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The White Pool


Most virtuous and blessed were the citizens of Galanthea. Safe and untroubled souls, thriving under the divine and benevolent rule of their most gracious and esteemed Empress, Ave’nah.
 On feast and holy days, she could be seen from the lofty balcony of the White Tower. Amid the fluttering flags and richly embroidered tapestries draped from the royal balcony, the aromatic smoke from great silver censers swirled through the gathering throng who came to witness her gracious attendance to the festive proceedings. 
Tall and slender in her gown of the purest white silk, her golden mask dazzling in the sunlight, she was a resplendent vision of majesty and perfection. As a sorcerer, her power was unexcelled and absolute. Her lineage undisputed, descending from the ancient line of the powerful Durians since time immemorial.
[bookmark: _Int_UENC8RKP]Her reign over the Island of Ismaar was complete and unchallenged. The ancient city of Galanthea was built around the sacred White Pool, and later became a fortress built by the Durians to repel the armies of Amroc. For hundreds of years thereafter, it had suffered no subsequent threats to its harmonious existence. There were still a few of the wild red skinned daemons that haunted the Valborian forest on the outskirts of the citadel. Legend had it, they sprang up from a rank unholy pool within it, and when sighted on those rare occasions, they moved slowly as though some sickness had afflicted them and rarely ventured close to the city wall.
 Scarce were the cares of its fortunate citizens, who had been bestowed with every conceivable luxury by the power and generosity of Ave’nah. Encompassed within its gargantuan circular granite block wall, was harboured the perpetual peace and security of a proud and content nation.
The vast sprawling interior of the city was like the fertile womb of nature herself, thriving and abundant. It filled every crack and corner with richly scented flowers and mighty fruit trees whose boughs bent under the burden of their ripe and sweet deliverance. In a season of perpetual abundance, the enchantments of Ave’nah kept the city in a blissful thrall of ethereal repose.
 Sprawling vines of fiery crimson and copper foliage, danced in wild abandon up the sides of the stony temples and living quarters, clothing them in robes of flickering flame. The skill and cunning of its architects were unrivalled. There appeared no degree of stone surface that had not been embellished by the intricate artistry of its skilled masons. Strange exotic beasts peered out from the creeping masses of foliage, all carved in breathtaking realism and detail. Indeed, the very slabs of the main thoroughfares under the softly cushioned soles of the citizens’ feet, were of the rarest Kluvian marblestone, that shone ever greater, like burnished bronze over the passage of time.
When the sun set behind the black mountains of Ra’med. The enchanted city sparkled like an exotic lantern. The inhabitants lit their candles and the warm orange incandescence at the windows spread all about, like the eerie glow of a thousand fireflies, awakened to the magic of the night. In the chapels, the sublime ornamentations of its stained-glass windows were at once revealed as if the black lid of a precious jewellery box had been lifted revealing a spellbinding array of glinting jewels and glistening gemstones. The sedate peal of bells signalled the gentle flow of the faithful through the arched candlelit porches of the temples. The harmonic drone of baritone choral voices sending forth a vibration that seems to charge the very air, in a hypnotic quivering tone, a divine and captivating conjuration settles over the citadel. Then later at last, in candlelit procession, the contented masses follow the glinting stony paths home, lit by the twin moons of Freymar, to the comforts of home, then tranquil dreams.
                                                                                        Δ   
                                                     
It was morning, and a soft pale light crept gently in through the diamond latticed windows of Navah’s rooms. He sat at the wooden table. His swarthy skin shone like deep amber in the flickering glow of the oil lamp. The thick black strokes of his eyebrows rose and fell in quick flitting movements as if he was recalling some distant memory, his warm brown eyes fixed on the shining gold ring as he drew it closer to the flame,  contemplating the miniature oval portrait of his wife Jeru, skilfully executed under the onyx hinged lid. Up close to the side of the polished brass oil lamp his gaze was distracted by his own reflection. He stared into his eyes and saw that time had finally caught up with him; the fine web of lines at their outer edges, ‘Paths to Alteus’ people would joyfully say. Navah had said his farewells yesterday, at the intimate passing ceremony. In recollection, he proudly pictured the face of his beloved daughter Niveh, smartly attired in the uniform of the Elite guard. Though she celebrated the upcoming reunion of her father and mother, she offered a smile that betrayed a fear concealed behind her deep green eyes; Navah felt it too, as they clung together, never really wanting to let go, in a last mortal embrace.
