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('The Pen Project' Interns of A.S.U.)




"T.C. Monk uses a plethora of terms that breathe freshness back into the English language to preserve and rejuvenate the archaic and obscure side of its beauty and its stylistic flair, where it speaks volumes in the mastery of storytelling. Truly fantastic!"



"A compelling read from start to finish. 'Lumen's Quiddity' has a wonderfully delicious cast of characters that make you root for them, despise them, and want to help them as they make the reader feel like they are part of their world from the first line. A must-read!"



"Exhilarating, action-packed, and written with such a command of the English lexicon that I've not seen since Koontz's early work. I did not expect to be captivated and charmed by all the imagery, and I was moved so strongly by the scenes playing out like a film in my mind. A true marvel."



"Loved every detail infused into 'Lumen's Quiddity.' The poetry, maxims, aphorisms, axioms, and quips are just what the doctor ordered. Maximalism in world-building is taken to the extreme with care, poise, and finesse. Bravo!"



"An exceptional story by a first-time writer in this genre. Thought-provoking and unique language, I would not have been exposed to if it had not been woven into the story so eloquently. I can't wait for book two."
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This book is dedicated to every writer’s ambition, grit, and tireless effort, locked in a perpetual struggle between their pen and brain. This also includes those who persevere and succeed in the campaign to put down—in any field—what they want others to pick up and enjoy in the theater of their minds. And to all the mothers and fathers who want more for their creation, just as we all want the same for our own.



“The test of humanity’s mettle is not only measured by the merits of its reaction but also by the unwavering discipline and dauntless will to attain that which they desire most.” (T.C. Monk ‘02)



I also want to tag those prisoners who do nothing with their lives, those who say, “No one will care.” “No one will help me.” “It won’t matter anyway.” And “I’m not good enough.” I am living proof that with stern resolve, the wherewithal to succeed, and the relentless determination to dedicate oneself to hard work (decorating one’s mind with something of substance), anyone can prevail upon the merits of their toiling if they but fight to be more than they resolve themselves to be ... useless!





In solidarity, T.C. Monk
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I want to acknowledge the following wonderful individuals for their invaluable assistance in editing and supporting my work, and for generously donating their time to bring it to life. I am very grateful, humbled, and appreciative of all their assistance: Linda Mack, Louis G. Mendoza, Kamala Platt, Lance Graham, and all the student and faculty interns of 'The Pen Project' classes taught in the School of Humanities, Arts, and Cultural Studies at Arizona State University's West Campus.



My mother and brother, for all their assistance in helping me put this together a second time, and anyone else who had a hand in making it a unique and quality sharing experience; without them, this book would not be what it is today.



Working with all of you was a joy, and I look forward to working with you again on book two of this series.
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I want to pass along this poignant aphorism for every reader to ponder:

ː


"Nothing in the world can foster such an eidos (an essence) of camaraderie in others as something they were part of and now know they helped someone else build with their mind. This connection nurtures hope in the human condition and helps build the ties that bind us as we travel along our paths with others. None of us alone will progress as easily into the beneficial light of what has yet to be woven until our collective efforts become focused on extinguishing the fires of hate, jealousy, and selfish suasion that crowd the dark corridors of what has already been measured and cut." T.C. Monk '06


​
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During the exodus of an ancient race known as the Omnidari, their collective arrived at a celestial body they dubbed Rhivian 4, which they established as their new home. They terraformed the planet, making it habitable for their people.

The Omnidari had been unaware of a feral race inhabiting the dark side of Rhivian 4 for nearly half a century after their arrival. The two groups came into contact only when an expedition team was dispatched to a remote region of the planet to mine elements and minerals essential to sustaining their society. Once the team unknowingly encroached on the creatures' territory and began extracting the planet's natural resources, the beings were compelled to emerge from their dwellings to confront the intruders.

The Nactuvakans, known as 'shadow walkers' to the Omnidari, were a terrifying sight to behold. Their ability to move within the shadows of any space—shifting from one darkness to the next without physical movement—was a power that inspired both awe and fear. They were a planet-bound class of subterranean beings dwelling in vast caverns beneath the surface, their home a labyrinth of endless confusion.

Eventually, a massive war erupted between the two species, a conflict that raged for several decades. Then, without warning, the Nactuvakans vanished. They neither suffered defeat nor retreated in the face of the Omnidari's might. They simply disappeared, leaving the Omnidari to ponder the true nature of their enigmatic foes.

Eventually, a massive war erupted between the two species, a conflict that raged for several decades. Then, without warning, the Nactuvakans vanished. They did not suffer a defeat or retreat in the face of the Omnidari's might. They simply disappeared, leaving the Omnidari to wonder about the true nature of their enigmatic foes.

Both species had been an even match for one another. During their myriad battles, the Nactuvakans held the Omnidari to a stalemate, and vice versa. However, either side gained a slight advantage whenever the other pressed too hard. Since their disappearance, the Omnidari have proclaimed the dark side of Rhivian 4 a restricted territory, entirely off-limits to any dwelling on the planet, and those coming to its province to treasure-hunt for relics of this great conflict.

A select few knew the actual reason why these creatures suddenly ceased their hostilities, yet the unspoken truce was welcome for however long it lasted. The few who possessed knowledge of its verity passed away shortly after, and the information about its cessation was lost with them. Postwar hostilities broke out briefly among the Omnidari people. A civil war, on the heels of the conflict that just ended, was not what they needed. The battle pitted several clans against a tyrannical ruler. These clans united under a strong female who forged an arduous campaign against the usurper. She ultimately led a coup that took control of the empire and was consequently crowned Queen by all the remaining ruling Houses of the Omnidari peoples.

The newly crowned Queen was known as Ramushviri Lohnae Vendrucasti. She was a sage and the mother of twin daughters, one of whom was destined to bring peace, prosperity, and unity to her people... for a time. Upon Queen Ramushviri's demise, no new leader was to be installed due to the prophecy revealed by the Pier Glass, which signified that the Omnidari people would have no single ruler for a time. During this lull in leadership, a triumvirate was to be established to prevent a single ruler from gaining complete control of their sodality. This would ensure that unbiased stewardship continues to uphold and enforce the laws and precepts for the general masses.

When other races began to settle upon Rhivian 4, they brought new conscripts and unique abilities to the empire. Some of these abilities were beneficial, while others were prohibited; however, most were used within the boundaries of decency. Illegal ventures were severely punished when perpetrators were apprehended and found guilty, so most citizens remained productive and law-abiding, thereby promoting the furtherance of life on a world destined for longevity.

