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An oracle, given to Halael, a Prophet of Halos, in the thirty-fifth year of the reign of Doshen the Just.

In a dream I saw them. I saw the children of the promise, two beacons of light given by almighty Halos to shine His light into a world filled with darkness. Two they were, of the Aerun people, alive with the power of Halos within them. The fulness of His light and life and power dwelt within them, and yet no place would be found for them among their own people. 

I saw conflict and trouble, and I saw the two wandering through strange lands, surrounded by foreign people. I saw Halos’ hand upon them, guiding them in their exile. I saw strife and war, and I saw the judgment and salvation of Halos brought upon the land through the two.

They will come – the children of Halos’ promise. They will come in humble beginnings but rise to greatness among all the peoples of Halos; and through them, Halos will bring salvation to His people.
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PROLOGUE
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Sharrah clamped a hand over her mouth and bolted for the Sage’s cottage door. She barely made it outside before collapsing to her knees, retching violently into the garden beside the entrance. Waves of pain wracked her as she heaved the vile green poison from her body. When the spasms finally eased, she sagged back against the doorway, cradling her aching stomach.

“I do not understand, Angelia,” Keri said, frowning. “She has never reacted like this to an essence before.”

Sharrah’s mother gave the Sage a chagrined look. “It is poison essence, Keri. What did you expect?” Kneeling in front of her daughter, Angelia reached out and stroked Sharrah’s forehead. “Why are you pushing her like this?” she asked, her voice softening with worry as she looked up at Keri. “She is only eleven. Most Weavers never touch poison essence until sixteen or seventeen, if at all. I told the Sages she was not ready for this.”

Sharrah watched her mentor stiffen, seeming affronted by Angelia’s final statement.

Almost too hastily, Keri replied, “The Chief Sages judged Sharrah ready.”

“I question their judgement,” Angelia said. Though her mother’s voice was calm, the undertone of anger in her emotional aura made Sharrah shiver.

“That is not your place,” Keri shot back. “You are not a Sage. You do not...”

“I am her mother,” Angelia snapped, surging to her feet. “It absolutely is my place. As Sharrah’s mother, if I deem that the Sages are acting to harm my daughter, I absolutely have the authority to remove her from your mentorship.”

Unaccustomed to seeing her mother react like this, Sharrah shrunk back against the doorpost, her gaze switching to Keri as the Sage took a step back, seeming to realise she had overstepped.

Raising her hands in protest, Keri said, “What do we do, then? She is so far along in her training. We cannot just stop now, or she will lose what she has learned.”

Angelia shook her head, her deep green eyes blazing with frustration. “What are you talking about? She will not lose anything. It just means...”

Seeming to struggle for words for a moment, Keri spluttered and then said, “The only other essence left is void, and the Elders will not allow her to begin weaving that until she has mastered poison. We must...”

“Then we slow down, and we give her time to master poison,” Angelia interrupted firmly, her tone inviting no argument. “Why are you driving her so hard? What is your hurry?” After an awkward silence, Angelia stuck a finger out toward Keri and said, “You are going to end up hurting her if you keep this up. Even the Keeper of Ancient Lore has been telling you to slow down.”

It seemed that question struck a nerve with the Sage. A thread of anger filtered through her emotional aura, but she did not react outwardly. After a moment, she replied, “The Elemental Weavers do not appreciate the Lorekeeper interfering in Sharrah’s training. He has no authority to tell us how to work with our apprentices. Besides, you know how difficult Poison is to master. It is imperative that we get Sharrah accustomed to it as soon as possible so she can advance in her studies. It would not do for her to stall and stagnate here after all the progress she has made so far.”

Angelia shook her head. “That makes no sense. She has plenty of time left to master these last two essences.”

“How do you know?” Keri shot back. “This is not just any ordinary Aerun we are dealing with. You cannot keep ignoring...”

“No. No!” Angelia thundered, the normally serene woman stunning Sharrah with her sudden angry outburst. “Have you lost your mind? You are forbidden to speak of that!”

“I will not stay silent any longer,” Keri yelled back. “We cannot sit here and wait while time unfolds on us. Sharrah only has eight months until her Revealing... that is only half a year!”

Angelia jabbed a finger at Keri. “That is irrelevant, and it is not Halos’ way! You cannot expect her to master everything by her twelfth birthday. She has until she is twenty. That is what her Coming of Age is for, not her Revealing.”

Keri stepped back, visibly offended by Angelia’s words. “Now listen here,” the Sage chided. “We cannot afford to dally... If she has not mastered all the elements before her Revealing, we may not have the chance to train her any further.”

Sharrah just listened in confusion as Angelia cut off the Sage. “Do you think that Halos is an idiot? Do you think Him incompetent, that you must try to do His job for Him? Do you think the Creator of all creation is incapable of fulfilling his own plans? He is not going to throw her into anything until she is ready for it.”

“Exactly!” Keri cried. “The longer she takes, the longer it is until He can do anything. Sharrah has shown that she is more than capable of mastering these elements, and we must make sure she is ready.”

With an exasperated cry, Angelia threw her hands out, her voice sharp like a whip as she all but yelled, “That is what I am talking about! She will be ready... Halos will make sure of it. You do not determine His appointed times, Keri. He does, and you cannot force it on Him or on Sharrah. If anything, you could be working against Him by rushing her. As it is, you have just endangered everything by speaking of things in front of her that you had no business revealing! When the Company of the Prophets hears about this, you will have some answering to do.”

“I do not care! We have waited eight thousand years already ...”

“I have waited eight thousand years already,” a familiar voice murmured, rushing like the wind through the trees. Sharrah’s head whipped around to see the Shodokairoth – Keeper of Ancient Lore, and her oldest friend – materialised before them. As usual, his entrance was unannounced and unpredictable. Though not one of them, he took their form – both in height and shape, but apart from glowing rainbow-quicksilver eyes, his features were shrouded in a cowled robe of black so dark that no detail could be made out. It was so black that it almost seemed two-dimensional.

In his deep, powerful voice, he went on, “You have not. You are not even two-hundred years old, Keri of the Talis’Agarii. You know nothing of Halos’ plans or His timing, and your impatience is unbecoming an Element Weaver of the Aerun. What you have done here today is foolish and disobedient.”

Glowering at the Lorekeeper’s words Keri snapped back, “I do not recall inviting you into this conversation.”

“Keri!” Angelia cried. “Mind yourself!”

With a dismissive wave of his hand, the Lorekeeper silenced Angelia, then said to Keri, “I do not require your permission, Sage; nor did I ask for it.” 

Keri let out an offended huff, but the Lorekeeper did not respond to her displeasure. Instead, he walked up to Sharrah and reached out a hand to her. She took his shadowy hand, and the pain vanished in an instant – nausea, weakness, all of it dissolving into warmth as though it had never been. Surprised by that, the girl stood, unsure what to do next.