Stirring from his reverie, outside he could hear footsteps approaching, coupled with the rumble of a cart. In the gloomy doorway, Navah was startled by the sight of the two round and pale plump faces of the robed officials, who stood motionless. Each cradled an indistinct object in the folds of their robes.  They bowed in unison. Identical in height, their faces, though partly obscured by their hoods, seemed devoid of any outstanding features. As with their faces, Navah noticed the skin on their somewhat bloated hands shared the same waxen, almost transparent appearance. One of them passed Navah a rolled parchment; its purple seal stamped with the royal motif; a single eye gazing upward over running water. It was the proclamation granting the immediate start of the clearing.                  
A thrill of excitement stole over his being; tears began welling up in his eyes as he thought of Jeru. He bowed in gracious acknowledgement, though his thoughts were a whirl of fragmented emotions. The acolytes moved slowly over to the vacant windowsill. Navah noticed how all their movements were mirrored in an uncanny fashion. With their fat white fingers, like worms, they placed the clear crystal bowl down on the window ledge, a fragile pink flame swayed gently within it. In synchronicity again, they bowed and silently left the house. Through the rippled glass of the window, he watched as their short dark shapes appeared to glide up the cobbled alleyway. They had left the high-sided cart outside, it was empty but for a white linen sheet, neatly folded in its centre.
Navah returned to the table and the slowly shifting flame, the image of Jeru still floating in his mind. He imagined walking into the light, and being swallowed up in the bright burning energy, of passing through to Alteus and falling into the arms of Jeru. He smiled, overjoyed by the thought of seeing her again, not by fire, but after sunset, as the royal proclamation declared, passing through the portal of The White Pool in Galanthea.

Navah went outside to collect the sheet. As he did so he was taken aback to see his neighbours at their doorways smiling, no doubt awoken by the noise of the cart. Many, still in their bedclothes, broke into applause, others began pulling flowers from window boxes, scattering them and their petals from his door to the cart whilst reciting prayers and blessings. They kissed his hands and bade him pass on their best wishes to Jeru in Alteus. Others took the opportunity of trying to persuade him to convey messages to loved ones that had already passed through. Politely refusing offers to help, he set about loading the cart with his possessions.
As Navah cleared the space a growing uncertainty began to creep in amid his thoughts. The optimistic anticipation had given way to an unwelcome, unsettling sense of concern. Seeking guidance, he recalled a passage from the Book of Math’id , how in the desert of sorrows, Meathrae  embraced her fear, and how she created the flowing stream to Alteus from her tears of faith. He thought it reasonable to have feelings of apprehension, as any considerable change can provoke, but the physical process of clearing the room was making it real and sudden. 
Sitting at the empty table Navah looked at the ring on his quivering finger, turning it repeatedly in slow rhythmic circles. His own presence amid the bare walls and shelves seemed more apparent now and it was his turn next to disappear from this life to make way for another.
 Outside in the alleyway he could hear the joyful laughter of children playing, their voices caught in the hollow expanse of the empty room. The sound reverberated around, animating the space with a ghostly presence. The sound took him back, summoning images of endless summer days playing as a boy with his friends in the orchards and alleyways of the city. The precious evenings spent by the fireside, his parents acting out the legends of the Island, making masks and costumes together. He recalled his outspoken grandmother Fornia, in her last days before passing; telling him the forbidden but thrilling tales of the sorcerer Valdum, the first ruler of Galanthea, who harboured the insatiably bloodthirsty daemon Shammi beneath her tongue, and who sacrificed innocents for power. He remembered too, much later as a young man at the Apelonian Festival where the beauty of Jeru caught his eye and heart. How they danced the dance of love, and by the next Summer were cradling Niveh in a joyful embrace.
