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Chapter 1 — The Ruling Seven
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Spider was eager to get to the Hall of Reconciliation. His father, Gordon, being one of the Ruling Seven, would name his successor along with the other members of the Seven. Gordon had left a few hours earlier to prepare for the ceremony, leaving Spider to eat alone on a small stone table, overlooking a private courtyard. 

He and Gordon had returned to the city earlier that day with another group of the Unwanted, the grown children spawned by the Dark Lord. They left this latest group of refugees from Earth in the capable hands of those who would care for them at the Hall of Reception. The journey from the Great Wall which separated Athra from Earth, had taken nearly two weeks and although he was tired from the trip, he washed and dressed himself for what was sure to be a long night. He’d missed his friends and sister Riley and was looking forward to seeing them.

Not having been able to attend any of the year’s sabbats owing to his work across the wall, Spider eagerly made his way out into the city. He had accomplished so much, saving thousands of the Unwanted from the marauding bands of wild humans or worse, those that would drain them for their magic. Tonight, he wanted to forget all of the hardships and danger he’d endured. It was the celebration of Litha, the summer solstice, which only added to the typical frenzy of Constellation City. 

Spider closed the door to the cottage behind him, leaving the calm of his father’s home. Each of the seven houses were secluded, walled off and protected from the bustle and prying eyes of the city. Upon exiting the outer gate that swung on heavy stone hinges, Spider noticed the light from bonfires appearing in the open spaces. He knew by now there would be many more in the sprawling fields outside the city.

Constellation City was entirely rebuilt, having been constructed atop the ruins of just one of the many metropolises destroyed by the Dark Lord and his spider armies. After his defeat, the Ruling Seven set out to build a place where all races could come together in harmony. Back then, they were just a group of friends who’d banded together to help bring an end to the Dark Lord and his reign of destruction. These seven victors had been left with the responsibilities of leadership, given their possession of High Magic. Jade being the most powerful of the group and a Gaia, helped guide the survivors to remnants of cities and farmlands that she’d left for them as she restored forests and life to Athra. 

Thanks to the Trolls, and their knowledge of stone wielding, Constellation City was built back grander and larger than ever before. The pride of the new city was the Hall of Reconciliation where the night’s ceremony would take place.

With his hunger satiated and a full moon on the sabbat named Litha, he felt a connection with the familiar things around him despite his sore muscles that complained with exertion. Lightening bugs danced and circled under trees as he passed, and the intersecting scents of various flowers filled his senses. Children laughed and played in the streets under the watchful eye of a doting father and mother who waved at him from their front porch. These moments reminded him of why he risked his life to save the Unwanted. He felt a responsibility to rescue others from a similar fate, just as Riley and his family had done in saving him from the Dark Lord. 

Spider recognized Jade’s handiwork everywhere. Her trees, arced over the cobblestone roads, creating shaded oases throughout the city’s streets. In addition to the Trolls’ stonework, Bamboo had been widely used in the city’s construction, it being the only wood like material allowed to be grown and harvested. Jade had strict prohibitions on taking wood from her forests and because of it, even dead wood was a highly sought-after commodity. 

Crossing a small bridge over a pond full of darting fish, and luminescent frogs, Spider made his way across the park to the road leading up to the Hall of Reconciliation. Its bronze dome was outlined by the fading illumination of the evening. The light from within the hall blazed out in all directions. 

At the front of the building to the left, stood an enormous statue of the elven mother goddess Akril. Her arms spread wide in acceptance to all who entered, and her smile blessed those who passed. To the other side stood a stoic statue of a dwarf hero long since dead. He stretched forth his sword high above his head in victory, but his shield was held close with all the dignity of royalty about him. Spider couldn’t remember his name but knew he had died a glorified death in a battle fought long ago. The Dwarves still sang songs about him.

Spider paused at the base of the wide stone steps leading up to the entrance of the building. He couldn’t help but stop and stare at the enormity of the hall. At its heart, was an immense amphitheater, submerged into the ground with stone seating ringing the center on three sides. The Greek influence was unmistakable, with massive white columns holding up the triangular façade, blending into the rotunda behind it. Despite their appearance from a distance, the towering columns were not of the traditional kind, but rather pillars cast in the shapes of massive tree trunks with small branches arching out to support the stone above it. The Trolls who had taken great care in its formation, didn’t worship gods but rather nature herself. Their contribution had been to emulate the natural beauty of Athra.