However, the future of their world was unstable, teetering on the brink of change. An eerie essence clung to the collective air of Rhivian 4 like a mantle of gloom. As a result of this odd occurrence, a series of strange and mysterious events unfolded, destined to transform the innermost workings of their world. This fey episode stirred the influential weavers of Rohvaniq (destiny) and drew their attention to the inevitable events beginning to take shape, adumbrating the approaching Reclamation.

This awakening, along with the accumulation of various elements and related components, became the driving force that slowly turned the mighty wheel of fate, deftly weaving the tapestry of their future.
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Illirian/ E'lex

––––––––
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- We live within the wakeless dream –


Illirian wistfully wrote upon the pages of her journal as if it were an emergent entreaty.




- trapped by the fear of uncertain change. –


The effusion of her quiddity was raw and rife with emotion.





- We shatter the pane to erase reality –


Her thoughts were the figurative kindling to inflame the soul,





- thus, escaping the enslaver of truth's illusion. –


one wrought by the indelible touch of creation's Muse.





Perusing the text repeatedly, the young scrivener was prudent in framing the naked essence of her verse, careful in how she fashioned her enigmatic sentiment, infusing it with the lyrical sway to enkindle one's being.

Scripting her conceptual affluence while sitting in the stark solitude of the Pier sanctuary was quite relaxing. She was content with her separation from the outside world during these moments. It had a way of eliciting a robust reaction from one's mean persona. The need for quiet repose was most exigent. And even though this quiescent environment was the perfect place for some serious meditative thought, somehow, serenity managed to be strangely elusive, even under the enchanting blue lighting suffusing the entire chamber.

Illirian enjoyed the boon of silence. It helped her focus more clearly and inspired her in the quiet milieu (without distraction), especially when she daydreamed about the Pier Glass and its somewhat cryptic past. Laying her stylus down, she placed it in the crease of her journal and began to stretch out across the chair she was seated in, raising her arms high above her head and outstretched her clenched fists. She held this pose for a beat or two, feeling the sleeves of her robe slide down to her shoulders, then let her whole body slowly retract.

As she came to relax, her eyes began to skip about, taking in the room's contents for the umpteenth time. There seemed to be no reason (at least no legitimate one) for her to do this, but it felt as though it were a reflex, one she somehow felt the need to employ.

To her left, she saw an extensive collection of books partially lining the tier of shelves along the wall. The volumes were aged and tattered, like old tannery skins, still holding the scent of fragrant oils and preservatives from past times. They were most likely more ancient than the mottled stonework of the sanctuary itself.

To her right was another tier of shelves. It was laden with small beakers, scroll tubes, orbs of synthglass, paraffin boxes, and several trays of measuring staves. At the far end of the spacious chamber, the elliptical form of the Pier Glass rested, crowning the back wall. It was black and mercurial at the edges, interwoven with bluish-green tracery. A convex piece of polished vitriform lay at its center, translucent like a crystal tear and black as pitch.

The Pier Glass, an ancient artifact from an epoch long since forgotten, was used by its caretakers (Imperial scribes, as they were known) to view prophetic visions of future events that would soon come to pass. However, the glass has been in a steady state of dormancy for several ages. Consequently, due to this reticence, most scholars have allowed their knowledge and studies to wane regarding its utility, fearing that the length of its quiet slumber may indicate that the Oracle, which once powered the prophecies, was no longer present to foretell future events.

Nowadays, only the truly dedicated have maintained their current knowledge of the discipline's rituals and history. Very few among the elite scholars are still skilled in its cryptic lexicon.

Staring at the Pier Glass now, where it capped the back wall of the study like an ancient relic, she pondered its rich past, its complex nature, like the shifting granules of a chronograph. Smiling to herself, she wondered how numerous the revelations it once proffered. There was no telling just how formidable and terrible the details it had predicted were. She couldn't possibly fathom them all, not in her wildest dreams.

Feeling inspired again, she picked up her stylus from the book's furrow and continued her abstruse versification.






- Raging malice beneath an empty calm –


As she wrote, she could feel the blood begin to race through her body.





- where madness cheats the will of freedom –


It roiled within her like a crucible of fire.





- breathing the sulfur masked as hope. –


The rush of... WHOA!





Illirian stopped abruptly, dropping her stylus, then hugged herself with both arms, trying to allay a sudden shivering fit that beset her. The fey sensation raced across her lithe frame, causing her to vibrate like a tuning wand. She knew, rather intuitively, that the pressure assailing her resulted from the Pier Glass becoming active, turning the enclosed sanctuary into a resonance chamber. There was no reason or need to second-guess the feeling, for she had read about the effects in the journals of her predecessors. This fits their description to a tee.

Strangely enough, she did not panic upon feeling the glass become active. However, once she looked up, she was quickly ensnared in a state of mesmeric fascination, eyes locked on the roiling surface of the glass, silently gazing into the vortex of swirling mist within.

The kinetic smoke stealing across the glassy talisman's obverse appeared chaotic at first. However, the more she stared in amazement at those coalescing shapes —their continuity and complex nature —the more this strange brume formed a montage of patterns and designs that were not readily discernible to anyone.

These unique and esoteric motifs were distinct icons, creating an ancient and fatidic language that few in the realm could decipher. At first, when the Pier Glass became active, Illirian stared in disbelief and, for a moment, thought she might be imagining things, maybe suffering some form of delirium. She couldn't believe the glass had become active in her lifetime. However, once she began recognizing the procession of forms (some of them, at any rate), she knew it was no trick of the mind.

Then, suddenly realizing she was not copying the message, she snapped out of her reverie and bolted from her chair, sprinting across the room to the bookshelves, snatching up a blank codex, then hopped (in leaping steps) back across the room to her desk.

Sliding quickly into her chair once again, she flipped open the codex to the first blank page, picked up her stylus, which she had previously been writing with, and began to copy the displayed icons appearing on the glass's surface into the book as swiftly and accurately as possible.

After being lost in thought, Illirian had already missed the first portion of the message, gazing transfixed upon the Pier Glass. However, she was able to insert the parts of the text she remembered.

The idiom she saw became quite challenging to translate correctly into the common tongue, as it was a protolanguage. This dialect form had been out of circulation for some time and is contained only in the remaining medieval manuscripts. And even though scriveners could draw from such volumes (the unrestricted ones), the vocabulary was left entirely to the interpreter's frame of inference. Furthermore, because most idioms have multiple definitions, one must be highly conscientious.

