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Prologue 

1902 AD Rome, Italy
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"Take this, Solomon, hide it! Hurry now—hide it!” Rathan thrust a compact, leather-bound book into Solomon’s chest. “It’s for no-one but you. Protect it with your life. Hide it, hide it!”

Crouched low on the debris-strewn floor of a cathedral choir balcony, Solomon fumbled the book into his hold. “Protect it? Why? What is it?”

“Hide it!” 

Solomon tore his alarm from Rathan’s anxious gesturing to find a hollow where he could conceal the book as ordered. “Why?” he whispered again, twisting sideways to see if the destruction behind him held a suitable nook. “What’s so important about it?” With no obvious gap visible, he squinted amongst the scattered pews instead. “This probably isn’t the most appropriate place to hide anything,” he muttered, “the cathedral is falling down around our ears, in case you haven’t noticed.” 

No nooks presented. Frustrated to be tasked with such nonsense amongst the erupting chaos, he shuffled around. “There’s no safe place, Rathan, I—” But his mentor had vanished.

“Now, you plebeians, let us witness who holds the most power!”

Solomon flinched against the boom tagging Lorcan’s taunt. It roared throughout the majestic cathedral, echoing against the soaring, domed ceiling before acoustics meant for melodious choirs bowled the clamour into every available crevice. When the impact rattled the stained-glass windows, remaining glass lost its tentative hold on the buckled lead, showering a shattered rainbow onto the mosaic floor below.

“Face me, Higher Council!” Lorcan hollered, striding the length of the broad, ivory-marbled altar. “It’s time Adorned learned just how weak their precious leaders are! Are you too afraid? Why do you cower in the shadows? Have you no courage?” Lorcan peered around the cathedral, chin upheld, chest puffed out. When no reply came, he bellowed another demand for attention.

Solomon snorted. “You’re wasting your breath, fool.” Not a single member of the Higher Council would respond to the battle invitation. Rathan, Axel, Kane, Clarissa, and Lara certainly did hide, but Lorcan’s crude demonstrations of power would offer no distraction to the rulers of all Adorned. Instead, they waited in consummate patience.  

Deficient in his own restraint, Solomon peeked towards the stairs. His suspicion about Rathan’s insistence he hide in a separate location from his superiors poked with growing urgency. Why at this last hour did Rathan want him sequestered? Yes, defeating The Supremacy had consumed Solomon for the last few months and, true, he wanted nothing more than to participate in the Council’s strategy to bring an end to Lorcan’s malignant faction, but it wasn’t a desire that had blinded him to reason. Did Rathan not trust him?

Solomon ducked as another yell from Lorcan sent a fireball barrelling right at him. The blazing sphere blasted against the wall at his rear. As burning debris showered his head and shoulders, he dived under the nearest pew, deciding to disobey Rathan’s order. If he remained hiding on the balcony, he and the mysterious book would be crisped to ashes in the next few minutes. 

From his new hiding place, Solomon could now see where Lorcan’s followers gathered behind their zealous leader on the altar. Every race of Adorned huddled amongst the group. Sorcerers, wizards, and witches lingered at the edges of the cluster, fingers primed like weapons. Fey clustered side by side deeper in, heads twitching as darting eyes skimmed the surrounds. Where banshees hovered further to the rear, the occasional keen rose for Death’s inevitable arrival. Every being with a supernatural ability had a representative on Lorcan’s stage—except for one. Not a single shapeshifter attended. Lorcan’s plans for domination didn't include the breed of Adorned he utterly despised.

Solomon blinked against a creeping smoky pall. Only months before, the dissenting Adorned backing Lorcan had lived in peace amongst their fellow kind, but the crazed sorcerer’s scheming had quickly spun the Adorned world into turmoil. Thousands had already died. Friends and families entangled themselves in a vicious war, their supernatural capabilities causing pain and destruction on a level never witnessed before. And yet, as Solomon watched the clusters on the altar, apprehension slithered amongst the groups. Despite the odd brave soul daring a sporadic cry of rebellion, confidence had wilted. It was an audacious act to verbally contest the Higher Council for leadership, but another to physically challenge them. With the indomitable Council refusing the bait, Lorcan’s supporters had come to realise the gravity of their mistake. 

The ground beneath Solomon groaned. An ominous crack scurried the length of the wooden floor before the structure gave an almighty jerk. Tilted forwards, Solomon slid from cover. Rathan’s book tumbled free, but he paid it no heed. Instead, he scrambled backwards to grab one of the sturdy wooden organ legs. The massive instrument emitted a pained moan, and from somewhere inside its complex structure, wood splintered. The balcony stilled. For a long moment Solomon did, too, but when it became apparent he was not about to plunge into the nave, loosened his grip with caution.

The discarded book lay exposed, a chalky grey smudge marring its honey-toned cover. Lorcan’s theatrics continued to flash and smoke, but the echo of Rathan’s anxious order rang louder.  

“He said to protect it with your life. Come on, Solomon, you can do this.” Hoping to hook it with the tip of his boot, Solomon stretched out his right leg. His confined position made it an awkward manoeuvre, but with careful shunts, he dragged the book closer. As soon as he clutched it to his chest once more, he tutted, “To hell with this hiding.” 

From where he huddled, the upper portion of the staircase appeared clear of obstruction. So too, however, was the space he would have to cross. When the balcony had lurched, the pews at its front had slid sideways. A move of two feet to his right would place him in direct view of Lorcan.

Glancing between the altar and the exposed stretch of balcony, Solomon repositioned his load. Neither its size nor weight was cumbersome; he could easily hold it under one arm while using the sleeve of his other to muffle the coughs scratching at his throat, but the mystery of the book’s contents had his mind spinning. What lay in the pages that could be so damned important? And why trust him with it? Why hadn’t Rathan given it to Axel, or Clarissa?

Solomon elbowed the speculation aside to contemplate crawling across the floor. Or would sliding on his belly be safer? 

Maybe the book holds a powerful spell, or a summoning ritual for a higher being. 

One of the displaced pews lay closer than the others. It would neatly screen the gap he needed to cross, but he’d have to shove it into place first. 

Perhaps it contains my next assignment, a mission Rathan wants kept secret from the other Council members. 

Solomon slid lower, once again extending a foot while keeping an eye on Lorcan’s position. Sharp-edged debris bit into his calf, but he ignored the pain as he strained to shove the pew forwards. 

An elixir! Rathan has discovered an alchemical solution so precious it must be kept hidden!

The pew refused to budge. Solomon shifted to gain more leverage. 

No. He’s uncovered a way to transcribe the sacred texts I’ve been toiling over.

The awkward angle drove one corner of the book into his chin. Solomon flung it aside. Balancing his full weight on his elbows he tried once more. The pew held fast. “Damn you to hell!” he muttered, sagging in defeat. 