Eventually, Spider climbed the steps and made his way through the crowded front doors, into the reception area. The polished bamboo doors of the amphitheater were open wide, and crowds poured past him to find seats before it was filled to capacity. As the masses passed, their eyes would linger, trying to place his familiar face. By the time they recognized Spider, the boy who helped defeat the Dark Lord, he was behind them and there was no time to turn back. Though he never admitted it to anyone, the hero worship was part of the reason he stayed away so much. 

He spotted Mina and her brother Lightfoot below. Making his way through the throngs of bodies to a seat next to Lightfoot, he realized too late that Xavier and his family were seated directly to his left across the aisle. He pretended not to see them, instead saying hello to Mina and Lightfoot, while mentally preparing himself to acknowledge Xavier. 

When he turned toward them, he tried to make his smile and surprise seem genuine. Spider recognized the quiet hurt in Xavier’s dark eyes, although he did his best to hide it. Tasha, his twin sister, waved at him. They were sitting beside their parents, Lily and Roman, smiling and seemingly glad to see him after such a long time. 

His short relationship with Xavier had been intense but Spider eventually realized that although Xavier was a good friend, he just wasn’t physically attracted to him. Being his first relationship, Xavier patiently guided him through the mechanics of intimacy and bonded to him in a way Spider didn’t know was possible between two people. Because he’d been taken from his family as a baby and raised in the spider army, he’d never experienced human love and now that he lived among them, he struggled with relationships, romantic or otherwise. 

Looking at Xavier, Spider followed his gaze up toward the open night sky through the high windows, recalling when they first met. They were boys then, only sixteen. Since that time, Xavier’s skinny frame had filled in with a natural musculature that seemed to ripple and flow under his dark brown skin. He kept his tight curly hair short against his scalp and his masculine jaw line led to full lips and a broad nose. He was handsome. Spider didn’t understand why he felt the way he did about Xavier and was sad that he hurt one of his few friends. He regretted the damage he’d inflicted.

Then the lights began to dim, and a small Elf stood at attention on the dais, ten rows beneath them, ready to announce the beginning of the ceremony. The stage was set with seven seats, large enough to be thrones but simply built, square and bulky in appearance as if the Trolls hadn’t put much thought into their creation. This was intentional, Gordon had explained to him, to keep the function and appearance of the Seven as servants of the people rather than aristocracy. Behind them was a massive wall with inlaid stones depicting the wheel of the year, all of the sabbats, moon cycles and seasons. To the left was Jade’s Tree of Life, representing how she’d given life back to Athra. To the far right was another historical depiction, celebrating the defeat of the Dark Lord with himself and Riley in the foreground.

The Elf introduced each of the Seven as they entered one by one from a stone door, that until it was opened, blended naturally with the smooth wall beneath the first row of seats above it. Jade entered first or rather one of her many tree sprites who resembled her in appearance, prior to her transformation into the Tree of Life. She walked toward her seat wearing the silver crown of the Seven. Her dark hair was pulled back to fit neatly under the crown, her slender form was small but sure of its purpose. 

As her gaze swept over the audience, their eyes met, and she smiled at him, as well as the others seated at his side. She plopped down unceremoniously in the center chair as Riley followed her from the doorway, while the Elf announced her given name, Rajlea, Queen of the Elves, to enthusiastic applause from her subjects seated in the audience.

Even though his human mother Miranda had given birth to both of them, Riley was actually the daughter of Queen Raspiria who had used magic to place Riley within Miranda’s womb. She did it to hide her daughter from the Dark Lord, in the hope she would grow up in safety and one day return to save her people. Raspiria had died shortly after but prior to her passing, she cast one last spell which transported the last of her people to another realm where they were safe from the Dark Lord. Riley had explained it as the in-between space once, but Spider really didn’t understand what she meant by it.

Like Xavier, Spider had met Riley when they were only sixteen. Now she was a woman, taller than all other Elves which only made her seem more powerful and mystical. Her hair was a silver waterfall pouring down her back under her gleaming crown and her depthless blue eyes sparkled like frozen jewels in her porcelain face. Riley’s small nose sat atop thin lips that blushed red when she smiled causing her delicate pointed ears to move ever so slightly. She was widely recognized for her startling beauty, which seemed surreal, even for an Elf. 