Illirian had gone to great lengths to keep as current as possible in the ancient language. However, what she was now seeing in the Pier Glass educated her on how much of its extensive diction she needed to improve.

She endeavored to transcribe the message as accurately as possible. Still, her unfamiliarity with their rare and archaic forms was no fault of her own. The tenuous dialect in its complete form was not only too extensive and complex to be retained in one's memory but also off-limits to her as a reference or study material.

Despite these prohibitory and burdensome facts, Illirian ensured that the sigils she could decipher were copied within the codex. She accomplished this task by utilizing the displayed designs and surrounding them with diacritical marks.

Her stylus continued to fly across the parchment, sketching the numerous patterns, definitions, and icons at this frantic pace for quite some time. The sheer profusion of images continued to fascinate her.

The inimitable imagery these forms wove was of exceptional beauty. The elegant symmetry they conformed to seemed more akin to an art form than a proper language. Most of the designs featured exaggerated flares, twirling spirals, and a plethora of crisscrossing, accentuated filigree.

Illirian immediately recognized two things about the dialect. First, she understood that the unique qualities manifested here were exclusive to this text alone. Second, the unusual symbolism carried a dark foreboding, a proclamation of dire events soon to occur in their world.

The ominous caveat was clear, prevalent, and unmistakable. Its depiction also contained a vague, kittling prophetic vow. And even though it seemed slightly unbelievable at the moment, what was offered by the Pier Glass was not to be dismissed out of hand nor held without merit. The glass was always right; only those who interpreted its axiom were prone to error.

A short time later, the Pier Glass finally became still. Its rippling surface felt static and calm like the mighty sea at rest.

Sitting in silence, she stared numbly at the serene glass upon the back wall, noticing it once again assumed the quiet bleakness it had held for the last few ages. She barely noticed how her body still shook a bit or how she'd subconsciously grasped her torso again, with both hands, to control her trembling frame.

After a moment, she glanced down at the codex she'd copied the message onto. She noted that her stylus had fallen into the crease of the book's inner spine like an ancient bookmark, marking a place for future reference until the reader returned. She then let her eyes skim over what she had copied, ruminating for a short spell on how pregnant with meaning it was.

When Illirian had finally regained her faculties, she rose from her chair. She shuffled over to the study's reference shelf to retrieve an extensive compendium, its outer cover adorned with dark blue velveteen. Once she found the correct tome, she pulled it from the shelf and returned to her desk.

After setting the book down and retaking her seat, she cast a short prayer over the ancient volume before opening its cover. Her oblation held words of piety for those of long ago. She made a point of paying homage to those who have come before. She understood that her entire society owed a debt of gratitude to its forebears, for without their sacrifices and strides, there would have been no future.

Turning to the book's proem, Illirian began her search for the relevant dialect for translating the text. Once she found the first icon in the sequence, she quickly flipped to the corresponding section and began to read.

The antiquated symbol described by the text bespoke of an ancient talisman called a Gimmel. The pendant's design was crafted using a ribbon of finely interwoven rings and an intricate border featuring an incised motif. It also spoke of an elliptical eyelet through which a lariat could be threaded and secured around the neck.

The annals reported that an undisclosed source had fashioned the talisman, providing only a vague description. The properties of the medallion were marked with an asterisk, denoting an omission from the text and indicating that the specific details were restricted to privileged elders. This mystery, shrouding the talisman in intrigue, only deepened Illirian's curiosity.

Privacy was paramount in most cases, as not all things of arcana were meant to be common. This convoluted theory was touted as being in the best interests of the commonweal, as some matters were better kept concealed, available only to those (within their society) who were capable of comprehending them for what they were.

During Illirian's tenure as scrivener, she had encountered information referencing the epic of this mysterious talisman twice before. The first occurred during a semi-private conversation she'd overheard between two elders. This was the second.

She gleaned very little from the elders' brief discourse and not much more from what she was reading now; however, this subject intrigued her incredibly and was indeed worthy of future study. Nevertheless, the time was certainly different now.

When she had finished reading the brief definition of the glyph, she entered the correct value of its terminology before proceeding to the next symbol in the line of text. She continued to employ this same methodology throughout the entire translation process, adhering as closely as possible to the descriptive value of each icon in its medium.

As she continued, it became clear that many archaic symbols had multiple connotations. She added the correct alternatives to their complements where they were most prevalent to preserve true continuity. However, during the meticulous translation process, she noticed a few disturbing issues that sent a slight chill down her spine.

The first concerned the Halidom, in which the Diadem was kept. The crown, or Diadem, as it was called, was housed in the temple's inner sanctum, the Halidom, and held secure under guard by the royal sentinels. The second referred to the advent of two figures. These unknown paladins, as foretold by Pier Glass, were going to change the face of the empire and dissolve the current regime. This fact alone was quite disturbing.

Now, how this 'fall' was supposed to come to pass, she could not fathom. The House of Luminerics was quite the force to be reckoned with, but the Pier Glass had decreed it, and come to pass, it shall.

This ominous presage was vague about how and when it would occur, as well as whether the threat would come from within their ranks or from something unknown beyond their vicinage.

This omen, revelation, or whatever it was, felt alarming in many ways. She could feel the doubt breeding in her mind, but she knew it must be true. The mirror's edict was unquestionable, for the powers that energized it were much too grand for one to doubt.

So, the current regime would fall, the face of rulership would change, and two paladins would appear to accomplish this awe-inspiring tour de force. The coupling of these presumed facts, in tandem with the Diadem in the Halidom and the Gimmel, created a sinister portent that was too accurate to dismiss or ignore.

The following item, puzzling her, was an odd yet strangely familiar symbol she'd glimpsed somewhere before but could not recognize. Its intricate design consisted of three equilateral lines that merged at each of the six ends, creating a triangular emblem. Fashioned around the icon were a pair of concentric rings, which broke the plane of each side twice, and within this circlet were three inverted points converging at its center.

At first, Illirian could not locate the glyph. It seemed nonexistent, a conundrum of sorts. She searched the index, the incipit, the proem, and every cross-reference point, but nothing she had encountered offered the design's cryptic value.

She pondered this enigma for a spell while continuing to gaze at its shape. She had no idea what it was, yet something in her mind gave off a vague notion of recognition, one she could not identify.