 He took another peek at her portrait in the ring. His eyes filled with tears. A single warm drop slid off his cheek onto the image of her face, blurring her features, he imagined how he would appear from the waters of the sacred White Pool into Alteus and hold her again.
 With a greater sense of determination, he loaded his final few possessions onto the bed of the cart. Navah unfolded the white sheet, the royal seal emblazoned at its the centre, then covered his belongings and pulled on the brass chain hanging from the small bell frame, sending a metallic clang echoing down the streets and alleyways. The ringing set off a cascade of further bells in the distance, signalling that Navah was ready and the clearing complete.
 Inside the bare rooms he took in his surroundings for the last time, they seemed to mirror a new lightness of being within Navah himself. The clearing had unburdened him, and an eager anticipation of reuniting with Jeru in Alteus began to grow inside him.  Navah heard muffled voices outside the house, then the three sturdy thuds on his front door; each with a deliberate regular pause between them. In that moment, he instinctively removed the ring and put it in his mouth. The two robed acolytes had returned. The one carrying an elaborately fashioned silver staff bowed, while the other passed over a white tunic to Navah before doing the same. Taking it with both hands Navah removed his clothes, sandals and remaining jewellery and slipped silently into its clean, soft folds. His tongue rested awkwardly over the ring, and he took sharp inhalations through his nose to keep from gagging. They placed the last of his raiment under the sheet on the cart.
Stepping out into the fading light of the day, they were met with a chorus of cheers from smiling faces in the crowd that lined the edges of the alleyway. The acolyte with the staff struck the pavement with it, a purple flame flared and curled from its tip, and was met with those in proximity, by excited cheers and gasps of wonder. The cart creaked and rattled, moving of its own volition. Navah followed close behind the two robed figures ahead of it. The soles of his feet arched over the cold curves of the alleyway cobblestones. Hands reached out to touch Navah, flowers and herbs littered the path before him as they made their way to the centre of the city. He caught glimpses of figures in the windows by the roadside lighting their lamps against the coming pall of night. For the last time, the familiar sight of neighbours and friends he had always known, took on a profound and illusory aspect. Navah passed through the endless fleeting passage of faces as though he were reliving his life, condensed into a poignant carnival of the unreal.
In the gathering gloom, the crowds soon began to thin as the cortege approached the boundary of the inner city. As they passed through the ornate wrought-iron gateway, they were flanked by an indistinct huddle of guards who raised their spears in slow solemn respect before bowing their heads. Ahead, the glow of the flaming torches, mounted around the base of the ancient temple, cast awful black shadows of the perimeter railings, jerking and stretching, like blackened bones in some macabre dance. Navah tried not to let the sight of the cart and the last vestiges of his possessions veering off into the darkness unsettle him, but he was uneasy. It was another moving reminder that his old life was now slipping away. Ahead of them the outer frame of the arched doorway at the foot of the temple glowed with an eerie blue light. Navah knew it had been a huge risk to keep the ring, knowing full well he had violated the terms of the clearing and jeopardised his passage to Alteus.
The acolytes stood either side of the doorway and raising their puffy white hands, motioned Navah to stop. He held the ring firmly with his tongue, his heart pounding. His nostrils flared as he tried to regulate his rapid breathing, fearing he had been caught, and after an excruciating pause, they beckoned Navah to enter.
 He began passing through into a wide antechamber some twenty strides deep, equal in depth to the colossal stone walls of the dome. The atmosphere was damp and sweet, the tinkling drops of water falling from the vaulted ceiling, produced an almost metallic quality falling into tiny puddles on the stony floor. In the crevasses between the huge moss encrusted boulders that made up the walls, candles flickered away in a bewildering array of colours. Ahead, coming from the opening to the interior of the dome, he heard the faintest echoes of running water. From there, the pulsating blue light emanated, flashing, then moving in undulating ripples across the surface of the saturated walls.