Unlike Jade who wore only a small dress made of multicolored leaves, Riley wore a long blue gown of something resembling dense velvet, with a simple white sash at her waist which accentuated her curves. The neckline ended just above her cleavage. The straps of the dress hung on each shoulder leaving her arms and body free to move and breathe in the humid summer air. She sat in her chair to the right of Jade as Rachel’s name was called. 

Rachel entered in her white ceremonial robe she’d had since she first joined Jade’s coven back on Earth. It was a simple toga, tied at her waist with a gold rope. Her height made her stand out and her toned arms and otherwise refined features commanded attention. Her hair was pulled back so that her crown sat evenly on her head. Her Roman nose looked out at the audience with what Spider assumed was her attempt at a smile. There was less, albeit courteous applause as she sat next to Riley.

Gordon’s name was called, and he strode single mindedly to his seat, waving at the audience in his usual reserved manner. He was dressed in a humble, light gray robe, an outfit befitting the occasion. His height and broad shoulders were accentuated by his blond hair despite his receding hairline. The crown only seemed to make this more obvious, setting well ahead of his recession and yet he was still handsome. A few wrinkles at the corner of his eyes revealed his true age but otherwise still vibrant and strong. Besides his incredible strength, Gordon was well known for his stone wielding abilities that he’d learned from the Trolls. Because of their tutelage, he was adept at shaping and molding stone with a subtle magic. When he wasn’t helping Spider bring more Unwanted back across the wall, he busied himself rebuilding some of the other settlements. He even found time to teach a stone wielding class at the Hall of Learning, instructing others how to connect with and reshape the elemental nature of stone.

Claudia’s name was called next, and Spider saw a pair of hands pushing her swiftly through the door. Regaining her composure, Claudia made her way to the chair to the left of Jade. She waved at the crowd daintily, her flaming red hair bursting out in all directions beneath her crown. She wore silver and lace gloves and a satin dress of forest green. While it complimented her slender frame, Spider noticed how she fidgeted self-consciously in it. Her light green eyes were set above her freckled cheeks and her stance spoke of a quiet self-assurance despite the uneasiness in the dress. 

Claudia managed the Hall of Records or the library as most everyone called it. Since she’d come to live in Constellation City, she’d found purpose in her gift. Like her two sisters, she could see the past, present and the future but her own gift was strongest when looking into the past. She collected as much history as she could about all of the races. With the help of volunteers, she had begun copying the historical records of the Elves and a few others they’d recovered. She used her gift to sort out inaccurate depictions of the past, correcting errors of previous historians, making what was surely to be the most accurate and valuable collection of historical knowledge anywhere in Athra.

Lacy’s name rang out from the stage, and she entered wearing the exact same outfit but with no gloves. Her crown also sat atop flaming red hair that bobbed and moved with her steps. Her light green eyes and freckled cheeks somehow made her seem younger than Claudia even though they were triplets. She waved, acknowledging the crowd and sat down next to her sister, nodding at Jade and the others. Spider knew that Lacy had made good use of her talent. She’d established herself as an oracle of secrets and sold her services to those who would pay for her to peer into the hearts of others. Her gift, which allowed her to see the present most clearly, made her both hated and loved by many.

Lastly, Atrea entered, wearing the same forest green dress. She chose to forgo the gloves as well but instead, draped a gold-colored shawl around her shoulders. She waved smiling to the audience who clapped with thunderous applause. Like her sisters, her crown sat atop her unmistakable red hair, but she was by far the most loved. She’d worked tirelessly with the Unwanted to create many things reminiscent of modern technology from Earth. She had brought indoor lighting to the masses through the use of enchanted quartz panels. 

With her gift of future sight, Atrea created something similar to the internet, only hers was powered by magic. Her invention had been unofficially named A-Toogle, in her honor. It worked by creating an image within a thin sheet of opaque quartz crystal, with which a person could interact. It was able to communicate messages to others, provide answers to questions and even entertain. Spider remembered fondly how Gordon had modified their A-Toogle so it spoke with Miranda’s voice and appearance. After that, it felt like she was always with them even though she was a Guardian of the Great Wall, far away. 