The tome she was using happened to be the oldest volume available to her, yet she needed help finding what she sought regarding the glyph. It could appear in the Elders' Anthology of the Ancients as a restricted glyph. If this were the case, she would not be allowed to consult it as a reference—at least not now.

Illirian continued to scan the passage with the nearest design type (one concerning the Swain King) two or three more times, but still needed an acceptable explanation. She thought her rendition might have been in error, but quickly dismissed the errant thought. She was far too adept at scribing to make such novice mistakes, especially when it came to something presented by the Pier Glass.

As she once again skimmed over the page's surface, rereading the passage carefully for the sixth time, she scarcely noticed a slight blemish marking its face. It was barely visible, faint, and almost indiscernible to the naked eye. The mar was worn off over many years of less-than-delicate handling. The blemish was an earmark pointing to a footnote at the bottom of the page.

Taking her cue from this nick, she quickly slid her hand down the parchment - mindful of the aged paper - and settled on a single (barely visible) word, a single name.

Ramushviri!

Illirian was stunned; she felt her heart had leaped into her throat. A bout of panic swept through her upon reading the great queen's name. She felt a mix of exultation and despair at seeing the name printed in the common tongue within this volume.

Ramushviri's name had long since been removed from all books, manuscripts, anthologies, and House crests. Her name was forbidden to be spoken by anyone and was only allowed on the day of honored remembrance, once every seasonal completion, and only by the elder regent.

And that's when it finally dawned on her why she had such difficulty recognizing the strange glyph and could not readily recall its reference. She knew the queen's name was rarely ever spoken, and under no circumstances was it to be written in any form. She knew very little about the great queen's reign. However, what circulated in the circles she moved in was dark and disheartening. She never understood the stigma or how it applied, but for some reason, everyone still referred to her as the Great Queen. Some things just needed clarification.

Illirian knew the subject was forbidden to be discussed by anyone who knew its tale. The elders who did understand were utterly closed to all avenues of inquiry. However, when one needed information, there was always a way of acquiring it. Illirian knew of another person who could enlighten her about this epic, but he was considered disreputable and somewhat delusional.

He was an old scholar and chronicler named E'lex, a historian of the order of Luminerics (although not a Lumineric himself). Most deemed him a bit mercurial, an old codger with a demi rep at best. But when one sought knowledge of the arcane histories, there was no better source from which one could draw. The man was eccentric, but his knowledge of the past and its historicity was irrefutable. He was indeed an invaluable asset. One would be remiss if one did not seek his counsel. Folklore is folklore, and history is history, no matter how one heard it or from whom. However, since E'lex had retired and was now a Master Class Preceptor, she could not consult him, especially on this subject.

Illirian held her stylus poised over the page as a flood of conflicting emotions coursed through her. She pondered whether or not she should write the name and the glyph in the codex. With such uncertainty spinning through her head, she carefully recited the Scribes' Imperial Edicts of Law.




ARTICLE 61, LEAF 43:

– A scribe shall record any and all messages, maxims, documents, and anthologies in their entirety. Nothing shall be omitted, edited, modified, or otherwise hidden from view. Any deviation from this fiat will immediately terminate the malefactor's tenure and be subject to punishment under the law. –




However, in this instance, the edict directly violated the Elders' Decree of Law, which she also recited.




E.D.L., 42nd FIAT:

– At no time, henceforth, shall the name of the great queen (name omitted with design) be spoken, written, acknowledged, carved, engraved, or discussed by anyone other than those prescribed by the precepts. The breaking of this decree will result in the immediate seclusion and punishment of the malefactor for a period to be determined by the Council of Elders. –




Illirian knew she'd be guilty of breaking these laws if she wrote the name, and guilty if she didn't. The action or inaction would result in the same punishment: an actual duty conflict! She was in a precarious situation and uncertain about how to proceed.

Then, a sudden epiphany struck her. She could allay the problem by following the example provided in the E.D.L.: she could draw the icon on the parchment, with the word 'queen' preceding it. This method should appease both the council and the historical preservation of the Scribes' Imperial Edicts of Law.

After doing that, Illirian set down her stylus, rubbed her hands through her sorrel-colored hair, and released a weary sigh of exclamation. She then massaged her eyelids, drew a deep breath, and re-checked all her translations to ensure she'd left nothing out that could be construed as an omission or mistake.

Once she was satisfied with her thoroughness, she returned the translator's tome to its place on the bookshelf, went back to her desk, picked up her codex, and headed toward the exit.

A sudden knock at the door caused her to arrest her stride as she approached. She didn't know what had compelled her to shift in that manner, but it was nonetheless a bizarre reaction. The odd coincidence of moving in the same direction from whence the sound originated caught her by surprise. She quickly shook off the eldritch feeling and hit the access panel to open the door.

Illirian could see a tall male figure standing in the framed opening as the portal panel slid open. He seemed strangely familiar to her in his dingy purple robes, somewhat lithe stature, and the low-hanging cowl covering most of his head (obscuring a portion of his face). It took only a trice before she recognized those chiseled features, sharp and distinguished. This was not someone she expected to see in this tower wing, but his presence here gave her no cause for alarm. And even though it was odd and puzzling at the moment, he was not unwelcome.

Although he'd not been in this area since well before she could remember, nothing prevented him from doing so at his leisure. The only prohibition he was under pertained to the Pier Glass itself, not the scribe. The man was relatively harmless, an eccentric, prone to spontaneous tirades of sacrifice, conspiracy, and rebellion. At times, he had become quite the spectacle to behold. Even so, most residents of the citadel thought him a bit touched, mad maybe, and no matter where he traveled, the shrapnel of loaded criticism followed him.

The two stared silently at one another for a long moment, until one finally broke the gaze.

"Good day, Master Sage," Illirian greeted him warmly. "Is there some assistance you need?"

When he spoke, the deep timbre of his voice rumbled through the room.

"Yes, I believe there is, Lady Illirian," slightly inclining his hooded head. "Or, should I say, Imperial Scribe?" His loose robes whispered about his feet as he stole the moment, briskly crossing the door's threshold and entering the commodious chamber.

"Master E'lex!" She protested vehemently, "You are not permitted inside the sanctuary," as she moved to cut him off, "If you are in need..."

He interrupted her before she could finish.

"I know the Pier Glass has been active, Lady Illirian." His voice was calm as he turned to face her, eyes glittering keenly from beneath his hood.

Illirian felt a sudden chill slide across her body. Her face blanching, her stomach clenching with anxiety. 'How could he possibly know that?' There was no way anyone could have known this without having been present when it occurred, and no one other than herself had been.

