that he could see it.


          One of the spell runes on her skin burned as he watched it. It seared deep into her skin as if making sure she was permanently branded. He could feel the effects on his wrist and knew when the sensation shifted. It began to go through the healing process incredibly fast until it was scarred over. The pain dimmed and dulled until it was a small ache before vanishing entirely.


          Oriana slumped against him, shaking and exhausted. Ciel shifted her closer to him and into a more secure position. She didn't move except to push her face against him. When he felt the appearance of Sephrian and Maronette he sent them a glance to stop them from startling her. The two stopped a few feet away and he shifted his focus back to her. He was still awkward about comforting her, it wasn't exactly a skill he had needed before, but she had once told him that his presence alone was a help for her. Hopefully that remained true, as he quietly held her to him.


          The four of them remained that way until her sobs slowed, her breathing calmed and her mind noticed what was around her. She shifted herself away from him and he made sure she was steady before he let go entirely. Oriana looked at each of them in turn before she looked down at her wrist. If he had to describe it, she seemed almost embarrassed. Ciel turned partially to look at the other two and attempted to see what she saw.


          Sephrian was shaken, his expression showing his helplessness and his colouring was a clear sign of his fear. Grey strands had begun to grow within the sea of pink - anxiety and fear. Had he also felt the same panic as Ciel? Even if he hadn't, the man had had a vehement reaction to the situation.


          Maronette's reaction was lesser, which was logical in the end. Her concern was still obvious, however. He could tell she wanted to ask about it, and Ciel noticed her fingers twitch. Having seen it before over his life, he knew she had suppressed her desire to reach out.


          He moved his attention back to Oriana and saw that she was looking at him. Ciel felt no more pain on his end but watched her carefully to make sure she was free of it as well. As if she knew what he was doing, she gave him a small and shaky smile.


          "I'm better now. Freaked out, but the pain is gone." A faint blush showed on her cheeks as she continued, her next words quiet murmurs. "Sorry...I woke everyone up."


          The three Others were confused. Sephrian gave Maronette a quick glance, who returned his confusion, while Ciel kept his eyes on Oriana despite his awareness of the other two. It took a moment, but he was the one who spoke up first in the end.


          "Oriana." When he was sure he had her attention he continued. "Should anything like this ever happen again, your last concern is waking us." While he could feel the emotions in him entering his voice and changing his words, he found himself so annoyed that he just let it happen.


          Ciel moved closer to her until he was slightly above her and took her chin in his hand. It was a light grip, one she could escape if she tried to, but he wanted to make his point clear.


          "If there is something wrong, don't try and get through it on your own. Don't jam a bed sheet in your mouth and fight to be quiet. If this ever comes up again - no matter what it is - you wake me the hell up." Understanding dawned on her face and she smiled and sniffled before nodding. She reached up to take his hand from her chin and simply held it.


          "Right. I will." Her answer wasn't quite what he had expected. Ciel simply felt confused at her mood shift and leaned backwards to sit back down properly again. Just much closer than before as Oriana kept possession of his hand. He glanced at her two hands holding his and decided to let her do as she wished. He could admit he was thrown off. Not only had he woken to the panic that had filled him, but his emotions also seemed much closer to the surface because of it. Was it because he was tired, or was he tired because of his feelings?


          "I am glad you are well now, Miss Brannon." Maronette's voice drew Oriana's attention to her. "I will take my leave." Sephrian nodded at her words and the two made to leave.


          "No, wait." Oriana spoke quickly, her voice was slightly raised and scared. "I...uhh...can you stay? I don't want to be by myself again just yet." Ciel looked down at their hands as hers tightened around his and there was a pause in the room.


          "Of course, Miss Brannon." Sephrian was the one who broke it, with Maronette quickly agreeing with him. No one mentioned that Ciel would have remained, tactfully assuming there was a reason she wanted all three of them. "I will go and make some tea. Not to worry, I will return." He added the last bit with a smile when it seemed like she wouldn't have let him go.


          Once he had left, Maronette moved a chair closer to the bed and reached into a pocket of her night dress. For the first time that night, Ciel recognized that everyone was dressed for sleep. Perhaps that was why Oriana had seemed shy before. His attention turned back to her when she squeezed his hand.