 Delighted by the play of light Navah turned around smiling, about to signal his delight to the acolytes. Yet as he did so, he saw them disappear through a gap in the doors. With a heavy clunk of iron, the doors closed, followed by final click of the key turning in the lock.  
Relieved at last, Navah dropped the ring from his mouth into his hand. In the niche of the wall, he held it up against the lurid yellow flame, flipped the lid and gazed at the face of Jeru. It was the candle though, that took his attention as he drew closer to it. It flickered with an unnatural transparent quality. In curiosity Navah poked its stem and was taken aback to see his finger pass completely through to the other side. He tried the same with others, confidently grabbing at the candle stems only to be met with the same trappings of enchantment.
Making his way out of the antechamber he approached the opening, then hesitated at its threshold. The huge, cavernous space was filled with an even greater sound of water dripping and splashing between the rocks and stones all around.  Above him, high up in the murky confines of the domed ceiling, he saw the source of the sporadic flashes of blue light. Contained within long glass droplets that hung suspended from great black chains, the sinister lights, animated in some impish play, writhed and twisted behind the glass, as if searching for release. Looking down, he found himself close to a precipice within the vast expanse of the interior. The flashing light illuminated a spiralling pathway that wound around the inside wall of the dome, before dropping further down into the earth. Finally, it met the shining White Pool at its centre, shimmering and dazzling, nestled in a bed of crystalline rocks.
[bookmark: _Int_X643I72N]Navah made his way steadily around the pathway.  Gazing down at the pool, he saw rags of mist escape its surface twisting and coiling upwards towards him, like floating and formless phantasmal entities. As he descended, there was now even more warmth and brightness in the air, radiating directly from the pool.  Strewn amid the crystalline rocks around the path, strange and spellbinding flora were revealed to him. Weird and wonderful variations, some with transparent bodies, spellbinding in their kaleidoscopic play of light, passing streams of luminous liquid through their stems and stalks, before their burning inflorescence exploded, releasing puffs of glittering silver powder into the air. Yet it was not the colours and forms that unsettled Navah, more the way their lithe limbs slowly writhed and waved in some awful mockery of nature.
The unwholesome spectacle became as a theatre of illusion to Navah, whose thoughts now became wayward and befuddled in the lights and heat. As he approached the brilliant white stirring of the pool, he saw a little way off, the smiling face of Jeru, wavy and indistinct beneath the surface of the water. Elated, he waded towards her through the humid air that was now swarming with the silver dust. The flowers were opening all around, sending great plumes of their sparkling pollen upwards. For a moment he lost sight of Jeru. Then trying in vain to obtain some relief from the intoxicating miasma that threatened him, he looked up into the darkness and inhaled deeply, hoping for a draught of cooler air to alleviate the stifling power of enchantment. Yet as he did so he felt a caressing warmth overtake him. The White Pool, swirling and rushing around him was rising swiftly up his body, and within seconds Navah was submerged in a heaving rush of light and liquid. He felt a sharp, searing pain from the ring on his finger, then a darkness overtook him and he was gone.

Δ

Floating and weightless, the bubbling and gushing of the warm waters in the blackness subsided and a great calmness took hold of me. It was as though time itself had stopped and I feared I was trapped in some limbo, between worlds. I yearned for Jeru to appear, to reach out for me in the darkness and take my hand, but she did not. Then above, a soft play of a crimson light began to grow. Stretching and pulling my tired body, I swam upwards, approaching the source of light. The murky deep ruby waters were like wine. Though dim and opaque, I could now, at last, see my limbs in the shadowy dream realm, and the ring, glinting like rose-gold. In a final push to the light, I broke the surface of the water, and my upper body met a cold expanse of air. 
Shocked and disorientated, I struggled to gain any equilibrium. The influx of fresh air was at once relieving and taxing on my body. I wondered what devilry had been at work to bring me here. I was no longer in the domed temple of the White Pool, and neither it seemed, was this Alteus. Though my vision was blurred, I could make out the dark outline of some trees ahead. I did not recognise the place as any quarter of Galanthea until, looking above me, the gibbous moons of Freymar came into focus, shining amid the glittering firmament of frozen stars. 