She stared at him with confusion, searching his face for some semblance of an answer, but nothing she could see persuaded her (one way or the other) that he'd simply stabbed at the subject. She considered he might be trying to bluff at first, but his matter-of-fact demeanor left little doubt of his certainty; however, she had to try to dissuade him.

"Are you out of your mind, Master E'lex?" she asked incredulously. "Have you lost what sense of reality you had left?" She threw her hands up in mock dismay. "Do you realize what ..."

He interrupted again.

"Yes, I know it sounds a bit outlandish, and blah, blah." His mocking tone was spirited and caustic. "But do not assume you can placate me, Lady Illirian, as if I am out of my element, blathering incoherently. I am quite lucid, I assure you, and entirely convinced of my notions." He cocked his head toward the open door. "And if you do not wish the entire sodality knowing about it just yet, I suggest you close the door. After all, privacy is paramount."

Illirian thought this over for a moment, concluding privacy was indeed necessary at this point. Plus, she was curious to learn how E'lex had come to know (with such certainty) that the Pier Glass had been active. So, with this in mind, she moved over to the door, pushed it closed, then strolled briskly over to her desk and seated herself.

"Please, Master E'lex ..." She waved. "Have a seat."

E'lex accepted the proffered chair, indicated by her slight gesticulation, and seated himself, glancing at the Pier Glass across the room. He then folded his hands into the sleeves of his dingy-purple robes, fixed his gaze upon Illirian, and waited for the inquiry to begin.

"So, tell me, Master Sage, how have you come up with such a ridiculous notion concerning the Pier Glass?" She let her gaze fall on him as she posed the query.

"Come now, Lady Illirian," he chuckled, "do not treat me as if I were a neophyte or one knowing nothing of such matters." His voice exuded a smoothness as he continued to speak, echoing differently, becoming more lucid, acute, and confident. "I may no longer be privy to many things, but in case you've forgotten ... I was once the caretaker of the Pier sanctuary for far longer than I care to remember."

Reaching up, E'lex flipped back the hood covering his head, flashing a placid smile her way, before continuing, "Knowing I have been close to an artifact from the age of the ancients, as well as having read the journals of our predecessors, do you think I would have missed its unique signature and would not have sensed even the slightest fluctuations in its resonance?" His brows furrowed as he posed the question, lightly thumbing his rounded chin. "Let us dispense with such feeble attempts to mask the truth and confide in one another concerning the presage, hmmm? Maybe we can be of assistance to a mutual degree in this time of uncertainty." He placed his elbows on the chair's armrests, interlacing his fingers beneath his chin.

Illirian sat quietly as E'lex wove this bizarre tommyrot while continuing to grip the codex she was holding so tightly. Her knuckles had turned white and began to throb painfully, but she did her best to ignore them. She refused to believe this outlandish tale E'lex spun before her, but he had hit on too many points for her to ignore what he'd said. He was likely aware of the prophecy, most likely due to his time as custodian and Imperial scribe.

However, the only claim he'd made that she could confirm was his assertion of being knowledgeable regarding the essence of the Pier Glass and having felt its signal, for she had also felt its resonance. She, too, had felt its harmony shift from stone to a beacon that resonated in concert with her own body.

The pulsations were pleasant, a refreshing rush of vitality, an infusion of puissance that breathed new life into every quadrant of her being. Its unique Eidos resembled someone waking from a lengthy slumber, feeling completely rejuvenated.

In the end, Illirian knew he spoke the truth. However, what he wished or hoped to accomplish still eluded her like a taste of something long forgotten.

"What is it that you seek, Master E'lex?" she asked, petulance creeping into her tone. "Well, my dear Lady Illirian," he gestured to the codex she held in a death clutch to her chest as if it were her saving grace. "I would like to view the message you wrote down, including the translation you've attributed to it." His somewhat secretive smile returned once again, but this time it came with a scantly raised brow. "Particularly before the synod gets a hold of it and declares it a consecrated declaration, thus sealing it from the public eye." E'lex started to grimace as Illirian shook her head.

"You know this is not permissible, Master E'lex!" Her tone was now sharp and scolding. It no longer held any passivity; only unwavering determination remained. "It's against the mandate and something only to be viewed by those charged with its keeping." She clutched the book tighter to her chest like a newfoundling. Her eyes narrowed sharply as she continued, "You know the rules, Master E'lex, just as I do." She puffed out her chest as if what she was about to say needed stronger emphasis. "You, of all people, should know ..." She was again interrupted before she could finish as E'lex slammed his fist hard on the desktop, making her jump with fright.

And when he spoke this time, his voice held a not-so-subtle admonition.

"Do not speak to me as though I were a slave or subordinate to be paddled and sent away with scolding words of reprimand." He could see the licitude on her face as he berated her, but it hardened again almost instantly as she seemed to master herself, regaining her composure. "I was hoping you would be more understanding and amicable in this matter, but now you've chosen to view the world through a shaded veil of obeisance, which corrupts your true sense of loyalty to your people."

She fixed him with an indignant stare. "I'm sorry you feel that way, Master E'lex," she replied calmly but steadily. "But certain truths can be the bane of even the strongest sodality if they fall into the wrong hands. Wouldn't you agree?"

His voice rose in crescendo fashion, reverberating throughout the room as he spoke.

"Someone once said, 'Great is the truth and mighty above all things.' A lie can also destroy a society, for the truth, undisguised, is our greatest possession. Therefore, you cannot, in good conscience, conceal the truth if these ramifications have the potential to harm those around you!"

With a sudden jerk, E'lex sprang from his chair, leaping over the desk, crashing headlong into her, taking her to the floor, and sending the codex she'd been clutching to her chest sailing across the smooth floor of the Pier sanctuary.

The sudden assault stunned Illirian for a moment, catching her off guard. She had no time to react as E'lex hurdled the desk and slammed into her, knocking her to the floor and causing the world around her to spin out of control.

Falling backward over her chair, she cried out in agony as her shoulder caught the edge of the raised dais behind her, causing jolts of excruciating pain to shoot up her left side. The sickening sound of snapping bone, in conjunction with his body falling atop hers, only made the nightmare worse. She couldn't believe E'lex had just attacked her. HER! He had indeed gone utterly mad.

The sudden shift in E'lex's body (on top of hers) made her cry out again. She tried to catch a breath as he rolled off her, but the abrupt absence of his weight seemed to add to the pain's intensity. She forced herself to unclench her eyes to gain her bearings.

