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Chapter One
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The air was hot and sticky in the Hall of Ceremony.  Multicolored flecks of light glimmered off of every surface within—off of the shimmering murals that adorned its ceiling, off of the rows of polished stone pews that filled its belly, and off of the sweat-ridden skin of the Faithful gathered inside.  Dienna, seated in the front row, was determined not to let the heat bother her. It was the same every summer, and, after all, the heat was a gift from the sun—a symbol which was repeated in gold motif on her red and saffron colored robes and around the Hall of Ceremony at large, a symbol worn by the man who stood at the front of the Hall.

Light danced around the man. It glinted off of the circlet of gold he wore at his brow and made the gold embroidery of his white robes glitter. He was silent now, his head bowed as he listened to the heavy-set priest next to him sing a somber hymn, his expression smooth and peaceful. He looked younger than truly he was in that moment. Though his hair still had its grays, spreading the wisdom of the Way eased the lines of work and worry from his face, and Dienna was reminded of how he had looked in her girlhood, the father of her memories.

Next to her, Dienna's brother cleared his throat. She turned to him with a questioning look and was disgusted to see him pull a face and mime panting like a thirsty dog, his tongue hanging limply out of his mouth. Dienna glowered at him, but this only served to increase Sonder's mirth—he tilted his head in further mimicry of a dog, and those seated around the siblings began to stare.

Just then, the plump priest’s song ended, and their father stood to address the

congregation, his white robes settling gracefully around his form.  

“What a beautiful song of thanks, Lord Varent. I am sure our Goddess of the Stars, Lady Seltos, is most pleased that we do her honor.”

“Thank you Lord Mayrim,” Varent answered and took his seat with a heavy sound.

“Now,” Lord Mayrim continued pleasantly, “As you can all probably tell by the weather, Midsummer is nearly upon us.”

A chuckle fluttered through the sweating crowd.

He smiled, “As is traditional at this most sacred time of year, all four Prominents have invited the youth of the Godskeep and the Golden Village to do homage to the gods by reminding all of us gathered today what they have done for us.” 

The priest made a gesture, and a horde of children walked in from the back of the Hall. Some were dressed in rags, meant to represent our ancestors, Dienna thought, and others were dressed in bright yellows or all in white. Some were also dressed in all black. She recognized many of the children. Lord Varent’s daughters, with their short black hair and their father’s dark skin were all dressed in yellow. Dienna also picked out most of Lord Tevinan Gael’s large brood, all with fair hair and skin and the signature large nose and receding chin of the Gaels. They gave their grandfather pleading and resentful looks as they marched up the aisles towards the center with the other children, most of whom were peasant children from the Village. Lord Tevinan, for his part, just smiled his wizened old smile from his seat behind Dienna’s father, his priestly robes a bit askew. 

The commotion stopped, and all the children were now assembled in the Hall’s center, facing the crowd.  Everyone hushed, and many of the children started to look back at Lord Mayrim nervously. He smiled and announced, “You may begin.”

The children promptly knelt on the floor, heads bowed, leaving only one very small little girl in a black tunic.  Dienna had never seen eyes so wide as this poor girl’s, and wondered if she could even summon the courage to speak. 

Suddenly, the girl started in a shaky pip of a voice, “We were born in darkness. The sons and daughters of the night, we toiled and struggled in a world that held no light.”

She said these words with obvious rehearsal, and, Dienna thought, likely did not know what many of them meant.

“But, we did not toil forever,” the girl continued. “In the heavens, there was a benev’lent god called Dartos. A child of the heavens. A holy be'n orphaned by his celest'l mother.”

At the god’s name, a small group of children dressed in shimmering gold stood in a circle, their arms outstretched towards the ceiling.

“When he saw the struggles of the humans on earth, he took pity on them and created the sun from his third eye, leaving himself with only two.”

The group of children in gold ripped an imaginary eye from their foreheads, and the group of children dressed in bright yellow sprang up and waved their arms about wildly, imitating light shining forth from the sun. The children in black leaped away from the children in yellow and fell down to the ground as if wounded from battle.

Next to Dienna, Sonder was sneering.

“Following his good ‘xample,” the little girl in black continued, “Lantos, another god in heaven,  saw the humans suff’ring at night after the sun had gone away, took pity on them, and gave the flesh of his belly to light their way.”

The children in yellow and gold ceased their arm waggling and sat down while the children in black stood up and started swooping around. Then, a group in silver stood in a circle and mimicked violently ripping out their stomachs and offering them up to the sky. A group of children in white then stood to wiggle their arms, representing moonlight.

Dienna could feel Sonder’s body shaking with silent laughter.

“Stop it Sonder,” Dienna whispered.

He put his hand over his mouth, but his chortles continued all the same.

Dienna sighed and looked up to where her father sat with the three other Prominents, a serene smile on his face, a look of little interest on the faces of the others. 

“Lastly,” the little girl squeaked, “The goddess Seltos saw that, although the humans had light during day and night, they still had trouble findin’ their way. So she took pity on all those who lived without love or guidance, and thus gave of her own heart, shatt’ring it in a million pieces to light the night sky, giving us our guiding stars.” 

This must have been the end of her speech, for girl looked much relieved. Around her, children in copper who had been scattered about the others now stood and twirled in place with their hands clasped together above their heads. After a few extended moments of twirling, the children stopped, looked around at each other and decided it was time to take a bow.

The assembly started to clap politely. Here and there Dienna could hear more rigorous applause, likely from the parents of the brave little players. Next to her, Sonder was clapping loudly and hooting as if he were at a joust.

She was just about to reprimand him when their father rose and spoke from the dais. “Well done, children, well done. Thank you all for reminding us what our gods have so graciously done for us. As followers of the Way, we must never forget their selfless gifts, and as the Keeper of the Way, I promise to each and every one of you that you are beloved of them. Who among us would give of their sight, their strength, their heart,” Lord Mayrim paused here, “if not for love.”

Her father’s loving smile was reflected on Dienna's own face as he said these words, and she knew she was not the only one touched by his speech. She could see people in other pews, all smiling and joyous to hear this one, simple truth. They were loved. We are loved, Dienna thought to herself as her father invited Lady Amelie, the Prominent of Lantos, to lead the closing prayers. We keep the Way, and we are loved. 
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Dienna took her time leaving after the service was done, anxious though she was to be out of the too stuffy Hall of Ceremony. She was always conscious of being the daughter of the Keeper of the Gods, and she didn't want to be seen rushing away from the service like a child who was only there by means of parental coercion—which was, coincidentally, exactly how her brother Sonder was behaving. Dienna could see his dark brown hair as he bobbed and weaved through the crowd on his way out the door, and she shook her head. Finally, after waiting a few good minutes, Dienna stood from her seat and made her way out of the Hall of Ceremony and onto the green lawn of the Godskeep's inner bailey. She was greeted by blue skies and fresh air, and by a light breeze that blew her long, fair hair back from her overheated face and neck. She breathed deeply and smiled before she caught sight of Sonder skulking away towards the barracks. She gathered up the skirts of her robes and followed.

“Are you trying to upset father?” Dienna demanded once she had caught up with him.

“Oh come on, Dee,” he implored, looking back at her in annoyance. “You saw that silly farce of a Midsummer’s play. I couldn’t help it.”

“They're children, Sonder. What do you expect?” 

“Not much,” he replied. He shrugged away from his sister and started walking once again across the castle's inner yard. “It was funny. That's all.”

Dienna was close on her brother's heels, the breeze blowing her red robes behind her as she tried to keep up with his longer strides.

“Laughing during a service is inappropriate enough, Sonder,” she warned her brother, “but laughing at children during a play honoring the gifts of the gods is beyond unacceptable.”

Sonder turned, exasperated, “Do you want me to say that I'm sorry?” His eyes were bloodshot, and rimmed by dark circles. A flicker of concern touched Dienna through her harangue.

“Not to me, Sonder,” Dienna replied in mollified tones. She took her brother's forearm.  “But it may be prudent to ask pardon of the gods.”

Sonder smirked and turned away, “I think they have greater crimes to pardon, Dee.”

Dienna stopped, watching her brother skulk away with her lips pursed tight and her brow furrowed. Why did you throw it all away? She wanted to demand. Why did you give it all up? Instead, she called after him, “They have given us so much Sonder. We must give them all we can in return.”

Her brother either did not hear or did not care, for he walked on without another glance at his little sister.

Dienna watched him as he left. She didn't understand him. They had been so close as children—had played together, prayed together—but in the last few years he had become a stranger to her. He had attended class after class of religious studies, lecture after lecture on philosophy, had attended every service offered at the Hall of Ceremony, and had been so busy with his duties to the point that Dienna only ever saw him at meals. Their mother and father considered it a credit to his hardworking nature, and were subsequently stunned when Sonder, on the eve of his twenty-sixth birthday, announced that he did not wish to succeed his father as the Keeper of the Gods. Dienna had been almost as equally shocked, and she tried everything she could to convince Sonder of the huge mistake he was making, but it was to no effect. Within a week, Sonder moved out of the their family's suite of rooms, and Dienna began training to succeed her father instead.

That had been over a year ago, and Dienna had nearly caught up to her brother's former level of study. She had thoroughly enjoyed the training, and, truth be told, Dienna thought herself better suited to the position than her brother. Still, Dienna was continually frustrated with him for having shrugged off his duty and passed it on to her. In Dienna's mind, Sonder had spurned his entire life's purpose, and had, thus, spurned the gods. 

She could only pray that they would forgive him.

Putting her brother out of mind, Dienna began to walk across the castle grounds towards her family's chambers in the East Wing. On her way she passed a group of acolytes, huddled together with parchment and quills, comparing notes and whispering nervously, their blue and green robes rustling about in the breeze. Dienna smiled, remembering the days when she had been an acolyte, testing her way through the ranks until she was learned enough to become a priest. She did not envy them. As much as she had loved the complicated, laborious reading assigned to her by their instructors, she did not miss the nights spent almost sleepless, reciting lines from the Book of the Three until the words swam before her eyes. As the Keeper-in-training, Dienna now spent most of her spare time learning about the more practical aspects of the Way, like organizing the holy feasts and taking audience with the pilgrims who routinely visited the famous Godskeep.   The Godskeep itself was a large structure, the largest in the Golden Valley by quite a margin. Three immense walls of mortared stone formed a great triangle around the castle’s lawn. It was a larger lawn than one typically saw in a castle, and was designed such that the pilgrims and the Faithful could gather in large numbers within sight of the Hall of Ceremony during festivals and feasts. Workers from the village below would bring tents and raise pavilions until the grass was no longer visible. The Keeper of the Gods often had to preside over these festivals from the balcony above the Hall of Ceremony at the very center of the Godskeep.

Dienna hoped it would not be so crowded for the upcoming Midsummer Festival. This year would be her first time presiding on her own, and while the sight of so many Faithful made her glow with pride, the thought of speaking from that tiny balcony above a sea of so many people in the hot, hot sun made Dienna’s stomach flutter. 

She climbed the steps to her chambers, thankful to be out of the too-warm sunlight, though she could still feel the tingle of the summer heat on her skin. The door to her family's chambers was already open (no one would ever dream of locking doors in the Godskeep), and Dienna was unperturbed to find her friend Meredith sitting at her family's table.

Wearing the acolyte's robes of blue, purple, and green, she was hunched down over multiple rolls of parchment and a smattering of books. Her skin was a dark, umber brown and her hair was almost black, curly and styled with wooden combs to keep it in place. The curve of her back was exaggerated by her bad posture, making her lithe figure appear even longer. Her large, round eyes were downcast as she read over one of the parchments in front of her, her lips moving silently.

“Hello, Meredith,” Dienna said pleasantly, entering the room.

The other girl looked up, “Hello, Dee. I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to brush up on some of the older incarnations of Dartos and your notes are the best I’ve seen on the subject.”

Dienna smiled, “Oh no, I don't mind at all. Heaven knows you need those notes now more than I do. I saw some of the other acolytes comparing parchment outside the classrooms. I suppose your studies are getting to be quite rigorous.”

Meredith sat back at the table and stretched, “Rigorous. Strenuous. Overbearing. And it's far too pleasant outside to want to stay indoors.”

“The sacrifices we make for the Way.”

Meredith chuckled at this statement, though Dienna had not meant it as a joke. Hiding her disapproval, Dienna walked over to a nearby shelf, grabbed the notes she had made in preparation for the Midsummer Festival, and sat next to Meredith. The two girls were soon lost in their own studies, each occasionally asking the other's opinion on some matter or other, before falling back into studious silence. 

Meredith had always sought out Dienna whenever she had questions about her studies on the Way. Although Meredith had been shy when she had first come to Godskeep as a child, her eagerness to learn had reminded Dienna of herself when she had been Meredith’s age. Though Dienna was only three years Meredith's senior, the fact that her own father was the Keeper of the Gods meant that Dienna had started as an acolyte younger than average. The youngest of her class, Dienna had not truly fit in with the rest of the acolytes, and she had been lonely. Thus, when Meredith had first arrived at the Godskeep shy and friendless, Dienna couldn't help but reach out to the younger girl. They had been best friends nearly fifteen years.

Eventually, the young scholars could study no more, and both pushed back from the table, yawning though it was only early afternoon.

Meredith turned to Dienna with a look of concerned curiosity, “Is something the matter, Dee?”

Dienna started. She hadn't realized that the silence had stretched for an uncomfortable length of time.

“Sonder was behaving like an absolute child during the service this morning,” she complained. The two girls had moved to the window seat on the other side of the room, lounging and sipping on cooled milk. 

“What was he doing?” Meredith returned, frowning and leaning forward with her glass held between both hands.

“Well, the little ones from the Keep and the Village were presenting the story of the gifts of the gods and he could not contain his laughter,” Dienna explained.

Meredith rolled her eyes, “I can imagine. I’m sure he found it amusing.”

“He was practically giggling.”

“I’m sure it did make an...interesting play,” Meredith offered, “but that’s no invitation to lose his senses.” 

“Exactly,” Dienna agreed. “And then I tried to speak with him about it, but he failed to see the problem.”

“Well, you know he’s never been the most put together,” Meredith said evenly.

“But the affront to the gods,” Dienna returned, now frowning. “Appropriateness aside, what an offense he has committed!”

Meredith raised an eyebrow, “I’m sure he wasn't the only one laughing.”

“Well the rest of the congregation showed considerably more restraint,” Dienna snapped, her face flushed.  “I can assure you that no one else's mirth was audible.”

Meredith fell silent. She took a sip of her milk, still hunched forward, catlike, while Dienna looked out the window. The glass was leaded, colored and warped. It showed the outside world in a daze, distorting the figures walking across the lawn below.

Meredith sat back and set down her milk. She adopted a cheerful face, “Well, there's always the Midsummer Festival to look forward to,” she said.

Dienna sighed, “Yes, but I’m looking forward to it less this year than normal.”

“I’m sure you'll be great,” Meredith said. “I’m more worried about the festival part. It’s been too long since I’ve danced.”

“Your dancing is the least of my concerns,” Dienna said with ill spirits. “I need to make sure that I make a lasting impression during the Ceremonies if I am to succeed my father as Keeper.”

Meredith tilted her head, “If? You're the only child he has left now that Sonder's abdicated. Unless there's something I don't know.”

Dienna ignored the lewd implications, and continued. “I am the only choice left, but I'll be the first second-born child to assume the role in a hundred years, and only the third woman. Who knows how well the Faithful will accept me.”

“I don't know,” Meredith countered. “I was there when your father announced you as the next Keeper. The Faithful were pretty enthusiastic.”

Dienna was silent a moment, recalling that day, the cheering, the applause. Her father had made the announcement from the top of the small balcony on the Hall of Ceremony, with Dienna and Mother at his side. Sonder was nowhere to be found.

“They were,” Dienna said quietly. She thought, not for the first time, that perhaps others aside from herself had seen that Sonder was simply not cut out for the job. Perhaps they truly were pleased to have her as the next Keeper instead. “I only wish that they see me as wise and fair as my father. I think they should be satisfied with that.”

Meredith nodded, “Would you do anything that your father wouldn't do as Keeper?”

Her friend had asked the question casually, but Dienna's heart pounded as if she were being interrogated by the gods themselves. 

“Absolutely not,” Dienna replied sternly. “My father does the will of the gods. He is the Keeper of the Way. The Steward of the Godskeep. All he does is the will of the gods, and I shall do the same.”

“The will of the gods,” Meredith replied quietly,  ignoring Dienna's sudden ire. Her gaze was abstract, her tone philosophical. “I don’t think even the Keeper could truly speak for the gods.”

“The Keeper is the closest thing to a god on earth,” Dienna replied with the thin patience she often reserved for her friend's musings. Dienna saved her true patience for those acquaintances who needed it more.  “If the Keeper does not speak for the gods, who does?”

Meredith made no response, though Dienna thought her friend was on the verge of saying something. The iron clang of church bells interrupted them, and Meredith stood abruptly.

“Is it that late already?” She said as she hurried over to the table to gather her things. “I told Gran I would visit. I should be leaving.”

“You’re going to the Village?” Dienna asked with interest. She had been meaning to pick up some notions from the market but had not been able to find the time.

“As soon as I can,” Meredith returned, stuffing parchment and books into the leather satchel on her shoulder.

“I’ll come too,” Dienna said. As she turned to gather her own belongings from the small table near the bookshelf, Dienna noticed an oddly small, black book on the shelf at just about eye level that she could have sworn she had never seen before. It had no title, which Dienna found odd, but she soon turned her attention from it as the young woman grabbed her own satchel and followed her friend out the door. 
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The wind had picked up. As the two girls left the Godskeep's gates, their robes and hair were whipping about in the warm breeze. It was a welcome relief from the stagnant heat of midday.  

They set an easy pace and said little. The path leading from the mouth of the Godskeep, aptly known as the Holy Road, was wide enough for six men to ride abreast on horseback, and made a gradual, winding descent back and forth down the front of the Holy Hill, upon with the Godskeep stood.  Wildflowers grew here and there along the side of the Holy Road, along with tall grass, yellow daisies, and baby’s breath. It was a road as ancient as the Godskeep itself. Over a thousand years it had stood on the Holy Hill, the Golden Valley spreading out before it, and beyond, the Enalgath Mountains loomed purple and blue, snow-capped peaks melting into the clouds. It was told in the Book of the Three that the Godskeep had once been no more than a simple shrine, erected on the very hill where Dartos, the god of the sun, had ripped out his third eye and threw it into the heavens to bring light to the dark world so long ago. Each generation saw more and more pilgrims to the sight, and as time passed, the humble shrine had grown first to a chapel, then to a sanctuary, then to a mighty temple—always the center, the heart of all holiness, for all those who followed the Way.  

Construction on the latest rendition of the Godskeep had begun some five hundred years ago, when Georgoff the Bold was Keeper. This ancient ancestor of Dienna’s thought that there might come a time when this holy heart of the Way would need to be defended from attack, the same as any other prominent city or kingdom. He proposed to build a castle as grand—no, grander—than that of any lord in Dorneldia. Though he never lived to see its completion, his vision did come to pass after generations of labor.

With a triangular wall twenty feet thick and fifty feet high, culminating in three formidable watchtowers and a massive gate spanning a deep, rocky crevice on the face of the hill, the Godskeep was well defended, and the dwellings within were as beautiful as its defenses were lethal. All the windows were filled with multicolored stained glass that artfully depicted scenes from the Book of the Three. The Hall of Ceremony soared in stone and wrought iron, covered in fanciful designs and sculptures. Its three large wooden doors were decorated in one million gilded glittering stars, and the east face of the Hall boasted an immense mosaic of the sun in jewels the colors of flame while the west face of the Hall was decorated with a full moon of pearls, diamonds, and amethysts. Even the priests’ chambers, libraries, and rooms of instruction were lavish. Richly furnished in plush velvet and smooth cherry wood, they would be fit for the master chambers of a wealthy lord. Dienna had always been aware that she had been raised in luxury, and this only deepened her pride in her faith and her home, even though she knew it was, according the edicts of the gods, richer to be poorer. 

Dienna and Meredith continued down the Holy Road, following its gentle slope down the face of the Holy Hill as quickly as they dared. A small group of Lantonian priests passed them, heading back towards the Godskeep. They were novices, judging by their age, all wearing the lavender and silver robes showing their devotion to Lantos, god of the moon. They seemed to be in deep discussion about something. As they passed by, they broke off their talking only long enough to give the daughter of the Keeper a brief and hurried bow. Dienna thought one of the priests looked particularly cold as he did so. Dienna tried not to let this coldness worry her. Still, she thought to herself, she would someday be their superior—practically was already—and there was no excuse for their lack of respect.

Meredith must have seen the look of distress on Dienna’s face, “There’s still plenty of time for you to win over the clergy, Dee,” she said reassuringly. 

“You’re probably right,” Dienna agreed, though she felt no better. 