“Angelia is correct in her words,” the Lorekeeper went on. “You do Sharrah no favours by rushing her, and the impatience of the Sages is futile. Halos will prepare her in His own time – for His purposes, not yours – and nothing you or any of the Sages do will change that.”

“But...”

“No buts,” he said. “Be wary of meddling in Halos’ plans for the sake of your own agendas, for your disobedience may bring about consequences you are not prepared for. If you keep pushing Sharrah contrary to His will, Halos may just remove her from your reach to protect her from your interference.”

Sharrah squirmed at the Lorekeeper’s words and the sensation of her mother’s emotional aura erupting in agitation. “From our reach? What do you mean?” she cried. “Would He take my daughter? What of the...?” She stopped herself, fixing an intense and questioning gaze on the Lorekeeper.

The Lorekeeper held up a hand, and said, “Do you trust Him?”

After a moment, Angelia’s expression softened, and she nodded. “I do. I trust Him in all things.”

With an acknowledging nod, the Lorekeeper replied, “Then trust Him with Sharrah.” He paused and looked down knowingly at the young girl. “For now, she should rest. It has been a trying day for her.”

After a long, awkward silence, Keri finally snapped. “Fine. Take her. She will not be up to any more practice today. I will see you when she is ready for her next lesson.” With that, the Sage turned and stormed back into her cottage.

Angelia walked to Sharrah and took her other hand, and the girl walked between them as they led her away. 

“I am sorry,” Sharrah said.

The Lorekeeper looked down, and Sharrah sensed he had noticed her disappointment. His tone softened as he said, “You have nothing to be sorry for. It takes time – years of time – to build up a tolerance for poison.”

“But that is what everyone said about fire, and storms, and ice.”

He came to a halt, drew the two Weavers to a stop, then moved in front of Sharrah and knelt. “There is a reason poison and void are the last elements taught to Sages. They are the most difficult to control, and the most difficult to endure. Many Sages never truly master them.” He paused. “Your progress is commendable. To master in three years what takes most eight is no small feat...”

“Thanks to you,” Sharrah said. “Would I be here now without your extra tutoring?”

“Do not be deceived,” the Lorekeeper said. “Your success relies more upon your diligence and hard work than on talent or my assistance. With or without me, if you persevere, you will master both poison and void in due time.”

She had no answer for him, and as he rose, Sharrah’s thoughts turned to another question. “What was Sage Keri talking about? She seemed very agitated.”

At the question, her mother’s emotional aura surged with frustration, and her jaw tightened. The thin, pressed line of her lips gave Angelia an expression that Sharrah had only rarely ever seen, and it left her regretting she had asked. At last, Angelia said, “An overactive imagination, speaking of things she does not know or understand.”

“Why is she pushing me so hard, then? It has only been since I mastered Perregoth and moved on to Shoreth.”

“I do not know,” her mother said. “You are not behind in your progression. You mastered Stone and the Fiery Depths in good time... I do not know why there is such a hurry with poison.”

“I have a suspicion,” the Lorekeeper said, “but at this stage I’d rather not say.” To Angelia he said, “I am forbidden from interfering at this point, but you may wish to keep an eye on the Sages, and be wary of leaving Sharrah alone with them too often.”

Angelia nodded as the Lorekeeper stepped back from them. 

He said, “I must return now, but I will always be near if you need me,” he said. With that, his form shimmered, turned transparent, and vanished.

The Emeth and her daughter walked on in silence. Sharrah turned the events over in her mind, embarrassed and disappointed that she had been unable to endure the effects of the poison, frustrated with Keri and the Elders for pushing her so hard, and troubled by the sharp exchange between her mother and Keri, and the words of the Lorekeeper.

That look he gave me, she thought. He knows something.

“Are you all right?”

Her mother’s question pulled Sharrah from her thoughts, and she shrugged. Angelia shook her head again, her fiery red hair shimmering in the light of Gul’iya, the Orb that lit the sky by day. Sharrah shared her mother’s heredity: jewel green eyes and red hair. Many times, her grandfather had remarked on how closely Sharrah resembled her mother – his daughter – at that age. At the moment, the fire of Angelia’s hair only added to her aura of frustration.

“I do not understand Keri’s hurry. Why is she so desperate to drive you forward?”

Sharrah said nothing, but her mother’s emotional aura betrayed that she, too, knew more than she would say. Yet something else weighed on Sharrah’s mind, stirred to the surface by Sage Keri’s words, and at last she could not keep silent.

“Mother,” she said, “I know I am still a child, but why does it feel as though everyone is trying to hide my name from me? It is difficult to ignore that Halos named me ‘Prophecy’.”

Angelia stared at her daughter. “Ah, my precious Little Light. Some days you seem wise beyond your tender years,” she said at last, letting out a sigh. “I am sorry if you feel we have sheltered you.” She paused, and after a heavy silence, said, “When you were born, and we saw in your soul-pattern that Halos had named you Sharrah, it sent the entire city into an uproar. Why would Halos name a child Prophecy? It was unheard of. It took your grandfather and the other Elders months to bring order back to the city.” A faint thread of shame wove through Angelia’s emotional aura. “As you grew, people watched you and fawned over you, and we feared that such attention would harm you. On one hand, the adulation could spoil you and turn you into someone Halos could not use. On the other hand, we did not want you burdened or crushed by the pressure an expectant people would place on you...”

“Like Sage Keri just did,” Sharrah said softly, and her mother nodded.

“Imagine if every person you knew were like that.”

Sharrah shuddered. “So what do I do? What is it that Halos has for me that He would name me Prophecy?”

After a long moment of contemplation, Angelia said, “We do not know. There are many prophecies preserved in our Halls of Lore. Why not spend some time searching there, to see if you find anything that might speak of you?” At Sharrah’s uncertain look, she added, “I will ensure your training proceeds at your pace, not anyone else’s, and I will see that you have time to spend there, if you wish it.”

A sense of surety and compulsion settled in Sharrah’s heart, and she nodded. “I would like that. Thank you, Mother.”

––––––––
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Kentari Gul’nassar knelt on his meditation cushion, letting his consciousness float out on the ethereal ocean of Gultir life energy that flowed beneath the surface of the land. As he rested and revitalised himself way, he alternated between praying to Halos and meditating on the lessons he had learned that day. The Gultir flowed around him in its familiar currents and eddies carrying faint echoes and whispers of the world around. Kentari usually tuned these out to focus on his meditation, but today a strange nausea seeped through them, tugging at his focus. He swept the area with his Gultir vision but sensed no one in need of healing. healing. Puzzled, he started to rise and call for his mother, but the sick feeling flared sharply, gripping him and leaving him light-headed. The Gultir pulsed, an abrupt flash of brightness dazzling him. When his vision cleared, Kentari looked around, and panic stabbed him. 

What is this? Where am I? I do not remember returning to my body. Wait... 