"No!" She screamed in a sudden panic as she noticed E'lex begin to scramble across the floor toward the codex. Reaching within herself and drawing swiftly on her limited Power Well, she lashed out at him with energy that took shape in the air around her.

Illirian watched as the wave slammed into him, tossing his body like a rag and sending him crashing against the far wall. She knew the strike wouldn't kill him but rather render him unconscious long enough for someone to arrive and take him into custody. A release of energy such as this would undoubtedly draw any lumineric in the vicinity to investigate the source of its emanation.

Illirian was not a lumineric, but most conscripts serving in important positions throughout their society received some instruction in lumineric defense techniques (for emergencies). Although this instruction was not necessarily enough to kill, it was surely enough to damage any would-be attacker significantly.

She winced in pain as she sat upright. Her arm, she could feel, was indeed broken, and it throbbed mercilessly. The pain was incredibly sharp, almost overwhelming. She wanted to stand up, but her leg ached from the earlier impact. It wasn't broken, but it sure felt like it was.

She tried to focus on the current dilemma and what had happened. Still, her primary concern was to craft a comprehensive narrative for the council members so they could form their own opinions about what had occurred. She also needed to make sure the codex was secure before anyone arrived. There was no need to complicate the situation with its presence.

Illirian began to pull herself across the floor in slow increments, but even these slight movements caused intense pain to shoot through her arm and leg again. The severe jolt made her whimper, and she drew in a sharp breath before continuing tentatively this time and with a little more care.

A hint of motion from E'lex's prostrate body drew her attention, causing her to stop abruptly. Illirian hoped the flicker of movement she'd noticed was just her imagination, but another shift in his area shattered the illusion.

Illirian immediately drew on her Well again to strike at him once more. The manifesting force began to crackle in the dry air, but this time, it suddenly dispelled just as it was about to engulf him.

She stared, with open-mouthed disbelief, as the essence disappeared in midair, like a vanishing apparition. A sudden premonition of violence struck her. This morbid feeling seemed to settle around her like a shroud, pliant yet constricting, as she watched E'lex rise to his feet a bit lethargically, steadying himself against an adjacent wall.

As he turned to face her, she saw his countenance held no emotion, no pity, only grievous intent. The tendrils of smoke rising from his robes, still smoldering, looked like he had just escaped from perdition's rift. Like a maleficent nimbus, the temporary cloud surrounding him became an even more unsettling spectacle beneath his ominous gaze. She clearly understood his intent.

With every ounce of her strength, Illirian drew on her Well and tried to strike at him again, yet as before, just as the Eide began to take shape in the air, it dissipated. She didn't understand what was wrong. Why couldn't she use her essence?

She then took note of the crooked smile forming upon his face, which brought a sickly realization that somehow, and in some way, he had learned to counter her ability, but that was ... impossible! E'lex was no lumineric, nor did he possess the level of skill or teaching to achieve such a feat. Only a true lumineric, or one trained in their art, could perform such a skill. Or so she'd thought.

"Treachery is punishable by death, my Lady Illirian." He said flatly, with a bit of a sly smirk and a slight head tilt. "And for your crime of treason ... " An almost sinister light slid lambently across his feral eyes, making her cringe reflexively. "Your death will be a lesson to others who seek to hide the truth with tyranny!"

A sudden hostile charge enlivened the room. Its verve seized the chamber in an involucrum of dry lightning, causing the fine hairs on one's body to stand on end. The dense charge was palpable and erratic, surging and pulsing around the room, gaining force with each passing moment.

Illirian tried to counter the strike, but its energy configuration was too recklessly formed. The essence overwhelmed her quickly. She shrieked as the surge of blistering flame enveloped the room, torching the air and swallowing her body. Her shrill howls of torment rose above the roaring flames, piercing the air like a banshee's wails in its death throes.

E'lex smiled wryly as he watched her corpse being consumed by the flames. His eyes glistened with contentment as the echoes of her swan song brought him soothing comfort, inexplicably gratifying.

He knew he needed to search the room for the translator's compendium, but there was little time to dawdle. Soon, others would arrive to investigate the area and determine from whom and where the brisance originated.

E'lex retrieved the codex from where it lay on the floor, stuffing it into one of his robe pockets. He pulled his cowl back up and gave the room a quick once-over.

Smoke had begun to fill the room from the many parchments that had caught fire and were still aflame on the scorched shelves. Many other items were smoldering, especially books, which were almost as thick as the volume he had stuffed in his robe moments earlier. This combination of factors made it impossible for him to remain in this environment much longer.

E'lex headed for the door. Once he reached the portal, he pressed the access panel alongside it with the sleeve of his garment. Luckily for him, the panel inside the room did not require a voice or identiprint to exit, as it did to enter. He hoped no one was waiting on the other side of the door.

The portal swiftly opened, and he could see that the passage was empty. He quickly scanned both avenues of the hallway with a cursory glance before heading out and securing the door behind him.
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Riding aboard the Urban Rail System (U.R.S.), Lanshafel kept to the security of her cowl as she was whisked through the great underbelly of the city's lower subdivision, paying little attention to those around her.

Before leaving for the inner city, she donned the white robes of her station, those identifying her as a lumineric. Every lumineric could be recognized by these robes, colored crowning bands, and a caste mark fixed upon their brow. Lanshafel stripped the silver banding that crowned its border (signifying her ruling House) before departing for the U.R.S.

She did not desire undue attention by flying such a flag of notoriety, especially one that the masses would fawn over like a banner of regality. She aimed to be as discreet and inconspicuous as any other civilian traveler. Plus, due to her current destination, it would not be in her best interest to be recognized.

Allowing herself to relax in the roomy conveyance, she quietly pondered the strange message she'd received from the old man. It had been a bit cryptic, but this was not unusual, as most of his dispatches and communiques were generally scripted similarly. She wondered if this was his way of being clever, intentionally deceptive, or merely the product of his warped mind manifesting what it considered coherent.

From E'lex's message, she'd only been able to discern the location of their tryst, nothing of what it might concern. However, she couldn't complain too much, for she had requested information and past meetings with him, and he had always succeeded in appearing and producing. Thus, she decided his summons was acceptable until he proved unreliable.