As I stepped out of the warm water, the beams of moonlight revealed the reddish lustre of my skin. At first, I thought it some trick of the light. But as I moved away from the deep-red waters, the awful truth dawned on me; that I had emerged from the legendary Red Pool outside the city walls.
[bookmark: _Int_aBkQhSzu]I fell to my knees, cold, exposed and exhausted. My scattered thoughts reeling in chaos as I tried desperately to comprehend the magnitude of my situation. Why was I here? Was I to blame for not reaching Alteus? Did my foolish decision to take the ring compromise my entry into the higher realms?... and would I ever see Jeru again?  
Then looking at the ring and the palms of my ruddy hands, I started to wonder if the wild daemons were people like me who had been expelled from the Red Pool. I began to question if anything we had been taught was real. I tried desperately to recall the details of the stories my grandmother had told, for it was those tales that now flashed through my mind. Her voice resonated with a renewed profundity, that voice alone seeming to have some semblance of truth.
  I feared it would no longer be possible to return to my old life. 
I came at last to the inevitable resignation that I was to live out my last days as an outcast in the eyes of the citizens of Galanthea. Were there any like me, still alive? As I knelt on the ground by the ruby waters of the pool, reflections of the twin blood red moons undulated on its surface in a frightful play of light. I watched the movement of the waters, gently revolving in slow, hypnotic spirals. My limbs ached and cushioned in the soft grass; exhausted, I closed my eyes and slipped into a deep slumber.
I dreamt I was back in the White Pool. Back to when I saw Jeru, only we finally embraced in the bubbling white waters. The water faded into the distance, and we were standing in the flowering gardens of Apelonia again, smiling and full of the spirit of youth. In a warm passionate clasp, we kissed. But I recoiled, as my lips met a cold unyielding surface. I opened my eyes and saw the frozen features of a golden mask; the cavities of the eyes filled with an awful blackness. Stumbling backwards I grabbed at the mask, only to reveal the shrunken, desiccated features of a mummified face. Then in a second, the jaw fell open, and a tiny repellent pale visage stretched out from under the shrunken and cracked tongue. Like the macabre head of some unholy doll, it shattered the silence with a soul piercing scream.
My body jolted awake. 
Shaken by the awful nightmare I started off with a renewed resolve. I was determined to re-enter the citadel and forewarn Niveh and others, to stir them from their glittering shackles and the deception of their own living dream, into the light of truth, in all its terrible reality. 
 I was aware of the approximate location of Niveh’s guard post, on the western side of the wall. The moons had passed away in their orbit and now the sickly light of daybreak took their place over the tops of the trees. Keeping the light as an approximate bearing to guide me, I made my way through the forest in search of the outer wall of the citadel. 
Though still in the dim light of the early hours, I was struck by the blandness of the foliage and the uniform dullness of my surroundings. In the nearby bushes and trees, I heard the strange call of squeaks and repetitive, shrill whistles. I wondered if others like me were inhabiting the woods and were trying to communicate. I called out but received no reply.
 Out here in the wild, for the first time, I felt truly alone, undisturbed and wandering free beyond the familiarity of the citadel. I thought of the city and its material comforts, how long had I been subject to the gaudy trappings of its illusion. But I could not deny the general contentment of its peoples. I contemplated what would be the consequences of my revelation were I able to communicate with Niveh, and in doing so set about the cataclysmic unfolding of the old order. 
Slowly, the melodious whistling notes in the receding shadows, seemed to swell and filled the air, as a pleasant herald of the gathering light. The merry tone continued until I came to the edge of the forest. But then, the curious lightness of my spirits dissipated, at the sight of the looming walls of the citadel ahead.



‘Master! Down there, do you see him? A filthy red beast has the audacity to approach the wall’. The young guard curbed his momentary excitement before bowing silently as he stepped aside, clearing the way for his superior.