          "Do you know what happened?" Her voice was quiet and strained, but normal otherwise. After a moment of consideration, he answered.


          "I must admit, I am unsure. There are too many unknown variables for me to do anything more than guess." He would certainly be investigating it though. She gave him a slight nod before looking at Maronette. He followed her gaze with his own to see his secretary sitting there with a book in hand. A new one had arrived, it seemed.


          "What are you reading, Maronette?" Her question was innocent but Ciel let out a soft sigh before he interrupted Maronette from replying, knowing the gleam that was in all her eyes.


          "You should get more comfortable. This might take a while."


          "Oh, okay." She was confused but readily did as he said. Oriana moved up to the top of her bed and gently pulled him with her. He did as she guided, and ended up sitting beside her. She leaned into him and he had to consciously relax his body when she did as he had instantly stiffened.


          Sephrian returned with the tea and poured three cups before he gave them out. Ciel passed, having smelled the chamomile and lavender blend already. He was off-kilter enough at the moment. Maronette was pleased and began to talk.


          "Wonderful, tea time for book club."


          "What book club?" Sephrian interrupted, but Maronette moved smoothly around it.


          "This, Miss Brannon, is a spider romance novel." Reverence entered her voice, which earned a groan from Sephrian as he settled back into the chair he had chosen. Her face almost glowed as she began to gush about her subject. "They are true tales of love, sacrifice and overcoming odds. In this one, it all begins with the choice of a gift."


          From sheer practice, Ciel tuned her out and instead watched the reactions go across Oriana's face. She seem baffled but interested as she sipped her tea and listened. He tuned in enough to check key elements of the tale. It ended up being one of the stories that had the male spider gamble his life to be with the spider of his affection. Would he choose the right gift, or would she eat him instead? Sephrian began to point out the inconsistencies and repetition of the plot, which started a heated debate. On one side at least. At that point, he stopped listening entirely. It was a common plot line that Maronette enjoyed and usually ended with the demise of the male.


          He could feel Oriana falling asleep against him, so he gently took the partially full cup of tea from her hand and set it on the bedside table. When he looked back at her, he saw she had shifted to look up at him and was sleepily smiling.


          "Is it just me, or is she being a fan girl?" Her question was unexpected and there was an extra pause as he figured out what she meant. The image was quite accurate when Ciel brought it up in his mind.


          "Hmm." He gave a hum of agreement in return, as he could easily see that she was barely awake. He raised his right hand - his free hand - and smoothed some of her hair away from her face before tucking her head back against his shoulder. She seemed content and snuggled herself into him while keeping a grip on his left hand. Tired himself, he gave in to impulse and lightly kissed the top of her head. Oriana made a noise of acknowledgement before she fell fully asleep.


          The conversation still went on, and he clearly wasn't going anywhere anytime soon. Ciel leaned his head back against the headboard and closed his eyes. Might as well sleep here.


          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER THREE

        

      


      
        
          Oriana had woken alone, the lingering scents and the scar on her wrist the only proof the night had happened. Now she was in her studio in an attempt to settle herself. All she wanted was to separate herself from the life she currently led, to go back to the one she had before. Just a normal young woman whose biggest concern was her grades. While physically that was impossible, she had a chance mentally.


          So she sculpted. She had toyed with sketching but she knew that any image that came out would be of something here. Clay often led her in unexpected directions however, so she held hope that it would bring forth a face that steadied her.


          It didn't.


          Repeated attempts always led to the same place. Now, for the twelfth time, the clay gave her what she wanted the least. Oriana knew this person well, even while not knowing them at all. Her hands always formed the face of Izanami. Sometimes it was the face in the mirror, beautiful but cruel. Others it was the rotting visage from the cliff edge in her memories. Most of the time it was a mix between the two, between life and death.


          Once more she looked down at the clay to see the emerging face. Oriana bit her lower lip and chose to keep going. It clearly wasn't going away, maybe getting it out of her system would help. Maybe that was the way to feel lighter. Instead, she only felt her body get heavier.


          What did it mean, for the rune to burn? What had happened to cause that woman's name to scar her skin? Even though the pain was gone, the memory would last - as would the mark on her body. If - no, when - they succeeded in fixing the Izanami problem and broke the spell on those she had left behind, she had thought that the names would vanish along with it. But now, she had the distinct feeling that even if that wishful thinking did occur, this would be with her forever. A constant reminder of this entire section of her life.