Fire had taken hold in the north transept. The crackle of burning wood blended with Lorcan’s taunts. Impatience edged the cries, and an impatient sorcerer, Rathan liked to warn, was a dangerous one. As if to demonstrate that very point, curiosity poked at Solomon again. Before he could chase the prying away, the book was on his lap.  

Solomon wiped grit from the cover, admiring the smooth leather casing holding a thin panel of carved wood. A rich waxed glow enhanced the intricate patterns. When his fingertips brushed the carvings, a faint warning of protective magick fizzed against his skin. Intrigue burned deeper. Rathan had bound the book with magick. Why? “This is not the time or place to lose focus, you fool. Remember how your curiosity killed the Causticnor?”

As a fledgling apprentice, Solomon had endlessly begged Rathan to learn demon summoning. When Rathan surrendered, it came with a condition; they would summon only a Causticnor. The diminutive, slug-like demons were the only one of their kind that Rathan would dare consider bringing in to their classroom at that stage of Solomon’s development. Solomon summoned the docile creature, but his neglectful haste delivered it in a violent whirl of dense fog, and glutinous slime, dead as a doornail. 

Favoured as missiles by their demon kin, when Causticnors are projected with force, they explode on impact, causing their acidic innards to spew in every direction. Whatever lies in the pathway dissolves in hissing, spitting seconds. Solomon’s dead demon caused such damage. Rathan had been quick to compare the destructive acid to Solomon’s curiosity as they watched it digest their surroundings, and hadn’t allowed him to forget it since. 

In that moment, as Solomon slumped against the organ, the acidic bite of his curiosity burned with dangerous intent.

But the book must contain something wondrous for Rathan to take such trouble, he argued. And a quick look was all he needed. Concentrating on anything else but the damned thing had become impossible. 

Blinking away images of liquefaction, Solomon shuffled upright and eased open the cover.

Humour was not an emotion he could ever associate with the Higher Council, but what he saw inside led him to think Rathan played a bizarre joke. After thumbing through the bound parchments twice, he slammed the book shut. Every single page was blank. Why would Rathan be so desperate for him to hide and protect an empty book in the midst of mayhem?

Too angered to dwell on the question, Solomon threw it aside. Why in the gods did Rathan want him secreted on a crumbling balcony with an empty book? He had never, ever questioned Rathan before, but this . . . ?

Muttering annoyance, he let his head fall back. Mangled organ pipes loomed over him, the force of magickal destruction having twisted the tall metal cylinders into odd angles resembling spider legs. One pipe hung within reach. Its end had split wide open, the jagged edges curving into a friendly smile. Despite his reluctance, Solomon shoved the book into the metal mouth. A short spell soldered the toothed ends shut. Once The Supremacy was destroyed, he would return for the mysterious book and demand to know why Rathan had placed the empty volume into his care. He at least deserved that courtesy. 

Posturing on the altar had gained intensity. Lorcan leapt on the altar table itself, an aggressive kick sending the ornate crucifix flying. Two brass candle holders followed. His calls for retaliation remained unheeded, but it wouldn’t stay that way for much longer. A faint shimmer seeped through the glassless windows stretching the length of the cathedral. The Higher Council’s cloaking spell neared completion, and once the exterior was secure, attention would turn to Lorcan. 

Beyond the walls of the cathedral battleground lay the First Realm, the most advanced of the ten realms. Adorned and Unadorned inhabited nine of the ten, but to Unadorned, regardless of where they lived, they believed it was the ‘real world’. Lorcan’s campaign had resulted in hundreds of Unadorned witnessing clashes that forced many to question if childhood tales of witches and wizards were more than just fanciful legends. The outcome left the Higher Council with the grim task of wiping the memories of those who had glimpsed the truth. ‘Real world’ science would never unravel the mysteries of the supernatural in entirety, but if even fractions of truth were revealed, the existing delicate balance would be under threat. To protect both worlds, the Higher Council needed the pending battle hidden. Once the stately building appeared at peace to the eyes and ears of Unadorned, retaliation would commence. 

“You hide like frightened animals!” 

Lorcan’s agitation preceded another fireball. Solomon feared his presence had been sensed as the flaming globe hurtled towards him. The force jarred his surroundings, and the balcony shifted again, its front tipping dangerously low. With the entire structure threatening to snap free from where it hinged to the back wall, gravity tugged the pews towards the railing. Terrified, Solomon threw himself onto his belly. 

The sloping balcony presented a new view as he lay with his cheek pressed to the floor. Wild and hungry, the blaze had spread from the north transept to devour the pulpit. The chancel lay next in its path. Meanwhile, compromised by Lorcan’s blasts, the towering columns supporting the roof bore their own struggle. The massive cylindrical sections stacked from floor to ceiling, trembled under pressure. When warning streams of powdering granite spilled down, Solomon’s anxiety spiked. 

Lorcan unleashed another gust of power. From somewhere below an unmerciful explosion boomed. “Your hesitation to face me declares your fear!” he hollered, a sweep of hand gathering the hundreds of ruined pews before him into a rising wave. “I demand you face me, Higher Council. Let us put your immortality to the test!” 

The timber wave swelled, pew after pew gathering in its current before it crashed against the back nave wall in a thunderous hail of cracking wood. 

Under protection of the dust cloud billowing in its wake, Solomon clambered to his feet. He darted for the stairwell. Smoke and dust watered his vision as he stumbled down the curved steps. When he emerged from the dim flight, breath choked with grit, he stumbled into the small crowd hiding in the narthex with the Higher Council. 

“Solomon?” Clarissa beckoned with a slim hand, urging him to join them with a questioning frown. Axel, Kane, and Lara turned to him with the same surprise. It appeared Rathan had been the only one who knew of Solomon’s whereabouts, and the tight line of his mouth marked his clear displeasure at being defied.

Feeling anything but remorseful, Solomon skirted the group of unsettled Adorned. He’d clearly disturbed a heated discussion. One of them stepped aside to allow him pass, muttering under his breath about yet another so-called leader unprepared to listen. 

As Solomon pushed by he registered quivering air filling the open door space leading from the narthex to the nave. The protective shield hid them from Lorcan’s view while he continued to holler and act out, but Solomon didn’t linger to appreciate the sight, or wonder how the purple smoke billowing above the altar had been manifested.

Despite the severity of the situation, the Higher Council maintained their customary composure. Clarissa and Lara stood side by side, arms linked as if just having returned from a stroll outside. Axel leaned against the wall beside them, drawing lengths of his black locks through thumb and forefinger. Kane sighed aloud, rolling his eyes to the ceiling as he folded his arms. 

Rathan however, hovered to one side. The ceiling had his attention too, but with worried eyes. Although hidden in the deep sleeves of his purple robes, Solomon knew his fists clenched. 