His panic ebbed, replaced by a detached fascination as he realised he was standing in a room both strange and familiar. It resembled the cottage where his mother worked with the apothecaries – warm redwood walls, and the light of Gul’iya spilling through wide windows. It even smelled the same, though none of the apothecary tools or herbs were present. This place felt more like a study, with several tables and bookshelves, and a large open space in the centre of the room. 

“Where am I?” he said, startled by the way his voice echoed as if in an empty space. Uneasy, he looked down but found nothing there. Is this a dream? What is happening to me?

Another surge of nausea hit him, and he heard the faint echo of a girl gagging somewhere nearby. There is someone else here... He tried to look around again, but everything beyond his forward view dissolved into a blinding white glow of Gultir. Then he felt a presence. She is here, right in front of me... but why can’t I see her? I should be able to see her pattern... wait. What about...

Soul Weaving – the ability to see and touch the eternal souls of sentients – was a rare and elusive talent among the Harrathii. Kentari knew of several Soul Weavers among the other native races of Karachas, but among the Thandarii only he and his mother possessed the gift – the only Soul Weavers to emerge within the last three generations of their people. 

Kentari steadied himself and shifted his vision into the realm of souls. At once, he was rewarded. There she is. 

The moment he saw her soul, the healer in him stirred to life. “You’re poisoned,” he said as she gagged again. She jolted at the sound of his voice, and the poison inside her surged as though she had been holding it back and lost her grip. Kentari reached out to the Gultir, drawing upon his training to form the life energy into a barrier that matched the outline of her body. He wrapped the poison within the life energy and tightened the barrier, shrinking it into a small sphere that drew the poison toward its centre and held it fast. Then the young healer drew the orb out of her, lifting the poison in a capsule of light that squealed and pulsed as it resisted him.

“What? No!” the girl cried. Then she then went still, staring in astonishment at the orb. “Wait. How is that...” She reached out to tentatively touch the orb, staring it in amazement. Kentari felt her suddenly reach out with her will, seizing control of the orb and turning it as she examined it. A surge of shock and excitement rippled through her emotional aura. “The Gultir is containing the poison? That is not what Keri taught me, and yet... it is working. That is how I can do it.”

With that, Kentari watched her turn the orb, shaping the poison essence within it, then feeding the essence down into the land. He looked down, surprised to see the poison vanish as if it had never existed. As the last of the poison faded, the girl released the Gultir and looked around, her emotional aura swirling in confusion and wonder.

“Amazing. But... who is there? Who are you?”

Her question him as he realised that she could not see him. He steadied himself. “Kentari... Kentari of Helthandar.”

In his soul-vision she turned toward the sound of his voice. With the threat of the poison gone, Kentari studied her soul-patterns, amazed and intrigued. 

What is this? Her pattern is almost identical to mine. It is identical, except for... wait. He looked closer. Her Gultir Weaving pattern is different; there is more to it. And... He staggered in shock at the realisation as he recognised the pattern in her soul, just as her eyes began glowing and she turned to look at him as well. She could see him! She is a Soul Weaver! The realisation floored him.

“Kentari,” she echoed, reading his name from the pattern in his soul. “Kentari Gul’nassar.” 

“Yes,” he said, focusing his gaze on her. “Sharrah Gul’iyara.” He contemplated that for a moment. Prophesied Light Bringer. What a name. It even eclipsed his own – Promised Light Preserver – and yet he had never met a Sharrah before. I wonder if she is from one of the outlying villages. Surely, I would have heard of someone with a name like that.

Suddenly, her image shifted, and Kentari’s breath caught as he saw her physical form – translucent and flickering as if she was not physically there with him. She was beautiful – stunningly so. She looked at him, her jewel-green eyes searching, and the light of the Gultir set her red hair glowing as though aflame. She was tall like him, but slender and athletic, and as he studied her, Kentari sensed something more beneath her presence. She stood regal and elegant, almost sculptural, and Kentari shivered at the power radiating from her. In her soul-patterns Kentari marvelled at the threads of her age-pattern, identical to his. That meant she had been born at the exact same moment he had. Identical age patterns... could that mean...

“What is this?” she whispered. “Who are you? Where are you from? Is this a dream?”

“This is no dream,” Kentari whispered back, watching as she moved closer. “I don’t know what it is, but it is real.”

“You’re real?” Her voice was soft but wondrous, and Kentari sensed a thread of longing in her tone. She reached toward him with an air of expectancy, and he extended his hand to meet hers. For a moment it felt like her hand was truly there, and a shock of power and warmth coursed up his arm at the contact. Then, the resistance vanished and her hand passed through his, and she let out a soft, dismayed sigh. She lingered there for a moment, disappointment and discouragement filtering through her emotional aura as she took a step back, withdrawing her hand and looking down at it.

“You’re not really here,” she murmured softly, then looked up at him again.

“I am,” Kentari said, touched by her disappointment and seeking to reassure her. “Not physically, no... but I’m here in spirit.”

“I wish you really were here,” she said. “It gets so lonely...”

“Sharrah? Are you all right?”

The intrusion of a woman’s voice shattered Kentari’s concentration, and he suddenly felt himself falling. The world spun around him, then halted with a jolt that knocked the breath from his lungs in a pained cry. He wove the Gultir over himself to ease the pain, then opened his eyes and looked around in bewilderment. “Where am I?”

“Kentari? Are you all right?”

He sat up, the familiar voice grounding him in reality once more. Focusing on his surroundings, he found himself back in his room at home, his mother standing in his doorway. Kentari rose shakily and brushed himself off. “Yes, I’m all right.”

“What happened?”

Kentari looked at his mother, noticing the concern darkening her deep blue eyes. He shook his head, struggling to put words to what he had experienced. “I had a strange dream... except it was not a dream. It was more like a vision. I was awake. I was there, but I was not.”

The words seemed to take his mother aback. “A vision? What did you see?”

Kentari knelt on his meditation cushion, and his mother knelt in front of him. Settling himself, he recounted what he had seen, sensing the mix of the intrigue and agitation in her emotional aura. When he finished, silence settled over the room. His mother grew distant, staring into space. In the quiet, Kentari reflected on what he had seen in Sharrah. “It is strange,” he said, breaking his mother’s trance. “I have never met any Thandarii like her... she was so unique, so different, and yet at the same time so like me. She was born at the same moment I was. Our soul patterns are identical.”

A surge of agitation rippled through his mother’s emotional aura, its intensity prickling at Kentari’s mind. After a moment, she shook her head. “You do not know if she is even real. I have never heard of any Thandarii named Prophecy.”

Kentari frowned, discouraged by her words. Yet as he considered it, his intuition pushed back against the idea. “She is real,” he said. “I do not know where she is or who she is, but I know she is real. She is a Gultir Weaver, and a Soul Weaver like us.”

His mother exhaled heavily. “I do not know, son. If she is real, why would Halos give you this vision?”

As he thought on the question, a conviction rose within him and settled in his heart. He nodded as he accepted it. “She is real, and one day we will meet.”