They continued on their walk down the hill, next passing a family of farmers driving an oxcart up the road to bring eggs and milk to the Godskeep’s kitchens. A little girl on the cart was looking at the two women shyly from underneath a mop of orange hair as they went by. Dienna’s eye caught the girl's and she smiled, which caused the girl to blush red and look away, tugging on her mommy’s skirts. This brought a smile back to Dienna's face, and she felt her spirits rising. The driver of the cart, noticing Dienna's insignia, hailed her with a cry of “Good morrow Holy Daughter!” which she gratefully returned. She stopped for a moment to chat with the farmer and his wife, who were going to be supplying half of the eggs to be used for the Midsummer Festival and were looking forward to hearing her preside for the first time. Dienna left the farmer's cart feeling giddy and flushed for their kind words of encouragement.

She came to be in such good spirits, in fact, that she took no notice when she and Meredith passed a lone woman in a dusty black cloak, who neither hailed nor took any notice of the Keeper's daughter and her acolyte companion.
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Her mood only improved as they neared the village. Dienna had always admired the Golden Village, though its name had confused her as a child.

“It is called Golden not because it is wealthy in riches,” her father had told her, “but because it is wealthy in the Way.”

A thousand years of living in the shadow of the Godskeep had shaped the village into a place of idyllic harmony. As Dienna and Meredith grew nearer, Dienna could hear the sounds of music, oxcarts, children playing, merchants selling their goods—sounds of peace emanating from every corner of the hilly town. Founded by pilgrims who had journeyed across the plains to see the Godskeep and who had decided to remain forever in sight of this holiest of dwellings, the Golden Village was a place of beauty, love, and piety. It was Dienna’s favorite place in the world, aside from the Godskeep, of course.

“Where are we going first?” Dienna asked cheerfully.

“I want pick up a few things for Gran,” Meredith replied. “Fresh milk for one, and honeycomb if there's any left.”

Dienna nodded and the two turned their steps toward the marketplace. Though the Golden Village was relatively small, it was cramped, filled with narrow houses of brick and stone that lined twisting, narrow alleyways which always ended abruptly. As a child Dienna had loved the sensation of never being able to see what lay beyond the bends and curves of its streets. She and her brother would pretend that fairies and dragons lay in wait just out of sight around every corner. Or rather, as Dienna now recalled, she thought there were fairies and Sonder would always try to convince her that they were really dragons waiting to gobble them up.

When Dienna shared this memory with Meredith, the other girl smirked.

“I was the oldest kid in our house, so it was always me who was trying to scare the others,” she said with a wicked grin. “I had Daela and Cormin convinced that Gran kept a chimera in the attic for years.”

Dienna shook her head, “I’ll never understand.”

“Younger siblings tend not to,” Meredith winked.

They continued along the crooked little streets toward the city’s central plaza. The cobblestones were crowded with people running about. Making preparations for the Midsummer Festival no doubt. No matter how busy they were, however, nearly every one of them bowed low at Dienna's approach. 

“Good day, Blessed Daughter,” said one, a fat dark man pushing a cart of peonies and roses. “A flower for the Keeper’s beautiful girl?”

Dienna smiled, “I thank you kindly sir,” she said, “but I am not looking for flowers today.”

“A gift for you then,” the man returned with a cunning smile. He then selected the reddest rose and held it out to her.

She took it, careful not to touch its thorns, and returned his smile, “I thank you sir, and I will pray for you this evening.”

“I thank you for that Holy Daughter.”

Dienna extended her hand and said solemnly, “May Dartos shine his light on you this day and the next.”

They walked on and Dienna snapped the excess stem from the rose and fixed the flower in her hair, smiling.

“A very pleasant and pious man,” Dienna beamed, wishing she could admire her reflection.

“It would seem so,” Meredith returned tersely. 

Dienna was about to ask her friend what was troubling her when she was hailed again with a cry of “Blessed Daughter!” from a pair of middle aged noblewomen.

“Good afternoon, and may Dartos bless you this fine day,” she called out. 

Meredith walked next to her in silence. Dienna hardly took notice, being too busy answering the calls of the people they walked past. They asked for her blessing, her father’s blessing, the gods’ blessing, asked how her mother was and if her brother had decided what he was going to with his life yet. Meredith never said a word, and the villagers did not seem to acknowledge her presence.

“I do hope your honored father shall come round to the newborn babes again,” one woman was telling Dienna earnestly. “I should like very much for him to bless my daughter’s little one.” 

“I will be sure to tell him,” Dienna returned. “As part of the council I do have ample opportunity to suggest such events.”

After a few more stops and a bit more blessing on Dienna’s part, the two finally reached the Golden Village’s central plaza. The large square was crowded with green and brown tents and other stalls that were erected fast as growing weeds come market time. The aroma of spices and farm animals was strong, and the square was raucous with merchants crying their wares.

Dienna felt rather pleased with herself as they walked through the market square. These people showed her the respect she deserved, not like those tight lipped Lantonian priests they had passed earlier. Here were people who knew what she was—what she would be in the future. Dienna imagined herself wearing her father's golden circlet, standing on the balcony of the Hall of Ceremony, her ardent followers joining their voices to hers in prayer. Meredith was right—she needn't worry about the Faithful. Their loyalty was to the Way, and so to her father the Keeper, and so to her. 

“Dee,” Meredith interrupted her thoughts. She was standing before Dienna with her arms full of foodstuffs. “I think I have everything I need from the market. Where to next?”

“Oh,” Dienna blushed, coming back to the present with a start. “I have everything I need too. Let's go to your Gran's.”

“Okay, but let's go a little faster with those blessings, Dee. I want to be home before nightfall you know,” Meredith returned.

Dienna's blush deepened. “I have a duty to the people, Mer. They will one day be my congregation, and I—”

“Joking, just joking Dee,” Meredith laughed awkwardly and patted Dienna on the back. 

Dienna frowned but let her friend lead her on, “You’re starting to sound like Sonder.”

Meredith shrugged, “He's a funny man.”

“That's one word for it,” Dienna mumbled. “Though I prefer the term irresponsible.”

The two soon reached the little brick home where Meredith's grandmother lived. It was a dark, narrow place, with just two rooms, but it was plenty of space for the aging grandmother and Meredith's younger cousin, Daela, who took care of her. They made quite a pair. Daela, a slender, pretty girl of fifteen, had dark skin and long black hair which she wore in minuscule braids down her back. Her grandmother, some eighty years old and now quite large, had age spots all over her tawny face and neck and hands, and her wiry hair had gone shockingly white. It radiated from her head in all directions, like wispy puffs of clouds. 

“Meredith’s come, Gran,” Daela announced as she lead Dienna and Meredith inside. “And she’s brought her friend with her.”

Gran looked over from where she was seated beneath the lonely window. “A friend?” she cackled, “More than a friend, Daela. The Blessed Holy Daughter herself is at our door!”

Daela shrugged and went to relieve Meredith of her purchases and went to put them away in the other room. 

“Forgive her, Blessed Daughter,” Gran said, “She is young and does not keep the Way as closely as she should,” she said this loud enough for Daela to hear her in the other room. Dienna suppressed a grin,  “And I hope you will also forgive an old woman if she doesn't stand to greet you, as her legs do not work as well as they once did.”

Dienna now smiled warmly and came to sit down next to the woman, “There is nothing to forgive good lady.”

“Oh bless you,” Gran returned, taking Dienna’s hands in her own. “You know, I have felt so close to the gods lately, especially to Seltos. I feel her guiding touch on my soul every evening as I look out this window and see her stars.”

“I am glad to hear it,” Dienna replied, enthused at Gran’s zeal but a bit repelled by her firm grip and bad breath. 

“You know, I’ve had such dreams about Our Lady lately,” the old woman continued, oblivious. “She feels so close. I dream of endless stars and I wake up and I can feel her with me still. Do you know, I think she is trying to speak to me.”

“Gran, don’t bother Dienna with such nonsense,” Meredith said, coming over to give her grandmother a peck on the cheek, before taking her seat next to Dienna in the only other chair in the house.

“I don’t mind,” Dienna replied. “I am glad to hear you feel so close to the gods. I will pray that you continue to feel their presence.”

“Oh thank you,” Gran croaked passionately. She turned to Meredith, “See now, it’s not nonsense to feel close to the gods is it? The Blessed Daughter doesn’t think so.”

“Yes, Gran, you’re right,” Meredith replied in reserved tone. Dienna thought she saw her friend’s face redden slightly, but it was hard to be sure. The room was dark, and Gran was seated under the house's only window. The light streamed in directly behind the aging devotee, illuminated the edge all along her white hair, as if she were aglow, while the girls sat in the dim.

Daela returned from the other room and, with a sigh, took a seat on the floor. Their talk turned to Gran's other favorite topic; the latest gossip around town. The Bakers would not let their daughter Wayla marry the Goatton boy because his last engagement had ended with his betrothed's abrupt departure from the Golden Village. The Pendletons had just refused the fifth suitor for their daughter Mariah. A mercenary was thrown out of the village hall for suggesting that the Golden Valley would soon need his protection, which he would gladly provide for the sum of three thousand golden crowns. And it was said that all of the most prestigious families would be attending the Midsummer Festival, maybe even the King himself, though Dienna knew that that part was untrue. The King never attended the Midsummer Festival, but she didn't correct Gran, who was clearly enjoying being the maven of gossip.

“It has always been my favorite celebration since I was a girl,” Gran said. “Such a lovely ceremony. The sunrise song, the service ending exactly when the sun sets, the dancing and feasting. I remember once I just about danced my feet off with a young man who said he was from beyond the mountains. I thought he was the cutest thing and so mysterious and godly to have come so far to give thanks to the good god Dartos. I begged him to give me a kiss—”

“Gran,” Meredith and Daela both said at once. Dienna was certain now that she saw her friend blushing. 

“Oh leave an old woman her pleasant memories,” Gran said, indignant. 

“Better not to speak about some memories,” Daela said, shaking her head. “In front of the priest, too.”

Dienna laughed, “I am not the least bit troubled, I assure you. I do love hearing about Midsummer Festivals past. I hope that this coming Midsummer will be one to remember.”

“With you presiding, I’m sure it will be Blessed Daughter,” Gran returned kindly, smiling.

Dienna beamed back, “You are kind to say so. I will keep you in my prayers this evening, dear lady.” 

The four women visited until the sun's shadows grew long, and their stomachs began to protest loudly for the evening meal. Meredith kissed her grandmother on the forehead, Dienna took her hand warmly, and then both girls left the old woman in the care of Daela, who harrumphed and objected when Meredith tried to embrace her. After they left, and after Daela had brought her Gran her meager supper, the old woman sat at the window, watching as, one by one, the stars appeared in the night sky. 
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The sanctuary was quiet as a tomb. Dienna knelt before a small stone altar carved artfully with depictions of the heavenly bodies—the holy sun, moon, and a swirling of stars. An ornate gold candelabrum was the only other fixture in the tiny room, which was more of an alcove within the great, sprawling Hall of Ceremony than a room proper. 

Dienna said her prayers aloud, her whispered tones sounding loud and coarse in the sacred silence the Hall commanded after nightfall. When she had been younger, she had thought it silly to pray aloud when the gods always knew the desires of your heart, whether spoken or silent. It was her mother who had corrected her.

“The gods may be able to see into your heart’s desires, child,” she had said gently, “but you may not know your own heart unless you give voice to it. We pray aloud so that we may only pray with the tone of truth in our words, so that we never pray in falsehood.”

And so she did.

“I ask that the gods keep all of our acolytes in their thoughts as they prepare to be tested in the Way, especially my dear friend Meredith. I also humbly ask that the gods watch over all those people whose lives, though small and dark, are brightened by their fervent faith, especially Gran,” she paused and thought of the man with the flower cart, “and for those who give of themselves unselfishly.”   

Dienna continued, “I ask the goddess Seltos to guide me through the months ahead as I continue to train at my father’s side, I ask the mighty moon god Lantos to share his never-ending wisdom so that I may be a worthy Keeper of the Gods, and I pray that almighty Dartos grants me success in all of my endeavors in bringing his festival to fruition, as I give thanks to him before all of the Faithful for bestowing the first gift to man. I ask his light to shine down on this humble vessel, this mortal priest bound to his service, and ask that he bestow on her the means to bring glory to his name.” She paused, “And I ask that you grant forgiveness to my brother, Sonder,” she continued, in a quizzical tone, “for he does not know how much he has offended you. I pray that he find peace within himself, and that he finds a new path in his life that is in keeping with your teachings.”

Dienna fell silent once more. Her eyes closed, from weariness at the long day or from the weight of her impending duties, she was not sure. She could think of nothing else to pray for. She rose, but stopped and gasped as she felt the blazing hot touch of someone’s hand on her shoulder, pushing her back down to kneel. 

She cried out in pain as the touch burned her skin through her robes and she fell to the floor, her body twitching and her shoulder screaming.

The pain stopped. 

She gasped for air. The agony was fading, leaving only a tingling running from her shoulder to her forearm. Gradually, the burning sensation she had felt had all but faded from the memory of her skin. Slowly, she rose to her feet, and nearly cried out in rapture. 

I have been touched, Dienna thought wildly. I have been chosen by the gods!

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Two


[image: image]


“So we are all in agreement then?” said the Prominent of Dartos. “Three songs of praise for the sun, one of thanks for the moon, and one of wonder at the stars.”

Across the table, the Prominent of Seltos spoke up, “Only one for our Lady of the Stars?” He snorted and crossed his arms across his large chest. “That seems to favor your god heavily Lord Tevinan.”

“Well it is the Midsummer Festival. The Day of Longest Light,” the wispy old priest returned. “Who better to praise than Dartos? He is the Sun-giver, the Day-giver, the Bringer of Life, the Giver of the Harvest, the Strength of Man—”

“That is no reason to undervalue Seltos,” the other priest returned. The net of sparkling diamonds over his thick dark hair looked oddly dainty on his large frame.  He turned his gaze to a squat, middle aged woman at the end of the table who wore a large pendant of a crescent moon suspended on a chain, resting on the upper part of her chest. “What say you Lady Amelie? Surely you too feel the injustice of this?”

The woman shrugged, “Lord Tevinan has a valid point. We are celebrating the Day of Longest Light and the First Gift to Man, and we have Dartos to thank for it. I say only one song thanking Lantos for the moon is sufficient.”

“My thanks, Lady Amelie,” the old priest named Tevinan replied with a ponderous bow of his head.  The bronze circlet on his brow glinted in the afternoon light, pouring through the windows high above. “As I said, we are all in agreement then.”

The Prominent of Seltos looked about to speak, when the Keeper held up his hand in a gesture for silence.

“My friends,” he started in his low voice. “Let us not quibble over these details of the ceremony. Each of us knows how important each god is to the Way. The sun, the moon, and the stars are equally essential to us.”

He paused and caught each person’s eyes one by one around the table. 

“And yet, as Lord Tevinan and Lady Amelie have noted, the Day of Longest Light is a celebration of the gift that Lord Dartos bestowed on us so long ago,” the man said solemnly. “Therefore, I declare in favor of Lord Tevinan’s suggestion. Three songs of praise for the sun, one of thanks for the moon, and one of wonder at the stars will be perfect for our Midsummer Festival,” he finished with a kind smile to the Prominent of Seltos.

“As the Keeper of the Gods commands,” the large priest mumbled.

“Oh come now Varent, don’t be a sorry sport,” the priestess Amelie said playfully. “At every week’s Celebration we include, what, three or four songs to Lady Seltos? I believe we are all still very much in her favor.”

Lord Varent looked grim, “She is a demanding goddess.”

“As are all the gods, my Lord of Seltos,” the old one named Tevinan said, his voice rasping at every other word.

Varent was not comforted. “I have felt her desire more as of late. She wants more worship. More wonder and thanks for the guidance of her brilliant stars.”

“And she shall have it Lord Varent,” Tevinan replied with exasperation, “in due time, at her own festival this winter.”

“Aye, she will have it come the Day of the Thousand, Thousand Stars,” Varent returned heatedly, “But will that satisfy her now? My Lady is not to be dismissed.”

Now Tevinan replied with some fire, “No one is dismissing our most revered Goddess, but what you must understand is—”

“Enough,” the man at the head of the table spoke again.

He stood, a tall man, in his sixties. His hair was long and gray, and around his crown he wore a circlet of gold.  He wore his usual clerical robes of white, edged with gold and velvet embroidery—which signified him as the Keeper of the Gods.

“Hear me well,” he said. “We will have no more arguments of this sort, now or ever. Lord Varent,” he looked at the large priest with his sharp eyes. “The Lady of the Stars is not the only God who desires our worship. If you truly believe she is dissatisfied with all we have done in her honor, I suggest you take it upon yourself to consult your fellows in the Order of the Stars, to see what adjustments could be made to the Ceremonies held in your own chapels. This matter would be best addressed by the Lady’s devotees.”

Varent inclined his head, “As you command Lord Mayrim.”

After another hour’s discussion, the priests concluded their council. Lord Varent left quickly, his silken night-blue robes fluttering behind him as he sulked out of the cramped council chamber and into the hall, headed, no doubt, to his personal suite.

Dienna watched him go with the warm feeling of anger tightening in her throat. She waited silently while Lady Amelie and Lord Tevinan finished their polite chat on the last tourney they had attended in the Golden Village, the old man rambling on to the apparent annoyance of the priestess. He shuffled his way slowly along with Lady Amelie at his side, who held tightly to his arm to support his floundering steps. 

Lord Mayrim watched them go with a smile, “So good of Lady Amelie to help old Tevinan as much as she does.” He turned to Dienna, “He is the oldest priest ever to belong to the Order of the Sun.”

“Yes, yes, very nice of her indeed,” Dienna returned disdainfully.

“Is something troubling you?” her father asked, serene. 

Dienna took a seat once more at the council table and began toying with the edge of one of the parchments she had used for taking notes. “It’s what Lord Varent was saying.”

“Yes?”

“That the Lady Seltos has become dissatisfied with our praises.”

“And what of this?” her father returned, taking a seat beside her.

“Is it true?” Her shoulder had not stopped hurting since she had felt the touch of the gods last night. When she had undressed for the evening, she had noticed the burn she had felt was not imagined, but rather, a real injury that had manifested as an angry red mark from collarbone to shoulder blade.

Lord Mayrim frowned, “It may be so. He is not the first priest to report some feeling of discontent.”

“Then why are we doing nothing more to appease her?” Dienna said. “Imagine if it were our own Dartos demanding more worship! We would surely do whatever he commanded of us.”

“We would,” Lord Mayrim replied evenly. 

“Then why did you dismiss Lord Varent’s concern?”

“Dienna,” Mayrim said, his blue eyes finding his daughter’s gray ones. “One of the first lessons that we teach our children is that no god has more power than another. The ceremonies we do each week, the festivals that honor the gifts of our gods, were all created to give equal praise to each Seltos, Lantos, and Dartos. To acknowledge one god as your patron is expected, but for the Keeper of the Gods to give favor out of turn to one god over another, or to one priest over another for that matter, is a grievous error.”

“Even if one god is more demanding than another?” Dienna replied, skeptical.

“Even so,” Lord Mayrim said firmly. “You cannot please everyone. Including the gods.”

Dienna did not reply. She forced a smile as her father stood and patted her arm briefly before making for the door. She thought she saw him, as he left, remove a small black book from the pockets of his robes, which he hastily put back without cracking its binding. Dienna did not ponder this behavior too long, and soon found herself alone in the council chamber. It was a room longer than it was wide, and taller than it was long. High windows made of glass stained gold, bronze, and silver filtered the light entering the room, made it a dull, unnatural yellow. Even on this beautiful summer’s day, the council chamber seemed a dull, dusky place. 

“Ah, there you are.”

Dienna looked up and saw Meredith in the doorway. She hadn’t seen her friend since they had returned from the Golden Village yesterday. She had yet to tell her about what had happened during her prayers last night.

“Yes,” Dienna said abstractedly. “Here I am.”

“You don't look too good,” Meredith said, coming to place an arm on Dienna's shoulder. The movement only served to remind Dienna about the incident last night. She winced.

“Something odd has happened, Mer.”

Meredith raised an eyebrow, “Is it something you can share with me? Or is it just between you and the council?”

“The council,” Dienna lied. She was not prepared to talk about her experience yet. At first, she had been ecstatic, had taken it to mean she had been chosen by Dartos for some great purpose.  Yet, after lying awake in bed half the night, Dienna began to doubt. She had tried to recall if she had ever come across similar happenings in the holy texts and histories on the Way. There were accounts of people claiming to have been visited by one or all three of the gods in their dreams and tales of people even seeing the gods or hearing them speak in their heads, but never had Dienna heard of being burnt or touched by the gods. Ill omen or good, Dienna was not sure.

“Ah. Well, whatever it is, don't worry too much,” Meredith replied. 

Dienna nodded. 

“Anyway,” Meredith continued, her voice taking on a tone of bemusement, “I was looking for you because the Lady of the Godskeep is  requesting that you to join her in the orchard for tea.” 