“Solomon,” Clarissa said, “these men represent the Adorned gathered outside. They wish to join with us in battle.”

“This fight is between us and The Supremacy,” he replied, aware the volunteers would be no match for Lorcan. 

“But we can help,” a blonde-haired man spoke up, nudging his way forward. “The Supremacy threatens us as much as you. Do you think we want that lunatic governing us?”

“We’ve come prepared to face losses,” another declared. As he spoke, a young boy poked his head out from where he’d been hiding behind the man. His earnest gaze lingered on Solomon for a long moment before he pressed his face back into his father’s side. 

“Too much has already been lost,” Solomon reminded them.

Axel motioned towards the altar. “Lorcan and his followers are too powerful. You know this. Why won’t you heed our advice?”

“Why won’t you accept our help?”

“Niels, please,” Axel said. “Haven’t we argued this enough?”

“Yes, we have, more than enough. Come now, come, come.” Rathan spread his arms to gather the small group, the sleeves of his robes stirring the dust-laden air as he jostled them towards the door. The impatience vibrating through him suggested the debate had already delayed the Council’s plan far too long. “We will take care of this. You must go outside.” 

Solomon moved ahead to drag aside the thick bolt securing the grand entrance doors. 

“You too, Solomon, I want you outside also,” Rathan said. 

Before he could argue, Niels shook off Rathan’s guiding hands with a violent gesture. “Why won’t you listen? We can distract them!” He jabbed towards Lorcan’s motley crew. “If we shift into birds, we could divert their attention. Then you could—”

“They would kill you in seconds,” Clarissa cut across him. “Too many of you have already perished.”

“But can’t we at least try?”

“This discussion is over,” Rathan insisted. “We have already wasted too many precious minutes. You must move from here. Come now, please. There’s little time!”

The uncharacteristic anxiety in his voice sparked a sequence of concerned glances between the other Council members as Rathan pushed the men forward. He grasped at the young boy, but his father yanked him aside, out of Rathan’s reach. 

“Brother?” Axel reached out to rest a calming hand on Rathan. 

He shrugged it off with a grunt, and once again threw a nervous glance above their heads. “You must move now, there is no time,” he repeated, reaching for the father and son again. This time the boy whimpered and grabbed his father’s hand, tugging it hard as he tried to pull him towards the doors himself. The father resisted the pull with ease. 

“We’re strong enough to fight with you, why can’t you see that?” Rigid with anger, Stefan snatched his hand free of his son’s. The boy stumbled backwards and collided with Solomon’s legs. “Why won’t you listen to us? That’s been the problem all along, hasn’t it? You just won’t listen! Our families—our children—we’re all under threat! Why can’t you see that?”

“They’ll never listen to us, Stefan,” Niels snapped. “We’re not worthy of their time, or consideration.”

Solomon steadied the boy. He grasped the slight shoulders, feeling the child’s tremble. “Stefan, just as you want your son protected, so we want you protected. Of course we’re grateful for your offer, but this battle is for the Higher Council to contest.”

Stefan ignored his son’s pleading fingers. “The Higher Council,” he snarled, bitterness twisting his features as he gestured towards the five figures. “They’re the very reason we’re in this situation to begin with. When we approached them for help they ignored us, they treated us like second class citizens!” He turned from Solomon to glare at the Council members. “You’re no better than that damned Supremacy lot the way you regard us shifters. If you had listened to us instead of—” 

“No-one ever wants to hear what shifters have to say,” a smug voice cut in. “And the sooner you and your wretched kind come to understand that, the better our world will be.” 

Lorcan’s mocking laugh trailed after the declaration, except this time, neither the laugh nor the words had echoed from the safe distance of his altar stage. The door space that had shimmered under protection of the shield now darkened with Lorcan’s towering frame. “So . . . here you all are.”

In the years that followed, Solomon could never recall with much clarity the events that filled the ensuing moments. He could never explain how he and Stefan’s boy became separated from the rest of the group, or how they became entombed when the ceiling Rathan had seemed so preoccupied with collapsed upon them. He would only ever remember the suffocating darkness and the whimpering cries of the boy who he learned during those dark hours was called Devyn. All else was lost to him. Shrouded in the fallen cathedral he remained deaf to the battle and blind to the deaths of numerous Adorned, including Devyn’s father. 

When Axel and Kane finally broke through the debris cocoon, Solomon staggered to his feet with Devyn cradled in his arms. The interior of the cathedral lay in ruins. The Supremacy had fallen alongside it.

***
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A WEEK LATER, SOLOMON returned to the cathedral for Rathan’s book. After hours of searching in ashen moonlight, he found the organ pipe buried amongst the rubble. The book had suffered no damage. Hunkered amongst destruction, he blew a sheet of dust off the front cover before opening it once again, cursing Rathan afresh for his ludicrous request to have an empty book hidden.

Solomon’s mutters fell silent as the cover parted to reveal the first two pages. 

They were no longer blank. 

Rathan’s familiar print covered the sheets, neat in some sections, scrawled and blotted in others. Numerous symbols punctuated the short passages, most of which Solomon didn’t recognise, his bewilderment compounding even further when he saw the ribbon of ancient cyphers bordering the two page spread. 

He couldn’t comprehend what lay before him. All he knew as he hunkered in the silvery light was that Rathan had a secret, one with which he trusted only Solomon to keep, and one Solomon would now have to uncover alone. 

The answers to the riddles on the pages would never be revealed to Solomon by its maker. Rathan had fallen with The Supremacy. Death had taken his beloved mentor. 
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1

Present Day
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“Once upon a time, in a magnificent castle set in deep, rolling countryside there lived a princess. She had everything her heart desired; loving parents, a beautiful horse, acres of gardens, and a library stuffed to its gilded ceiling with books. But the princess was unhappy. Her teacher inflicted the worst torture upon her. With an evil laugh, he would fling the enormous, ancient, and stuffy ‘History of the World, Volume Twenty-Six’ upon the table, forcing her to memorise long, monotonous passages of mind numbing text. The princess would beg and plead for mercy, but the pitiless—” 

Solomon's sigh cut off the theatrical narration. “Elaria, is that really necessary?” 

“That all depends.” From her position at the large oak table, Elaria peeked over to where Solomon worked on his side of the study. Although unable to see his expression as he bent over his workstation, she’d heard the forced weariness in his tone. It suggested a chance he might give in to her pleading. 

“It depends on what?” 

“On whether I’ve made you feel guilty enough to change your mind and suggest another lesson besides history.” 

“I see.” A short pause as he popped the cork from a bulbous glass vial and carefully sniffed the contents. “Well,” he tipped a small amount of the off-white grit into his mortar, “I’m sorry to disappoint, but I feel no guilt.” 