 The Master of the Watch, Meena, flicked her long tightly bound ponytail over the shoulders of her immaculate blue uniform and stooped down, gazing through the eyepiece of the telescope. With a surreptitious glance over the castellated boundary wall, I too caught my first sight of a daemon, nervously shuffling about on the edge of the woods, confused and disorientated. The Master would no doubt order the thing to be put out of its misery. She signalled the young guard to commence the operation. He neatly pulled an arrow from the wicker quiver, and after dipping its tip in the bowl of stinking oily black liquid, he lit the end of the arrow. It fizzed and sparked sending a repellent stench drifting through the morning air. Then the Master turned to me.
[bookmark: _Int_YAJ2kpp9]‘Niveh, I would like you to alleviate the suffering of the poor creature and take the shot’.
I smiled and stepped forward. It was to be my first blood. I took a deep breath. In my head I quickly raced through the correct order of procedure. I started by engaging the safety lock. I checked the crossbow quickly over, cocked it, then carefully loaded the flaming bolt. I held the bow securely and drew back the string with the iron crank. The string locked into the trigger mechanism. Once a stream of acrid black smoke had passed, I was content the bolt was sat soundly in the flight groove. I squinted through the scope hole and fixed the daemon in my sight.
‘Target, in sight Master’.
 It was creeping slowly towards the lookout tower. The thing suddenly looked up and raised its hand, as though trying to signal to me.
‘Open fire on the target!’ The Master ordered. 
 I disengaged the safety lock and pulled the trigger.
The arrow raced through the brightening air leaving a black trail in its wake. It struck the thing in the middle of its torso, and within seconds the creature was engulfed in a swirling fireball. For a while it ran about in a chaotic frenzy, only its arms free of the flames, screaming in pain, its burning body sending great clouds of black smoke up past the tops of the trees.
‘Perfect!’ The Master said. ‘We must remain vigilant. Many more could have escaped from the Red Pool; and this one may only have been a scout’.
I nodded in acknowledgement and pulling a cloth from my pocket began cleaning the mechanism.
The Master turned to the young guard, 'Send word to the gatekeepers and have the thing removed’. He bowed and disappeared down the stairwell.
I did not feel the expected thrill when I killed the thing earlier. I sat alone in the Paradise Inn that evening, a fine flagon of Dirian mead for company. Not my place of preference, but it was closest to the Western lookout tower. I stared at the candle on the table, the bright flame flickering over the crackling black stalk of the wick. 
I shuddered, recalling the image of the burning creature, flailing and screaming, its body finally reduced to a smouldering black pile.

The two gatekeepers in the far opposite corner were getting louder. One fearsome- looking with his long yellow hair tied back, seemed to be goading the other- younger and slighter, shaven-haired youth. They were arguing over something the younger one had found on the smouldering corpse of the daemon.
‘It can’t have come from the thing’ 
‘Keep your mouth shut!’ He snapped.
 The younger man glancing around nervously, was now pleading for the other to be silent. But judging by the empty bottles on the other man's side of the table, that would prove difficult.
Then the larger man grabbed the wrist of the other. The table juddered and sent bottles crashing to the floor. The larger man now held his companion by the throat, then, in an instant was slamming the younger man's hand down onto the tabletop. The bar lady yelled at them to stop. I threw back the last of the sweet wine, and with a sense of reluctant duty, I stood up, ready to intervene, when, at last, the young man finally released the contents of his battered fist out onto the table. The small object bounced quickly away and landed at my feet. 
It was a ring. Charred and filthy, I picked it up, and staring closer at it, noticed my hands begin to tremble. With the cloth from my pocket, I rubbed it clean. The two guards looked horrified, frozen in an eerie tableau. My heart was pounding, I touched the stone, praying it was fixed and had nothing to reveal. But as the lid opened, I felt giddy, as though I were teetering on the edge of a yawning gulf. Then I saw the face of my mother, Jeru. A sickening and horrific realisation stole over me, and I collapsed to the floor.        
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