Dienna groaned. She was in no mood for tea with her mother, but when one was summoned by Lady Grenna, one could hardly refuse. “If I'm not back in an hour, make some excuse and come rescue me.”

Meredith chuckled, “Only if you promise to save some tea cakes for me.”

Dienna stood and followed Meredith out the door, “Done.”
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The orchard was outside the walls of the Godskeep. Dienna made her way through the inner bailey, the keep a blur of constant motion. Priests, acolytes, and servants ran in all directions—going to lessens, heading to worship, carrying supplies. Carpenters hired out of the Port Cities were erecting a large pavilion in the northwest corner of the bailey that would serve as a feasting hall during the Midsummer Festival. As they worked, their children played with dogs and cats on the expansive lawn, making enough noise to almost drown out the mournful voices of the Godskeep choir, practicing their songs of worship and praise in the central Hall of Ceremony.

Dienna left the Godskeep through the postern door, producing one of the few keys that would open it. While the Golden Village was reached by going south from the mouth of the Godskeep, the orchard was in the northern half of the valley. It was accessible by either the wide, gently sloping path of grass used by merchants and farmers with their oxcarts, or by a steep stair cut of rock that descended rapidly down the Holy Hill's backside. The steps were cracked here and there, so Dienna proceeded down with caution, but the view was always impeccable. The Valley stretched out before her, a vast expanse of yellow and green. The orchard was immediately ahead, rows upon rows of trees and bushes and fields upon fields of wheat and barley, giving out to rolling hills beyond. Looming over all were the Peaks of Enalgath, teal against the clear, blue sky. 

Dienna’s mother had always adored the orchard. When not helping her husband run the Godskeep, she could often be found walking through its orderly lanes, or, as was the case today, taking her tea in its shade. Dienna followed the little winding path down the rest of the slope and in to the orchard itself. Workers in thin cotton tunics and gowns were tending the apple and pear trees at the orchard’s mouth.  Dienna caught a bit of a bawdy verse as she was walking, but she was unfamiliar with that particular working man's song. She hoped they knew the ceremonial songs just as well as their little barroom ditties, and said a quick prayer for them.

About half a mile into the orchard,  right in the middle of the lane between two rows of apple trees, sat Dienna’s mother, Lady Grenna. She sat at a small, spindly table with an ornate lace cloth that was piled high with tiny cakes, wedges of cheese, grapes, cucumbers, and cold cuts of meat. Her mother’s handmaidens stood some ten feet behind her, silent, their arms clasped behind their backs, all uniform in soft mauve gowns with white veils over their hair. For her part, the Lady Grenna was wearing a breezy taupe gown of linen with embroidered flowers on the bodice. A renowned beauty, Lady Grenna shared Dienna’s large eyes, if not their color, and, despite her age, had a softer face compared to her daughter’s. She smiled at Dienna’s approach. 

“Good afternoon, Dienna,” she said, her sing-song voice carrying. “How nice of you to join me. I know you must be busy.”

Dienna smiled tightly, “I am, Mother. There is no denying it. I have much I need to do before Midsummer.”

“All work and no play, my dear,” her mother returned playfully. “Do sit down, darling, and eat as much as you like.”

Dienna did as she was bid. She piled her plate high as Lady Grenna gracefully poured her a cup of Ruithan tea. The two ate in silence, and, for Dienna at least, it was an uneasy silence. Her mother was the Lady of the Godskeep, and thus oversaw everything that occurred within its walls. True, she left the minute details of ceremonies and services to the priests, but aside from these small concessions, Lady Grenna arranged all. Tea parties such as this were her way of breaking the ice on some subject or other that needed arranging, and Dienna counted down the minutes in her head before she thought her mother likely to do just that.

“Have you spoken with Sonder lately?” Lady Grenna asked nonchalantly. That hadn't taken long.

“I saw him briefly yesterday,” Dienna said with a half scowl. “Why?”

Her mother sighed, “He has refused to speak with me ever since I tried to...introduce him to the Pendleton girl last month.”

“Lord Ulrich’s daughter? The pretty one?” Dienna asked in surprise. In truth, she was more than pretty and quite an intelligent, wealthy maiden at that. Mariah Pendleton was one of the most sought-after young ladies in the Golden Valley, and she had even had a few suitors from the Port Cities. “He turned down Mariah Pendleton?” 

“Yes, he turned down Mariah Pendleton,” she returned acidly “just as he turned down your father’s position.” 

“I will never understand him,” Dienna said. Secretly grateful though she was that her brother had refused to succeed their father as Keeper, his refusal had caused quite a scandal throughout all of Dorneldia. Groomed since birth for the role, her brother had been honed and trained and educated in the ways of the Keeper. Truth be told though, Sonder had never shown much enthusiasm for his vocation. He did as he was told, studied what they asked him to study, but his heart, it seemed, had not been in it. Dienna herself had noticed this, and so could, she thought, their father.  Yet whenever Dienna had raised any concern with him about Sonder, he would only smile gently and say, “He is not a weed; he still has much time to grow.”

Grow he did, from a reluctant, taciturn teenager to a young man who could no longer keep silent. One night, Sonder went to the Keeper and asked that Lord Mayrim name Dienna his successor instead. He would not be a priest, and he would not be the Keeper of the Gods. 

“He does not want to be Keeper and he does not want to wed,” Dienna said, shaking her head. “What on earth does he want?”

Lady Grenna harrumphed, “And now he wastes all of his time training with the Holy Guard.” 

Dienna nodded. The Holy Guard was the force of soldiers and guardsmen that protected the Godskeep from its enemies, though it hadn't had any enemies in centuries.

“I have a few connections among the Guard,” Lady Grenna continued. “They tell me that Sonder has spoken of one day selling his sword and traveling west to the Port Cities, there to join the Green Knights. They also tell me,” and here her mother's look was of disdain, “that he has been seen frequenting the taverns on the other side of the Village. Gambling, flirting,” She paused and sipped her tea gravely, as if this were all too much. “This is not the life I wanted for my son.”

“Mother—”

Lady Grenna waved her hand dismissively, “It's alright, Dienna, but I will not deny that I have been extremely disappointed in him. We gave him every tool and every opportunity to succeed, and he goes and shirks his gods-given responsibilities onto his sister.”

“Perhaps it was for the best,” Dienna replied, defensive. “I believe myself more than capable of stepping in for Sonder.”

“Yes,” Lady Grenna agreed. “I know you are, my dear. I do not worry about your success. I would just hate to see Sonder fall into a life of sin and debauchery, to besmirch our good name!”

Dienna took her mother's hand in her own, “I don't want that either, Mother. And whatever rumors you may have heard, I don't think Sonder has fallen as low as you think.”

Lady Grenna smiled warily, “I hope you're right. Will you,” she hesitated, and Dienna anticipated her next words with dread, “will you speak to him for me? Tell him that I'm sorry about Mariah Pendleton, and that I wish he would move back in with us.”

Dienna checked a terse retort and instead replied, “I'll tell him, Mother.”

“And will you tell him to stop visiting the taverns?”

“Of course.”

“There's a good girl,” Lady Grenna smiled and pulled her hand free of her daughter's. She sat back in her chair, apparently reveling in the point of the tea party finally being addressed to her satisfaction. “And tell him that I wish he would join me for tea some time so I can set him up with someone else.”

“Mother.”

“Fine,” Lady Grenna replied, “You don't need to mention that part.”

Dienna smiled in spite of herself. She couldn't blame her mother's desire to intercede in Sonder's rapidly declining lifestyle, even though Dienna was far too busy herself to always play the middle part in their constant feuding. Still, she felt obligated both to her mother and to the Way to try to set things straight with her brother, though she wasn't sure how much good conveying their mother's wishes to him would do.

Silence fell between mother and daughter once more, this time an easy, companionable silence. Dienna felt compelled to tell her about the strange experience she had had while praying last night. Part of her longed to give in to the almost palpable maternal aura surrounding her mother and unburden her soul, and the other part, the part that was certain her experience was an omen of ill tidings, not of good, wanted to keep her fears to herself forever. In the end, the course of their conversation took them far away and towards more pleasant topics, and Dienna found herself returning to the Godskeep with her mother, her handmaidens, and a stomach achingly full of sweets, at a much later hour than expected.
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After tea, Dienna attended a special service for the initiation of a new group of acolytes. She spent the afternoon standing with Lady Amelie, the Prominent of Lantos, as the acolytes said vows of study and worship before the altars of the Hall of Ceremony. The two priests had exchanged pleasantries before the service, but the heat was too stifling in the Hall for either woman to indulge in conversation for too long. Her Prominence had donned more ornate robes than she had worn that morning for the occasion, heavy lavender brocade with silver embroidery. Dienna did not envy her; she still wore her cooler robes of cotton.

The induction lasted until sundown, and Dienna’s stomach was growling at her in fury for being given nothing but sweets for so long. As soon as the service was over, Dienna rushed to her parents’ chamber with the hope that they had yet to eat supper. 

The Keeper’s suite was a sprawling six rooms occupying nearly half a floor of the East Wing. With its high ceilings, lavish furnishing, and exquisite stained glass windows, the Keeper’s suite was certainly the most luxurious in the Godskeep, and Dienna was more than happy to call it home. 

She was out of breath by the time she reached the door to the suite. 

“Father? Mother? Is anyone there?” she called out as she entered the room.

“They are not here.”

Dienna jumped in alarm. There, standing in the middle of her father’s antechamber, was a woman in ominous black robes. Tattered and torn things they were, as if tarnished with travel. They may have been grand robes once, long ago, but no more. The same could be said of the woman wearing them. She was shorter than Dienna by almost a head, slighter of build and with a hungry, lean face and fierce dark eyes. She wore her thick black hair high on her head, and stood straight, her strong chin upturned.

“Who are you?” Dienna demanded. “What are you doing in my father’s chambers?”

“The Keeper of the Gods and I had a meeting,” the woman replied calmly. “He seems to have forgotten.”

“A meeting? ” Dienna replied, eyes narrowed. “Here?” Her father never conducted meetings from his personal suite. If she makes any strange movements, Dienna thought, I'll call for the guards. 

The woman was unperturbed, “I have his summons.” She produced a small roll of parchment from her robes and held it out towards Dienna.

Dienna eyed it suspiciously before she took it and unfurled the little scroll:2

I, Lord Mayrim Darpentus, Keeper of the Gods and Lord of the Godskeep of the Realm of Dorneldia, hereby summon—

“Lady Artima?” Dienna said aloud, “of the Plains?”

The lady nodded coolly, never taking her eyes off of Dienna.

“What business could my father have with you, sorceress?” Dienna spat the last word. Wizards and their kind did not belong to the Way, and Dienna had little use for them, and she was sure that her father felt the same. “Why have you come here?”

“That is not your concern, my dear,” said Lord Mayrim himself.

Dienna turned to find him standing in the doorway. Though tall and imposing as always, he looked exhausted. He strode past his daughter.

“Good lady,” he started. “Do accept my apologies. I did remember our appointment, but I was detained elsewhere. I know you have come a very long way to treat with me. Please be assured that we will discuss your concerns another day. Until then, you are welcome to stay in the Godskeep.”

Lady Artima’s face remained cold, but her voice held passion, “I see the game you play Most Holy One. But that is fine. I shall wait. And we shall speak another day.”

She gave the slightest of bows to Lord Mayrim and walked with long strides past him and out the door, leaving a stunned Dienna in her wake. 
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Chapter Three
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Sonder was absolutely sick of the staring. Everywhere he went, eyes followed. He could practically hear their thoughts, could practically hear their inner voices asking him why he did it. Nosy priests, servants, peasant women from the Village—they gawked at him at every turn, a constant reminder of the decision he had made.

“As if I needed a reminder,” Sonder muttered to himself.

He was walking to the Holy Guard's training grounds, a field in the shadow of the Godskeep on the western side of the Holy Hill. He wore a jerkin of leather over his tunic and his blunted sword was slung across his back. He did not walk with his head bowed, but rather, Sonder openly returned the stares of any who happened to show too much of an interest in him, dared them in his mind to ask the questions that burned the tips of their tongues. None did. Most were quick to scuttle out of Sonder's way, some of them even deigning to bow to the fallen priest, which Sonder found highly amusing.  He did not deserve such deference. He was a priest no more.

When Sonder reached the training grounds, he came to stand with the other young men, who were all gathered around two new recruits that had apparently decided to test their strength against each other.  Judging by their futile hacking and swinging, they were still much in need of training. Some of the other men hollered words of encouragement at the lads, others laughed raucously at their new comrades’ ineptitude. Sonder watched quietly. The smaller of the two boys was running circles around the larger one, who was visibly exhausted.

Any minute now. Sonder thought. Sure enough, a few heartbeats later the larger boy lunged as the smaller dodged and quickly spun around to whack his opponent on the back of the shoulders with his practicing blade, sending him hurtling to the dirt. The men started to cheer as the larger boy fell inches from Sonder's boots and was too spent to get up. With a grunt, Sonder stooped and helped the boy to his feet. Though he judged the boy to be fourteen, maybe fifteen years old, he was already Sonder’s height and half as many times as big.

“You fought well,” Sonder said once the boy was upright again. “Try not to let your smaller opponents tire you out, though.”

The boy gave him a harassed look, “I tried. 'Snot easy keeping up with the likes of him!”

Sonder smirked, “You’re right, it's not. Just a bit of friendly advice. Is today your first day?”

The big boy nodded.

Sonder held out his hand gamely, “Sonder Darpentus. Welcome to the Holy Guard.”

“Sonder? Lord Sonder?” the boy gaped. “I, uh, my name is Connal, milord.”

“Well met, Connal,” Sonder replied with a grimace. “But I'm no lord. Not any more at least.”

“You’re joining the Guard too?” Connal asked, his pink, sweaty face incredulous.

Sonder nodded, “For now. I've always loved sword play, but never had much training. Let us say I plan to make my start here.”

Connal nodded, “I see mil—Sonder.”

As they spoke, more and more men made their way to the training field. Young boys, sturdy youths, and tan, wrinkled men all came to stand in a perfect circle, each with a practice sword at his back, each wearing a plain leather jerkin. Now that their diversion was done, the men stood in silence. Connal grew hushed as well, and gave Sonder confused sideways glances. In turn, Sonder gave the lad a reassuring smile. Wait for it boy, he thought.

“Guards of the Gods, defend now your lords and land!”

With a great kshhing, every man in the company drew their swords and held them with both hands straight out in front of them, feet shoulder-width apart. It looked impressive enough. Next to him, Sonder could hear Connal gulp. 

The order had come from the Captain of the Guard, a slight, simpering man by the name of Horace Nellton who stood now at the center of the circle, clothed in his own fine leather jerkin. The badge of his high station was sewed upon his breast and he wore a fine cloak of yellow with the Mark of the Way—the moon of Lantos surrounding the sun of Dartos, be-speckled by nine bright stars of Seltos—embroidered in gold thread. His voice was shrill and warbly.

“Guards of the Gods,” he shouted once more, “parade march, left!”

Each man turned to his left, sword still held stiffly upright in front, and started to march clockwise around the circle. Connal dropped his sword, startled, and scrambled out of the circle to avoid being knocked over. Sonder shook his head at the youth, though he could hardly blame him. The men were precisely in sync. A rhythmic thunk, thunk, thunk resounded through the valley as the guards marched in unison.

“Guards halt!” Captain Nellton called in his warbly voice. “About, face!”

The men stopped suddenly and all turned towards the captain.

The Captain’s long face frowned in approval, “Very good. You have learned our maneuvers quickly.”

Marching in circles is not exactly a difficult task, you old lizard, Sonder thought. He and about a dozen other young men had joined the Holy Guard over the course of the last few months, and all they had learned so far was how to march in the ridiculous serious of formations that Captain Nellton never seemed to grow tired of. Any who questioned the merit of such 'training' was loudly hushed by the others.

“I see we have even more new recruits with us today,” Captain Nellton continued. “Let me be the first to welcome you to the Holy Guard. We have defended the Godskeep and the Way itself for hundreds of years. If you wish to join our ranks, you must show discipline, strength, intelligence, and fortitude.”

You must know how to march in circles. Squares won’t do, Sonder thought.

“If you make good today, and tomorrow, and the next day, we will accept you into our ranks for further training,” the captain said. “If not, you will be asked to leave. Questions? No? Carry on then. March right!”

And so they marched. They marched to the west, to the north, to the east, to the south. They marched clockwise and counterclockwise, holding their swords now in front, now at an angle, now in sweeping graceful arches. They marched in a battle formation, in a star, in a column, in triangles. The new recruits were never quite in step, but they followed the troupe well enough. Connal marched next to Sonder for the better part of the afternoon. He was an earnest lad, if a bit uncoordinated. He seemed particularly baffled by marching backwards, and often tripped over his feet. Sonder had to bite back a smile every time he stumbled. Hearing the younger boy cursing thickly under his breath at his own feet was irresistibly amusing.

Finally, after a few solid hours of marching, the Captain of the Guard called for a final halt. The sun was low in the sky, and the yard was now oddly quiet without the steady stomp of boots.

“Fine work men,” the captain warbled. “But we’ve a long way to go before we are ready to defend our Godskeep at Midsummer. Tomorrow we begin at noon. I shall pray that Our Lady Seltos guides your spirits to an easy rest this evening. You will need your strength.”

With that, the captain turned his heels and mounted a handsome chestnut horse with the help of his squire, and trotted away with dainty strides. Sonder snorted. The men dispersed with a groan of tired feet, sweat, and tedium. Hot and dripping with perspiration, Sonder made for the shade of a large oak tree nearby, where the men were wont to throw their canteens, shirts, and other personal belongings before each training session. Sonder was unsurprised to see that Connal had followed him. He took a long swig from his canteen and handed it off to the boy. 

“Thank you mi—Sonder,” Connal said after he had drunk his fill. The boy was quite round, and was thus perspiring even more than Sonder. The skin on his face and arms was red and blotchy, and he was panting with exertion.

“You are welcome to it, lad,” Sonder returned. “Tell me, did you enjoy our little folly?”

The peasant boy turned even redder, “Truth be spoke milord, I had hoped to learn to wield a sword and a bit of proper fighting, not just...” 

“Waving it around and marching about like a show pony?” Sonder smirked. “I had harbored those same hopes myself. I’m sad to say you'll get more of that from Captain Caterwaul. I had to ask some of the veterans in the barracks to teach me real swordplay, and even then, they could only teach me the basics.”

Connal’s doughy face fell, “I thought the Holy Guard would be more...guardish.”

Sonder laughed and eased himself down to stretch out beneath the great oak, hands behind his head. “They used to be, or so all my instructors always told me. They used to be more revered and fearsome than the King’s Green Knights.”

“What happened?” Connal asked, sitting down as well. 

Sonder shrugged, “Peace. Cowards. The Godskeep has not been attacked in hundreds of years. If you were a sensible squire hoping to become a knight, would you rather join the Green Knights and live in the Port Cities with the King and the great river lords and see actual battle—or would you rather live with a bunch of soft body priests and fanatics in the middle of nowhere and stand guard at some stupid gate against a nonexistent foe for the rest of your life?”

Connal frowned, “Seeing the Port Cities would be something.”

Sonder sighed, “It would. Instead we have to parade around at festivals waving our swords around like maidens wave their handkerchiefs at young men until we find a way to join the real warriors.” He sounded bitter, even to his own ears.

When he had rejected his father’s title, Sonder had known exactly what he wanted, and what he wanted did not coincide with the path his family had set down for him. How could he be a world-renowned warrior if he spent his whole life as a priest of Dartos? Especially as the Keeper of the Gods? How could he ever hope to see the far corners of Dorneldia and all the lands that lay beyond the seas, if he devoted his life to the gods and the Way? Sure, the Keeper sometimes made diplomatic journeys abroad, but typically all his father did was sit and pray and try to run the circus that was the Godskeep, making sure all the animals were happy. Give the Order of the Stars more gold for their new sanctuary, allow the Order of the Sun to erect a new statue in some little town no one had ever heard of to increase their following, buy the Order of the Moon a thousand more robes decked out in pearls, the sacred gem of their god... And for what? So he could live out his life in this wretched little valley? To make the gods happy? 

Connal turned and looked at Sonder with determination, “Will you teach me what you know? You saw me fight.” He blushed again. “I could use some help so when we do leave this place, I’ll be fit to fight with the real warriors.”

Sonder considered a moment, then nodded, “Sure, I’ll help you lad.” He saw Connal reaching for his sword and added hastily, “But not now.”

Sonder stood, took another drink of water from his canteen, and fixed it to his sword belt. “How old are you Connal?”

“Seventeen,” he blurted. After a look from Sonder, he said, quietly, “sixteen.”

“Well, that’s old enough for a drink in my book,” Sonder said. “Tell me, Connal, have you ever been to the Pretty Priestess?”