When the remnants of the races came together after the Dark Lord’s defeat, they nominated the Ruling Seven to lead them. The only stipulation was that they select a successor of another race to take their place at the end of the seven years. This being their sixth year, each would choose a successor to stay at their side for the remainder of their term and learn how to carry out their duties. 

As Lacy seated herself upon her chair, Spider’s attention was drawn to the crowns. Each of them had been forged by the Dwarves and enchanted by the Elves. Each one retained a memory of its wearer and the events that transpired while they wore it. This way the successor had all the important historical details readily available, an indispensable collection of knowledge. This made it unnecessary for the next Seven to possess High Magic and so their history and collective wisdom would endure in the City’s leaders for generations to come. 

Silence spread across the crowd as the small Elf introduced Jade with a generous bow, retreating to the edge of the stage. Jade was to name her successor before the others. Being the first time that such an event had occurred, the entire room seemed to hold its collective breath with anticipation.

Jade stood and bowed to the audience saying, “I will pass to Rachel. I have a special selection in mind and wish to save mine for last.”

There were immediate whispers and loud murmurs in the audience. Jade’s words had worked their intended effect, whipping them all into curious excitement. Rachel stood, taking a deep breath and read from a small scrap of bamboo paper. 

“I choose the Elf Matled as my successor. I have seen his wisdom in leading and caring for others. I feel he is a worthy replacement and will serve all our people well.”

There was polite applause as all attention was focused on him. He stood from his seat in the audience and bowed accepting the nomination.

Likewise, Gordon stood and read is nomination, the Dwarf Blek, who was one of the Reborn. There were surprised murmurs from the audience because the Reborn were those Jade had resurrected. She was able to create new life from the remains of the dead and grew them in a special plant sack. The sooner after death their remains were pulled into the plant, the more likely their memories would return. Jade had restored tens of thousands of creatures in this way. 

The sad fact was that there was still an unshakable stigma attached to the Reborn. Gordon, sensing the criticism, defended his choice, citing Blek’s thoughtful and fair approach to important matters and his dependable reputation. Unlike some of the Reborn, he had almost all of his adult memories intact which contradicted his youthful appearance. Finally, there was cautious applause as Blek stood and bowed, graciously accepting his nomination.

The rest of the ceremony proceeded in this way with Riley nominating Dancing Rain or Mina, as she was commonly known, to succeed her. The sisters chose two Elves and one more Dwarf, the latter also being one of the Reborn with her memories intact.

Hyxel and his Dwarven entourage were clearly growing unhappier by the minute. They sat on the front row becoming more vocal with each choice. Hyxel was unhappy that he had not been nominated. It was obvious that he considered himself to be the best candidate of the Dwarves instead of the Reborn. Spider watched as his displeasure blossomed. His eyes, full of contempt, looked down his hooked nose, hanging down over his unruly mustache and his salt and pepper-colored beard that touched his waist. He was a little taller than most dwarves and solid in appearance, but it was his bold and stubborn personality which set him apart as a leader.

The crowd quieted and all eyes focused on Jade now. She took her time standing up and walked slowly to the front. She let the anticipation build as she looked out over her anxious audience.

“My successor needs little introduction. She’s led all of the races in battle, saved countless numbers of her own and made possible the destruction of the Dark Lord. She is a legend.”

Jade turned from one side to the next waiting to be urged on. Hearing the whispers building in volume and seeing that the attention was now completely directed at her, she turned motioning to the door at the side of the stage. Out walked Riley’s father, Thrall, accompanying an elven girl appearing to be no more than just six years of age. Her resemblance to Riley was uncanny and the murmurs in the crowd became gasps of recognition.

“My people, I name Raspiria, former Queen of the Elves in my place. Thrall will assist her in all things. I have full confidence that together they will serve us wisely in the coming seven years.”

“That’s impossible!” Shouted Hyxel coming to his feet. “Raspiria has been dead far too long to have her memories, and this is obviously some kind of imposter. You are only attempting to hold on to power through a puppet.”

The noise level in the amphitheater rose to a roar as voices battled to be heard above others. Spider assumed Jade knew full well that Hyxel had met other Reborn, who had been dead much longer than Raspiria.

“No, it is not impossible. How do you think I brought back the plants and animals long since destroyed by the Dark Lord?”