Lanshafel was somewhat vexed at not being able to bring her avatar along because of the attention it would draw. Not many luminerics have avatars; only those of the ruling houses are granted this privilege. Plus, E'lex had an aversion to avatars, particularly hers, after being physically manhandled for speaking rashly to her during their last meeting. Furthermore, he considered them "spies of the triumvirate," placed to observe and report the actions of their charges to the Council of Elders if they were to misuse their status or break any of the lumineric decrees.

E'lex's infatuation with her was not just a fondness but a consuming passion that he mainly kept to himself, even surpassing his love for the Ancients. She was the central focus of his world, his life, and his dedicated servitude. His fealty was pledged to her alone, a secret that, if discovered by the triumvirate, could lead to severe punishment for both of them.

As the journey unfolded, Lanshafel found solace in her meditative silence, paying little attention to the muffled conversations of the cabin's occupants. She was grateful that no one had interrupted her solitude. The less interaction she had, the better. She doubted anyone would recognize her true identity and preferred it that way.

Her voyage continued for a while longer before she felt the railcar drawing to a controlled stop. She waited until it settled, then disembarked, slowly jostling through the crowd, searching for the moving stairway to take her to the surface.

As she weaved through the bustling streets, Lanshafel remained vigilant, scanning for any signs of surveillance. The diverse crowd paid her little heed, dismissing her as a mere bystander. This anonymity suited her, as it minimized potential complications.

Upon reaching the street level above, she noticed that the city's usually bright luminrods had failed in some areas, causing a dull haze to form around the purlieu, shadowing the many alleys that led into the darker depths of the city's ghettos.

The street appeared to have been swept clean of most debris. However, a few empty containers were still cluttering the city's drainage system, swirling in a pool of semi-stagnant wastewater and rattling against one another. Lanshafel quickly hailed a citizen transport vehicle and, after stepping inside, gave the driver precise directions to her destination. Once the conveyance was routed, the driver—a heavily scarred man—attempted to strike up a mundane conversation with her, but she curtly disengaged him and sat in silence. She had very little desire to participate in idle chatter with city serfs. Additionally, inner-city residents often lacked the scholarly acumen to engage in intellectual conversation.

A few minutes into the ride, Lanshafel noticed a mass of bright, coruscating lights ahead. She asked the driver, and he replied that the flashing lights were coming from near her destination. She paid little attention to the comment until he said he could not let her off at this location because of the number of constable vehicles cordoning off the area. He offered her the choice of exiting the vehicle before reaching the area or waiting until they had moved beyond it.

She let her eyes drink in the scene while advising the driver to cruise by at a moderate pace. From where she sat, she could see several constabulary vehicles, a transport carrier, and a barricade ram staged in the area. She noticed small clusters of constables crouching in twos and threes behind these vehicles for cover, weapons drawn and trained on one of the modest housing establishments.

As she continued to scan the area, she noticed a cluster of large vehicles blocking most of the street and a collection of security pillars surrounding them. A deep hum emanated from these columns, which was meant as a warning (to anyone) that attempting to cross beyond them would result in severe injury. The pillars were meant to keep the growing crowd at a safe distance from the general area. And if one did not take the warning seriously, several constables were moving from pillar to post, reminding one sternly enough.

Lanshafel felt a sudden pang of fear well up in her gut. A stark realization came over her, causing her to wonder if this gathering of force might have something to do with E'lex. This was close to where they were supposed to meet, but what could he have done to warrant such a response? Did he kill someone? Oh, geez, E'lex, don't let that be the case.

She raised her hand to her forehead as a slight dizziness began to harry her. She drew a few slow, deep breaths to calm herself as they cruised past the bustling scene.

"I can allow you to exit here, madam," The driver announced abruptly.

"Wha ... What?" She asked, a bit startled by the sudden interjection breaking her reverie.

He cleared his throat again, repeating what he said, "I can let you out here, madam, if you wish."

"Uh ... yes, here is fine." She replied absently.

As the vehicle came to a slow stop, the door to her left (opposite from where she sat) suddenly opened, and a figure slid into the seat next to her. She was about to protest and chastise the insolent cur for the intrusion, but stopped upon recognizing the dingy-purple robes as those belonging to E'lex.

"Drive!" E'lex barked at the driver loudly.

"Hey, I'm..." The driver began to protest but was abruptly cut off by his other fare, who repeated the command with the same vocal inflection. The driver solemnly complied with a stiff sigh and asked, "Where to?" His voice was strained as he spoke.

"Aushel forum," E'lex sputtered, "take the transit tunnel."

Lanshafel scanned the scene behind them through the rear window, then glanced back at E'lex briefly and asked, "Are you injured?" before looking him over.

"I'm fine, Lady Aderá," he replied breathlessly, "And no, I'm not injured."

Lanshafel was relieved that he used her sobriquet in the driver's presence.

The vehicle lurched as it sped toward its new destination.

"Was that ..." she thumbed the question over her shoulder, "because of you?" She raised the privacy panel after noticing the driver's slight twitch in response to her posed query.

"What?" He asked puzzledly, then understood what she was referring to. "Oh, the constables... no, no, none of my invention, I assure you." He flashed her a slight smile, "If I'm not mistaken, they cornered a dissident of the underground. I'm not entirely certain of the exact circumstances; I only caught bits and pieces from a nearby constable as he was briefing one of his superiors." He let a hand slide across his robe as if to check the presence of something he had secreted away.

Lanshafel let out an elongated sigh of relief. She had been concerned that the presence of the security squads was a direct result of something he had done. She was quite relieved that this was not the case. The uneasy feeling that had vexed her slowly began to ebb as she gazed upon his decrepit visage. For some reason, she trusted in those fatherly features. She believed E'lex had never lied to her before, at least not that she knew of, so there was no reason for her not to trust him at the moment.

"So E'lex," she inquired lackadaisically, "Will you enlighten me about what could be so urgent it required my immediate attention and could not have waited until I returned from my evening liturgy?"

"Not here, my lady, not here." He begged her indulgence. "What I wish to show you is not for all eyes to see." The secrecy of E'lex's plan added a layer of intrigue, leaving Lanshafel curious and eager to learn more.

"Then ..." she inquired, somewhat confused, "why are we going to the forum?" She frowned at him. "There are more eyes there than here."

He patted her hand reassuringly, "Patience, my lady, I mean to go beyond the forum to a secluded sector." He replied, "You will not be disappointed, trust me."

She caught the faint smile beneath the shadowed cowl he wore, which made his old features seem sharper somehow, more refined, and his usual tepid speech was lucid and more coherent than his recent conspiratorial tirades.