His mother stared at him, struggling with his certainty. After a moment, she sighed again and shook her head. “We shall see. For now, return to your meditation. We can speak more of this tomorrow.” With that, she rose and left Kentari’s room, leaving him kneeling alone as the memory of Sharrah roared through his mind like a storm.

––––––––
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A surge of deep satisfaction coursed through Sharrah as she wrapped the poison essence in a shield of glowing white Gultir life energy and bent it to her will. The familiar nausea faded, and Sharrah opened a small gap in the Gultir within her, allowing the poison to flow out. She shaped it into a cloud of dark green gas in the centre of the room, expertly drew it inward and formed it into an orb, a sphere of glowing power that hovered three feet off the floor. As she moved through the mastery routine, Sharrah’s thoughts drifted back to the day of the vision, when Kentari had appeared and given her the key she had been seeking. She smiled to herself as the poison essence obeyed her will, and as she reached the end of the routine, she drew the poison back into herself, holding it within the Gultir barrier and feeding it down into the ocean of power beneath the land.

As the last of the power faded back into the depths, Sharrah let the Gultir dissipate and turned toward the sound of applause. Her mother stood to the side, beaming with pride, and Keri looked even more excited. The Elders all stood gathered around her, and Sharrah felt the weight of the moment settle upon her. The entire leadership of Kithara had just witnessed her exert absolute control over the element that had once threatened to overwhelm her. As she basked in the moment, the memory of the sandy-haired boy flickered through her mind. She silently thanked him, and thanked Halos for sending him. Whoever he was, he had most definitely been a godsend.

A sudden movement pulled Sharrah from her thoughts as her grandfather, one of the Elders, stepped forward, his green eyes sparkling. “Well done, granddaughter,” he said. “I have never seen such natural mastery over poison in all my years, and you achieved this in six months? Truly remarkable.”

It was remarkable, Sharrah thought, but not as remarkable as the hours she had poured into practice and study, and all she had learned while following her mother’s advice and spending time in the Halls of Lore. 

Realising that her grandfather awaited a response, she said, “Thank you, Grandfather. I am glad you find it pleasing.”

Gimellus Gul’iyara of the Halos’emethii smiled, knelt in front of his granddaughter, and placed a hand on her shoulder. “You make me immensely proud, my Little Light, but you need not try to please me. The only One I would commend you to please is Halos.”

“Would He be pleased with me?” Sharrah asked softly. Her grandfather’s expression softened, and he dipped his head.

“He would indeed.”

Sharrah nodded.

The exchange complete, Gimellus rose and looked around. “We have all witnessed Sharrah’s mastery of Shoreth. Does any object to her progression into the study of void?”

Realising that she had been holding her breath, Sharrah forced herself to exhale. After a long, ceremonial silence, Gimellus turned back to her and said, “We, the Elders, recognise your mastery over poison and authorise your teachers to begin you on the journey into the void. May your mastery of Khell come as swiftly as your mastery of Shoreth.”

Fighting the urge to grin, Sharrah bowed her head before her grandfather, then turned and walked back to her mother.

“Well done, my Little Light,” Angelia said softly as Sharrah took her place at her mother’s right-hand side. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Thank you,” Sharrah replied, tingling with excitement. From her place she watched the formalities continue as another of the Sage acolytes came forward – this one only a beginner, a ten-year-old boy who now faced his trial in mastering fire. She watched as he followed the instructions of his master, another Sage who commanded the boy through a routine of manipulations of the essence of Kash. He performed flawlessly, and Sharrah sensed his excitement and pride as her grandfather pronounced the boy’s mastery and approved his progression onto Glas – the essence of water and ice. Gratified to see another acolyte experience success, Sharrah settled herself to watch the rest of the advancement ceremony.

It was nearly midday when the ceremony finished, and the acolytes all departed with their parents and trainers. Now it would be an afternoon of celebrating with family and friends, for advancing in acolyte training was quite a milestone for anyone. Yet Sharrah felt mixed emotions as she walked out with her mother and Keri. Mastering poison was a true milestone for her, yet she had only been at it for six months. Most acolytes took two to three years to master an element, making their progression feel more momentous. As they walked, Sharrah wondered what she would do once she mastered void and had more elements left to learn. She was only two months from turning twelve and her B’or’mesheth, her Revealing, and she would still have eight years until her B’or’dani, or Coming of Age. Even if I take two years to master void, that still leaves six years...

A sudden presence brushed Sharrah’s awareness, and she looked up to see the Keeper of Ancient Lore walking beside her mother. Keri jolted at his unexpected arrival, but he paid her reaction no mind.

“You did well today,” he said to Sharrah. “I have watched your progress with great interest.”

“You were right,” Sharrah said. The Lorekeeper nodded.

“Perseverance and diligence won out.”

She smiled. “It did. Now I can move on to void.”

The Lorekeeper dipped his head, his dark cowl shifting with the movement. As he did, Sharrah again felt that distinct impression that he knew more than he revealed. With a faint note of amusement in his tone, the Lorekeeper said, “I have always known you to be a fast learner. I am sure you will have no difficulty understanding its nature now that the scrolls are open to you.”

His words left Sharrah fighting to keep her composure. How could he mention that here... Not only had he encouraged her to use her time in the Halls of Lore to study the scrolls of Khell ahead of schedule, but he had also taught her himself when no one else was present. Sharrah glanced at the others walking with her, but neither seemed to notice his words. Relief washed through her, for both her mother and Keri would have sharply rebuked her for studying the scrolls before she was authorised, and it would likely have caused an uproar among the Sages and the Elders if they knew she was already close to mastering void. It surprised Sharrah that none of the librarians in the Halls of Lore had taken any notice of her reading the scrolls of Khell, and she wondered whether her mother had said something to keep them from taking too great an interest in her.

“Anyway,” the Lorekeeper said, his gesture drawing everyone to a stop. He knelt before her and held out a hand. “I came to give you a gift – a congratulations present, of sorts.” 

Sharrah looked down to see a fine, stone-handled dagger resting on the palm of his hand. Gingerly, she picked it up and turned it over, inspecting it in the mottled light that filtered through the trees. The inscriptions etched into the surface of the blade – normally impossible to see – flashed in the light, and she read them out aloud.

“Bien dak morromatha Perre,” she breathed.

“Curse of everlasting stone?” Angelia echoed, her tone full of shock. “A Perrebiensaith? Why would you give her a Stone Curse blade?”

“As I said, it is a gift to congratulate her continued success. I pray that it proves a useful tool and helps her attune with Perregoth when she needs to.” The Lorekeeper stood and looked around. “Anyway, I must be off,” he said, giving Sharrah one more knowing look. “Congratulations, young one. I look forward to watching your progress with void.”

With that, he was gone again, leaving the three women standing on the boardwalk. Ignoring her mother’s shock and Keri’s amusement, Sharrah ran her hand over the flat of the blade, feeling the latent power of the artefact. “Curse of everlasting stone,” she muttered, then snapped out of her reverie at her mother’s words.