          The goddess wasn't content with haunting her dreams, she had to make a reminder of herself physically as well. Oriana hated going to sleep. While Izanami didn't enter her mind every night, that inconsistency almost made it worse. She had no way to know if it would be a safe night or not and the anxiety was terrible. Some nights she almost wished that the dreams came all of the time so that the anticipation and guesswork could die down.


          Why did any of this have to involve her to begin with? Her finger slipped and sloped the clay across Izanami's face, destroying the sculpt entirely. Oriana paused for a brief second as she took the damage in before she snapped. She stood up, grabbed the head before her and threw the clay at the wall as she screamed.


          The sound of it hitting the wall and the way it splattered into pieces was oddly cathartic. She watched the clay slowly slide down the wall on its way to the floor. Her breath came out in pants, and when the first plop sounded on the floor she turned to her other sculpts. So many versions of Izanami, in various stages of completion. A few had been abandoned by her, unfinished but with the clay dried out so much it was useless.


          She lifted one of those, tested the weight of it in her hand, and turned to slam it onto the wall beside the other one. It shattered when it met the spot just above the first head. A cloud of dust and shards burst from it, but Oriana wasn't affected by them as she was far enough away.


          A guttural scream of rage escaped her and Oriana began to grab up any of the heads at random and toss them. Her aim became wild, which brought her back to herself when a shard of clay tore through one of her sketches. Without her noticing, that throw had aimed towards the drafting table that held the work regarding Ciel. Instead of hitting the one self-portrait, the shard of clay grazed off of the image beside it as it tore a slit into the paper on the way past.


          Silence blanketed the studio as she took that in. It was the first sketch she had done of Ciel, the one where she had memorized his sleeping face. The rip went right along the side of his face, there was no way she could salvage the work from it. She couldn't repair it without it being obvious. A voice carried to her as she started to walk towards it.


          "Oh, Miss Brannon, you have bare feet. Please wait until I return with something to clean it." A hand landed softly on her shoulder, which caused Oriana to look at the person. Maronette stood there, her calm and alien face expressing her concern.


          "Maronette." There was a pause between her words, unnatural for her, but the other woman simply waited through it. "Why am I even here?"


          "To do artwork, I would assume." Maronette responded slightly cautiously and Oriana couldn't help but want to laugh, but she didn't.


          "No, not this room." She moved out from under Maronette's hand as she replied. Why would an Other have understood? "Here in this house, this situation, this life." Her voice shook even to her own ears. The Other's silence felt different, as if she had no answers to give.


          "I am afraid I am unqualified to assist you in this. I will think on it while I get a broom, to start with." Maronette's reply Oriana crouched down and curled herself up into a tight ball, her head on her knees. There was a light pat on her back. "A few moments, and I will return."


          There was no obvious response and soon the odd sound of her footfalls vanished. She hugged herself tighter and, for the first time since this began, she began to cry without being spurred on by pain. This time it was purely emotional, Oriana couldn't hold it back anymore and didn't know if she wanted to. Once the tears began, they quickly turned into sobs that she didn't even try to muffle. There was no need to be strong. No need at all.


           [image: image-placeholder]

          "My Lord, surely something needs to be done?" The high fae that spoke sat in front of Ciel and could have easily raised eyebrows with his tone of voice. The words used were almost a demand, something one would never make of the Wishmaster. Assuming, of course, they wanted to keep their head. But Ciel simply tapped his finger on the reports that sat on the desk in front of him.


          The man in front of him was, despite his species, a valued and trusted subordinate of Ciel's. Lucian Beech, often simply known as the Right Hand. The dulled gold of his hair and eyes should have given away a connection to the Summer Court, but his pale skin didn't fit. It was usually assumed that the glamour that sat on his skin was the reason for that, but both men in that room knew differently.


          While Lucian didn't know the full scope of his secrets, it was more from habit than necessity. His loyalty could never be questioned as, just like the pixies in the garden, there was no way he could betray Ciel due to the deal they had made. Lucian's service to him was entirely voluntary however, and a rather pleasant surprise benefit for Ciel. The deal's price had been for a loyal ally that could never turn against him, but on top of that, he had gained a talented right hand.