This strange alteration unsettled her in a way she couldn't quite explain. His usual mien might be due to a reflection of sorts, triggered by a delusion of some meaningful or momentous event, one his mind may have interpreted as having come to pass.

Lanshafel was speculative about the true cause of this queer turn of events, but the one thing she was sure of was that if E'lex was indeed lucid, he was not to be dismissed out of hand.

She resigned herself to the fact that it may be best to let this play out, no matter which path it took, even if it was dangerous. She knew nothing else that would get E'lex's back up more than signs of the prophecy. And if that was the reason for this little soiree, then she wasn't about to let such an opportunity pass her by. She had been at his heels for so long now concerning the prophecies that any chance of gathering the slightest tidbit of information would not go uninvestigated.

She knew of no one else in all the empire who knew more about the prophecies than E'lex. His obsession with the Ancients was well known, and his yammering was usually dismissed as the ramblings of an old fool, but Lanshafel knew better. She just needed to sift through the flotsam he spewed to reveal the underlying truth that rang sonorously in his reminiscence of the days of yore. She watched in thoughtful silence as their journey continued, ruminating on what may come.

Upon reaching their destination, they both exited the vehicle. They moved briskly along the thoroughfare until they reached the door of a small shanty, entered the structure, and closed the door behind them.

Several hours elapsed before they exited the room they'd recently commandeered and went their separate ways.

As Lanshafel headed home, her thoughts were a vortex of wonder. She had not expected the magnitude of what he'd imparted to her, nor was she ready for such disclosure. The detailed account of what had been penned into the codex from the Pier Glass was quite alarming and almost too fantastic to be believed. But could it be? That was the lingering question in her mind.

She had assumed that hearing such a revelation concerning the prophecies would go a long way toward clearing up many of her uncertainties, but instead, it left her with more questions to ponder. Her hope of reaching a limpid understanding of the troublesome answers she had sought for many years would remain somewhat of an enigma.

It took several attempts before she could wrap her mind around the bizarre concept of her involvement, especially since his deduction of how the revelation spoke of her directly was, at best, subjective. She was not readily convinced of his notion that it identified her as one of the coming paladins of the reclamation. And with E'lex's constant reaffirmation of such certainty, she began to entertain the scant possibility that E'lex may be correct. She understood much more after he explained the translation, but the central theme still needed clarification.

However, the one thing that shocked her was the reference to the ancient queen, using the prescribed icon in place of her name. She recognized the symbol immediately, as her family was directly linked to the queen's royal lineage.

The scribe had obeyed the Elders' decree of not writing the queen's name in its entirety but instead using the authorized symbol in lieu. 'Good for her,' she thought in silent admiration. There's nothing like someone who follows the rules.' However, placing the codex in E'lex's care was a significant lapse in judgment and protocol.

She continued her journey home in somber contemplation, hoping the revelations scripted in the codex were not as concrete as they seemed.
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Upon returning home, Lanshafel placed the codex in a cask beneath her bed. She did not intend to leave it out. A find such as this would raise more questions than she was ready, willing, or able to answer.

As she was about to settle in for the night, Lanshafel heard her mother call to her. She absently smoothed her night garments without thinking.

"Yes, Mother?" she queried smoothly, sliding her feet into the house slippers next to her bed before crossing the room, moving through the arched doorway, and into the intersecting hallway.

Her mother's graceful frame glided toward her along the narrow hallway like a regal queen. She was quite the august vision. The mere sight of her cowed most, and the air of regality surrounding her was more than just visible; it was almost tangible.

Aikar'e, Lanshafel's mother, was a picturesque beauty, a perfect elder version of Lanshafel, almost a mirror image. The draw of her charisma was quite bewitching. With it, she seemed to command the very fabric of the moment, exuding confidence most nobles seemed to wield like a scepter. Her long white tresses swirled and bounced about her shoulders and face. The silver robes she wore floated about her frame as if they were an entity in their own right.

"Good evening, my dearest." Aikar'e greeted her warmly and then asked, "Is everything well?"

"Good even to you, mother," Lanshafel replied with a short curtsy. She was not required to extend this courtesy to many in the empire, but it was a prerequisite with her mother. "Yes, all is well; why do you ask?" She felt a tinge of nervousness at the strange query.

"Well, my dear," She replied affectionately, placing an arm around her daughter's shoulder and giving it a loving squeeze. "The steward informed me you went to see a friend in need, and I was just curious if you could provide any assistance."

"Oh, yes," she answered quickly, feeling the tension slide away. She let herself fall into her mother's embrace. "I could assist them well enough; nothing illicit, I assure you." At least, she hoped not.

"Very well then," Her mother chimed in casually.

Lanshafel noticed that her mother's usual chipper attitude was somewhat subdued, so she ventured a query of her own.

"Is everything well with you?" She could smell the aromatic scent of her mother's floral flummery, which clung to her like a sensual aura.

Aikar'e released her embrace, then answered, "One of our scribes died today at the hands of an intruder." Her eyes glittered in the hallway's low light as she turned to her daughter and asked, "Did you know the temple scribe?" A slight frown touched her lips.

Lanshafel was silent momentarily, beginning to realize that E'lex and the scribe's death may somehow be connected. She gritted her teeth and answered, "No, Mother, I hadn't formally introduced myself. I've passed her a few times, but she always seemed rushed to get somewhere, so I didn't feel it was courteous to impede her for simple converse." She felt a tinge of shame for speaking so casually about the dead, so she quickly added, "Was the culprit apprehended?" 'Damn you, E'lex! If you did murder the scribe, you've now put me in harm's way.'

"No," Aikar'e answered solemnly, breathing a heavy sigh of despair.

For the first time, Lanshafel noticed the document folio her mother was holding and asked, "Is that the report?" She felt a bit of sympathy for the dead scribe.

Aikar'e waved it absently once, then replied, "Yes, but nothing in it can provide us with any clues or answers as to why or who may have committed this atrocity." Her face faded into a pleasant smile. "Well, it's good to have you home, safe and sound." She leaned over and kissed her daughter's forehead.

Lanshafel let herself be kissed. "Thank you, Mother; it's good to be home."

Holding her daughter's chin up with a supple finger, Aikar'e adored those beautiful eyes. 'Someday,' she thought, 'you will follow in my footsteps, becoming a strong ally to the empire and a fearsome enemy to all those who oppose us.'

"Are you retiring for the night, my dear?" her mother asked, raising
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