Hyxel stood defiantly, with his arms on his hips and countered, “Even if she is Raspiria, you know as well as I, that she may never regain her memories. Those reborn too long after death have to be taught all over again. You should have just nominated Thrall. How do you think a child Elf can be expected to govern?” 

Spider saw Jade’s hate for Hyxel boiling behind her eyes and her clenching fist seemed to barely refrain from slapping the sneer from his face. He could see that Hyxel thought he had Jade cornered with his bully-logic.

“I have found a way to speed up the return of her memories from a stone she used to work her spells,” Jade lied. “Unlike the others with no memories, I will ensure hers are fully restored by the time she sits in this chair and bears the responsibility of the crown.”

Wild applause exploded from the audience, especially the Elves. Spider looked at Riley who seemed unsurprised by the appearance of Raspiria. 

So, she had known he thought to himself. Interesting that she had kept it secret even from him. What plans were being laid here? he wondered. Were they purposefully trying to alienate the Dwarves?

Hyxel wasn’t finished and he barked at Jade saying, “I know you resurrected Succubus! The Turma were bad enough. I demand your immediate resignation from the Seven. I deserve to sit in that chair, not you with all your secrets.”

Jade’s face grew cold and mask-like. Spider had never seen this level of fury in her before and he grew genuinely concerned. Jade turned to Hyxel, with a look of self-righteousness coming over her.

“It is my duty as the Gaia to bring back life, even the Succubus. Who are you to determine the balance of nature and the course of life with your limited view and understanding?” 

All eyes turned to him, as he stood still, his face scrunched in furious frustration, but he said nothing to refute her. Then shouts erupted as groups of the Unwanted crowded into the hall, bursting through the doors in the back. All heads turned to them as they chanted, “Fair and e-qual! Fair and e-qual! Fair and e-qual!”

As the initial surprise wore off, Spider’s thoughts turned to the source of the Unwanteds’ unrest. The massive migration of the Unwanted across the wall had only added to the burden already placed on the races by thousands of Jade’s Reborn. The Unwanted were a dejected group in Constellation City, because they were seen as a burden and carried the stigma of being the Dark Lord’s children. The majority of them were forced out into the new settlements where they lived a pioneer type existence. Most of them had never lived on a farm, never grown their own food and certainly not built their own homes. They found themselves struggling just to survive and longed for the conveniences of life in the city. Overwhelming numbers of them were demanding to stay in Constellation City and expand into the forests which Jade would not allow.

Then one of the more aggressive Unwanted, a blond hair blue eyed man yelled down into the amphitheater. “You allow the Shrakes to stay here because of their connections but those of us with true gifts are sent to live in the new territories. We bear the stigma of the Dark Lord’s children but at least we are of use. I say send the Shrakes to build the new towns so that those of us with magic can stay where we belong!”

“Out with the Shrakes! Out with the Shrakes!” the Unwanted started to chant.

Rachel’s wife Kris sat just a few rows down from Spider, and he saw her hug her daughter close. She’d been brought across the wall with Rachel when she came to live here permanently. Spider knew others like her, such as Lacy’s husband. All of the Shrakes, the elven word for those who possessed no magic, were related to someone with magic. Spider wanted to point out that even some of the Unwanted had brought Shrakes with them to Athra but in this hall their rage was focused on the unfairness they’d been dealt.

Spider could feel the surge of magic coming. There was going to be a fight. He saw the Seven moving up toward the protestors, taking up defensive positions within the audience. Spider quietly expanded his sphere of no magic around him until it filled the amphitheater. He wasn’t about to allow any violence when he could simply take the option away from them. The power of the Seven faded and the Unwanted were neutralized. 

Then the lights went out, and the people realized they were powerless. There were frightened screams as they scrambled for the exits in darkness. When the amphitheater was nearly empty, he let his sphere collapse and dissipate. The lights came back on slowly and he found the Seven standing around him. 

Jade slipped her arm around his waist and said with a smile, “We’ve missed you.” 
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Chapter 2 — The Plan
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The moment the lights went out, Xavier and his family used a hidden tunnel connecting the Hall of Reconciliation with the Hall of Records to escape the chaos. Up until then Xavier hadn’t known of the tunnel’s existence, which made sense given this was an old Turma city. Back then the Turma were functionally blind and preferred the dark. The original city was predominantly underground with some parts emerging partially above ground. 