“The princess would beg and plead for mercy, but the—” 

“The handsome, wise professor knew one day she would thank him most graciously for providing her with such a comprehensive education, and so ignored her attempts to weasel her way out of a less than demanding history lesson.” 

“I wouldn’t call it less than demanding.” Elaria scowled at the open book. “There are at least eight pages of teeny tiny text in this chapter. That’s an enormous amount of boring history to absorb.”

“Mind over matter, little one. Now, focus on your lesson, please.”

Elaria dropped her chin into her upturned palm. Although worth the try, the finality of Solomon’s comment ended the discussion. 

Outside, a fresh April morning waited, a morning she could fill with a hair-tearing gallop in the valley, or a ramble around the castle, one which might include a visit to the kitchens to see what Megan baked. Better still, she could take a wander through the gardens that had shaken off winter’s dull cloak. The soil had concocted wonders while the world had hibernated, and all that mystery waited. Yes, she certainly could learn far more if left to her own devices. 

Oblivious to her torment, Solomon continued to potter about the study behind her. Or was he ignorant? Today was the fifth occasion this week he’d set out the dreaded volume for lessons. Either he was utterly distracted, dispensing a punishment, or . . . 

Elaria flicked to where yesterday’s lesson had finished. History isn’t the worst subject, she reminded herself. Not when compared to the absent books relating to her upcoming Day of Ceremonies. However unpleasant ‘History of the World, Volume Twenty-Six with another Eight Torturous Volumes Still To Go’ might be, the mounds of books she should have been studying for her upcoming inauguration would be ten times worse. 

Confusion lay in why Solomon appeared to be avoiding the subject of her Big Day as much as she. After all, he wasn’t the one who’d be crowned as new sovereign in eight weeks. He wouldn’t have to suffer the day-long drudgery of pomp and ceremony. He certainly wasn’t being presented with a Dedicated Guard who would shadow him from dawn until dusk for the rest of forever, and more to the point, Solomon would not have to wake up every morning for the rest of his life knowing the entire kingdom’s welfare lay in his hands. 

Throwing a frown over her shoulder to where he’d now begun topping up his glass jars with various powders and herbs, she narrowed her eyes at the back of his head. Why was he ignoring the steady approach of her Day of Ceremonies? Why had the lessons not already begun? Sometimes, despite him being by her side for her whole life, Solomon’s ways were a complete enigma.

Elaria whipped her stare back to the open book as he turned, the soothing sweep of his robe hems against the stone floor marking his movements behind her. The melody of tinkling glass sounded as he gathered vials, bottles, and jars, distributing them to their various homes around the enormous room. She wondered if he would accept an offer of help—not because it would get her out of studying, but because she loved the task of refilling. The crisp paper cones the ingredients came supplied in were little parcels of mystery; she never knew what colour or aroma they would reveal until she unfolded the seam and gently squeezed the middle to pop them open.

Solomon wandered by the table, setting down the paper cones he’d already emptied. Elaria regarded the pile, knowing he’d divide it up and dispose of the containers later that evening. Some he’d burn, others he’d dissolve in water, and the remaining cones, those that held the most innocuous ingredients, he’d bury outside. Such a waste, she thought. If the apothecary who sold the cones colour-coded the papers, the buyer could bring them back to the store once the ingredients had been safely stowed away. Red cones could denote dangerous ingredients, blue for the not so dangerous, and those safe enough for a child to handle could be parcelled in green. Not only would this solve the problem of safe cone-disposal, but the apothecary would save coin by not having to constantly supply new packaging for every customer. Elaria moved her attention to search along the shelves at the far side of the room. Solomon had bottles of ink, and the three colours she needed were certainly amongst his collection. If she coloured the cones for him, perhaps he could use them again. 

Where lamplight didn’t reach high ledges and busy corners, shadows dimmed the items jostling for space on Solomon’s laden shelves. Elaria strained to spot the small wooden ink case, but with so much clutter she couldn’t locate it without leaving her chair. 

Memories of when the room had held nothing returned. Throughout her younger years, Solomon had kept it bare. She still held vivid memories of standing alone in the centre of the smooth stone floor, the undulating walls of rock providing a protective, domed ceiling as she learned to control her skill. Back then, Solomon’s books and jars wouldn’t have lasted five minutes. As it was, many an unsuspecting chair—or straw bale once Solomon ran out of furniture—had fallen foul of her unsteady ability to move objects by thought. Now she wielded her skill with perfect control. If she wanted, every object in the room would respond to her silent command and levitate about her—including the box of inks.

“Elaria, staring into space will not complete your lesson any faster.” 

Solomon’s gentle reprimand brought her focus back to the present. “Sorry.” Surrendering to the waiting torture, she returned to the open book. Lords, she truly hated history. 

‘Chapter Seventy Four’, she read. ‘The Rise and Fall of The Supremacy. The accord that had reigned within the Adorned world suffered its first instability in the early nineteen hundreds. A group of rogue Adorned formed an alliance self-titled as ‘The Supremacy’, whose aim was to challenge the Higher Council for realm-wide leadership of Adorned. With the exception of shapeshifters, all genres of Adorned were amongst its ranks. This exclusion resulted in discrimination against shifters, with accounts of intolerance documented throughout nine realms. The highest number of incidents were reported in the First Realm between late 1901 and early 1902. Directives by the Higher Council were unheeded, resulting in shifters forming vigilante groups. By mid-1902, the shifter population had purportedly decreased by over 20%. Unsubstantiated reports claimed shadowing distorted the census.’

Elaria reread the final sentence. She hadn’t heard the term ‘shadowing’ before. A flick to the preceding and following pages revealed nothing. “Solomon, what does shadowing mean?” 

With his head bent too, no doubt over something far more interesting than the humdrum of history, his reply came muffled. “It’s the term used for when Adorned hide their abilities. Shifters devised the word during the rise of The Supremacy. They needed to protect themselves, so they became only shadows of their true selves by hiding their inner beings.” 

“You mean they stopped shifting?” 

Solomon halted his work, brushing remnants of whatever he worked with off his palms before pulling a handkerchief from the pocket of his navy robe. “Yes, that’s exactly it.”

“Is it difficult to shadow?” 

“Indeed it is,” he said, wiping his hands clean. “Shadowing is a process that goes wholly against the nature of any Adorned. It causes considerable physical discomfort, and for shifters, especially so. Entombing one half of their being is dangerous, and often times debilitating.” 

“Why did they go to such extremes? Couldn’t they have shifted out of sight of others to hide their abilities?” 

“It’s not that simple. Depending on the purity of their line, shifters have a distinct aura detectable by some Adorned.” 

“So, refusing to shift hides their aura?”

“No, it alters it, weakens it to a level resembling that of an Unadorned aura. It’s much the same with all Adorned; shadowing dulls their energy.” 

“Is it reversible?” 

“Yes.” 