“Always a mystery,” Angelia said with a sigh, shaking her head and looking back down at the dagger. “Come on,” she said to Sharrah. “Let us get you home so you can put that somewhere safe. We will have to get a sheath made up for it.”

Sharrah palmed the dagger carefully and followed her mother for the remainder of an otherwise uneventful journey.
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This was not how it was supposed to be. It was the day of the new year, her B’or’mesheth – her Day of Revealing – when her God Halos was meant to reveal to the people what her path in life would be, along with those of the other gathered Meshathii who would pass through waters of revealing. Though she had expected the people to gather in the temple courtyard to witness her Revealing, they were not meant to be crowding around her, pressing in and arguing over what path she should take. It was not meant to be like this. The ceremony had not even begun, and already the different factions were at one another’s throats. She looked around at the other children, scattered from the crowd and watching awkwardly, and she could not stop the hot tears from spilling over at the betrayal of these people. I am so sorry. You deserve better than this.

Sharrah Gul’iyara, daughter of Sonas and Angelia of the Halos’emethii, daughter of the Seladhii – the Holy People – clung to her mother as they stood on the platform before the bench of the Elders on the upper stairs of the temple approach. She looked down at her white linen Revealing clothes, suddenly feeling vulnerable before the people – almost naked even though, she was fully clothed. Right now, more than ever, she wished her old friend were here to support her. Zaeltaeth, where are you? 

She cringed as the Chief Elder’s voice, enhanced by the power of the wind, boomed across the courtyard in rebuke against the rising cacophony. 

“Silence!”

Chief Elder Darian stood at the centre of the panel of Elders, looking over the crowd with a displeased expression. His voice still amplified, he chastised them. “What is this? How dare you disrupt this sacred day? Look around you. Look at the children you have affected with your selfishness.” As the clamour faded into awkward silence, Darian turned to the gathered Elemental Sages with a scathing glare, thrusting his finger toward them. “Your squabbling is pointless! You disrupt this event and deny these children their rite for the sake of something that none of us control. None of us – not even we Elders – can determine what a child’s future is to be. That is Halos’ prerogative, and His alone. He will decide. You have not even allowed Sharrah to pass through the pool and be revealed. How can you stand here and argue?”

Alleara of the Elemental Sages, chief among their order, cried out, “She is an Elemental Sage. All of the Elders and the Element Weavers have seen her ability. Here she is on her Day of Revealing, and already she has mastered the basic weaving of all elements except void – and even then, she is well advanced in it. She could be the greatest Sage this people have ever seen, if only we can complete her training. There is no alternative. She must become a Sage!”

Gimellus Gul’iyara, Sharrah’s grandfather and elder representative of the order of Halos’emethii Knight-Priests, rose from his seat on the Elders’ Panel and said, “You forget yourself, Alleara. It is not your place, nor ours, to determine Sharrah’s fate. We come here today to witness Halos’ will, not to stand around squabbling.” He paused, giving his granddaughter a pride-filled gaze as he said, “Sharrah has shown herself to be adept at many things. In the same time that she has mastered the apprentice skills of the Sages, she has also shown herself approved to the Priesthood by her devotion to Halos and her healing ability. She weaves Gultir to heal and defend better than many, and is a Soul Weaver as well. She has demonstrated adequate skill in melee combat—both armed and unarmed—and proven herself to be quite a marksman with the bow. These are talents that point to far more than just Element Weaving. And what will you do if she comes from the waters in Shir’ka’yan? If Halos ordains her as a knight-priest, then what?”

That drew murmurings of agreement from some in the crowd, as well as protests from others.

“But her namesake,” Alleara protested, seeming to ignore Gimmellus’ questions. “What about her namesake?”

Staring down the woman with a withering glare, Darian said, “We are all well aware of her namesake, Alleara – we have been so since the day Halos revealed it to us at her Naming. What is your point?”

Sharrah shivered at the reminder. Her name—Prophecy—had caused her no end of difficulties among these people. As she looked up at Alleara now, she lamented their reaction to her yet again, unable to ignore the frantic panic radiating from the woman’s emotional aura. It washed over her like heat from a bonfire, engulfing her. Still Sharrah stood firm, holding her mother’s hand as she weathered the storm.

The question seemed to send Alleara into full flight, the woman unleashing the sum of her desperation in a frantic cry. “We must prepare her. We do not know how long we have left. You must let us complete her training.”

Suddenly, Sharrah’s mother spoke, her calm voice cutting through the agitation of the crowd. “Why are you afraid? Do you not trust Halos? Do you think Him incompetent—incapable of bringing to pass whatever He ordains?”

“She must be ready,” Alleara cried, seeming oblivious to anything being said to her. “We must prepare her. Only the Sages are worthy of this task. Only those with power will be able to protect us!”

Angelia’s countenance grew dark, and her voice became sharp and commanding as she said, “You are not the only ones with power, Alleara, and you would do well not to overestimate your abilities or your importance. You do not even know what prophecy or prophecies my daughter is meant to be a part of. You do not know yet what His Revealing of Sharrah will be. Given that she has shown mastery in all of the trials of the orders she has apprenticed in, how do you know that Halos will assign her to only one path? He has ordained multiple paths for Seladhii in the past.”

Finally seeming to register Angelia’s words, Alleara threw out her hands in exasperation. “Walking multiple paths? But that would take years for her to complete. We do not know what is coming that Halos would need to send a Prophesied One for. We need to prepare her as quickly as possible. She has to be ready.”

Angelia shot back, “We have had this conversation before, Alleara. I do not know how to get this through your thick, arrogant head. She will be ready. Halos will ensure she is ready. He determines the appointed times for her – not you, or me, or anybody else, for that matter. It is for Halos to decide, and He will have already planned everything out. You admit that you do not know what Sharrah needs to be ready for, so how can you prepare her? How do you know that your “power” will be all she needs? You are but one order among several. How do you know you will be enough?”

That final question set the Chief Sage fuming, but before she could reply, a familiar voice broke in, thundering like the torrents of a raging river.

“The Sages are far from worthy or sufficient. Sharrah will need far more than what little they can offer.”

The words stirred a sense of dread in Sharrah even as relief flooded her soul, and she looked around to see her oldest friend standing before them. The Shodokairoth’s entrance stunned the crowd as he seemed to materialise in their midst, and they parted before him, revealing the pathetic scene. He paused for a moment to look over the people before he addressed them.

“What is this?” he demanded, turning his gaze toward the gathering of Sages. “Why do you stand here and clamour against Halos? Have the Elemental Sages become so self-determined that they no longer trust their God?” In the hush that followed, the Lorekeeper turned his attention to Alleara. His voice sharp to the point of pain on the ears, he said, “Your pride is misplaced, Sage. You forget that your power comes from Halos and is for His purposes; and you forget that you are but one of the orders that Halos empowers and sustains. Your purpose is to serve Him, not to seek your own power and glory by trying to manipulate him. Even now you dishonour His ways and transgress against his people by disrupting this rite.”

