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			It was not the case that nobody expected great things of Irixi. That was not how the priesthood of the seraphon worked, nor the seraphon mind. Expectation was not their way. Events and individuals served their role in the plan of the Old Ones, from the lowest to the highest. 

			Had some emissary from a more individualistic culture been sufficiently gauche as to ask Starseer Acamatl which of his students would likely play the most significant role in furthering the devices of the Old Ones, however, he would likely not have named Irixi. Small Irixi, as Acamatl thought of his least-promising student. A runt out of the egg, diminutive even for a skink. Had he not shown some magical talent in the brood pools, he might well have been killed and devoured by his clutchmates, as the weakest sometimes were. 

			Dutiful was the best that could be said for Irixi, in Acamatl’s assessment. And dutiful was the absolute minimum virtue of any seraphon, of whatever breed or station. What was the use of anyone who was not committed to their particular duty? Acamatl was aware that, amongst less disciplined peoples, there was a sense of individual striving, to succeed beyond anticipated levels, to excel, to stand out from a crowd. Thus did the chief votaries of the Dark Powers see their path to outdo their fellows in excessive acts of ruin or sacrifice. Thus did crude orruks and their kindred breeds rise to become brutish chiefs, through personal acts of destruction. Thus even did lesser servants of Order achieve their places, by individual acts of heroism or cunning or initiative. A very untidy way of doing anything, Acamatl knew. To achieve more than one’s role required could be as disruptive as to fail, as the ripples of such unwarranted action spread out into the future! It was a wonder any part of the Old Ones’ design was ever achieved, with so many individuals charging around trying to do more than they were supposed to. The very thought made his crest flush with unhappy colours.

			Up until this point in time, his student Irixi had been fit for minor duties. Ritual cleansings before important rites, preparation of robes and regalia, tending plants. Irixi’s deftness with plants had shown that he was destined for a quiet life tending the gardens of the Celestial Eye, and that had seemed entirely in balance with the requirements of the cosmos as far as Acamatl was any judge.

			Acamatl had served within the Celestial Eye of Tepok for a long time, now. He was a pale, withered, august presence amongst the senior Starseers of the temple-ship. Others slept in the restorative pools for long aeons, but he was the primary interpreter of the desires of the mage-priest Sek’atta. There was no time for him to sleep, and so he had gradually worn out his strength in Sek’atta’s service. Soon, he would need to divine which of his students should take some of these responsibilities from his slender shoulders. There were a handful of likely candidates, and he had felt he had a good idea of where the universe would lead him when the time came to make a selection. Until now. Now, he found himself looking at Small Irixi with fresh and rather doubting eyes.

			He had called his least-promising student to the meditation chamber of Sek’atta, somewhere Irixi had never seen the inside of before. Now the diminutive seer-in-training seemed even smaller – a spindly blue-green shape swamped in a formal robe that trailed down to the stone of the floor, his tail twitching and curling. Sek’atta’s sanctum was a pyramidal space within the heart of the Celestial Eye. In the centre, over a circular obsidian mirror, the mage-priest sat suspended in a floating stone throne, eyes closed in deep cogitation. On the sloping walls around him were fragments of recovered scripture, the woefully incomplete record of a prophecy the mage-priest had been restoring for centuries, through oracular visions and sending his servants out to uncover more pieces. One day the walls would be covered with a completed record of the divination, and Sek’atta would be able to give some single set of orders that might, perhaps, set a grand portion of the realms to rights. That the day in question must be centuries in the future did not daunt Sek’atta, nor Acamatl. What were those centuries for, save to give time for the restoration of the prophecy? 

			Irixi, draped in a plain robe and with a simple circlet sitting atop his head, crouched low, overawed. His crest kept rising and falling, dark blushes pulsing under his skin as his trepidation escaped him. Unseemly, and Acamatl was only glad that Sek’atta’s great eyes were closed so that the mage-priest could not be offended by his student’s fear.

			A rumbling sigh issued from Sek’atta’s floating form. The great toad-shape stirred briefly, and both skinks held their breath in case he fully woke – a signifier of great and terrible events hanging in the balance in the Mortal Realms. But then he settled back down into slumber. His mouth sagged, and one of his attendants hopped forwards and fed a handful of bright beetles into his gaping maw. He swallowed without rousing further.

			Another attendant poured out grains of white sand onto the mirror below his seat and ducked back. Acamatl watched the patterns they formed, as the sand swirled and danced into new configurations. Sek’atta slept, but in his dreaming he yet communicated his desires to his servants.

			‘Do you see?’ Was it too much to hope, that Irixi could retain that much, even as anxiety clutched at him? 

			For a moment Acamatl’s student just swallowed convulsively, eyes wide. Then some vestige of propriety came over him and he hunched forwards, staring at the shifting patterns in the sand.

			‘A journey,’ he noted. ‘The… regrettable necessity of contact with outsiders.’

			Acamatl nodded. There was a subtle context there that Irixi had grasped. Not conflict – which, while not to be wished, was not regrettable in the same way – but contact. Always more difficult, fraught with the possibility of sullying oneself with the ways of less perfect creatures. ‘And?’

			‘Celestial alignments,’ Irixi said slowly. ‘Oh, an observation!’ A little too loud in his relief at having understood, so that the echoes of his high voice struck discords from the walls. He ducked his head again, pained. ‘One must go amongst outsiders to take a reading of the stars, at a specified place and time.’ He looked up at Acamatl for approval.

			‘As so often, you have omitted the key element of the instruction,’ Acamatl told him tiredly. ‘Every aspect of the whole must be considered, or error will creep in.’ He tapped his staff beside the mirror, where the sand still danced sluggishly. ‘An observation will not observe itself. Who, then, is fated to undertake this task?’

			Irixi, who had fallen into the complacency of one who was merely being tested, read the signs formed by the sand again, and his skin paled.

			‘Teacher, this is… beyond my station.’ Scared, because he had never left the Celestial Eye before. Scared because the task came direct from Sek’atta, therefore was more responsibility than Small Irixi had ever been asked to carry. Scared enough for the sort of nonsense talk Acamatl would not have expected from a hatchling fresh out of the egg.

			‘If it were beyond your station,’ he said patiently, ‘then Sek’atta would not have revealed it as your destiny. Now, you have only a limited time before you must depart. Ensure your mind is open and receptive. It appears that you are destined to learn the speech of the humans.’
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