––––––––
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The Golden Village had been founded by pilgrims and devotees of the Way, and as such, taverns and their like were not allowed within the village borders. This ancient law, however, did not stop its denizens from walking half a mile to the other side of the village border to have a drink at one of the tree resident taverns: Maiden Molly’s, the Red Fox, and the Pretty Priestess.

Each tavern had its own distinct allure. Maiden Molly’s was run by a beautiful widow and her daughters, who drew in the young crowd looking for laughs and dance. The Red Fox was a more prestigious establishment haunted mostly by older men and their distinguished wives, tired of drinking wine at home and craving the company of others like them—the Pretty Priestess was the least distinguished of the taverns. It was a long, low building that may have once been a stable, in which some hopeful found it fit to erect a long, rough bar out of broken slats of pine. Where once pigs and dairy cows had been penned in for the night, now sat the Golden Valley’s less scrupulous crowd—scalawags, mean-faced traders from the West, half-starved youths looking for work, old mercenaries, thieves, and women whose line of work would be considered questionable by many. Supposedly, the tavern had once been a brothel that was renowned for keeping a harlot of stunning beauty, but who became the shame of the Godskeep after it was found out she was a priestess who had mysteriously vanished months before. When Sonder had first heard this tale, he had thought the whole thing was excessively amusing and decided he must pay it a visit. He had been seventeen at the time. 

“Mum would never let me come here,” Connal was saying in hushed tones as Sonder led the boy inside. 

“Your mum will never know,” Sonder said with ease, fairly pushing him indoors. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll grab us a drink.”

Sonder waded through the crowd. The tavern was thick with bodies, mostly travelers drawn to the Valley by the upcoming Midsummer Festival. Some were pilgrims (gods, had they picked the wrong tavern!), some were workers hired to help set up for the festivities, and all were drinking. He grinned at the barmaid, a big woman named Mal, and ordered two ales. Returning with ale in hand, he found Connal sitting uncomfortably at a little table in the far corner, his eyes wide and darting about quickly at the throng of drinkers that pressed ever closer to his seat.

“Drink up Connal,” Sonder said, setting down their tankards. He raised his in salute, “To the Holy Guard. May we one day progress from marching in circles.” He took a good, deep drink of his ale.

“Aye,” Connal said in a small voice, barely heard over the cacophony of the Pretty Priestess’s other patrons. The boy wasn’t drinking.

“Have you never had ale before?”

He shook his head, likely blushing again, though it was hard to tell in the darkness of the tavern.

Sonder grinned, “Your mum won’t know, trust me. It’s just like drinking any other drink. Tip back your glass and take a swallow.”

Connal hesitated, looking uncertain. Sonder took another drink of his own, to encourage the boy. His tankard was almost empty already.

“Right,” Connal said, and tipped back his glass—and kept tipping, and tipping, and tipping until there was no more left to tip. He slammed the mug down, belched loudly, and gave Sonder a sheepish look.

“Pardon milord, er, Sonder.”

Sonder in turned raised his eyebrows in approval and nodded his head, “Not bad,” he said. He raised his tankard in the air and shouted, “Another ale here!”

“Not another!” Connal said in a harsh whisper, scandalized. 

“Connal,” Sonder said in his most serious tone, “If you are going to be a world-renowned warrior, you must learn to drink properly.”

“Must I?”

He nodded, “Yes. You’ll be an absolute laughing stock if you don’t.”

Connal had no time to protest as one of the serving boys, a handsome, if a bit gangly, young man came with more ale for the pair of them. Sonder gave him a winning smile and finished his first drink with a flourish.

“There you are, Jonuh,” he said, depositing the empty tankard onto the young man's tray. “And keep them coming won’t you?”

“Aye sir,” the serving boy replied, smiling as well. “Making up for lost time?”

Sonder laughed, “Teaching a new recruit how it’s done.”

Jonuh left to attend other guests, but his eyes lingered on Sonder from across the room. Sonder was feeling in quite a good mood all of a sudden. 

“Lost time?” Connal asked.

Sonder grimaced. That good mood was short lived.

“I did not frequent this fine establishment while I was still in preparation for the priesthood,” He started. “When I, uh, turned my attention away from that life and towards my life as a warrior in training, I developed a...certain taste.”

Connal stared, uncomprehending.

“For ale,” Sonder said roughly. “And gambling. And late nights with strangers.”

Connal took another drink.

“Have you ever played dice before, lad?” Sonder asked.

Connal nodded, “Me and my friends would play with Tomm Kinsded’s dice when we were young.”

“And I’m sure it was very exciting. Gambling for pennies is a bit different than tossing the dice for all the gold in your purse,” Sonder said with a scoff. “I think it’s high time you played a real game. Come,” he stood, drink in hand, “let’s find you an adversary.”

The boy looked uncertain, but followed Sonder anyway. He was starting to actually like this one. Sonder had been with the Holy Guard a few months now. Every couple of weeks, young lads like him showed up to training, eager to become part of the famous troupe. Once they saw all that silly marching, however, they threw down their puny practice swords and headed for home, back to selling pies, working in the fields, working wood...back to their little, quiet lives, laughing at how silly the once respected Guard had become. But Connal stayed. Whether it was out of his apparent admiration of Sonder or out of a naive thirst for glory and renown, Sonder was not entirely sure. The boy did seem to like him, but the fact that Connal had apparently been so eager to prove himself that he had ended up in a fight with another recruit before training had even begun made Sonder think there was more drive in him than he let on.

Sonder led Connal through the crowds to a large, round table at which were seated five grizzly looking men, surrounded by a gaggle of drunken onlookers, men and women, in various states of cleanliness.  They were all intent on the game the men were playing, but looked up when Sonder approached. Many met his eyes with friendliness and recognition. No one stared. No one looked at him with grim accusation in their eyes.

“Is there not another chair for me?” Sonder asked with mock offense. “Someone bring me a chair. I’ll be playing the next round. Connal, stand close and see how it’s done. You’ll play next.”

“Aye milor—Sonder,” the boy returned, standing close behind Sonder, who was now seated in an old wooden chair that a man with braided hair pulled up for him.

“Place yer bets boys,” said one of the men at the table.  He had a harsh, scar-crossed face framed by a mass of matted dark hair and an equally unruly beard. Sonder had never seen him in the Pretty Priestess before—not odd in the season of travel, but there was something entirely other about the scar-faced man. Something impressive. The table at which they sat had been pushed into a corner formed by one of the tavern's walls and where the bar ended, and so thick was the crowd around it that their forms blocked out nearly all the candlelight from the rough-hewn candelabra that hung over the center of the room, leaving the dice players in almost complete shadow. Yet, the scar-faced man's eyes glinted through the dark in such a way that made Sonder shiver. 

The players stacked their coins in little towers and set them in the middle of the table. Most were betting five or six gold pieces. Sonder bet eight. The crowd whispered and laughed behind them. They were playing Red Ogre’s dice, a favorite with those in the Valley, picked up from the red ogres who, three centuries ago, had left their homes in the Enalgath Mountains to the north after the Clansman War. The Oshkuk, Mabri’nka, and Jorreesh clans had been forced south and east after losing their lands to the Esh’kur and Yishjaa clans. Carrying their lives on their backs, the losing ogres uprooted and marched down the mountains to the Golden Valley below, terrifying its residents. The Holy Guard could not subdue them, and the Keeper at the time would not resort to calling upon the wizards of the Repository to destroy them. Thus, some five thousand ogres migrated through the Valley, past the Godskeep, and into the world beyond, though not without incident. Sonder had read of killings on both sides, of ogres who feasted on human flesh, of humans who trapped ogres in massive pits and let them starve to death, of priests who damned the ogres as they walked in the shadow of the Godskeep as being worshipers of false, evil gods and possessors of unholy powers.  Amid all this conflict, the histories often failed to mention that many of the ogres passed through the Valley peacefully, or, at least, with civility, and even paused long enough in their migration to teach the locals their favorite game. 

The game was simple enough. Anywhere upward of three players would place a bet in whatever currency was fit (the red ogres were known to bet jewels and the ore found in their cavernous homelands) and each player chose a die with a different number of faces at random from a sack with a spoon, to prevent anyone from being able to tell which die was which with their fingers. The object of the game was to roll either the highest number or the lowest number, depending on what the starting player called before their roll.

Right now, it was Sonder’s turn. One of the women standing around the table presented him with a rusted old ladle, which he used to scoop up a die of eight sides. Not bad, Sonder thought. The die could range from four to twenty four sides. He would have to first roll this die, then roll the die of the player to his right, and combine the two numbers together. The trouble was, each player kept his die’s identity a secret. Sonder had no way of knowing if the portly gentleman to his right had the four sided die or the twenty-four sided one. That was where luck came in.

“Watch how it’s done Connal,” Sonder aid with grin.

Connal nodded, “I’m watching,” he said nervously. 

The hardy looking man with the scarred face growled, “What'll it be, boy? High or low?”

“Low,” Sonder said. The ale in him added, “For all us lowlifes.”

The drunken onlookers guffawed around then, and his opponent smirked unpleasantly. Sonder wasn’t bothered. It was all part of the game for him. Get them loose enough and they were bound to slip up—make a huge bet, let their die show for just a moment or two...

The crowd was now urging him to roll. Some men had a lucky routine before they cast their die—prayed over them, kissed them, shook them about between their hands. Sonder just rolled, and closed his eyes. 

He heard the crowd give a little cheer, most of them anyway, as the players at the table gave a groan. He looked and saw that he rolled a three.

Sonder turned to his neighbor, “If you please, sir.” He stretched out his hand and the portly man consented with a grunt, dropping his own die in Sonder’s palm. Twenty sided. The scarfaced man was grinning. Sonder took a long swig of ale, closed his eyes, and cast the die.

“Oh!” Connal exclaimed behind him.

Sonder looked—a two. He let out a loud laugh, much relieved. He called for more ale.

Next it was his neighbor’s turn. The big man snatched up his die in his sausage-like fingers and rolled—a fifteen.

“Seltos’ tits!” he roared. Sonder joined in the crowd’s derision. 

Red-faced and muttering, the big man accepted his neighbor’s die and grimaced when he saw it was twelve sided. He rolled with a sigh and shook his head at the nine marks indented in the bone. Next went a leathery old man with black skin whom Sonder knew somewhat—a spice trader and something of a legend for how well he threw the dice by the name of Jezzo. The crowd cheered him on with cries of luck and fortune, asked the gods to bless him. He held his die aloft for long enough for Sonder to see it was four sided, and then cast a three. Jezzo beamed and politely asked for the die of his neighbor, the burly scar-faced man. Jezzo held it aloft, but this time Sonder’ couldn’t quite make out the number of its faces. The old man rolled and the die stopped at twenty. As the crowd moaned, he just shrugged and handed the man his twenty-sider back. 

Sonder watched intently as the scar-faced man shook his die within his cupped palms, and then rolled a one.

“Ha ha!” the man shouted victoriously. “Low as the price o’ yer ma’s bed-sheets.”

Sonder reddened and the crowd grew hushed. It seemed a good number of them knew who his mother was, though no one made any move to enlighten the grizzled-looking man of this fact. With another wild laugh, he shook up Sonder’s die, begrudgingly given, and rolled...an eight.

“For the love of Dartos!” He cursed as Sonder stood and collected all of the coins on the table with a laugh.

“Well done,” Connal said, clearly relieved the game was over. 

“Oh not at all,” Sonder said. “That was pure luck. They're hardly worth provoking. Now though,” he pressed his newly won gold into the boy’s hands, “it’s your turn.”

“Now?” Connal asked, terrified.

“No better time,” Sonder said, pulling out the chair for his new friend. “You just keep your mouth shut though,” he said softly. “The hairy one is not to be trifled with.”

Connal nodded and dropped Sonder’s eight sided die back into the grubby brown bag and waited for his turn to draw a new one. Sonder called for more ale, feeling giddy as Jonuh came around and handed him another mug with a flash in his eye. Sonder was only half paying attention to Connal as the game began again. He followed Jonuh's silhouette with his eyes as long as he could before his lithe form disappeared in the crowd.

Sonder was about to turn his gaze back to the table when he noticed something unusual. There, in the farthest, darkest corner of the Pretty Priestess, sat an honest-to-gods priest.  Sonder’s ale-laden mind could not produce his name at the moment, but there was no mistaking the man, even though he wore a dark cloak that obscured the Lantonian robes that Sonder knew were underneath. While it was certainly not forbidden for a priest to drink, the Way teaches that drinking in large congregations contributes to laziness and delinquency, and therefore pubs and taverns were required by law to be built outside of city limits and were only frequented by, well, degenerates such as Sonder. If this priest of Lantos were caught away from the Godskeep at this hour, and at a tavern on top of that...he risked a hefty penance or even a fine. Perhaps that was why the priest sat so sour-faced, not even looking at the ale the serving boy had placed before him. 

Sonder heard a cry go up around him as some player or other rolled a good number. He ignored them, half considering strolling over to the priest, if not to discover his purpose, then at least to see the look on his face when the once future Keeper found him sitting in this den of sin. He changed his mind, however, when the priest was approached by a woman in ragged, faded black robes, also with her hood raised to conceal her face. The priest, apparently a gentleman, stood to his feet at her approach, and then both parties took a seat and began conversing. They did not speak for long. After no more than two minutes, the priest stood, bowed quickly, and hurried out the door, holding his hood to his face to make sure no one would see him. 

Another cry went up at the table.

“Sonder? Milord?” Connal was saying. “Did you see? I...I lost.”

“Hm?” Sonder turned his attention back to the boy.

“I lost,” Connal said thickly. His eyes were unfocused. Too much ale, Sonder thought. He realized his own world was a bit unfocused too. How many have I had?

“Ah well,” Sonder said, clapping Connal on the back in consolation.

“But I lost your gold,”

Sonder raised his eyebrows in surprise, “Not all of it surely?”

The look on Connal’s face said, Yes, all of it. Sonder sighed, but gave Connal a bracing smile.

“Come lad,” he said. “It's time we return.”

Arm around the boy’s shoulders for support, Sonder led them through the throng of reeling patrons. As they lumbered through the door, Sonder turned his gaze to the dark corner where the woman in the ragged cloak still sat with her back towards him. She had not moved. Perhaps she was awaiting another wayward priest. Sonder did not have much time to ponder as Connal was leaning more and more into his shoulders, groaning. He seemed to be regretting his decision to come with Sonder tonight. He was moaning, “Mum’s going to kill me” over and over, his breath sour and potent.

“We’re not going to your mum’s,” Sonder grunted. “The Holy Guard sleep in the barracks at the top of that bloody hill.”

The climb up the Holy Road was as unpleasant as ever, and doubly so with Connal using Sonder's person as a crutch. The slope, mercifully shallow as it was, nonetheless had Sonder’s calves burning by the time they reached the top. He needed to train more, evidently. Years upon years of studying sacred texts may have sharpened his mind, but it did nothing to guard against the sharp pains in his legs and arms as he half-dragged the large boy up to the Godskeep.

At this time of night, the gate that opened the immense, triangular walls of the Godskeep would be closed and barred with the guard posted, likely old man Eerin. Friendly as the old guard was, Sonder would prefer to avoid any chance of altercation, especially given his current ale-laden state. What would his father say if the guardsman reported he had demanded entrance at such an ungodly hour, dragging a clearly inebriated teenager with him? He didn't fear his father's words so much as his actions. He would not put it past the Keeper to have Sonder turned out, and while leaving the Godskeep was his eventual goal, Sonder wasn't ready for that quite yet. They would have to go around the long way. With some effort, he turned their steps just before they were in sight of the guards standing sentry atop the battlements of the gatehouse, stumbling through the rose bushes and other shrubbery that outlined the walls of the Godskeep. They came to the postern door, small, unguarded—but locked.

“We go through there?” Connal asked, dubious and drunk.

Wordlessly Sonder produced a key and ushered the boy inside. “See that building there?” Sonder pointed. “That is the barracks. The Holy Guard doesn't approve of night wanderers, so you'll need to be a good lad and keep quiet.”

“Do they know I'm coming?”

“No,” Sonder replied. He thought of the rows of empty beds therein and chuckled quietly, “But don't worry. There's plenty of room.”

As silent as two slowly sobering young men could be, Sonder and Connal made their way across the inner bailey to the barracks of the Holy Guard. As Sonder had hinted, the Holy Guard was woefully understaffed. Its ranks once numbered in the thousands, and had thus warranted the massive structure that had housed them. Second in size only to the Hall of Ceremony, the barracks was several stories high, and had been designed in clean, utilitarian fashion to allow sleeping quarters for its soldiers. Bunks were crafted into the walls themselves, three deep and spaced so tightly that they reminded Sonder of a crypt.

Using the same master key he had used on the postern door, Sonder let himself and Connal into a side door of the barracks, and led him to the building's central hallway. Their footsteps were easily muffled by the sounds of snoring and the mumbling of the men who slept in the bunks to either side, and Sonder had no trouble in finding an unoccupied bunk for Connal. Once the lad was situated in his bed and on his way to his first ale-induced slumber, Sonder left him to head towards a less populated sleeping area where he preferred to spend his nights. 

He took a flight of slightly crumbling stairs to the fourth story of the barracks, where, so his readings told him, the highest ranking officers had once lived when the barracks was still used to its full capacity. Here there were no bunks embedded within the walls, no sepulchral compartments in which to sleep. Instead, Sonder crossed the wide, open chamber to one of the six four-poster beds at the other end, and, in one fluid motion, kicked off his boots and let himself fall face-first onto soft, down pillows. He had discovered this little haven after spending several sleepless nights in the guard's regular quarters, and, after some careful questioning of the veteran members of the Holy Guard, had discovered that the fourth floor was kept in good condition on the off chance that a high ranking military official ever visited, and was rarely occupied. If he ever felt any guilt about sleeping above his station, Sonder reminded himself that someday, when he was a mercenary, he would be forced to spend his nights sleeping on the cold hard ground with nothing but his sword for a bed-mate, so he might as well take advantage of such comforts while they were still available to him.

As he was drifting off to sleep, his mind swarmed with glimpses and thoughts of the black-robed woman and the Lantonian priest in the tavern. Maybe she was there to give a confession? Any wrongdoing could be forgiven by the gods if they were confessed to a priest. Maybe she was seeking his blessing. Unbidden, Sonder’s mind called forth the memory of a prayer all followers of the Way were taught as children. He spoke it softly:

“Bless us Sun, and bless us Moon

Bless us Stars, within this room

Where I lay my head to sleep

For Your Way, I shall keep

For Your Way, I shall keep.”

A flash of blinding pain shot through him, as he felt the grasp of some fiery hand grip the back of his shoulder. It was blinding, white hot. Daggers of pain radiated from the vice grip of the fingers clutching his back. It burned hotter than anything, sharper than anything he had ever felt before. He gave a yelp of pain. 

The sensation stopped.

Where he had just felt that flaming, agonizing touch a moment ago, Sonder now felt the cool breeze blowing in from the open window. He shook his head, shrugged his shoulders, and drifted off into a peaceful sleep. 
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Chapter Four
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Dienna’s days were becoming busier as the Midsummer Festival approached. She spent the last week before the festivities began holed up in her room, practicing the myriad of speeches she had prepared for different parts of the ceremony, convinced she was saying something wrong or leaving something out. She had written them all herself, and although she was proud of her work, she was terrified of mucking them up.

Her practice was often interrupted by visits from Meredith, whose presence brought a welcome relief from Dienna’s hectic schedule, and by the occasional novice knocking on her door to declare the arrival of one important person or other. These were less welcome interruptions, though Dienna bore them with as much grace as she could muster. Noble lords and ladies had been crowding the Godskeep for the past few days—arriving in their large, finely-decorated carriages, pulled by teams of ornamented horses up the Holy Road and through the open gates of the Godskeep. There were hardly any empty rooms left, and the influx of Dorneldia’s most ancient and noble families was only increasing.

The noble house of Pendleton, the noble house of Koothe, the Everynnes, the Brandishklans, the family of Tarne, the house of Bredect, the Moniphsons, the Morinsons, the Maniphsons, the noble house of Touring, she had to greet them all. She would meet them outside the Hall of Ceremony, where newcomers inevitably gathered to marvel at the beautiful structure, and welcomed them to the Godskeep on her father’s behalf. The nobles always struck Dienna as odd. The way they spoke to Dienna invoked both respect and haughtiness.  She had been most confused when welcoming one Lord Remette Touring and his wife, Lady Bellia.

I hope you find the Godskeep inviting,” Dienna had said diplomatically. “The Hall of Ceremony is always open to meet the needs of the Faithful.”

The Lady Touring had replied with a sniff, “That is most inviting, yes, but do show us to our rooms, sister, and that would serve our needs better.”