The Reborn Turma were free from blindness and light sensitivity thanks to Jade. One of his best friends named Jin was a Turma and Xavier was on his way to rendezvous with him and the others under the Hall of Mysteries. 

Roman led them, and the soft tunnel floors swallowed the sounds of their footsteps. The walls were painted a bright white which helped exaggerate the meager illumination coming from the small crystal panels placed in the ceiling only sporadically. Despite the white paint, Xavier could see where portions of the tunnel had been carefully restored. The stone was smoother, almost too perfect, compared with the rest of the original sections. He wondered to himself how this had been kept secret and how many other tunnels ran elsewhere beneath the city.

They reached the end of the passage where the faint outline of two small doors appeared, just big enough to duck through. Roman paused, pushing at several locations on the door where Xavier thought a handle should be, until finally he pressed just the right spot and the doors swung open silently to everyone’s surprise except Roman’s.

They emerged into a large, well-lit room. It was perfectly square in size with another large door on the far side. The air smelled stale but not to the point of distraction. Large racks lined the walls all the way to the ceiling. The storage space was empty except for a small group of people in the middle.

Xavier spotted Jin, his Turma friend alongside Thrall and the young Elf Raspiria. Jin stopped talking as they entered and greeted them excitedly and introduced them to Raspiria. Like all Turmas, Jin had large dark eyes, reminiscent of a Lemur’s. Even though he was mostly human in form he had short brown fur covering his entire body. His large round ears moved independently toward sounds and were situated on top of his head, giving him vastly superior hearing to humans. He moved with feline agility and his soft padded hands pulled Xavier close.

Thrall, her silver-haired guardian, was only a hands-width taller than Rapspiria and he stood silently watching the exchange. She spoke with a maturity well beyond her six years. Xavier immediately suspected her supposed lack of memories was an unexpected misdirection on Jade’s part. 

As Raspiria moved to speak with Roman and Lily, Xavier’s attention was again turned to Thrall. His short stature and thin frame were similar to Raspiria’s except that she would grow much taller than Thrall. The Elves had intentionally made themselves smaller during the wars and famine times of the Dark Lord. It was a survival tactic that served them well in the end. They were in the process of reversing these changes and knew that one day Thrall would catch up to Raspiria again. Thrall watched her every move as if he dared not look away for fear of losing her. Xavier sensed the intense, protective bond.

His observations were interrupted by the doors which swung open again to admit all of the Seven, followed by Spider. Their eyes met briefly, but Spider looked away. Xavier did his best to stamp down the pain of seeing him. His presence felt like a bleeding wound that wouldn’t stop. Tasha, saw their tense exchange, and came up beside him offering silent support.

Jade led the excited group into the center where they greeted Raspiria with warm hugs. It was obvious that all of the Seven had known about her. Riley was still catching up with her mother when Jade began to speak.

“Thank you all for coming. I’m sorry for the interruption in the Hall but it makes my heart glad to have the coven together again. It’s been too many years!” 

Pointing to her head, “Miranda is also with us, listening in and ready to add her two bits.”

Jade swept the room with her gaze, and her face lost its smile, growing unusually serious.

“The sisters and I have called this meeting because it is time for the rest of you to know. There are threats closing in on us, both near and far.”

The sisters fidgeted nervously in their gowns, making Xavier realize the importance of the situation.

“The threat nearest us appears obvious on the surface. The Unwanted are making a play to control a part of Constellation City. They have been manipulated by Hyxel and the other dwarves who have only fanned the flames of rebellion at every turn. Their actions were foreseen, and Lacy has done her best to ally herself with the Unwanted, recreating technology that eases their transition to a new life in Athra. 

But the true danger is a force hidden from the sisters that has been organizing and influencing the movements of the Unwanted. We know now that the conspiracy is not only embedded here with the Unwanted but also across the wall, to perilous forces on Earth.”

Xavier felt a stir run through the entire group; the realization visibly unsettled them. It triggered traumatizing memories of the Dark Lord and his spider army which sent shivers down his spine. Images of their spindly black legs and pincers slicing through countless victims as their horrific screams rang out, still awakened him at night.