“Who are you to stand in judgment of us?” Alleara demanded. “You are just a lorekeeper... what right do you have to speak on Halos’ behalf? Are you the High Priest now?” She scoffed at him. “You have no authority here, and I have had enough of your meddling in our affairs. Keep your peace and mind your own business, or else you may just discover what the Elemental Sages are capable of.”

Sharrah cringed at the woman’s arrogance. At the same time, she understood the unflappable calm of both her mother and the Lorekeeper. Unlike the people around her, who had little to do with the Keeper of Ancient Lore, Sharrah had known him since infancy. He had always been there, and from her mother’s stories, it seemed he had long been a friend of her family. She knew his name and the truth of his identity, and she wondered how the Lorekeeper would respond to the Sage’s challenge.

The Lorekeeper just stared at Alleara, the glow in his eyes intensifying for a moment. The Sage’s smug look at his silence suddenly turned to a horrified gasp, and she fell into a fit of coughing. The coughing turned to wheezing as the Sage tried to speak, but no sound came out of her mouth.

Now the Lorekeeper addressed the Sage, his voice still even and measured, yet deafening as it roared across the courtyard like a rushing wind. He said, “Because you have raised your voice against Halos and His anointed ones, Halos has taken your voice. From this moment, until you repent and turn from your wickedness, you will no longer be able to speak.”

A hum of agitated murmuring washed over the crowd as the Sage wheezed and huffed, trying to speak, the terror on her face betraying that she knew she had gone too far.

“Give her back her voice, you meddling heretic,” Keri demanded, stunning Sharrah with the hatred and contempt in her tone even as a horrified gasp rolled through the gathered crowd. 

The Lorekeeper turned and looked at the woman. Thrusting out a finger toward her, he retorted, “You are in no position to make demands, Sage. Be thankful Halos does not deal with you as you deserve.” 

Sharrah shivered at the rage that erupted in Keri’s emotional aura, and suddenly the Sage straightened up with an angry cry, the air warming perceptibly around them. Around Zaeltaeth, a shimmering haze of heat began distorting the air, and Sharrah stepped back from its intensity. Keri’s eyes began glowing with the power of Kash. She thrust her hands out, and as flames erupted from Zaeltaeth’s robes, she screeched, “I will see the end of your meddling.”

The crowd scattered, screams and cries of horror echoing across the courtyard. Sharrah stood transfixed, watching Zaeltaeth shrouded in flames. To her surprise, he did not move – did not even flinch. He simply stood, and Sharrah gaped at the sight of him, seemingly unaffected by the flames. Still Keri raged against him, pouring out the fire as the flames around the Lorekeeper blazed ever higher. Then Zaeltaeth moved, slowly reaching out his hand toward Keri. Sharrah sensed the shift in power as he easily wrested control of the fire from the Sage, tearing the strand of essence from her body and drawing it into himself. Stopped cold, Keri staggered, her expression shocked and horrified as Zaeltaeth simply fed the essence back into the ground, untouched by its fury.

“What...? How did you do that?” Keri cried, echoing the question ricocheting around in Sharrah’s mind.

Zaeltaeth did not answer her. Instead, with a dismissive tone, he said, “You assume I am the one who took Alleara’s voice, but that assumption is incorrect. I did not take her voice, and I cannot give it back. I simply relayed what Halos spoke to me, and in reply, you demonstrated the depths of your order’s arrogant rebellion and defiance against Halos.”

Keri, still seeming dazed and staggered by the events and Zaeltaeth’s words, stammered. “What He spoke to you?”

With a chuckle, Zaeltaeth replied, “Yes, petulant child. Contrary to what you may believe, He does speak to me.”

Recoiling at that statement, Keri scoffed at the Lorekeeper’s words. Her sneer filled with acid and her tone mocking, she turned up her nose at him. “Well then, oh speaker for Halos. Since you claim to speak for Him, please, enlighten us all as to the girl’s path.”

With a shake of his head, Zaeltaeth said, “That is not my prerogative, any more than it is yours. Sharrah’s path is ordained by Halos alone, through the Waters of Revealing, as He has decreed.”

Keri blinked at him, not seeming to fully comprehend his words. In the silence that followed, the Lorekeeper turned away from the Sages and walked up to Sharrah, reaching out a shadowy hand to her. She took it, immediately reassured by the calm peacefulness he exuded. He knelt before her and asked, “Which path would you choose?”

Strangely, though she knew it would displease many there, Sharrah already knew the answer. She had known it for years, and as she looked at the Lorekeeper, she knew he was aware of it as well. It was Halos’ will for her life, and what she had always desired. Boldly, clearly, and in perfect peace and tranquillity, Sharrah looked around at the people, then shrugged and said, “All of them.”

The Lorekeeper stood and dipped his head to her. “Then enter the pool and be revealed.”

A shiver slammed down Sharrah’s spine as she looked at the baptismal pool. This was what she had come for, not the bickering of the Element Weavers. Thankfully, this time no one tried to stop her, and she stepped forward. Normally this pool was just a regular baptismal, but today it held a special power.

The water was freezing cold, yet soothingly warm at the same time as Sharrah stepped in. Down the steps she went, taking a deep breath before plunging beneath the water. A shiver slammed through Sharrah’s body, but it was less from the sensation of the water and more from the sudden surge of power coursing through her. Everything seemed to fade and grow fuzzy around her; she looked around, suddenly unsure which way was up. A spark of fear struck her core, and the pool began shifting around her. Suddenly, she was somewhere else.
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Kentari Gul’nassar, son of Jaff and Danan, the Thandarii people, and acolyte priest of the Halos’Echesedii, stood in the midst of the throng of children. Dressed in his linen Revealing clothes, the boy waited as Erenir, the chief priestess of Halos in their village, addressed the gathered mass. Kentari listened intently, glancing over the other children as they waited. Soon they would all be entering the Pool of Revealing, and when they emerged, Halos would bestow upon them the tools of the trades that He had ordained for each child. Kentari already knew part of his destiny. As a Gultir Weaver like his parents, he would join them in the priesthood – and if Halos endowed him with a suit of Shir’ka’yan armour while in the pool, he would also join the brotherhood of the Halos’Emethii – the knight-priests.

Kentari shivered at the thought as his mind wandered from what the priestess was saying. He looked around at the people gathered to watch the ceremony and wondered how some of them would react if he emerged from the pool in armour. That would certainly cause a stir among the “Gentle Weavers” and the Kina’arii – those who opposed the use of Gultir for anything but healing. He knew his mother would struggle with it as well, but for different reasons. The thought left him with mixed feelings, and he took a breath to steady his nerves.