Dienna could not abide their way of dress either. In the Golden Valley, those who were not priests or acolytes dressed simply, wearing linen or wool in pleasant, inexpensively dyed colors. The women typically wore shift dresses that came to the ankle over a blouse or a chemise, and occasionally  they wore frocks or skirts embroidered with flowers and other pretty designs. The younger women even wore men’s breeches, especially if they were workers of the fields, and tunics. The noblewomen, however, wore nothing less fanciful than a gown with a train and sleeves that brushed the floor in colors rich and vibrant. Beading, metalwork, lace—all adorned their sartorial possessions—and with their elegant clothing, they wore elegant hairstyles. Though hidden during the day by elaborate veils, night would reveal complicated coifs twisted and molded and braided info fashionable designs.  The men were no plainer, wearing lavishly decorated tunics, well cut and tailored, over sumptuous silk or velvet breeches. It was also the fashion for men, particularly in the Port Cities, to sport fancy canes with gold or silver heads. Dienna found it silly. A priest may wear fine things to strike awe in the hearts of worshipers, and thus increase their piety, but no layman, wealthy or not, need parade about like such a peacock. 

There was one peacock that took the proverbial cake—none-other than Prince Fucian. The King and Queen were never expected to attend the Midsummer Festival themselves, indeed, the last time Dienna recalled the King visiting the Godskeep was for the Festival of Lights when she was barely old enough to remember such things. Instead, the royal family typically chose a delegate to represent them. Sometimes they sent a royal cousin, sometimes a royal aunt, but this year they had sent the King's son. Prince Fucian was known throughout Dorneldia for being a surly, ill-tempered young man, and Dienna thought he quite lived up to that reputation. The first things he had done upon arriving at the Godskeep were to complain loudly of the long journey and demand a glass of wine.

“Your Royal Highness,” Dienna had said, aghast. “You have traveled a long way, to be sure, but there will be ample time for relaxation after you have presented yourself to the gods. The next worship starts in a quarter of an hour. My father will be expecting you.”

“Hang your father,” the prince had said with a lackluster expression belying his words. “I'll have a bottle of wine and a good long bath, and then we'll see about your bloody worship.”

He was gone with a swing of his brocade cape, a troupe of servants following after him as he ordered them about in bored tones. Dienna had dreaded telling her father of his unfriendly behavior, but he had only laughed when she finally did.

“I had the displeasure of meeting Prince Fucian when he was still a boy,” Lord Mayrim said.  “He was a disagreeable, flimsy child with a look as if he would rather be in the darkenworld than sitting through my service in the Hall of Ceremony. I gather that he hasn't changed much.”

It was wearisome work.  Dienna felt the physical and mental toll of constantly having to leave her room and her studies to welcome those newly arrived—showing them to their quarters, assuring them that they would be comfortable, and receiving dubious thanks in return. Of course, some of the nobles came every year, and were much more appreciative of Dienna’s time. Dienna was always glad to see these familiar faces, and she looked forward to having the opportunity to visit with them at the welcoming feast the eve before Midsummer.

The day of the feast arrived sooner than Dienna had expected. Before she knew it, she found herself rushing to the great dining hall at the North end of the Godskeep to commemorate their new arrivals and to thank them all for making the long pilgrimage from the far corners of the kingdom. There was ham and mutton and fish for all, along with fresh baked bread, apples from the orchard, oranges and mangoes imported from the North, clotted cream and biscuits, herbed carrots and green beans, and berry tart for dessert. The lords and ladies tucked in, approving of the fine selection, and everyone, priests and nobles, seemed a bit more at ease thereafter. 

Dienna went straight to her quarters after the feast, along with her mother. Sitting on a tall stool, Lady Grenna was standing behind her, rolling Dienna's wet hair into place with rags and tying them up neatly at the top of her head.

“Are you sure this is necessary, mother?” Dienna asked irritably. Her stomach was threatening to burst from all the biscuits and cream she had eaten. 

“Well I would not say that it's necessary,” she replied, not ceasing in her work. “But you did say you wanted to make a good impression.”

Dienna snorted, “So I need to curl my hair?”

“It will make you look a bit more comely, my dear” her mother said evenly. “It is a special occasion, and all eyes will be on you. You should look your absolute best.”

Dienna grumbled, “I suppose.”

“Be sure to wash your face well tonight, and use a mixture of honey and nutmeg on your skin before you do. You’ll be glowing tomorrow,” her mom turned Dienna's head gently to face her, giving her a warm smile. Dienna turned away.

“Do you think I did well on my speech tonight?” she asked anxiously. She had given a short address at the end of the feast, and had led them in prayer. While Dienna had done this sort of thing plenty of times before the residents of the Godskeep, there was something distinctly unsettling about speaking in front of the nobility. Something about the uninterested way in which they examined her made her feel like she was nothing more than a particularly odd looking insect that had been placed before them for their amusement.

“For the hundredth time, yes!” her mother scolded lightly. “You were wonderful, darling, and you’ll do an excellent job tomorrow.”

“I hope you’re right,” Dienna said quietly. 

She had not yet had a chance to tell anyone about who she had seen in her father’s chambers. Her time between studies and attending to guests was always brief and hurried. This was the first time she and her mother had had a chance to be alone since the throng of guests had begun to arrive. Dienna fought with herself once more about whether or not she should tell her mother about the experience she had had at prayer the other night. The burning, the scar. Dienna had searched every text that was available to her in the small spaces of time that she had between her other priestly duties, and she still had not come across record of any encounter such as this with the gods. She heaved a heavy sigh.

“Is something the matter, darling?”

“Lady Artima of the Plains,” Dienna replied sullenly. At least her mother may be able to help with that issue. “I saw her in father’s chambers, awaiting his counsel.”

“Lady Artima,” her mother breathed sharply. Her hands resumed their task, “She is known to be a powerful practitioner of magic, and a consort of ogres...what business could she have with your father?”

“I don’t know,” Dienna said, feeling frustration arise. “I asked him about it, but he said it didn't concern me. He apparently was late for a meeting with her. I don’t know if he's seen her since.” 

Her mother replied evenly “If she is here at your father’s invitation, I wouldn't be worried,” she said slowly. “I am sure she means us no harm.”

Dienna said nothing in response. Mother and daughter fell silent until, at last, all of Dienna’s long, straight hair was done up in rags. She walked over to her mirror and grimaced.

“It looks a mess,” she complained.

Lady Grenna just smiled, “It will look better when you take them out tomorrow, I promise.”

Dienna made no response, but there was no hiding her fear from her mother. Lady Grenna moved to sit on Dienna's bed, motioning her to do the same.

“I remember when I was to marry your father,” she started.

“Mother—”

“And I was so nervous the night before our wedding,” she continued, ignoring the interruption, “that I tried to escape the Godskeep through the postern door in naught but my slip. I was just sixteen at the time.” She laughed, a wistful expression on her face. “It was a great honor for the Grandbecks to wed into the Darpentus line. We are a proud, god-fearing family, and have been for ages, but I was so frightened of disappointing them—my family and your father's—that I thought it might be better to run.”

Dienna was silent, her own fear making her stomach churn.

“As you know, I stayed and married your father,” her mother continued, “but do you know why?”

“No.”

“I remembered my lessons from when I was a girl,” she answered plainly. “I remembered our family priest telling me about the Chosen Mother; how the gods, having been robbed of their own mother by death's icy grip, vowed to one day choose from among us mortals a new mother to take her place. Even knowing that no mortal woman could compare with the heavenly being that gave them immortal life, they knew that they needed a mother,” Lady Grenna's eyes were glossy as she beheld her daughter. “I may not be the Chosen Mother the gods select to take Her place, but I thought of the children I would someday bear, and I knew they would need me, and if I ran away, they might never be brought to life. The followers of the Way are your children, Dienna,” her mother continued, taking her daughter’s hand. “They need you as sure as a babe needs its mother, as sure as the gods need theirs.”

“The Chosen Mother is just a parable, mother,” Dienna said, flushed at her mother's caresses and her praise. “The gods are all powerful. Most of us doubt they had a 'mother' to give birth to them at all.”

“Well most of you priests are wrong,” Lady Grenna replied bluntly. “You will understand when you have children of your own. You will see, and you will rise to their needs.”

“Rise to their needs,” Dienna repeated quietly. “I hope I will.”

“You will have to,” she continued, giving her daughter a kiss on the forehead. “A mother does anything for her children.”

Dienna nodded, and her mother stood to gather her things. They parted that night with a short embrace, before Lady Grenna left for her own room. Dienna contemplated her mother's words, but there was no helping it. When she thought about tomorrow morning, she was terrified.

She lay awake for what seemed like half the night, though in reality she knew it could have only been a few hours at most. Obsessively, she went over every part of the ceremonies she would need to perform tomorrow. All of her speeches, all of the blessings, all of the songs, all of the motions that went along with them. She could remember everything, yet still she was afraid. The feeling of dread in her stomach would not go away. Even when she did fall asleep, her dreams were stressful sequences that made little sense. She had messed up the words, forgotten a line, or had to run back to her room to get her notes in the middle of everything. All the while, she felt the hot blaze of the midsummer sun burning her skin, making her sweat profusely as she stood before a crowd of millions, who looked at her with hate in their eyes. Blinding hot hands grabbed at her arms and legs, and pulled her in all different directions, tearing her apart—

She awoke. When she sat up, Dienna could still feel faint heat and the grip of phantom hands at her limbs. Dienna peered out her window and noticed that dawn was less than an hour away, and she needed to prepare for the first ceremony. She rose from her bed, slipped on a chamber robe, and began to untie and untangle the rags from her hair.

––––––––
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It had not taken long to smooth out her now voluminous, curling tresses, but Dienna was annoyed at the time she had lost all the same. There was much she still needed to do before dawn. Her first stop was to find Meredith, who would likely be breaking her fast in the Godskeep’s dining hall. Priests, acolytes, and novices of all orders sat along long benches, side by side with one another, helping themselves to soft boiled eggs, bread, butter, and juice. Dienna spotted Meredith’s mass of kinky dark brown curls, and went to join her.

“Nice hair,” Meredith said at her approach. “Looks like mine, almost.”

Dienna blushed and sat down, “My mother's work. Why I should have to go through the trouble is beyond me.”

“Well it looks nice either way,” the other girl replied. She dipped some toast into her egg yolk and took a bite, then stopped. “Aren’t you going to eat something?”

Dienna frowned at the food set before her.

“Not now,” she said. She stood up and grabbed Meredith’s arm, “Come with me. There is something I need to tell you.” 

Meredith gave her a quizzical look, but followed her friend out of the dining hall and in to the corridor beyond. Dienna led them to a secluded alcove at the end of the hall, and promptly started pacing back and forth within the tiny space. Meredith stood against the wall, arms crossed, frowning in concern.

“I think I may have been chosen for...something,” Dienna said at last. “By the gods. By Dartos himself.”

Dienna had expected excitement, awe, maybe even jealousy from her friend, but Meredith only looked more concerned. 

“Chosen how?” She asked, still frowning.

Dienna told her about the dreams last night, about how real the pain had felt, how it had first happened during prayer. She even loosened the neckline of her crimson and saffron robes to show Meredith the burn on her shoulder, but the other girl still seemed unconvinced. 

“I’ve read of encounters with the gods,” she said slowly, her brow pursed in thought, “and I've also read that dreams, normal, everyday dreams, can cause the kind of pain you've described, even lingering pain after waking.”

“But the scar,” Dienna countered, frustrated, “normal dreams wouldn’t actually burn my skin. And I wasn’t even sleeping when it happened the first time.”

Meredith shook her head and looked away, “I don’t know. You might be right, but I...”

“What?”

The acolyte was silent a moment, still looking away, “Never mind,” she said. “I would talk to your father about this. He's the Keeper of the Gods. He'll know what to make of these...dreams. I’m sure of it.” She smiled weakly.

Dienna was not so sure herself, but nodded her head in agreement anyway. “As long as it has nothing to do with that witch,” she muttered.

“Witch?”

Dienna had forgotten she had yet to discuss Lady Artima's presence at the Godskeep with Meredith, and quickly filled her in on their brief but tense encounter.

“I'm even more sure that Lady Artima has nothing to do with your dreams Dienna,” Meredith said. “It's not magic that you're feeling, it wouldn't even be possible.”

“What do you know about magic?” Dienna snapped. “How would you know what is and isn't possible for a sorceress to do?”

“I don't. But have some sense, Dee. What would she accomplish by sending you these strange sensations? If she wanted to cause you harm, I'm sure she could manage something more painful than mildly annoying burns on your back.” Her tone was biting, cynical, yet Dienna heard the truth in them.

“You're right, Mer,” she said, then shook her head.“It's just so coincidental.”

“It is,” Meredith agreed, “but we can't lose our heads over it.”

Dienna nodded, pacified for the moment, “I suppose I'll see my father about it, then. And I can ask him why on earth he's seeing that wizardess too, while I'm at it.” Her stomach then made a loud groan, and she blushed in embarrassment. “Perhaps I should eat something first,” she murmured.

Meredith nodded sagely, “A very good idea Dee,” she walked out of the alcove and took a few steps down the hall. “Come on, before all the eggs are gone—” The acolyte caught her breath in surprise as she lumbered into Sonder, who had been walking briskly down the hall in the opposite direction. 

“Oof watch it,” he said, rubbing the shoulder Meredith had bumped into. He then grinned, “I’m sorry to say, I already ate all the eggs in the dining hall in preparation for this most holy of days, you’ll find none left for you or for my beloved sister.”

Meredith looked bemused, but Dienna scowled.

“On this most holy of days, you should try to act like a reasonable human being,” she snapped, “not the misbehaved child you are.”

Sonder rolled his eyes and gave a long whistle, “Oooh, and a Happy Midsummer to you too, dear sister. Mer,” he turned to the acolyte teasingly, “you had better keep an eye on this one, not even her new hair can contain that ego. I’m afraid it will escape out her ears and force all of us to eat fewer eggs and say more prayers.” 

Meredith was about to respond, when Dienna harrumphed and stormed past the two of them, heading silently back down the hallway. She hurried into the dining hall, grabbed a couple slices of toast, smashed some berries up between them, and ate it all together as a sandwich. As soon as she was done chewing, she was back on her feet and out the door, heading back to her family's rooms.

Dienna’s thoughts were abuzz. She did not have an ego. She was a servant of Dartos, of the Gods themselves! If she had an ego, it came from them. She had a duty to perform, a higher purpose. Besides her upcoming role as Keeper of the Gods, she had been chosen by them for some reason, for some task. She hoped her father would know what that task would be. Sonder had no right to tease her so, not when she was expected to pick up his slack as Father’s successor. 

Even though it was still pre-dawn, the day had already grown quite warm. As she climbed the stairs to the Keeper’s chambers, she could feel beads of sweat building on her brow. It was only a few flights up, but she was breathless and panting in the stifling, humid air when she reached their suites. 

She was about to call out to her father when his chamber door opened. Dienna took a step back as, once again, Lady Artima of the Plains emerged from within, still wearing her ragged robes of black. 

“You would be wise to heed these warnings Lord Mayrim—,” Artima stopped short when she noticed Dienna standing there. The woman, though shorter than Dienna and slighter of build, gave the young priest a withering stare that made Dienna want to shrink back into the shadows. 

Thankfully, her father had appeared in the doorway as well, “I have heard all that you have had to say, I do appreciate your concern, and I wish you a very happy Midsummer, good lady.” He sounded like he had been trying to be rid of her presence for some time. Try as he might to sound polite, Dienna could hear the exasperation in his voice. Dienna was startled. Her father was generally a more than patient man. What could this woman, this strange, sordid sorceress, have said to tax him so?

Apparently Artima heard through his attempt at politeness as well, for she sneered a bit as she said, “And a Happy Midsummer to you too, Lord Keeper,” and took her leave with ill grace.

Her father watched the woman go with narrowed eyes, and he sighed heavily. He turned to Dienna, “And what would you ask of me this fine Midsummer Day my child?” he asked, Dienna thought, with a touch of fatigue.

“What was she doing here again?” Dienna demanded in hushed tones, lest the woman was lingering. “What did she mean—to heed her warning?”

Her father gave her a look of nonchalance, “Nothing that need concern you today my dear. I am surprised to see you. I would have thought you’d be preparing for the ceremonies.”

“I would be, Father, but I must speak with you,” Dienna replied. She felt absurdly fearful all of a sudden. “There are things I need to know.”

Her father nodded in consent and ushered her in to his suite. His rooms were conjoined with her mother’s rooms, where Dienna had lived all of her days. The stone floor was always clean, always polished and brightly shining. Her father was a spartan decorator, with the odd ornate object here or there—his clock of solid gold, a looking glass taller than he was, inlaid with rubies, a rug of the hide of a pure white bear from the far, far south. She had played on that rug as a child. Now she could only think how ghastly the creature’s head looked, still attached to its pelt, mouth gaping open at her in a silent, pathetic plea as she sat down across her father, the Keeper of the Gods, the most holy man in the world. 

Seeing the sorceress again had distracted and unnerved Dienna. She wanted to tell her father about her dreams, but could not help but ask more about the strange woman.

“How long has Lady Artima been at the Godskeep? What is she doing here?” Dienna asked with a tremble.

“She has been here about a week,” her father replied calmly. “She claims to harbor a strong faith in Dartos, and wished to be present for his most honored festival.”

“But she is a user of magic,” Dienna protested. “A renegade, a woman wanted by the Repository for crimes of faithlessness to them.”

“And who are we to deny her access?” Lord Mayrim said. “The Godskeep is, above all else, a refuge for followers of the Way.”

“But why was she seeking a private audience with you?”

Here her father’s voice grew a bit strained. His hand lingered protectively over the pockets of his robes, “The Lady Artima had some...concerns about the Way. I believe she only has our best interest in mind, although I do have some doubts about those concerns. She speaks of ill omens—”

“Ill omens?” Dienna asked. “What sort of omens?”

Lord Mayrim frowned; his voice was thoughtful, “The nearness of the gods, growing ever closer, pressing in on their followers to show us...something may be coming.”

“What if it's like Lord Varent was saying in the council?” Dienna asked, her heart beating faster. Her fear was growing. “He said that our Lady Seltos has been more demanding of late.”

“I do recall that remark, yes,” her father sighed, “but I do not make anything of that except that Lord Varent was not pleased by how few songs he would get to sing at our ceremonies.”

“I'm not so sure,” Dienna said, avoiding her father’s gaze. This was it. She had to tell him. The Prominents knew something was wrong and apparently so did this sorceress. She must tell him.

And she did. She told him how she had been praying when she felt the burning, impossibly painful touch of the gods on her shoulder. How she had been elated, how she thought she had been chosen for some task, how Artima’s words had turned that fear into dread....How the same had happened in her dreams last night. 

“She told you to heed the warnings,” Dienna said quietly, “what if what happened to me was one of those warnings? What if the gods are trying to warn us of something?”

Her father had been silent and attentive during her explanation, but did not respond to her immediately. Eventually, he stood and motioned for Dienna to stand as well.

“My dear, if our Lord Dartos were warning you of something, you would know it in your heart.  He is wise, and, while the gods do reveal themselves to us in strange ways, I am not sure that causing you, or anyone, pain such as you described would be one of them.” He explained himself calmly, looking down at Dienna with his kind, powerful blue eyes. He placed his hands upon her shoulders and continued, “Lady Artima came to tell me that Dartos is dissatisfied with the Godskeep, and with me as a Keeper, and that there will be a major change happening very soon. Now,” he said firmly, as Dienna was about to open her mouth in response, “I do not believe what she says is true, and I certainly do not believe it has anything to do with these dreams you have experienced. She is an outcast—as you said, and she has no connection to the Way. Dartos would not reveal his thoughts to her. I am the Keeper of the Gods, my child. I keep their Way, I hear their words, and I do whatever I can to please them.  If something were amiss, I would know.”

Looking in to her father’s reassuring eyes, Dienna wanted to believe him, but the fear that gripped her stomach would not let go. Its touch held on to the very core of her being. Dread. Despair. He did not understand. She knew the touch of the gods. And now she understood, it was an angry touch.

“Come, it is nearly dawn,” Lord Mayrim said, his tone lighter. “It is time for the first ceremony.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Five
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As she stepped outside into the pre-dawn light, Meredith was immediately overwhelmed, as she was every year, at the sheer number of noble men and women crowding the lawn of the Godskeep with their lavish gowns of Ruithan silk, trailing behind them and taking up far more space than was necessary. They stood apart from the rest of the crowd, which was growing rapidly with peasants and lower class merchants from the Golden Village and the surrounding farms. The Sunrise Ceremony was, undoubtedly, the least popular of the Midsummer Festival’s many gatherings, as it meant waking quite early, yet the Godskeep’s inner bailey was still more than half full of worshipers. 

Meredith tried to spot Gran and Daela, who attended the ceremony every year, but the crowd was growing thick and Meredith soon had trouble seeing over the heads of those in front of her. She sighed and shifted her weight, uncomfortable. She wished she could find them so she didn’t have to stand by herself. Besides, she hadn’t seen her family since she had visited with Dienna, and she wanted to make sure Gran was feeling well. The woman’s strength had faded considerably in the past few years.