Her own gifts weren’t anything special enough to ever warrant hiding from another, but sympathy for the shifters who’d been forced to shadow had her suddenly sombre. She read on, but stopped a few paragraphs later. “Lorcan Darby—the leader of The Supremacy—is that the same Lorcan who auctioned babies’ hearts for summoning rituals?” 

“Yes.” 

“Lords. He really was a nasty piece of work.” 

Solomon grunted agreement. 

“Why did he exclude shifters? What did he have against them?” 

“If you read further on you’ll understand. Page nine hundred and fourteen has a detailed account of—” 

“Solomon.” Elaria cast a practised imploring look his way. “Can’t you tell me? The language here is so dreary; it’ll be much easier to listen to your account.” 

A shrug followed short consideration. “Very well, Princess.” 

Solomon abandoned his task to round the table, tucking his hands into his deep sleeves as he settled into the chair opposite her. “Lorcan’s father was a shapeshifter,” he began, “and while little is known about what occurred during Lorcan’s youth, when he turned eighteen, he severed all ties with his family and never tolerated the company of shifters again. From the beginning, he made it clear he would never accept shifters in The Supremacy.” 

“So he encouraged the violence.” 

“No. Lorcan was quite happy to simply ignore the shifters. His followers were the ones who instigated the unrest. They were clever about it initially; their campaign was so subtle, even Lorcan remained unaware of their behaviour. Without reason, shifters found themselves being refused employment, barred from business premises, or unable to trade at the markets. It soon progressed to being evicted from their homes. They didn’t approach the Higher Council until that point, but when the Council investigated, they claimed they found no evidence to support the allegations.” 

“Not until The Supremacy physically attacked the shifters.” She gestured at the passage detailing the fact. “Then they got their proof.” 

Solomon disagreed with a wince. “They felt it wasn’t substantial enough. Discrimination of that depth had never occurred before, and The Supremacy were still an unknown faction. When the Council found nothing to substantiate the shifters claims, they warned them about stirring trouble and left it at that. In retaliation, and no doubt feeling braver, The Supremacy escalated their attacks.” 

“Which was why the shifters formed vigilante groups. They had no-one else to protect them.” 

“Unfortunately.”

“How could the Higher Council have been so dismissive? They should have made a greater effort to protect the shifters. My father would never be so flippant if something of that nature happened here in Lynan.” 

“No, he wouldn’t.” 

“And . . . neither would I,” she added, unable to mask her lack of self-confidence in the promise. “I’d try my best to help.” 

“I don’t doubt that for a moment,” he assured. “The irony is, the Council’s decision not to assist the shifters was the catalyst that unravelled Lorcan’s plans.” 

“How?”

“When the shifters retaliated, it immediately drew attention to The Supremacy’s members. They hadn’t expected a challenge, or to be identified, and once Lorcan learned of it, a split formed.”

“Yes, a smaller group pulled away,” she confirmed, scanning the page to find the sentence. “They formed their own manifesto. Here—it says; ‘threatening genocide’.”

Solomon nodded. “Lorcan had no interest in that kind of war. He crushed the smaller faction within weeks, but by then, the damage had been done.”

Elaria had read no further than the breakaway group’s hateful manifesto, but had to know what occurred next. As the future sovereign, she needed to fully appreciate the details of this historical event—not that she would ever face unrest like it—she hoped. 

“Hearsay and speculation were quick to spread. Rumours began, and quickly grew legs.” He popped out his little finger. “The Supremacy wanted to share rule with the Higher Council, The Supremacy wanted to eliminate shifters, The Supremacy wanted to create a new breed of Adorned, The Supremacy wanted to reign over the Third Realm.” 

Before he could flick up his thumb to list the fifth, Elaria gestured at the open page. “The book says they only wanted to overthrow the Higher Council.” 

“Yes, that was all Lorcan wanted. He craved dominance, nothing more.” 

“So what happened?” 

“Well, with the swell of gossip spreading, Lorcan’s vision became muddied. He’d already lost the protection of secrecy, but more importantly, his control had crumbled beyond repair. The Supremacy splintered. Adorned turned against each other, and soon shifters were no longer the only race under attack. Within a few weeks during the summer of 1902, every race of Adorned found themselves at war.” 

While the horrific events now only existed as ink on yellowing parchment, the cries and shouts of violence echoed in Elaria’s mind as if she’d experienced them herself. “So the Higher Council ended it,” she said, presuming if she read further, she’d learn the how and when. She’d rather hear Solomon tell her, however. And she’d take copious notes on it, too. 

“Eventually. It’s all detailed further ahead.” He motioned at the page. “But to simplify it, the Council formed the Brethren, hoping they could infiltrate The Supremacy.”

“And did it work?”

“No. Lorcan got wind of their plans. It was the Council’s own fault; they rushed the formation of the Brethren. They gathered the Adorned monks with too much haste, and no stealth whatsoever. The men were hurried through training and thrust onto the streets. Their directive was to strip the power of those associated with The Supremacy, but mistakes were made; innocent Adorned were targeted, retaliation turned violent, and chaos erupted.” Solomon shook his head in exasperation of the fact, eyes drifting beyond her shoulder and into nothingness. 

Sometimes, when he talked of the past, Elaria sensed he’d experienced the events first hand. She’d never been brave enough to ask, because if he admitted to the fact, it meant the man before her, one who perpetually appeared no more than five, maybe six decades old at most, had been wrapped in a magick preventing him from ageing. Her teacher was no ordinary man, this she knew and accepted, but the magnitude of just how different was a threat she preferred to ignore, because one day, her beloved Solomon’s role as her teacher would come to an end, the Council would call him home, and break her heart in the process. 

“The Brethren were a law unto themselves.” 

Solomon’s mutter suggested he still lingered in the past. Elaria shifted in her chair, scuffing the sole of her shoe against the stone floor to drag his attention back. 

“Yes.” He blinked, snapping himself into focus. “A law unto themselves. And in the mayhem, Lorcan gathered his strongest. He attempted to leave the First Realm to regroup, but the Council had already sealed every Gate. He got as far as Italy before realising he’d been hemmed in.”

“So the Council trapped him?”

Solomon gave a droll laugh. “Lorcan would tell you no, that he chose to face them in the cathedral in Rome, but the truth was his remaining followers slowed him down. My guess is that torn between abandoning his gaggle in order to flee, and keeping them close for protection, Lorcan’s hesitation allowed the Council to catch up with him.”

“Did they strip him of his magic?” 

“No.” Regret swung his attention away. It landed on the waiting cones. “Lorcan disappeared.” 

“Oh.” She watched as the long-ago drew him in again, and wishing to remind him of how those times should remain dead and buried, coaxed positivity into her voice. “I bet he died alone and miserable in the end.” 