The movement of the other children broke Kentari from his thoughts, and he watched them begin to make their way to the baptismal pool. It was time for the Revealing to begin, and the first of the children stepped into the water. Kentari watched with interest, his attention particularly on the other acolyte priests he knew. One emerged from the water on the far side of the pool, her plain linen vest and pants transformed into the robes of a priestess. In one hand she held the staff of a priest, and in the other the tools of a seamstress – Halos’ confirmation of her vocation. She seemed pleased and turned to look toward the crowd. Her parents waved to her, and she waved back, holding out the items for them to see.

Others emerged from the pool behind her. Some wore priest robes, but most appeared in the clothing of their ordained professions, carrying their tools in hand. Strangely, Kentari noticed that none of them came out in Shir’ka’yan. He wondered if anyone would this time. The crowd of children moved forward, pushing Kentari with them. He went along. Eventually he came to the edge of the pool and stepped down into the cool water of the baptismal. Down the steps he walked, holding his breath as his head went beneath the water. At first nothing happened, but then the water grew warm and began glowing gently around him. He had heard stories from older Meshathii – those who had been through their Revealing – about the lights in the water, so he did not fear. Still, something felt strange. Though he had walked into the pool in line with several other younglings, Kentari felt suddenly alone. Well, not quite. He could feel Halos’ presence close by, but as he reached out in front of him, he found the water empty. There was no one behind him either. Somehow, Kentari was the only one in the pool.

The glow of the water became brighter until Kentari realised that he was looking upon the Gultir realm itself. This was not unusual to him; he had looked upon the Gultir countless times since first manifesting the ability several years ago. What he found strange was that, apart from that first time at his manifestation, his Gultir vision had never activated unbidden like this. It continued growing in intensity until it overwhelmed him, burning his vision with its brightness. Then suddenly everything was dark.

Kentari felt a stab of fear as his breath ran short, but then, at the feel of air against his face, he became aware that he was no longer in water. He exhaled heavily, hoping the air here was breathable. Thankfully, it was. He breathed deeply, savouring the cool air, when suddenly he heard a gasp. For a moment he wondered if it was an echo of his own exhale, but then he heard a metallic noise coming from nearby. He turned toward the sound, hearing the same metallic noise coming from himself. Stunned, the boy reached up, realising that his hands were no longer bare. They were covered in heavy, stiff gloves that made metallic sounds when he flexed his fingers. He became aware of the weight on his body – the pressure of his outfit all over him, and he reached up to find a metal helmet on his head. He felt his shoulders next, then his chest. A surge of excitement and trepidation shot through him at the solidness he encountered, for he did not need to guess what it was. He had helped forge and repair enough of them in his father’s forge. It was Shir’ka’yan, the brigandine armour the Emethii wore. It was a full suit, he realised. Not only that, but strapped to his right arm – for he was left-handed – was what felt like a large kite shield. At his right side was the handle of a sword, and hanging from his belt on the left, he found a war-hammer. It was everything an Emeth would wear. A shudder slammed through his body as he thought on the ramifications of this. With all this equipment, Halos was ordaining him as a knight-priest, his future now entwined with their mission to protect the people of his homeland from the yellow-blood settlers.

As he stood in the darkness, considering that, Kentari’s attention returned to his surroundings, and he turned as he sensed the presence of another. It was a familiar one – one who had haunted his dreams and meditations for months now, and his excitement grew as he realised who it was. 

“Sharrah?”

There was a clank of armour and then silence for a moment, before her soft, sweet voice returned in astonishment. “Kentari?”

Shivering with anticipation, Kentari drew upon the Gultir, forming it into an orb that illuminated the space around him. His mouth went dry, and his heart pounded with excitement as he found himself looking upon her, standing before him in the flesh.

“It is you,” he breathed. “You are here. You are actually here...” Pulling his left gauntlet off, he raised his trembling hand toward her. Her expression filled with awe and amazement as she mirrored his movements, reaching for him just as she had done in the vision those many months ago. This time, though, her hand did not pass through his. The warm softness of her palm pressed against his, that same surge of power coursing up his arm at the contact. He shivered at the sensation, marvelling as she pushed apart his fingers with hers, closing her hand to intertwine her fingers with his. He responded, and in that moment, as they clasped hands, he felt the connection between them.

“What is this?” he breathed. “What is Halos doing?”

Sharrah shook her head. “I do not know, but I have dreamed of you for months.”

“Just as I have dreamed of you,” Kentari replied, gazing into the face he had looked upon countless times in those dreams. Unable to resist, he released her hand and reached up to cradle her face, shivering at the warmth of her cheek against his palm. She leaned into his touch, her eyes drifting closed, and Kentari smiled. “It is no dream this time,” he said softly.

“No, it is not,” Sharrah replied, opening her eyes and reaching up to touch his face as well. “I can hardly believe you are here. When I stepped into the waters, I never expected this.”

“This is your Revealing as well?” Kentari asked, though he already knew the answer. 

Sharrah nodded. “Yes, though I do not know why Halos has brought me here... unless it was to meet you.”

Kentari looked around, still unable to see anything meaningful in the darkness. “I believe so,” he replied. “Ever since I first saw you in that vision, I knew we would meet.”

“I remember that,” Sharrah said with a smile, stepping back. “You have no idea how much you helped me.”

Softly, the young Emeth replied, “I am glad to have helped.” Lowering his hand, he stepped back and, looking around, said, “I feel like there is something here for us to do, but I do not know what.” With that, he reached out for his Gultir orb, feeding more power into it. As it grew and the reach of its light increased, Kentari looked around at a perfectly spherical room.

“A sphere? What is this place?” Kentari wondered aloud, uncertainty and curiosity fighting for dominance in his mind. Yet as he stood in this unknown place, the presence of Gultir lulled him, and he shook his head in wonder at the sight. The room appeared to be a perfect sphere at least a hundred feet in radius, paved with some kind of giant-sized tiling. He stood upon a circular platform about thirty feet in radius that seemed to hover at the centre of the room, several feet below the midpoint by his estimate. The fact that the Gultir flowed all around him, and not just in the ground below, told him that this chamber was possibly underground. How did we get here? he thought, his attention still caught by the strange flow of Gultir. 

“What is that?”

Kentari turned his gaze to where Sharrah walked along the pathway and saw the disturbance in the Gultir at once. Where did that come from? he wondered as he followed her to the centre of the platform and knelt beside her on the cobblestones. 

To the naked eye it was nothing more than a circle of wedge-shaped stones in the centre of the platform, but under the power of his Gultir vision he saw something quite different. The life energy swirled around in an agitated maelstrom under the floor, directly under the centre circle and the row of stones around it. As he looked closer, Kentari was amazed to see symbols in the Gultir at the centre. As he pointed at the symbols, Sharrah crouched and peered at the stones, then looked up at him with an expression of astonishment.