It grew noisy. The chatting of the idle worshipers resonated off the walls of the Godskeep, causing a cacophony that split Meredith’s already troubled head. Truth be told, Meredith hadn’t felt like herself the past few months. She was always worrying about Dienna. Ever since she had stepped into her brother’s role as the Keeper-to-be, Meredith had been on edge. She had faith in her friend, but she couldn’t quite name what made her wish Sonder had never abdicated—a feeling that perhaps Dienna was taking it all a bit too seriously. And now Dienna thought she had felt the touch of the gods? Meredith could only shake her head. She attributed the burning sensations Dienna had felt to lack of sleep and an overly zealous mind, not to divine intervention. It certainly had nothing to do with the wizardess, Artima. Meredith quietly went through everything she knew about the woman in her head, to distract herself from the swaying, swelling crowd that grew all about her.

She knew Lady Artima of the Plains was, as her name implied, from the Wastes of Iador to the south—ogre country. She also knew that Artima was a rogue sorceress, a user of magic who had broken ties from the Repository, the governing body of magic. Meredith could still remember the posters they had displayed in the village square, posters distributed by the odd wandering wizards, that read: “WANTED FOR HIGH TREASON TO THE REPOSITY AND THE BODY OF MAGIC: ARTIMA OF THE PLAINS OF IADOR, ROGUE WIZARD, THIRD CLASS.” Under this text had been a straightforward ink impression of a young woman in her twenties, with dark hair and almond shaped eyes that stared fiercely out of the page. At the time, Meredith, a child recently moved to the Golden Village from the Port Cities, had marveled at how each poster was an exact copy of each other, and had wondered how the wizards had done it. 

Meredith did not hear of Lady Artima again until she was an older child. The Repository and the rogue sorceress had formed a pact, a truce of some sort, after a series of raids on her hideout ended badly for the Repository mages. Supposedly, Lady Artima now lived with a troupe of ogres in the ruins of Sivarr's Keep far away in the southeastern province of Astquary, doing who knew what with her magical abilities. 

“Probably something the Repository wouldn't approve of,” Meredith said absentmindedly.

She realized she was talking aloud and blushed, though a quick, panicked glance at those standing near her assured Meredith that no one had noticed. They were all busy talking to friends, scolding children, or, in the case of the nobles, pointedly ignoring the rabble.

Meredith wondered if Artima were still a wanted woman. After all, it had been nearly two decades since whatever incident had caused her to break ties with the wizards, and the fact that she was alive and well at Sivarr's Keep was public knowledge. Now that Meredith thought about it, she wondered why Artima continued to be such a public figure, why she still occasionally heard rumors about her in the dining hall, why her name was still whispered as if people were afraid they would summon her presence if they said her name too loud. She vaguely remembered something about her taking control of the elven lands to the east of her Keep, but Meredith was woefully unfamiliar with any politics outside of the Way. 

A hush fell over the crowd. Meredith looked towards the Hall of Ceremony to see the Keeper had just appeared on the balcony, soon followed by the three Prominents dressed in the most ornate, bejeweled robes that they owned, flanking a smaller figure dressed in the saffron and crimson robes of a priest of Dartos—Dienna.  As far away as she was, Meredith could not make out much detail, but she thought she could detect rigidness in the way her friend stood before them. 

The Three Prominents: Lord Varent Leedon, High Priest of Seltos, Lady Amelie Lemusa, High Priest of Lantos, and Lord Tevinan Gael, High Priest of Dartos, stood proudly to one side of the balcony. Lord Mayrim, the Keeper of the Gods and former High Priest of Dartos, stood to the other side, hands folded gracefully in his robes of shimmering white, punctuated with black. Dienna stood in the middle of the balcony, overlooking the large crowd with a touch of fear. It was quite a sight, all the priests dressed in their ceremonial robes, inlaid with pearls, jewels, golden thread, dainty silk—all standing on the balcony of the Hall of Ceremony’s west facing side, the side devoted to Lantos, God of the Moon. The mosaic moon of pearl and amethyst shone with a quiet, luminescent beauty in the soft morning light. 

After a few moments, Dienna started to speak.

“Gods save us,” she called out, her voice loud and clear. “Save us from the Darkness. Save us from Indolence. Save us from the life we led before you showed us the Way—before you gave us Light!”

“Save us, gods of the Way!” the crowd cried said in response. 

“Save us, gods of the Way,” Meredith mumbled.

“Today we thank you, Dartos, you most of all for giving this world the First Gift,” Dienna continued, raising her arms to the sky, palms facing upward. “O most generous Dartos, you gave us the gift of Light!”

“You gave us Light to lead us from Darkness!” the crowd responded. 

Meredith tried to speak up a bit more this time, but still could not match the enthusiasm of her neighbors. 

Dienna’s own response was even more enthusiastic, “Dartos, so long ago you sacrificed your own Eye, your Third Eye, from which shone your Strength, and made of it the Sun.”

“A Sun to banish the Darkness,” the crowd said.

“And today that Sun shall shine longer than any other day,” Dienna continued. She had dropped her arms to her side. Now she held them slightly raised in front of her body, as if to embrace the crowd below her. “Today we give you thanks for this most glorious Gift. For saving us from the Darkness, and showing us the Way.”

As she said these words, the crowd gave a collective gasp, just as they did every year, for the priests had timed this speech to coincide with the rising of the sun. As Dienna’s last words were still ringing and echoing off the walls of the Godskeep, the sun, glorious and resplendent, broke its light above the Hall of Ceremony with a flash. Dienna and the other priests were thrown in dark silhouette as the huge globe rose ever so slowly behind them, eventually encompassing the whole Godskeep in a fiery crescent.

It was truly an impressive sight, but, unfortunately for Meredith, she had seen it every year since the age of six, and it had lost some of its potency for her. She looked to her neighbors. One, a middle aged woman, had tears streaming down her upturned face, a smile of rapture parting her lips. She held her child in her arms, who looked more sleepy than awestruck, and was tugging on the sleeves of his mom’s dress in annoyance. On Meredith’s other side was a peasant man dressed in what were probably the best clothes he owned, watching with a grim smile and wide eyes as the sun rose higher and higher, shielding his gaze with a wrinkled hand.

There was not much left of the Sunrise Ceremony. Dienna shared a short sermon about being generous that Meredith listened to with withering patience, then, at last, the priests gave a final blessing and Lord Varent began to sing a closing song of thanks to Dartos. Most waited until the song ended to leave, but many were already beginning to file out via the main gate. They were heading for the large, brightly colored tents and pavilions set up just outside of the Godskeep, at the base of the Holy Hill, where the day’s festivities were to take place. Many of the peasants had brought simple breakfasts with them, and were planning on picnicking together with friends and family to await the Zenith Ceremony.  The nobles, by contrast, were filing sleepily back towards their luxurious suites, probably, Meredith thought, to take a nap before they were summoned again for the ceremony at noontide.

She followed the common folk out of the bailey and down the Holy Road, searching for her family. She knew that Dienna would be busy until after the final ceremony, when the whole congregation would settle down for the evening, but she hoped Gran and Daela would be with the picnickers. She wandered past groups of devotees, settling down under the immense, sparkling tents. They were red and orange silken things, hand embroidered with golden suns, bronze stars, and silver moons—gifts given long ago from the King to Goralt, the Keeper of the Gods at the beginning of the last century, for his support of the Crown against the Riverland Rebellion. Meredith wondered if any of those gathered underneath their shelter knew how many rebels the Way had betrayed to earn those garish tents. Very few if any, she thought.

“Mer! Hey Meredith!” 

She turned to see her cousin Daela running in her direction, her braids bouncing behind her with every stride.

“Daela!” Meredith called, walking towards her too. They embraced when they met, “You’re more awake than I expected this morning,” she continued. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” the teenager responded indignantly. “I wake up at dawn all the time.”

“I bet Gran would tell me otherwise,” Meredith chuckled. She then frowned in confusion, “Where is she?”

Daela pointed towards a group of picnickers sitting on the lawn under one of the tents. Meredith saw her grandmother sitting on the grass, surrounded by some of her friends from the Village and a fancily dressed man with brown skin who looked distinctly familiar...

“Cormin?” Meredith gasped. Daela nodded, and the two hurried over.

“Look who I found,” Daela announced as they came to the group.

Gran looked up from the bread she was sharing with the other picnickers and smiled her four-toothed smile, “Meredith darling. We didn’t see you at the ceremony!”

“I was there, Gran,” she said as she bent to kiss her cheek. She then stood and smiled at the man behind her, “It’s been many years, Cormin, but I see that you still haven't done a thing different to your hair.”

The man named Cormin laughed heartily, “Yes, but then, neither have you, Mer.”

“But mine doesn't look so ridiculous,” she returned easily. 

The hair in question actually did suit him quite well now that he was a grown man, but as a child, it hadn't in the slightest. Cormin's head was shaved entirely clean, leaving only a bun of spirally black coils at the top. The boy had once seen the style on a Dezhartan merchant selling spices at the market and had begged Gran to help him replicate it. Now, the somewhat effeminate styling was offset by his strong jaw and broad shoulders. He certainly had grown much since the last time Meredith had seen him, when he was fourteen and she a girl of fifteen. Although she had always called Cormin her cousin, he was, in truth, no blood relation to her. He was a beggar that Gran had decided to take in. 

“He just reminded me so much of your daddy at that age,” Meredith recalled Gran saying in her childhood. “Big brown eyes like a puppy. Fuzzy little head of hair. I couldn’t let him carry on in the streets. I asked him to come inside and have a sweet roll. I couldn’t get rid of him after that.” And from that day on, Cormin was considered part of their family. Many were the days that the three cousins ran amok through the Golden Village, many the nights they stayed awake and played pranks on each other, giggling until they were sore in the gut. Even after Meredith went off to the Godskeep to begin her studies, she saw Cormin and Daela on days of rest, and in the winter months when the priests took their recess. It was not until they were older that they had begun to drift apart—Cormin was always working then, always consciously saving his gold with plans to leave the valley behind. His departure almost eight years ago had not been a shock, but she had missed her adoptive cousin all the same.

“You do look lovely today, Meredith,” Cormin said, raising her hand to his soft, dark lips for a brief kiss. His smile was winning, “Gran tells me you have been doing quite well as an acolyte. She says you’re soon to become a priestess proper.”

Meredith blushed. She wasn’t sure if it was from the kiss or the question. In truth, she was nowhere near ready to be ordained into the priesthood. 

“I have done much studying, but I haven’t done much in the way of priestliness,” Meredith responded, trying to sound as nonplussed as possible. “Reading the Way’s oldest texts is what truly fascinates me.  Not that the priesthood isn’t fascinating either,” she added hastily after stern look from Gran. She sat down next to Daela, and Cormin joined her. Eager to change the subject, she turned to Cormin and asked, “So what have you been doing with yourself all these years?”

Cormin gave a roguish grin, “I’ve done much since I left this place. None of it terribly interesting—”

“Ha!” Daela snorted in disbelief.

“Daela, mind yourself!” Gran interjected. 

Daela paid her no heed, “He was telling us yesterday that he’s been all over the Kingdom, and he’s sailed to Ruith and the Crescent Isle!” she explained excitedly.

“Doing what?” Meredith asked, though she thought she knew the answer already.

“Trading goods, mostly, among other things,” Cormin responded vaguely. “Lace and silk from Ruith, wool from Astquary, potions and medicine from the Repository—” 

“You trade with the wizards?” Meredith asked, surprised. If Dienna knew she would likely denounce Cormin on the spot for taking the money of such ‘unnatural blasphemers’ as she was inclined to call the wizards. 

“Their potions are in high demand in the Port Cities,” Cormin replied with a shrug. “One time, I was docking my ship after a long voyage on the Dezhartan Sea when I saw this green smoke rising off in the distance, and I...”

Meredith only half-listened to Cormin’s tale about the time he had almost been mistaken for a pirate by a group of irate wizards who had mistaken the color of his sails due to the noxious smoke produced by one of their spells. Her attention was captured by the appearance of, coincidentally enough, the only wizard within a hundred miles of the Godskeep. There amongst a throng of nobles, priests, and peasants stood Lady Artima, dressed in plain black robes. 

She was not picnicking like most of the others gathered that morning, but rather, was in the middle of an urgent-looking, hushed conversation. A Dartonian and Seltonian priest were currently talking with her. Meredith recognized the female priest, the Seltonian, as one of her instructors. She thought the woman seemed a bit disturbed, her face dour. After a few more words from Artima, the two priests nodded and walked away, and Artima turned her attention to a noblewoman and her husband, both dressed in purple silk and lace. They gave askew glances to the peasants in their company as they listened to the wizardess speak. Their faces were attentive, and they nodded periodically.  It was almost as if Lady Artima were giving them orders...

“Hey Mer,” Daela’s voice broke her concentration. “I said do you want to walk with us to the orchards?”

“Hm?” Meredith responded. Daela, Cormin, and Gran were all staring at her. “Yes, that sounds fine. Let’s go,” she said hastily.

They bid farewell to Gran’s friends and the other nearby picnickers and set an easy pace around the base of the Holy Hill and into the orchards beyond. It was a pleasant day, and Meredith enjoyed the company. It was especially nice to see Cormin again after so long. 

“So there I was, collecting the bounty for the Ruithan girl,” he was saying as they strolled through the orchard, but Daela cut him off.

“Ruithan girl?”

“Yes,” Cormin responded, picking an under-ripe apple from the tree next to him and palming it idly. “Some rebel fighter or other from the Rungushi Islands. She was apparently responsible for the raiding of villages all along the Ruithan coast.” He laughed, “I didn't believe it. The girl couldn't have been more than ten years old. Still, a bounty is a bounty.” He bit into the apple, and, apparently satisfied with the taste, continued to devour it. 

Meredith raised her eyebrow, “Even for a child?”

“I treated her well, mind you.” He grumbled between bites.

“Before you handed her over to the Ruithans?” Meredith frowned. They had stopped walking, letting Gran rest under one of the many trees in the orchard. “To their terrifying King?”

“No,” Cormin scoffed, tossing away the apple core. “Not to the Ruithan King, thank the gods. To some small time lord in Running's Cape who was looking for her,” he continued speaking even though Meredith had been about to interject, “and I had no qualms about leaving her in that man's safety.”

Meredith would have said more, but for the look of pain that crossed Gran's face just then. Meredith sad down next to her, under the apple tree, as Daela demanded Cormin tell more stories of his time at sea.

“I'm fine, child,” Gran said before Meredith could ask. The old woman smiled weakly,“It's only my knees.”

Meredith nodded, though she was certain that she could guess what was truly troubling Gran. Her son, Meredith's father, was also out there, somewhere, sailing the seas and collecting bounties.

Janquar and Umitha had married for love at a young age and had had Meredith not long after. They loved their daughter, but Meredith supposed they must have loved each other more, for they could only bring themselves to raise their girl until she reached age six. Longing to return to the life of adventure they had led before becoming parents, they brought Meredith to Janquar’s mother in the Golden Valley for the rest of her upbringing. They had said they might visit, one day, but Meredith had known, in that way that children know, that they never would. She used to hope that she was wrong, that they would show up at her door one morning, as young and beautiful as when they had left, sorry they had left their girl behind, and pledging never to leave her side again. 

Now almost twenty years had gone by, and Meredith had long since given up this hope. 

After spending some time in the orchard, the four of them returned to the Godskeep for the Zenith Ceremony. This time, the ceremony was held outside the Godskeep’s walls. Dienna, her father, and the three Prominents all gathered on a pavilion, raised high in front of an even larger crowd than the one earlier that morning. It was a similar ceremony to the Sunrise. Dienna said a few words of thanks for the sun, now at its highest point in the sky, asked the Gods to show them the Way, and Lord Varent sang a song of praise to conclude it all. Meredith watched this Ceremony with her family, anxious for it be over so that the real festivities could begin, for it the Zenith Ceremony was always followed by feasting and dancing.

Maypoles had been erected in their absence, and now all the children ran towards the gaudy things eagerly. Each child grabbed hold of their ribbon and began skipping around to the music taken up by a troupe of musicians that now occupied the pavilion. The adults, or at least, the peasant adults, formed two lines, one of men and one of women. They faced each other and danced, sometimes doing jigs, sometimes clasping hands, twirling, and shuffling. All were laughing, and smiling—many of them having broken their fast with wine to celebrate. The nobles in attendance kept near the pavilion and, for the most part, did not dance. They seemed to be content sipping wine and talking amongst themselves. Meredith noticed that many of the noblewomen had changed gowns since the Sunrise Ceremony, and she did not doubt they would make another costume change before the Sunset Ceremony came around.   

Meredith longed to join the dancers. It had been years since she had last stood in that line and danced to her favorite songs. The Way was not against dancing, but priests were expected to maintain a certain level of decorum. Typically, the clergy only participated in liturgical dances—boring things designed to tell some religious story or other through the steps of the dance. Gran had always loved watching those, but Meredith hated them. Dienna had always insisted, though, that they leave the common dancing to the common folk—but Dienna wasn't here. Meredith grinned. 

“Come on,” she said to Cormin as a new song was starting up. They, Daela, and Gran had lunched well over an hour ago, and Meredith was growing increasingly bored with the conversations held by Gran and her friends. “Dance with me.”

“Certainly,” he took Meredith’s hand and the two entered the dance right as the troupe started to play The Elfmaid of Barrellton, a vigorous dance that left Meredith breathless and giddy. 

“You dance well, Mer,” said a voice to Meredith’s left just as the song was ending. It was Sonder, who stood a few couples down from them in line, dancing across from a tall, freckled girl. He smirked, “Though you seem a little rusty to me.”

“You can blame your sister for that,” Meredith said, still trying to catch her breath. 

Sonder nodded knowingly, then turned to his dancing partner, “Aleese, I’m going to take a rest. You can dance with...” He gestured to Cormin.

“Cormin,” he said charmingly to the tall girl. He turned back to Sonder. “You don’t remember me?”

Sonder regarded the dark man with a confused expression, “Vaguely. No, wait, I know. You’re Meredith’s cousin, right? My gods you’ve grown!”

“That tends to happen after a certain age, yes,” Cormin replied curtly. He then offered his arm to the freckled girl, who blushed. “Come my dear, the dance is starting up again.” The two hurriedly rejoined the dancers as the musicians began to play The Ogre’s Trail Trot, while Meredith and Sonder wandered away from the dancing line. 

They ended up standing far from Gran and Daela, near one of the abandoned maypoles one the other side of the pavilion. It was silly, but Meredith hadn't noticed until that moment how absolutely wonderful the day had been—sure there had been the small hiccup with Cormin's sordid stories and Dienna's nervousness earlier in the morning, but Meredith hadn't felt so content in, she was embarrassed to think it, years. Perhaps it was because she had the day off from her studies, which she both loved and despised. Meredith had always prided herself on her academic abilities, but she had begun to find studying the Way to be both repetitious and uninspiring. She dared not share these feelings with Dienna, or Gran for that matter. Gran was the reason she was at the Godskeep in the first place, and Dienna was, well, Dienna—both women would be horrified if Meredith ever gave voice to the doubts that she had about the profession that had been chosen for her. So, Meredith said nothing, and had felt herself becoming more and more distant from her friends and family, more lonely. Now, standing under the nebulous summer sky with a man who had cast off the life that had similarly been chosen for him, Meredith could almost taste the need for change on her tongue.

Meredith looked at Sonder expectantly, but his eyes were fixed in the other direction. She cleared her throat politely—yet he still made no response.

“Why did you pull me away from the dance?” Meredith asked impatiently, unable to contain herself any longer. “I was having a great time for once and I'd like to get back—”

“She was really great today, wasn’t she?” Sonder interrupted, his voice bitter.

“Who?” Meredith responded, puzzled. “Dienna?”

Sonder nodded, “She always takes things so seriously, like she was put on this earth to serve the gods.” He paused, still looking away. “What if she really was?”

Meredith frowned, “What are you talking about?” She had known Sonder a long time; they had been happy playmates along with Dee since Meredith had first started at the Godskeep. She had never seen him this grave. 

“I used to think that was my purpose,” he continued, now looking at her, his honey-brown eyes dull. “Until one day I realized that that couldn’t be; that I didn't want to devote my life to gods that never answered my prayers, and kept me from my true desires.”

Meredith was silent. Did Sonder sound jealous?

Sonder looked pained, “Now what do I do though? I want to see this world. I want to be a warrior and leave this place. But what if the gods have decided something else for me?”

“Why would you say that?” Meredith replied, concerned. “You’re training in the Holy Guard aren’t you? You’ll have the skills soon to leave the Valley—be a sell-sword if that’s what you want to do.” She thought of Cormin, of her parents, and how they earned their keep, and secretly thought that Sonder was better than that.

“For all that’s worth, yes,” Sonder replied, still bitter. “I just have a...a feeling that the gods want something else of me. Not a feeling, more of a premonition.”