“And deservedly so.” Suddenly alert and present, he rapped the tabletop twice with his knuckles as if knocking himself back into order. 

She exhaled as he stood, only becoming aware in that moment of the tension knotting her chest. Solomon’s accounts had her mind reeling. Only in the last couple of months had her history lessons covered more recent events, and today wasn’t the first time the relative closeness of the happenings had bothered her. A century marked little in the life of an Adorned. Many of those who had suffered were still alive today, and the fact made her uneasy. It wasn’t accurate to call these lessons ‘history’, it was the present. And the present was her sovereignty—or at least it would be in eight weeks. What would happen if peace crumbled again during her reign? How in the heavens would she deal with such an enormous task? 

There you go again, she chastised herself, allowing your imagination to get the better of you. It had become a nasty habit of late. Her mind kept spinning into a panicked loop of ‘what if’ every time she thought of her upcoming inauguration, and it didn’t help that Solomon hadn’t uttered a single word about it for the last few weeks. From her experience, when parental figures remained tight-lipped, it meant there really was a reason to worry. 

“Where has your mind taken you, little one?” Solomon hadn’t moved away from the table. Instead, he’d stopped to bunch the cones into a tight roll in one hand, watching as she now drifted off in thought. 

“How was peace restored amongst Adorned?” she asked, instead of demanding he tell her what she really wanted to know. 

As if expecting that very question, he nodded. Delight lit his eyes. It seemed he wasn’t the only one quietly thrilled about how this history lesson had developed, and Elaria fought against smiling. She didn’t despise learning about the past, but when presented in the dull, stiff language of Solomon’s dusty books, it left her unable to form any kind of connection, or interest. Perhaps she should contrive to steer her lessons in this manner more often. And maybe, if she approached the subject with extreme delicacy, he might even consider using the same question and answer technique for her Day of Ceremonies lessons. 

“. . . control, but despite the earlier chaos, the Council declared the Brethren as their deputies.”

Already halfway through his answer, Elaria flapped the consideration aside to listen. 

“Clashes continued to erupt, but the Brethren proved efficient enough. Within weeks the fighting ceased. By autumn 1902, it was all over.” 

“What about the shifters; did they stop shadowing?” 

“Yes, but many remained distant from Adorned society after. To this day, the majority hold little trust towards other Adorned, sorcerers in particular. Relations between the two races are exceptionally tense.” 

“The Higher Council mustn’t be very popular with shifters either.” 

“Unfortunately, no.” With the cones still in his grasp, Solomon folded his arms. “The Council strive to make amends, but . . .” 

They’re not getting anywhere, she guessed. “What about the other races?” 

“Grudges continue to hold. New generations are proving less bitter, but as with any scar, healing takes time.” 

“All because of Lorcan.” With a hum of regret, she sat back. 

Solomon tipped his chin towards the abandoned book. “Read that chapter,” he told her. “Now that you’ve listened to my telling, it will be less than demanding when you read it this time.” 

“Maybe you’re not such a cruel and heartless tutor after all,” she replied to his wink. 

“Maybe not,” he agreed, “but don’t tell the queen. She might replace me otherwise.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2


[image: ]


Solomon rounded Elaria’s chair, deciding he’d move onto a more preferred lesson once she’d finished reading. His hand drifted out, automatically patting her shoulder with affection. But his softening wasn’t a reward for her perseverance with the dull history lesson. It rose from sympathy, heartfelt pity for her plight—circumstances to which she remained blessedly ignorant. Stung by guilt, he involuntarily snatched his hand away. 

Elaria appeared not to notice as he crossed the room clenching his fingers. Only two months remained before she would begin the process of taking over from her father as reigning sovereign, and he’d left it until the last possible hour to begin the detailed lessons surrounding her Day of Ceremonies. Elaria was aware of the enormity of the occasion, and although she’d displayed some anxiety towards it, his refusal to broach the subject wasn’t because he didn’t wish to upset her, it was simply because he wasn’t ready. 

The approaching Day of Ceremonies, falling on her eighteenth birthday, did not only signify Elaria’s progression into an adulthood that would bring an end to his time as her mentor, but a step closer to something of far greater concern, a concern of which Elaria had no knowledge. 

Rathan’s secretive book contained a prophecy. It had taken almost three years after the events in the cathedral before Solomon had deciphered the initial bones of jumbled text and symbols, but what he had learned could not be disputed; Elaria held the power to prevent what Rathan had described as ‘realm eradication’. Within Rathan’s infuriating labyrinths, Solomon had also discovered the nurturing of Elaria’s skills lay with him. But ultimately, the ability to prevent this unfathomable event rested upon Elaria’s shoulders. 

With the exception of the timeline, the enchanted book had given up no other secrets. Gifted with just those meagre facts, Solomon had scoured books and scrolls ever since, hoping he had mistranslated. But every trail had led him to the same conclusion. His little one faced a grave future, one which loomed closer by the day. Twenty, he had decoded. Twenty years of age. In two years, Elaria would face her destiny. 

Solomon stole a glance at the innocuous lead chest tucked beside his corner bookcase. Rathan’s book had more to reveal. According to his translations, further texts were scheduled to appear. Eighteen years ago, the commencement of the prophecy had materialised with a short two-line statement announcing Elaria’s birth. Since then the stubborn pages had remained blank, but Solomon knew it wouldn’t hold its tongue for much longer.

The worry of what her future held stirred his fierce protectiveness. Elaria was still a child, one who had lived a secluded life inside the walls of the castle, and although he had done his utmost to hone her skills, he knew it may not be enough. A child born into the First Realm would have been better equipped to deal with what approached. Elaria was unworldly, through no fault of her own, and there was little he could do to remedy the fact. 

“Solomon?” 

Her interruption, although muffled by her head still bent towards the book, was a welcome one. 

“It says here that not all The Supremacy members died in the cathedral.” 

“That’s correct.” 

“So what happened to them?” 

“They fled and hid. Some escaped to other realms.” 

“But how? I thought the Higher Council had ordered all the Gates to be sealed.” 

“They had, but after the cathedral battle, Lorcan recruited a Gatekeeper.” 

She frowned at him, before her wandering stare announced she already knew the answer to her question. “So . . . he had a rogue Gatekeeper who could open a temporary Gate to any realm . . . and the Council wouldn’t have been able to stop it, because they can’t open or close Gates.” 

“Correct.” 

“And if that rogue Gatekeeper is still alive, he could open temporary Gates whenever he wanted . . . to wherever he wanted . . . for whomever he wanted.” 

“Yes.” 

“Lords. That’s of no comfort.”

“Indeed not.” 

“But Lorcan’s gone. So his Gatekeeper must be dead, too.”

“Perhaps. But rogue Gatekeepers still exist, I’m afraid.”