          "Agreed. I will look into this myself, keep vigilant in the Below. If it crosses over I want to be aware the instant it does." Ciel looked up as the fae wrote out his instructions. The man had even created his own coded shorthand that no one but he or Ciel could read.


          "Anything else, my Lord?" It was a common question. Now that his emotions were coming back, Ciel understood why Lucian could be so effective with words alone. Had the man tried, his voice could be hypnotic. Appropriate considering his talents.


          "The locals listed here, where do they stand?"


          "All are in favour of you." Lucian understood the question easily and responded smoothly. "I have vetted their information before and did a quick relook at their affairs before bringing this to you. The information is trustworthy."


          He set a folded piece of paper onto the desk between them and the telltale shimmer of magic went over it as it crossed spaces. When Ciel took it and read it, he saw it contained a list of other names and their strongest affiliations. This list was filled with those that he was fully aware disliked him. He read it slowly before he looked to the other man, a prompt to explain.


          "This is a list of those who have come forward to their individual leaders about the issue. Their accounts are consistent with those brought directly to us. Other factions are aware of the situation but have decided to sit on the information themselves. I am in the process of attempting to understand their purpose in doing so, but I must admit some difficulty there."


          "Very well." Ciel brushed aside the regret in Lucian's voice when he admitted he was having issues. "You will find out, but the situation needs to be dealt with regardless. Take who you need for assistance, no need to strain yourself by doing it entirely on your own. Use the Oneiroi."


          "Understood." Lucian stood at a knock on the office door. "Shall I take my leave?"


          "Hmm." He watched as Lucian activated the rune beneath him, which cut off the temporary manifestation. His aide spent the majority of his time in the Below, which made the spell very valuable to them. "Enter."


          Ciel saw Maronette open the door as he set the report aside. He wrote out a name on a piece of paper before he handed it to her. "I need to go there. Soon."


          "Of course, Mr. Langby. I will get it set up." She took the paper, glanced at it and tucked it into a jacket pocket. "A moment, sir?"


          "Hmm." He gave her his full attention. This was something more personal, it would seem.


          "It's about Miss Brannon." She paused, and he watched her face as she thought of the words to say. It had been a while since he'd seen her like this. "I'm not entirely certain what is happening, she is acting very odd. I've seen this behaviour before in humans but never with Miss Brannon."


          "Alright." He stood in the middle of the silence. "Where?" Ciel had the distinct feeling there would not be a better explanation coming.


          "Ah, wonderful. You will find her in her studio." Maronette smiled, happy that she had given the problem to the right person. "I will hold any visitors, take the time you need."
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          He chose to walk through the house normally as he did not want to surprise her with a sudden appearance. It was still possible that Oriana would fail to notice his arrival, but Ciel wasn't inclined to add to it. The soft tap of his cane mixed with the sounds of his movement for the same reason. When he arrived at the inner doors to her studio he paused to take the room in.


          One door had been left open, perhaps by Maronette, and there was a distinct boundary between what had happened inside and outside the room. A broom had been left propped on the door frame, which was only notable by the fact that it was on the wrong side of it. Dust, shards and clay lumps seemed to be everywhere along the walls. Ciel could make out the areas Maronette had used to enter the room and followed the trail to the clear area where they stopped.


          It took only a glance to notice the state of the room before he followed a second trail to Oriana. She had gone through some of the mess towards the drafting table where she now stood. It was easy for him to tell she was crying despite being unable to see her front. Her breathing was uneven, her shoulders and arms shook gently and he could hear the sounds of her sniffles. There was a paper in her hands, probably a sketch, that quivered in time with her hands. The scent of blood drifted to him and he took a closer look at her.


          "Ciel...I ruined it..." Oriana spoke as he took a step into the room, but something was off about it. His steps didn't pause as Ciel thought about why it was different. It was as if she wasn't talking to him, and he understood once he was close enough to see which sketch it was.


          She was aware of him, Ciel could see that in her reactions and feel it in his chest. That sensation he ignored, and slowly shifted in front of her. Oriana didn't lift her head to look at him, so he leaned down instead. It was an odd angle, but he tilted his head so he could look her in the face. She had
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