“Premonition? Why would—” Meredith started, but she was cut off by the sudden arrival of a large boy in his teenage years, who was shouting excitedly for Sonder.

“Milord!” the boy was exclaiming, “The boys from the Guard are saying you cheated them last night at dice and they’re out looking for you! They don’t look very happy.”

Sonder sighed. “They wouldn’t be, Connal, they wouldn’t be,” he said, suddenly back to his normal self. He smirked, “Let’s you and me find a place to lie low until the next ceremony. Preferably somewhere with ale.”

He gave a quick salute to Meredith before he and the boy Connal took off at a mad pace back towards the Godskeep's grounds.

“Wait, Sonder!” Meredith said as they left, but he paid her no heed. Above her head, the clouds began to gather.
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Meredith refrained from dancing the rest of the evening. Instead, she watched as Cormin took turns dancing with a new partner every song—Sonder did not return to the dancing ground. Eventually, Cormin exclaimed that he was exhausted, and he left with Meredith to find Gran and Daela. Not long after beginning their search, Cormin spotted them under one of the large tents, surrounded by Gran's friends from the Golden Village. Daela looked bored, and brightened when she saw Meredith and Cormin approach. The teenager chided them for leaving her behind to look after Gran while they had fun without her. Cormin laughed at this, but Meredith flushed. 

“I'm sorry Daela,” she said with feeling. “We lost track of the time.”

“And we are now famished,” Cormin interjected. He smiled sweetly at Daela, “So won't you please fetch us something to eat? And some wine?”

Daela was unmoved, “Fetch it yourself. And watch after Gran.” She flounced away into the westering evening, Meredith presumed, to go meet with some of her own friends. Now Meredith truly did feel guilty. She hadn't meant to leave Daela behind with Gran—not that she truly needed looking after, but there was an unspoken agreement between the cousins that one of them must always be near her, just in case. 

“I'll get us something,” Meredith sighed.

“Good girl,” Cormin responded, as he made himself comfortable, sprawling out on the lawn next to where Gran was seated, deep in conversation with her friends. “I'll be waiting.”

Meredith scowled and went further into the large tent to one of the feasting tables that had been set up for the luncheon. The remaining selection was more than picked-over, but Meredith was able to scrape together a meal for the two of them—some bread, with cured meats and cheese—and brought it back to Cormin in one of the small wooden bowls that was passed around during feasts. He took the bowl with a sniff, and proceeded to eat more than his share of the plate. Not wanting to upset Gran, Meredith said nothing, and the two ate in an uncomfortable silence until it was time to leave the tent and head once more towards the pavilion. 

The grassy lawns about the Godskeep had filled up rapidly. More and more devotees had gathered throughout the day in anticipation of the most sacred ceremony of Midsummer.  They now clustered around the great pavilion, from which, once again, Dienna, the Keeper, and the other Prominents would preside. Meredith was ready for the day to be over—her earlier good mood having been disturbed by her and Sonder's strange conversation and Cormin's bothersome behavior—but she did not look forward to the Sunset Ceremony. It had never been a favorite of hers, and, to this day, she found it confusing. Why did the Way make such a fuss over the disappearance of the gods' first gift to man? Why celebrate it's going away? The priests at the Godskeep always taught that the message behind the Sunset Ceremony was trust in the gods that the sun would return, and to give thanks even if it never did, but Meredith was unconvinced. In her mind, the Sunset Ceremony was so popular because it was the last event of the day, and because people liked to watch sunsets. 

The sun was descending rapidly, the sky growing dark and fiery. The dancing and merriment had stopped—all the Faithful had gathered, standing in neat rows before the pavilion, leaving an aisle large enough for three men to walk abreast between the rows so that people could move about more freely. The nobles tended to gather towards the front, the better to hear and see the ceremonies. The common folk gathered behind them, complaining coarsely that the elaborate hairstyles and hats of the noblewomen obscured their view of the stage.  Meredith, Cormin, Gran, and Daela filed in towards the back as well, and the priests preparing for the Ceremony on the pavilion looked no bigger to Meredith than her own thumb.

“We should have come earlier!” Gran lamented. “I have never had to stand so far back in my life!”

No one responded. They were all exhausted from the day and tired of standing already. Looking at the sun, Meredith thought they had a good quarter of an hour before the Ceremony would begin. She sighed. She had very little desire to be there.

“You seem distraught, dear cousin. Is something the matter?” Cormin asked. He was standing to her right, at the very edge of their row.

“Hm? I don’t know. I’m just tired, I think,” Meredith replied heavily.

“Yes, I am tired myself,” Cormin nodded, “but I think there’s something else on your mind, Meredith.”

Meredith raised an eyebrow, “Oh?” she hadn't thought her annoyance with Cormin had been that obvious, and was surprised that he had picked up on it. “And what would that be?”

“Look at all of them,” he said, gesturing a dark hand towards the crowd around them, his sudden vigor startling her.“Don’t they seem happy?” he continued. “Some have waited all day, all year for this Ceremony. And for what?”

Meredith avoided his gaze. She didn't like to hear her own thoughts echoed in his voice. “To watch the sunset,” she said.

“Yes!” Cormin exclaimed. He took her shoulder in his hand and forced her to face him. He continued in a jarring whisper, “And for the dancing. For the feast. For the pomp and the grandeur. Do you honestly think all of these so-called followers of the Way truly care for Dartos and his sacrifice? Or Seltos? Or Lantos?”

“Yes,” Meredith pulled herself out of his grasp. “I do.”

“I have seen much in my travels, Meredith,” Cormin continued as if she hadn't spoken. “I have met people who believe that the faith of Dorneldia is sorrowfully lacking.” His voice became even softer, “And there are those who wish to change that.”

Meredith frowned at the menace in his voice, “What are you talking about? The faith of Dorneldia isn't lacking.” Meredith paused, realizing that she had no way to gauge if that were indeed true. Frustrated, she shook her head and continued in a heated whisper, “I'm sure nearly everyone around us right now is here because they are devoted followers of the Way, not because they wanted to enjoy a holiday.”

“Like yourself?”

Meredith's words caught in her throat. Hadn't she reveled in having a day free from her religious obligations? A day she had spent feasting and dancing, which was supposed to be dedicated to Dartos? One look at Cormin's face told her that he saw her own doubt.

Cormin smiled sympathetically, “You can admit your lack of faith without shame, dear cousin. I once felt the same as you, until I met certain individuals who showed me how truly wondrous our gods are. How,” he paused, choosing his words carefully, “involved they are willing to become in the lives of those on earth.”

“Involved?” Meredith replied, frowning. Just then, there came the song of trumpets, sounding a triumphant, yet bittersweet fanfare as the sun’s last rays disappeared behind the horizon. The Sunset Ceremony had begun. 

All hushed and turned their attention towards the pavilion as Dienna, the Keeper, and the three Prominents, dressed even more lavishly than they had been earlier, walked out on to the stage. Meredith felt a sense of growing dread. Her annoyance with Cormin turned into distrust. Gods knew where he had been in the years since she had last seen him, and gods knew who had inspired his apparent newfound sense of devotion to the Way. Meredith didn’t like it. There was something ominous about his little rant. It wasn't the rant of someone who was truly concerned about the well-being of the Way. Meredith had heard countless such speeches by Dienna over the course of their friendship, and none of them had anything like the malice in Cormin's voice when he had spoken to Meredith just now. 

“Dartos save us from the coming Darkness!” Dienna called out, her voice carrying over the large crowd, arms spread wide. “We thank you for this, the longest day of your glorious summer. We thank you for raising the sun, the First Gift, for this day and all other days. Now, as the sun has set, we ask you humbly to let it continue to rise, so that we will not have to wander in Darkness.”

The crowd responded, “Let the sun rise forever more!”

Dienna continued, “And let the stars come this evening to guide us, mighty Seltos. And let the moon shine down to light our nighttime footsteps, by the Wisdom of Lantos.”

“Let the night be filled with Your Light,” The crowd replied.

Dienna let her arms fall to her sides as she bowed her head in prayer. After a few moments, she raised her head again, and began in a more personal tone, “As long as I can remember, the Midsummer Festival has always been the highlight of my year. I used to stand where you all now stand, listening to this man,” she gestured towards her father with a warm smile, a smile which he returned, “tell us all of how good and gracious our gods are; how mighty and strong their Light is against Darkness; how wise their words of guidance in our lives. As many of you know, I will, one day, be following in his footsteps as the Keeper of the Gods. I can only hope that I can nurture the belief of all the Faithful gathered here tonight, that I can kindle the fire of love and piety within your hearts, and keep alive the Way of the Gods.”

There was a moment of silent peace, and then—

“I hope so as well!” called a commanding voice from the back of the congregation. Meredith turned; it was Artima of the Plains, striding down the aisle between the throng of believers. She was no longer dressed in her weather-worn cloak, but, rather, in a long, black frock that billowed behind her with every stride, her figure small, but imposing.

The crowd was murmuring and Dienna, still standing on the stage, stood in shocked silence. She stared at Artima, mouth open, seemingly at a loss for words.  Her father intervened.

“Good Lady Artima,” he said evenly. “The Ceremony is still ongoing. If you have come here to place doubt on my daughter—”

“No, Lord Mayrim,” she responded, still walking towards the pavilion, “I have come here to place doubt on you.”  When she reached the foot of the stage, she turned around. Behind her, the three Prominents looked furious, but were apparently unable to find their voices to protest. Lady Amelie was trying to descend the steps at the side of the stage to reach Lady Artima, but she tripped over her lavish Lantonian robes and fell with a muffled oath. Next to her, Meredith heard Cormin snicker. 

“You have all come here for one purpose. To give thanks for Dartos' wondrous gift,” Lady Artima declared. She smirked and gazed at various members of the crowd with her dark eyes, “But you know that’s not really true.” The murmurs from the crowd grew louder. “You all know, and I know, that precious few of you are truly faithful to the gods.”

This caused some outrage from the crowd. Some were shouting curses at the woman, calling her a liar and a blasphemer, though none dared approach her. Meredith felt dread growing inside of her, increasing with every word Artima spoke. Next to her, Cormin watched the scene with deadly calm.

“How do I know this?” Artima continued, her tone sardonic. “It is simple. The gods have been testing you. They are dissatisfied with their followers, and have been making their dissatisfaction known. You know to what I refer,” she paused, looking around at the crowd once more. “You have felt their presence. You have felt their closeness in your sleep, in the quiet hours of the day. You followers of Dartos have felt his burning touch, you followers of Lantos have felt his icy cold hand, and you followers of Seltos have felt the crushing weight of her stars upon you.”

“Many of you chose to ignore these signs. Many of you refused to acknowledge the anger of the gods, though they have made their anger quite plain,” she paused, then continued, “They have a plan to bring more faith into this faithless world, and they have revealed this plan to me. I have, in turn, entrusted this plan to a few of my own followers.”

“Lady Artima, I beg of you to end this blasphemous tirade,” Dienna’s father called out, sounding a bit fearful himself. He alone seemed to still have his power of speech. “I warned you that the Way will not tolerate—”

“And I warned you, dear Keeper, that Dartos himself has spoken to me, and he is most displeased with you and the Godskeep!” Artima responded, her voice growing more passionate. She turned back to the audience, “He urges all of you to forsake this man and his reign of decadence and follow me in his stead.”

“You?” old Lord Tevinan cried, finally finding his voice. “A sorceress and an outcast? Need I remind the good people gathered here that you were wanted by the Repository for years for breaking the trust of the Body of Magic? That you have been practicing magic with ogres, torturing elves and the gods know what else in your banishment?”

“A sorceress I may be, Lord Tevinan,” Artima replied in deadly tones, “but I am also a faithful servant of Dartos. A servant he chose to bear his son.”

The crowd fairly exploded in exclamations. Old Lord Tevinan looked like he was going to faint on the stage. Dienna still looked shocked and deathly pale. She stared at Artima with wide eyes. 

Lord Mayrim responded, indignant, “Now see here, Lady Artima, I told you to end your blaspheming, but you have not—”

“The only blasphemer here today is you, Lord Mayrim,” Artima returned fiercely. “I tried to warn you of Dartos’ displeasure, of his plans for me. He has chosen me as the mother of his godly child, and yet you have the gall to call me blasphemer while you deny his will. Yes!” She addressed the audience again, “your great Keeper denied the will of Dartos. Our gods came to Lord Mayrim as he slept and warned him of my coming, of the Chosen Mother's coming as foretold! And when I arrived to announce that I was to bear the child of Dartos, that I was to bring light back in to this dark, faithless world, he denied me!”

“The Chosen Mother is a myth!” Dienna shouted back at her, no longer frozen in fear. “It is just a parable, a story that mothers tell their children to help them understand the importance of family.  Besides,” she continued, her voice growing more bold. “The Chosen Mother was supposed to replace the Mother of the Gods, not bear their children!”

Artima regarded Dienna approvingly, “That is one version of the tale, certainly.” She faced the audience again and continued, “Everyone knows that this is not written anywhere in the Book of the Three. As you say, the Chosen Mother is but a myth—a myth whose origins have been obscured by time and word of mouth, and so in turn, the true intentions of the gods have been obscured as well. You see,” she continued, the Faithful silent, uncertain, “the anger of Dartos is mighty, but his love for his people is mightier. Instead of forsaking them in their faithlessness, he has decided to give them hope in the form of a child. A child to lead the Way to a new age, and me, his Chosen Mother, behind him. For the child I am to bear is the One foretold in the writings of the prophet Ayers.”

Artima continued with passion, “You know this in your heart of hearts to be true! You know that your faith has been in sorrowful decline. I offer you a chance at redemption, I, through my soon to be born child, and through Dartos himself. Who among you will stand with me tonight—with Dartos—against this forsaken mouthpiece who dares call himself the Keeper of the Gods after he spurned their most holy will? Who will support me in displacing his man from his pulpit? In taking his place as the Chosen Mother?”

“I will support you!” Cormin called out. He left Meredith's side and strode towards the pavilion, coming to stand next to Lady Artima, a confident smirk on his handsome face. Meredith looked after him in alarm, but before she could say anything, another voice rang out.

“And I!” A woman strode to join them.

“And I!” A man left the crowd to stand next to Artima as well.

“House Orwen will support you, O Chosen Mother!”

“And House Lindum!”

“And the sixth order of Lantos shall support you!”

Meredith couldn't believe what was she hearing. From all around her, fifty—no seventy or more—priests, nobles, and merchants called out to pledge their support of the sorceress, and came to stand by her side. The rest of the crowd was abuzz with confused murmuring, meanwhile some priests, like Lord Tevinan, were shouting themselves hoarse, cursing Artima and those who stood with her. Dozens of members of the Holy Guard were gathering to either side of the pavilion, apparently apprehensive of attacking the witch, holding their swords at the ready but otherwise looking at Artima with baleful gazes. 

“Are there no others here who are Faithful?” Artima called out almost mockingly once her supporters were all gathered. “You have nothing to fear by following me—for my will is the will of the gods—but I am sorry to say you will have much to fear if you try to resist me.”

The crowd grew hushed as Lady Artima’s voice grew to a shriek. 

“Dartos has shown us the Way! You can accept this, and welcome a new era of the Way, a new era lead by his holy child,” she said viciously, “or, you shall be cast in to the darkness!”

All was silent. Meredith looked at Cormin—he looked pleased, standing at the witch's side. He was smiling at Artima with sneering satisfaction.

Just then, Dienna recovered her voice, “We will not accept this blasphemy, witch! Holy Guard! Seize her!” 

At Dienna’s command, several guardsmen rushed towards Artima, but were repelled back with great force as they ran into an invisible wall around the woman. There came a loud crack as several blueish, black clouds appeared above the heads of the congregation. With a deafening roar, the clouds burst opened, and several blue ogres, ten feet tall, grotesque, and armed to the tooth, dropped down from the sky, inciting shrieks of horror and terror from those below.

Meredith ran. 
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Chapter Six
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Dienna felt like her feet were dropping away beneath her. She felt confused, helpless as the sky ripped open like torn fabric and poured forth dozens of ogres, who landed with deafening thuds among the Faithful. People shrieked and ran from the massive creatures, only to encounter yet more of the sorceress’s ilk. Dienna discovered, much to her shock, that the whole congregation was also surrounded by a force of what appeared to be elves, dressed in dark armor and wielding long spears, which they used to keep the crowd from escaping. 

All was chaos. Her father was trying to shout something to the Prominents, but they could not hear him over the din of the crowd and the roars of the ogres. Artima was shouting orders for the ogres to seize all of the priests they could find and take them captive, her voice magically projecting over the tumult. All Dienna could think was that she should get off the stage. Gathering her robes around her, she headed down the stairs to the lawn below, down in to the panicked crowd. She was jostled this way and that, struck by the flailing limbs of the faithful as they tried to evade the fearsome ogres. 

“Ooff!” Dienna cried as she was pushed to the ground by someone who was rushing by.

She lifted her head from the ground and screamed. Above her towered ten feet of ogre, its red eyes contrasting alarmingly with its dark blue skin, a huge club in hand. It roared. It was so close that its saliva sprayed in to her face, stinging her skin with its toxicity. 

Dienna raised a hand in protection, screaming again as the ogre moved to grab her, when suddenly Sonder was there with a spear, apparently taken from one of the elven guards. He swept the spear in a large arch, and kept the ogre at a distance.

“Go! Run!” Sonder shouted back at her. “Make for the hills!”

“Sonder!” Dienna cried, fear gripping her heart. “I can’t!”

“Go!” Sonder repeated, now thrusting the spear at the ogre. The creature swiped his blow aside easily. Even Dienna could tell her brother wouldn’t last much longer against the beast.

Before she could change her mind, she turned and ran towards what she hoped was north, away from the madness. Ahead, she saw two of Artima’s elven warriors as she came around the backside of the pavilion where she had, only minutes before, been presiding over the Sunset Ceremony. She had no clue how she would get around them, but they would surely see her approaching.  She said a quick prayer to Dartos that he would keep her safe, and kept running. 

“Stop! You there!” one of the guards called out in a thick elven accent. 

Dienna ignored him and ran on. They were about twenty feet to her right, and were hurrying over to her, spears at the ready. They were almost upon her when Dienna heard the frightened whinny of a horse close behind.

“Dee!” She heard a familiar voice cry. “Grab my hand!”

She turned and saw Meredith galloping behind her on a huge mare, arm outstretched. Dienna threw herself to her left and just barely caught her friend’s hand, and the acolyte grunted as she struggled to drag Dienna onto the horse’s back. She held on to Meredith as tightly as she could while the mare reared and kicked at the elven guards, knocking them to the ground. The horse took off, and they pounded on past the Godskeep towards the orchards beyond. 

They did not stop there. Meredith urged the mare on through the long stretch of deserted farmlands. The two flew through the orchards, fields, and granaries before the farms began to give way to wild grasses. By the time they reached the beginnings of the foothills at the base of the Enalgath Mountains, looming dark and imposing ahead of them, night had completely fallen.  

“Wait!” Dienna finally called a halt.

Meredith slowed the horse to a standstill, and turned to look at Dienna. Her face was drawn tight and her eyes were wide with fear.

“We ought to grab some supplies,” Dienna said, trying to sound calm. “We don’t know how long we’ll be a-away.” Her voice cracked. 

Meredith nodded wordlessly and dismounted. Dienna followed suit, and the two girls led the horse to a nearby tree and tied her up. While the mare drank her fill from a nearby creek, the girls found an abandoned storeroom on one of the farms they had just passed through, and they loaded the packs on the mare's saddle with apples, bags of oats, and heels of bread. They could find nothing else portable, not even a water-skin. They dared not stay too long though, and had to give up their search. After tying down their meager supplies as best they could, Meredith and Dienna mounted their horse once more and set off into the hills by the light of the nearly full moon. They did not yet speak of what had happened, and Dienna did not allow herself to think about it. She focused instead on their surroundings; where they were, what direction they were headed, and looking over her shoulder to make sure that they were not followed. 

It must have been past midnight before Dienna called for another halt. She had nearly fallen asleep in the saddle, her head resting on her friend’s shoulder in front of her. 

“We must rest,” Dienna said, her voice raspy with exhaustion.

“Here?” Meredith replied wearily.

They had been riding up, down, and between wild, grassy hills crisscrossed by brooks for hours, and were just coming up to the beginnings of a dense-looking forest. 

“We’d be out in the open,” Meredith continued skeptically.

Dienna shook her head, “We’ll keep going until we find shelter in the forest. There must be someplace we can rest.”

Meredith nodded and wordlessly urged on their horse, whose steps were beginning to falter. Entering the forest was like walking into a black cloud. Immediate darkness surrounded them. The tall, old trees blocked Lantos’s moon, and blotted out Seltos’ stars. They could see little, but managed to find shelter under the up-heaved roots of a tree that had been blown over in some fierce storm. They tied up the horse, fed her what they could, and huddled up next to each other under the overhanging roots, making their camp among the fungi, ants, and spiders. 