Elaria mumbled concern as he returned to measuring out ingredients for their next lesson. Thoughts of the future nagged incessantly as he tried to concentrate on the spellcraft book before him. He pulled the lantern closer, the flickering glow throwing more illumination on the page. Rathan’s prophecy could be ignored for another while, but the Day of Ceremonies could not. Only two days before, the queen had asked how lessons progressed. He’d given as vague an answer as possible, knowing she would soon question her daughter on the same subject. Procrastination had to end. The time had come to gather the relevant books from the library and begin a lesson plan. The only person who would suffer from his neglect was Elaria. No more faltering, he promised. The future would come whether he liked it or not. 

A troubled sigh slipped free. Before Solomon could finish mouthing a self-reprimand for forgetting he wasn’t alone, Elaria asked what had him troubled. “Hmm? Oh, I’m measuring ingredients,” he replied.

“Did you miscount?” 

“Pay me no heed. Finish up your lesson.” 

A few minutes of silence passed before her chair legs scraped the stone flagging. 

“I’ve finished,” she declared with a delight that had him smiling. “You know, it was so much easier to understand after your telling.” The heavy volume thumped shut. “I think I’d learn so much more if we worked this way in future.” 

Solomon considered the idea as he tipped a measure of ground sage leaves into a bowl. Elaria had always struggled with history, and while he knew the dry tone of his ancient books were mostly to blame, she would soon face all manner of documents with far more tiresome contents. There would be no-one to paraphrase for her then, so best she learn the discipline now. 

She came to his side, peeking over his shoulder. “Are we taking a spellcraft lesson next?”

“Yes.”

“A reward for all my hard work.” She deduced, grabbing his arm to deliver a squeeze of thanks. “And maybe you’re finally feeling guilty for pushing all those tedious history lessons upon me.”

“Guilt?” he forced himself to laugh. “What in the heavens would I have to feel guilty about?”
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EVERY SINGLE THING which weighted Solomon with guilt, haunted him for the entire day. By the time he settled into his worn armchair to the left of the fireplace later that evening, exhaustion had taken hold. But determined to ease his conscience, he ignored the temptation to delay the task yet again. 

Elaria sat opposite him. Tucked into her armchair, the book capturing her attention for the last few days lay open on her lap, while she cupped a mug of steaming tea. She’d arrived in his chambers after dinner, book in hand, and an expression suggesting she’d been arguing with her mother. Wavering between reluctance to disturb her peace, and resolve to give her his all, he invaded her far off world of adventure. “Did you enjoy a rousing gallop this afternoon?” 

"No." Her brow creased with the reply. “Mother joined me,” she said, head still bowed to the page, “so there was no galloping, just a lady-like canter that thoroughly frustrated Glory.” 

“Ah, I see.” That explained the earlier irritation. The comfortable silence stretched out for another short while. Occasional crackles from the fire and the gentle rhythmic pulse of the mantelpiece clock added to the sleepy stillness of the room. He tried again. “I thought you had finished that book, little one.” 

“I’m reading it again. A good story is always better second time round; I don’t have to rush to the end to learn they all live happily ever after.” Taking the hint, she closed the book and set it aside. When she took a sip of her tea, eyes narrowing with suspicion over the rim, her impish laugh made him smile. “I know you have something to say, so go on, you first.” 

“No, no, princesses first,” he insisted, picking up his own mug. 

Elaria braced herself with a determined inhale. “So . . . I know it’s two months away yet, but you’ve been suspiciously quiet about the Day of Ceremonies. I expected the speeches about my responsibilities to have started by now, not to mention the tedious lessons.” 

“Well . . .” One hand strayed upwards to tug at his beard. 

She groaned at his involuntary action. “Oh lords. You do have something planned, and you’re trying to find the most sensitive way to announce it, aren’t you?” 

Solomon ceased his fiddling. “Yes, I do have something planned. In fact, I've already laid out books for our lessons tomorrow, books full of the minute details and traditions I know you love to study.” He winked, delighted she had raised the feared subject for him. 

“Solomon.” A more pained groan this time. “Can’t you just tell me the important bits and leave out all the rest? Look how well the history lesson went today. It was much easier to understand when you explained it so simply.” 

“But the devil is in the detail.” 

“Details I don’t want to know. I saw that horrific mound in the study.” Elaria threw a grimace at the door he thought he’d shut in time. “And you should know there isn’t room in my head for all that information. All I need to do on the Day of Ceremonies is sign the documents with Father, greet everyone with a perfect smile, and remember my posture and manners at all time. The important part comes after that, the part with which the books won’t help. Governing as efficiently as my father has is all I care about, not whether my guests curtsey at the correct degree or if the silverware is at its shiny best.” 

“I don’t think the books mention the expected condition of silverware.” 

“I’ll bet they do.”

“Princess, I understand your reluctance to face into the tediousness of the lessons, but it’ll be of great benefit to you. Once you’re sovereign, many a detailed document will come your way, and I won’t be in a position to simplify any of them for you. Now is the opportune time to learn the discipline of—” 

Elaria cut him off by swooping to her feet. “Solomon. I love you, truly, I do. I thought I was ready for the speeches, evidently I am not. So,” she announced, sweeping up her book and clutching it to her chest, “I will bid you goodnight, and tomorrow I shall return bright and early, ready to accept with open arms my impending doom—I mean, my exciting—” Her free arm flew out with theatrical flair. “And dazzling future.” 

Despite his smile, Solomon shook his head in despair. “Goodnight, Princess.”

“And a good night to you, too.” 

“Sweet dreams.”

“Oh, I doubt it,” she sang. 

As soon as the door clicked shut behind her, amusement vanished. He slouched back, thinking an early night would probably do him good, too. The alternative promised lament, worry, and guilt for company. Emptying his mug in one mouthful, he abandoned the comfort of his fireside chair. 

The study table remained overloaded with the books carried down from the castle library earlier that afternoon. Solomon leaned against the door frame, staring in at the blocky mountain. It looked all the more foreboding in the unlit room; a hulking mass of demands, and ultimately, sacrifices. 

How had time passed with such speed? The Day of Ceremonies had always been something distant, a far off event he could push aside with ease whenever it reared its ugly head. But suddenly, as if time had accelerated, Elaria had reached adulthood. 

With a heavy sigh he pulled the door shut, locking it after him for good measure. Elaria’s imploring that he instruct her on only the most important parts suddenly did seem an acceptable arrangement. 
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Tomorrow the lessons begin. I cannot delay any longer. I have allowed too much time to pass, and now I find myself riddled with anxiety and guilt. To add to my discomfort, my mind is also intent on dwelling upon the past. Peace is not my bedfellow tonight. 

Solomon paused to dip his quill into the glass inkwell sitting on the crowded table. Sleep had refused to visit, leaving him twisting and shuffling in his bed until impatience drove him up and into his day room. He needed the comfort of his journal; the act of transferring his thoughts onto paper always soothed and ordered his mind. And tonight he needed just that. 