“How come the sisters can’t see this? Is their power weakened?” Rachel asked, voicing the fear they all felt.

Jade glanced at the sisters expectantly. Seeing her cue, Claudia stepped forward. 

“We don’t know yet, but we’re going to find out. It wasn’t until this past year that we finally pieced together that we were missing something. Individuals were disappearing and reappearing from our view and some events were completely dark to us. It was then we began to understand what was happening. Someone has figured out how to blind our powers, and it has only grown worse.”

Jade picked up where Claudia left off. 

“We’ve been making quiet plans to draw them out, by emboldening them with minor successes and when the time is right, we will pull back their curtain. They will be exposed but it will come with a price... war.”

Gordon asked, “So what can we do?”

A grin spread across Jade’s solemn face, breaking the dark mood. “I’m glad you asked. We want you, Spider, and a few others to go across the wall and find out what plans are being set in motion and disrupt them if possible. We will ask Rachel to accompany you as if she were joining your mission, but we will have her circle back in secret and hide out while we wait for things to come to a head in the city. Her skills will be needed here.”

Gordon, Spider and Rachel nodded their heads, consenting to the plan while small pockets of conversations quickly spread across the room. 

Lacy cleared her throat, gathering their attention like a teacher in a classroom. “There is another threat that must be confronted. Even though it is distant for now, the danger is much more serious.”

She looked to Jade, whose face had grown mask-like again, and yet her features darkened, betraying her deep concern despite the lack of obvious emotion on the surface. 

“It strikes me with fear to my core to tell you this but one of the Gaia’s has died.”

The room went still, and silent.

“We don’t know why, but we do know her death has brought a plague of sickness to her land. By the time the Gatekeeper of their wall realized what was happening, it was too late for those living within its reach. The Elves have established a safe haven in the north, separating themselves from the growing sickness but we do not know what has become of the other races.”

Lacy looked to Riley. “We need you, Xavier, Tasha and Jin to go and find out what happened. Jade will send you with a seed pod so that the Tree of Life can be regrown. There is a woman, another sister to the Gatekeeper who studied alongside their other sister, the Gaia. Her talents are strong enough to merge with the seed. You must find her. She will need your help to stop and reverse the plague before it is too late.”

Riley nodded slowly, already thinking through the arrangements she would need to make. Yet Xavier could sense her hesitation, which made a good deal of sense to him. A dangerous quest to a foreign land. She’d done more than her share for Athra. He watched Riley quietly steel herself and smile down at her Reborn mother.

Raspiria turned and placed her small hand on her daughter’s arm, saying, “It was fortunate the sisters had the foresight to bring me back. Not only have they freed my soul from an eternal limbo....” pausing to look in their direction, she continued. “But because of their gift, there is nothing here with which to concern yourself while you are away. I can resume the responsibility of governing our kingdom and assist in the defeat of any threat to this city. All while keeping my true powers and memories secret from our enemies until the opportune moment arrives.”

Riley smiled and hugged her mother. Raspiria warmly returned the embrace and caressed Riley’s arm reassuringly. Then turning to Xavier, Riley looked questioningly at him, and he nodded. Her gaze jumped to Tasha and then Jin who also nodded in agreement.

Riley faced Jade. “It’s settled then. The four of us will go and find this woman so that she can save her land and its people.”

Jade nodded. “Good, we must move quickly now. Gather your supplies and any assistance you might need. Time is a luxury we no longer have in dealing with these threats.” 

Jade walked back to the middle of the group, refocusing their attention. “One last thing. On the day of Mabon, the fall equinox, the Great Wall will be closed forever. This is being done to protect Athra from the growing threats on Earth. All of you must return before Mabon.”

While the others seemed dismayed by the thought of the wall’s closure, Gordon’s eyes grew bright and he asked, “Does this mean Miranda will be free of the wall?”

Jade nodded and smiled broadly, “She will be free at last! Just one more good reason to return before Mabon.”

Like Gordon’s smile, the excitement grew. The sounds of discussion reverberated off the walls in echoes, as plans were made, and details hashed out. 

During the commotion, Xavier’s gaze locked onto Spider, his pain was evident for a moment before he turned away. Realization washed through Xavier like a wave. He wasn’t alone in his hurt. A dim hope started to bloom within him.
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