“Magesh... Geshen,” Sharrah breathed, before leaning down and placing her hands on the stones over one of the symbols. As she went silent, Kentari opened his mouth to ask her what those two words meant, but he found himself speechless as he watched the Gultir react to her, reaching up to wrap itself around her hands. As he saw what was happening, Kentari copied her action, watching the Gultir react to him in the same way. He shuddered as it caressed him and began weaving itself up his arms, and though this unusual encounter troubled him, he could not pull himself away. He looked up to see Sharrah enshrouded in the Gultir as it flowed over her like water from a stream, running through her fiery red hair and streaming down over her beautiful face. She turned her face upward, and Kentari marvelled at the look of sheer ecstasy she wore. Suddenly her eyes snapped open, and she looked down at the floor.

“What is happening?” she cried, and Kentari followed her gaze to see her hands sinking through the very stones of the floor.

“What are you doing?” he threw back at her, but then he let out a frightened yell as his hands started sinking through as well. “What are you doing?”

“I am not doing anything!”

Their hands glided down and toward each other, and Kentari felt his fingers forced apart. The movement brought their hands together opposite each other and their fingers intertwined as they came to rest upon the symbols under the stone — his hands on one symbol, hers on the other. Kentari looked up to find Sharrah’s face a mere hand’s breadth away from his, and he was overcome by the most beautiful starflower scent that came from her as the warmth of the Gultir flowed over them. Any fear Kentari held dissolved under the lull of the Gultir and the sheer intoxication of her presence, and he closed his eyes and breathed deeply as the life energy overwhelmed him.

A loud grinding noise shattered his trance, and he opened his eyes to see the centre circle of stones drop about three feet and retract outward under the next row of stones. With their hands still resting on the Gultir symbols, the pair now leaned over a hole in the floor.

Kentari felt the solidness beneath his hands begin to push upward, and the symbols rose out of the floor. Standing to follow the movement, the healer looked over at Sharrah to see her staring back at him. Her face shone with amazement, curiosity, and awe.

As the symbols rose, a swirling column of Gultir writhed beneath them, between the two of them. With a blinding flash the symbols vanished, and the column of Gultir collapsed. Kentari staggered as the support under his hands disappeared, but although he expected to end up flat on his face, he found himself still standing. His hands were still linked with Sharrah’s, but as his eyes adjusted, he saw that they were now resting on the heads of a pair of incredible sceptres protruding from a dais that had risen from the hole in the floor. 

Even in his Gultir vision he could make out the intricate detail on the sceptres. Although only about four feet of their length could be seen above the dais, their Gultir outlines stretched another two feet below it, and by the way the Gultir flowed, it seemed their shafts were not made of any material Kentari had encountered before. A complex tapestry of carvings ran up each sceptre, punctuated by gems mounted in sockets that followed the patterns. At the very top, the sceptres expanded out like the end of a bugle, and in the concave depression of each there sat an enormous gem. Easily as large as Kentari’s fist, the perfectly spherical gemstones refracted the Gultir into a spray of shimmering luminescence, and upon closer inspection he realised that the gems were covered in thousands of tiny facets that were responsible for the light-show. As he looked closer, he gaped, for in the very centre of the gem he saw one of the two pictographic characters that had been in the Gultir before. Looking across, he saw the other pictograph inside the gem beneath Sharrah’s hand. He could not fathom how anyone would etch such writing into the heart of a gemstone, but as he examined them, they suddenly moved. The character in the gem beneath his hand turned to face him, and the one in the other gem turned to face Sharrah.

“Oh wow,” Sharrah breathed as she looked down at the gems.

As the writing swung around to face them, the gems flashed and Sharrah suddenly screamed and began writhing in pain. Kentari panicked, but before he could pull away, a haze of power exploded through his body, and his hand spasmed closed around the sceptre. 

The sceptres began glowing and then distorted in Kentari’s vision, pulsating and softening in appearance. They drooped and suddenly melted into blobs of quicksilver ooze that began running up his and Sharrah’s arms. In his hand still was the gem from the sceptre, but it too liquefied, and his fingers closed around the only thing that remained – the glowing pictographic character.

Searing pain lanced up Kentari’s arm, white-hot at his hand, radiating into a pulsing throb in the centre of his chest and up into a dizzying tingle of power in his head. He cried out as his fist clenched involuntarily around the pictograph, rays of pure white light shining through the gaps between his fingers. 

The room erupted in rainbows of coloured light, and a strange quicksilver energy gushed up from beneath the Gultir. Out of the strange essence emerged a creature of shimmering quicksilver, an apparition of a giant Faelkarii with long wings that sent the energies swirling as it soared across the room. A second identical creature shot out of the energy and wheeled around its companion with an ecstatic shriek. Kentari watched in detached fascination as the pair danced together, seemingly oblivious to the two strangers in the room. Suddenly, though, they split apart, rising high into the air above Kentari and turning to dive toward him. He curled himself up in fear as they closed in on him, when out of the corner of his eye he saw one of them veer off and begin closing on Sharrah. There was no way to escape, and she did not respond to his cry, so all Kentari could do was beg his God Halos for mercy. As it approached him, the creature opened its mouth and let out a piercing cry, then plunged into his body.

Within his mind he heard a voice speaking, deep and powerful. The words were strange, in some foreign dialect, and Kentari could not understand what it was saying. As it spoke, a flood of images, thoughts, and memories poured into his mind, overloading him with their sheer intensity. His body and mind ached from the intrusion, but as suddenly as the assault had begun, everything stopped, and Kentari found himself lying on the ground in the darkness again.

Kentari rolled over, gasping for breath as he pressed his hands against his temples to ward off the pain. The palm of his hand still stung as if it had been scalded, and he reached out for the Gultir around him to ease the discomfort running through his body.

As his vision shifted once again, he leaped up, looking down on a seething tornado of quicksilver power beneath him. It pushed up through the ocean of Gultir and lapped at his feet, sending acrid smoke hissing off the soles of his buckskin boots.

“Sharrah!” he called, looking over to see her still lying on the ground, shrouded in quicksilver that clung to her like oil. He shook his head to clear his vision, though, when he saw a powerful strand of this quicksilver energy connected to her spirit along with the thread of Gultir. She did not move or respond to his call, and he ran to her and knelt, grabbing her shoulders and shaking her.

As he went to call her name again, searing pain shot through his right hand where he touched her, and he cried out, yanking his hand away and pulling off his other gauntlet as he looked down at where his hand smarted. To his surprise there was no physical mark to the naked eye, but in the realms beyond the natural he saw the pictograph from the sceptre burned into his right hand – not into his Gultir pattern, but into the very fabric of his soul. Magesh, his mind whispered as he recalled Sharrah’s words. “What is going on?”

Sharrah’s movement caught his attention as she reached up to cradle her face in her hands, and in his Gultir vision he saw the Geshen pictograph from the second sceptre seared into her pattern and soul in her left hand. 

Abruptly she sat up, looking around with a thread of panic in her emotional aura. Then, she caught Kentari’s gaze, and he sensed
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