My thoughts are obstinately dwelling on the past seventeen years, seventeen years that have conveyed me to a position I always strived to avoid; I have a home, and a family. 

The quill hovered. Previous to arriving in Lynan, Solomon had never once been in a position to call any dwelling place a home, or indeed, refer to any person as family. His time here had changed him, softened him, now he contemplated it, and his chambers he realised, were evidence of that. 

Possessions filled cupboards and lined shelves. Books, scrolls, crystals, potions and powders, aged artefacts, and the tools of his craft all sat tucked into corners and hidden in chests. His journals too; they occupied numerous shelves, their pages filled with musings, worries, and more often than not, ramblings. But of more importance, were the tiny, nonsensical items of sentimental value. Dotted throughout his chambers, uncharacteristically hoarded objects cradling precious memories reflected Elaria’s passage through childhood.

Nestled between his scrolls and quills on the middle shelf of a bookcase, squatted a hand-carved wooden duck, its yellow paint long since faded. The tiny toy had proved of such interest to Elaria, it had encouraged her to take her first steps. On the mantelpiece above the fire sat a jar of spice. Her ability to sense the energy of any being presented when she was less than a year old, and years later, the only way she could explain how his energy felt to her, was to fill a jar with warm, spicy scents. On a curved detail in the headboard of his iron bed frame, hung a bracelet of plaited horsehair and blue wool. Elaria had woven it from the mane of her most treasured possession; Glory, a sleek and high-spirited chestnut mare. She had presented it to him with such reverence he could not bring himself to wear it for fear of it coming undone, or worse. 

Numerous others hid in his rooms; handmade cards, dried flowers, drawings—all the gifts Elaria had made and presented with wholesome affection. He had kept them all, and would continue to do so without hesitation. Yes, indeed, his time here had certainly changed him. 

It is a marvel, he wrote, bowing his head towards the page again, how I have come to be part of this most precious and fulfilling life. But what of the future? What becomes of me when my undertaking is complete? 

The answer stalled his quill once again. He would return to the Higher Council, leaving Lynan and Elaria behind. 

Compounding my anxiety with thoughts of that uncertain future is not wise. Perhaps returning to the past will prove more constructive than fearing the future. 

Why do memories from many years ago nudge for attention tonight? It is the lessons for Elaria’s Day of Ceremonies that should be forefront in my mind. Why does the fateful September morning that began this journey suddenly demand my attention? 

Why indeed? he thought, lowering the quill and turning to one of the glass-fronted bookcases at his rear. The bottom shelf held journals that had done nothing more in the last decades than gather dust. His eyes came to rest on an ox-blood cover, its spine less cracked than the others due to the speed with which he had filled its pages. Dropping the quill into its holder, he pushed back his chair. 

The journal needed a firm tug to release it from its tight slot, but once free he unwound the cord wrapped around its width and allowed the pages to fall open. He wandered towards his fireside chair, flipping through to find the account he wanted to read. “Ah, here it is,” he muttered, settling into the deep seat and adjusting the oil lamp beside him. 

The account began with his arrival in a French monastery which housed dozens of the most ancient sacred texts in existence. Nestled deep in the Loire Valley, he had taken comfort in the bare setting of his lodgings, the characterless space perfect for distraction-free research. At that time, he hadn't been a man of habit or sentimentality; his nomadic lifestyle didn't permit such luxuries. But despite his simple ways, every morning he performed a short ritual that had remained unchanged for decades—longer, if he dared count. Even today he continued to perform the little ceremony. After rising and dressing he would prepare a cup of chamomile tea, take a moment to select a crystal to carry in his pocket, and then, with tea in hand, open Rathan’s book. 

The entry for each day documented within the eighteen-year-old journal in his hands always began with the outcome of the routine; ‘The pages remain blank.’ 

Flipping further through, Solomon skimmed the words, his eyes seeking the long paragraph written with a trembling hand. He found it with ease. When he turned a page lined with his customary slanting print, it appeared as if a stranger had taken the journal to document the event, so ragged were the letters formed. Solomon read, the disarrayed thoughts taking him back to when he stood before the small table, the book open, tea in hand . . . 

With a gentle blow over his steaming drink, Solomon opened the slim wooden cover, the marvel of Rathan’s carved runes and sigils not waning with familiarity. From the courtyard beyond his window, a sombre bell toll announced dawn prayers. Sandalled feet shuffled over the cobblestones as he turned the first page. The oddly satisfying crackle of parchment against binding stirred a smile, then, a fleeting glance at the memorised text and symbols on the double-page spread. 

Despite the years that had passed, his heart always responded with the same erratic beat at this point. And for every single morning of those years, the succeeding page had remained blank—until that morning. 

Solomon’s gaze lifted from the journal to drift into the shadows of his day room. His heart already thudded in reaction to the memory, the fingers of his left hand twitching as the falling cup replayed in his mind’s eye.

The chunky pottery landed with a loud pop as it hit the tiled floor. The smash barely registered, neither did the scald of hot liquid on his bare feet and ankles. Every sense focused instead on the two lines of text on the vanilla hued page, a page imbued with ancient magick so incredible, it had kept its secret hidden until a pre-determined moment. 

With tentative curiosity, he stretched out a finger to touch one of the precise characters. No telltale wetness blotted his fingertip, yet the ink appeared fresh in its rich blackness. 

Awareness returned as breath exhaled. 

Rathan had chosen to transcribe his prophecy in Arium. The complexities of the millennial-old language required patient and meticulous translation, meaning days of work lay ahead for Solomon. When he moved to carry the book towards the window, thinking the light of the rising sun would bring more clarity, he only then became aware of the mess by his feet. 

With a mutter, he lifted one foot free of the puddle. The cooling liquid had pooled between his toes. He shook his foot, glancing around for a cloth. This was not how he had envisaged Rathan’s prophecy commencing. He’d waited almost a century for the book to yield its first message, and had imagined grander surroundings for the occasion, perhaps even a mystic perception that would take hold of his consciousness and urge him to open the book. Standing on cold tea and broken pottery in a scant dwelling buried deep in the Loire Valley reduced the moment to mundaneness. But perhaps this had been Rathan’s intention; he’d always complained about the affluent backdrop of the Higher Council residence. The humble monastery would have given him great pleasure. 

Unable to keep his eyes off the new text, Solomon ignored the broken cup and dripping toes. His first task demanded he translate Rathan’s inaugural message. Perhaps an instruction waited, one he was duty-bound to follow. Fingers hovered over the flowing script as his mind began to race. Had the future birth of the child been announced? Or perhaps she’d already been born, and a web of treachery formed without his knowledge. Could the child already be in danger? Had
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