Neither girl spoke for some time. They had no blankets, no cloaks, nothing to keep out the chill of the night. Dienna noticed that Meredith was shivering, but she did not think it was from the cold. 

“I can't believe it,” she breathed, “What in all of the darkenworld happened?”

“Betrayal,” Dienna replied gravely. She was dead tired, confused, turned out of her own home, and possibly being hunted down by ogres. Her mind couldn't even begin to process the implications of the rest.

“Gran and Daela are still down there,” Meredith said, her voice choked. “I hope they're...”

Dienna pulled Meredith close, allowed her to rest her head on her shoulder, “I'm sure they're fine. It looked like the ogres were capturing people, not attacking them.”

“Gods, I hope so,” Meredith sobbed, and Dienna could feel tears on her shoulder.

“It will be alright, Meredith,” Dienna said in an attempt to comfort her. “The gods are with us.” 

Meredith lifted her head, her expression cynical, hurt “Are they? Or are they with Artima?”

Dienna shook her head, “Don't be silly, Mer. She is not the Chosen Mother, she cannot be. All that she said, all of it, was a lie. The gods love us, and they will watch over us, and our families, and we will be safe. I promise.”

Meredith did not respond, and, soon enough, her sobs quieted, and her breathing became even and deep, and she drifted off to a heavy sleep. 

But Dienna could not sleep. She sat awake that evening, feeling numb from her lips to her toes. She was not entirely sure why she did not feel more concern for her family. Her mind was instead consumed with anger at her gods. Dienna had meant it when she told Meredith that she believed the gods were still on their side, and for that, she was all the more confused. She loved them still—she believed in them—but how could they allow such a thing to happen? How could they allow that sorceress to round up the Faithful like they were cattle or sheep? How could Dartos have allowed his most sacred day be so defamed? Dienna had no answers for her questions, and so was forced to wrestle with them until the sun began to peak over the tips of the trees under which they were sheltered, and they began on their way once again.
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They rode northwest through the hilly forest. They decided to head for Drelwood, a nearby town which sat upon the Bluebeck River. Dienna had visited there once with her family. It was the closest village to the Godskeep in this direction, and, as she recalled, they had a good-sized chapel run by a priest named Flavus the Wise. The girls could take refuge there.

It was midday, and the two were sharing the saddle again, traveling as fast as they dared. Neither had spoken much since the night before, each had been preoccupied by her own worries, but as the sun began its slow, summertime descent, the girls began to breech the subject.

“It just doesn't make any sense,” Meredith said from the front of the saddle.

“I agree,” Dienna replied bitterly, “although, perhaps it does explain the touch of the gods.”

Meredith shook her head, “You actually believe what Artima said?”

Dienna frowned, “No. I believe that the gods were trying to warn me that this great disaster would occur, not that they were displeased with the Way.” Dienna thought back to how she had felt after sharing her experiences with her father—how she had realized that the touch of the gods was full of anger—and her certainty wavered. She did not want Artima's words to be true; she did not want to see the gods' touch as a call to repentance. It had to have been a warning against the sorceress, right? “The gods were trying to warn me about Artima, not the other way around.”

Meredith was silent a moment, then said,“Your father knew about this.”

Dienna heard the accusation in her voice and blushed, ashamed without fully knowing why, “He must have known that Artima was up to something, yes. She was there, even that morning, to 'warn' him of what she was planning.” She grew angry, “But can we blame him? What that woman talks about is madness! She, the Chosen Mother? And bearing the child of Dartos?”

“That's the part that doesn't make sense to me,” Meredith replied. “Like you said, the Chosen Mother is just a story, and has nothing to do with bearing children for the gods. In all my studies, even in the oldest texts of the Way, I've never come across anything that hints at the gods having children.”

“Exactly. It sounds to me like she's just using the Way as a cover for something else.”

“Like what?”

Dienna sighed, frustrated, “I don't know. The Godskeep is valuable, isn't it?”

“Perhaps,” Meredith said evenly, “but she has her own keep in Astquary. I doubt she would have come all this way just to take the castle.”

“In any case,” Dienna said, “she's just latching on to the Chosen Mother story to hide her true intentions, whatever they are. There is absolutely no way that she has been chosen by the gods to do anything, much less bear the child of Dartos.”

“How did she even know about the touch of the gods though?” Meredith returned. “Even if they were trying to warn you about her, how could she have known what you had felt? You didn't mention anything about it when you saw her waiting for your father, did you?

“No,” Dienna scoffed. “Most definitely not.”

“Then how did she know?”

Dienna had no answer.  She thought back to Lord Varent complaining about the anger he had felt from his goddess, Seltos. Dienna had known then that something was amiss, and yet her father dismissed her concerns, just as he had dismissed Lord Varent’s that day in the council chamber—and again when she had gone to see him just before the Sunrise Ceremony. Artima had told him then, had warned him something was going to happen, and now... Dienna felt tears starting to well in her eyes, but she stifled them with a sniff and tightened her jaw. They would discover the truth. Surely, word of what had happened at the Godskeep would spread quickly, and if Artima had done anything to her family, any priests they happened to come across would certainly know. Perhaps the gods had a task for her, Dienna thought. Perhaps this was all a test designed to forge her faith, a trial to prove her worthiness as the next Keeper of the Gods. Dienna’s tears stopped, satisfied with this thought. Yes, she would get this issue straightened out, and emerge a hero of the Way. That must be the reason for all of this. 

“You know, I was so happy to see Cormin again, at first,” Meredith said softly, interrupting Dienna’s thoughts. There was sadness in her voice as she added, “He’s grown a lot, Dee. He’s even more handsome now than when he was young.”

Dienna wasn’t sure how to respond. She remembered the young Cormin, though not very well. He hadn't come to the Godskeep often, so she and Sonder only saw him on the odd occasions when they accompanied Meredith on visits to the Village.

“He must have been one of Artima’s followers,” Meredith continued, her voice like steel. “He accused all of Dorneldia of being faithless. He said we only follow the Way so that we can engorge and inebriate ourselves at festivals.”

“Don’t believe him, Meredith,” Dienna returned, her anger rising again. “I have faith and you have faith, and we are not the only ones.”

“He also said the gods were going to be more involved in the world,” Meredith continued as if Dienna hadn’t spoken. She shuddered, “If by involved he means willing to round up and terrify their followers with ogres and elves...”

“Or maybe he’s referring to the supposed heir of Dartos quickening in Artima’s womb,” Dienna returned sarcastically. It was all so ridiculous. That woman was mad. “I’m sure this will all get sorted out soon enough,” she said confidently, knowing how worried her friend was. “That witch cannot succeed against the gods. We have them on our side. She must be wrong.” She must be, Dienna repeated mentally.

Meredith did not reply.

They traveled for three more days, bivouacking in whatever shelter they could find, always wary of the sounds of wolves howling at night. Dienna was certain that the ogres who lived in the Peaks of Enalgath did not come this far south into the foothills and forests, but Meredith was not so sure. She insisted on keeping a watch at night, so while one girl slept, the other sat awake, listening for signs of trouble. Dienna could not recall being so exhausted in her whole life. She had never spent much time out in the wild. Whenever she had traveled with her family in her youth, they had traveled in their large, comfortable carriage by day, and slept in grand tents stuffed full of down pillows by night. Now her back ached, and her neck was stiff from the cold, unyielding ground. She tossed and turned for what fell like hours before she was finally able to sleep, and when she did, she had horrifying nightmares. 

She dreamed of the ogres, the foul creatures, with their hot, poisonous saliva and their scaly, reptilian skin. In her dreams, they were even taller and uglier than in reality, and they were always trying to catch her as she ran, her family beside her. The ogres always caught her father first, then her mother, until it was just her and Sonder. As in life, Sonder would throw himself in front of her. She would scream, and wake feeling that fiery touch on her shoulder again, panting and sweating.

“That same dream?” Meredith asked on their fourth morning out. She was taking watch on a boulder nearby. 

“Yes,” Dienna said weakly.

“Well, you're awake now,” Meredith said. She began gathering their supplies, and within minutes, the girls were on the road once more.
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Around midday, the two started to see signs of a village. The forest thinned, and they came upon a few small fields of wheat and barley. Beyond the fields, sitting upon the top of a large, sloping hill was the village of Drelwood. It was an old village, older than the Godskeep. Humans had first settled there after following the Stron River out of the west, from the Port Cities. They had set out to find the “other end” of the river that gave life to much of Dorneldia, and found that it started as barely more than a stream high in the Enalgath Mountains. Not wanting to settle in the peaks themselves, the westerners settled instead in the hills near which the stream ran. They named the creek the Bluebeck, for it was a much truer blue there than it was at the Stron’s western end. 

The Book of the Three, the chronicle set down by the earliest followers of the Way, stated that it was a descendant of one of these explorers who first erected the shrine that would one day become the Godskeep. A poor Drelwoodian man named Herel had been walking through the hills when the gods came to him, all three, and commanded that he build a place of worship, dedicated to them, on that site, and told him of the sacrifices they had made when the world was young—that Dartos had given up his third eye to create the sun, that Lantos had given of his belly to create the moon, and that Seltos had shattered her heart to create the stars. Herel did as he was bid, and spread the word that he had been visited by these hitherto unknown gods. Upon completion of the shrine, the Way officially began. Thus, the Keeper of the Gods typically visited Drelwood at some point in his reign, to honor the village as the predecessor of the Godskeep. It was on one such trip with her father that Dienna had last seen the village. As she looked upon it now, she had to admit that it had not changed much. 

Drelwood sat high on its hill, its buildings and structures circling around its sides, leaning at angles and all directions. They were built in an older style, smaller than those that Dienna was used to, and from the center of the village, at the hill's crest, stood Drelwood Chapel. It was a quaint sight, made picturesque by the Enalgath Mountains behind it, and the Bluebeck River winding its way around the base of the hill, leaving only its western face open to the forest. Dienna and Meredith were approaching from the east, so they were forced to cross over the Bluebeck by way of one of two small bridges connecting the hill to the forest beyond. 

The girls led their weary horse through the village of Drelwood, and the villagers stared as they walked past. Some bowed, recognizing Dienna as a priest of some distinction by her ornate, though now quite filthy, robes, but no one offered a word of welcome to the worn-looking women. Dienna was acutely aware of whispers at their backs. Did they know what had happened at the Godskeep? Did they know why they were here? Dienna's eyes met those of an old woman across the street, and she almost asked the woman these very questions, but thought better of it after seeing the wary, almost frightened face the villager wore. Instead, Dienna smiled as they walked past, and consoled herself with the thought that they would soon be speaking with a fellow priest once they reached the chapel.

After what felt like an hour of wandering up and down and around Drelwood's labyrinthine streets, the girls reached its pinnacle. Drelwood Chapel looked the same as it had in Dienna's childhood. Made of wood and stone, with a high steeple that boasted a circular stained glass window depicting the symbol of the Way—the crescent moon of Lantos, decorated by nine bright stars of Seltos, surrounding the sun of Dartos—the chapel was not nearly so imposing as the Hall of Ceremony back home, but it was marvelous in its own right.  

“Hello?” Dienna called out as they entered the chapel.

There was no response. She peered inside, and found that the chapel was dark, the way unlit. She  motioned for Meredith to follow her as she stepped through the main arch into the church itself. The chapel's interior was long and rectangular, lined with stone benches for the worshipers to sit upon. At the moment, they were empty, as was the priest's chair behind the altar. Dienna frowned. 

“Is anyone here? We are disciples of the Way, and we are seeking shelter. We have had a long, weary journey and we wish to rest in safety,” Dienna called out as she walked past the rows. Her voiced echoed.

“I thought you said Flavus the Wise was the head of this chapel,” Meredith said softly, following behind her. 

“He should be,” Dienna replied. “We've had no news to the contrary.”

The two continued though the chapel; they passed by the altar to an ornately carved door immediately behind it. Seeing nowhere else to go, Dienna pulled open the heavy door and found a steep wooden staircase leading upwards, which the two ascended gingerly. After about twenty or so steps, the staircase opened to a wide room in what must have been the attic of the chapel, judging by its slanted roof. It seemed to Dienna like a bedchamber; there were poufs and a settee on one side, and a low-rising four poster bed on the other, along with a wardrobe. What first caught Dienna’s eye, though, was the reverse side of the large circular stained glass window she had seen from the front of the chapel, through which the sun was now streaming, causing pink and purple light to shine down on an armchair, in which someone appeared to be napping.

Quietly, the girls walked over to the man in the armchair. He was fat, old, and wearing the deep blue and copper robes of a Seltonian priest. His head was angled back and his mouth hung open unattractively as he snored, deep in his slumber.

Meredith grabbed Dienna’s arm, “Dee,” she whispered, “Look.”

Following Meredith’s gaze, Dienna saw an empty bottle of what must have been wine lying at the priest’s feet. Dienna moved towards the man, and shook his shoulder vigorously. After a few jolts, the man's dazed eyes slowly began to open, peering blearily at Dienna before the shadow of recognition flitted in his gaze. His mouth closed, then opened again to let out a small squeak of terror. 
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“My deepest, most profound apologies again for the state you found me in, Lady Dienna,” Flavus Estmenn, also known as Flavus the Wise, said as he ushered Dienna into the chapel's basement study. 

He still wore a look of horror at having been discovered sleeping by the daughter of the Keeper of the Gods. Quite flustered, the old priest had invited Dienna to an audience with him, and suggested that Meredith go to the market for provisions, for which he provided coin. Meredith had protested at first, but after catching a glimpse of Dienna's exhausted face, she took her leave of the priests. Dienna was then forced to endure several minutes of exchanging pleasantries with the old man, which were frequently interrupted by Flavus's excessive apologizing, as he settled her in to an uncomfortable wooden chair in the cramped, musty room that served as Flavus's working space. Bookshelves were built into the wall behind him, curiously, made out of stone, stretching from ceiling to floor, filled with dust-covered volumes that were probably older than Flavus himself. Dienna made a note to mention these books to Meredith—knowing she had a particular interest in the early texts of the Way, and knowing too that Flavus did not seem to be taking care of the ancient volumes. 

“I am certain your remorse is sincere, Lord Flavus,” Dienna returned with thinning patience, “and thus you have nothing to fear.  Now please, tell me everything you’ve heard about what happened at the Godskeep.”

The old man's face crumpled in sorrow, “We had a rider two days ago. Grave tidings! What a disaster!”

Dienna gave him an expectant look. 

“Oh, yes,” Flavus said, fumbling and fidgeting with a piece of parchment that he produced from the oaken table before him. “The messenger came from the Golden Village. He said that Lady Artima, I believe you are familiar with her, no? The rogue sorceress? Well, she has invaded the Godskeep with an army of ogres and elves, and she claims to be,” here the man blushed, overcome seemingly with impropriety, “harboring the seed of Almighty Dartos, claiming that his son is quickening in her womb. The Chosen Mother.”

“Yes, I am aware of all that, I was there,” Dienna snapped. “What about my parents?”

Flavus looked at her apologetically, squinting his mole-like eyes, “There has been no official word, only rumors, but they were seen fleeing the Godskeep on foot. Nothing else is known of them. We’ve had no word of your brother yet either, I’m afraid.”

Dienna’s heart sank.

“What about all the other attendees?” she asked, thinking of Meredith’s family.

Flavus shook his head, his shaggy white hair stirring, “I am not sure. The messenger was not...he wasn’t very clear.”

Dienna exhaled slowly and let her head fall to her hands, elbows on the table. This was worse than she had imagined. No news about what Artima was doing with the hundreds of innocents who were at the Godskeep, her parents might have escaped, and her brother likely had not. She didn’t understand. What would Artima want with so many people? She claimed to be reforming the Way on behalf of Dartos, the supposed father of her child...what purpose did controlling the Godskeep serve?

“She must want them for some evil purpose,” Dienna muttered. “There must be something deeper here. Something to do with her magic, maybe.”

“Perhaps,” Flavus responded nervously. “We shall just have to wait for more information. You and your acolyte friend may rest here until we have more news. This old chapel is not much, I’m afraid, but you’ll be comfortable. And I am sure that we shall hear more of this. That messenger will reach the Port Cities in time, and you can be sure that the King will make a full inquiry into this.”

Dienna nodded reluctantly. He was right; the King would come to their aid. The Crown and the Way were longtime allies. Besides, he could not allow such unrest in Dorneldia, especially if Prince Fucian were one of those captured. The King would never stand to have his son imprisoned by that woman. He would bring Artima to justice for her atrocities in time but...

“Is there nothing we can do for the present?” Dienna asked, her voice as tight as her jaw. 

Flavus shook his head, “No my dear, I believe we must wait for more news. Shouldn’t take more than few days, I expect. Hopefully no more than a week. Within the month, King Philibert should have made an inquiry in to this mess, and Artima will have to face the Crown.”

“A month!” Dienna exclaimed, appalled.

“Yes, perhaps more,” Flavus admitted. He sniffed and rubbed his red nose, “But you must admit we do not have the resources to apprehend Lady Artima. She is a most skilled sorceress, as you’ve seen. Not even the wizards of the Repository were able to reign her in. It will take all of the King’s armies and a few of his own hired magicians to set things right again.”

Dienna grumbled in consent.

“Now you see reason, Lady Dienna,” Flavus said, not unkindly. “Leave it up to the King. He will deal with this matter in time. In the meanwhile, you should get some rest. I will let you know the moment we receive any more news from the Godskeep.”

Dienna nodded wearily, and stood to leave. The fat old priest showed her to a small spare room crammed with two feather beds, so close that Dienna could scarcely walk between them. She picked the bed on the right side, and laid herself down. As she was drifting off to sleep, she could start to feel that now-familiar burning on her shoulder, that faint pain that she knew would grow as she lost consciousness. She did not welcome it. She still had no idea what it truly meant—was it the touch of the gods? Was Dartos singling her out for some task? Or was it as Artima said, a manifestation of his anger and disappointment...

Mind swimming with thoughts of all that had transpired, Dienna could not long resist the comfort of sleeping in a real bed again, old and musty as it was, and she soon fell into a deep sleep.
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Chapter Seven
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Meredith wandered miserably through the village of Drelwood. The late afternoon had grown dark, and the sky looked rife with a summer storm, which threatened to burst forth at any moment. She had been lucky enough to find the Drelwood market without much issue, but was having difficulties finding her way back through its maze of tiny, crowded alleyways. All the streets looked the same, yet nothing seemed familiar. Meredith cursed that fat old priest under her breath for sending her off like a servant while he and Dienna discussed their situation. Meredith was worried sick about Gran and Daela, and she hated having to wait until she returned from her errand to hear what news the priest had heard from the Godskeep. Dienna, of course, would share the details of their discussion the moment Meredith returned to the chapel, but the gods knew how long that would be at the rate she was going.

She had somehow managed to wander into the less fortunate side of town, judging by the small, rundown houses she was walking past, and though it was easy enough to see the chapel looming over her from where it sat on its hill, Meredith could not seem to find any roads that led directly to it. She found herself winding instead through small alleys around the hill’s eastern side, never seeming to rise any higher or get any closer to the chapel. Her arms were getting tired too; she was carrying a sack full of flour and a bag of vegetables, requested at Flavus’ behest. As she was rounding the corner of an alley she thought for sure would take her closer to the chapel, she walked right into a man walking the opposite direction, and dropped the bag of vegetables. 

“Gods!” Meredith cursed in frustration. She bent down to recover the fallen potatoes and leeks before they became spoiled by the dirty street. The man she had walked into grunted loudly in annoyance, but otherwise paid her no heed; Meredith saw his bent, ragged form disappear around the corner she had just come around, and she sighed.

“At least you had the sense to keep hold of the flour,” a low voice called out.

Meredith looked up. Down the street, some distance away, stood another man, this one tall, thin, and foreboding, watching her as she picked up her fallen groceries. His skin was exceptionally dark, a bluish black that was barely differentiated from the black robes he wore. They were not the robes of a priest or an acolyte, but those of a wizard—tightly fitted around the arms and the torso, but flowing loosely from the waist to stop just before hitting the ground. Over this black garment, he wore a rough-spun, gray woolen vest that stopped at his knees, and a worn leather rucksack. He stood perfectly straight, his bald head glistening slightly in the humidity, one arm resting on a plain wooden staff.

“Yes, I suppose so,” Meredith replied uncertainly as she stood and gathered the sacks in her arms.

One potato had managed to roll nearly to the wizard's booted feet when it had fallen, passing through a muddy puddle as it went. He bent and plucked it from the ground with one large, long-fingered hand, and brought it level with his face. He spoke a soft, spidery word, and the potato started to glow with a diffused light. Meredith watched, mystified, as the light faded, leaving behind a perfectly clean-looking spud. The wizard walked toward her in long, measured strides, and presented the pristine potato to her. 

“Here,” he said. His voice was nearly monotonous, “We would not want this to go to waste.” He looked pointedly to the sad, crumbling houses on either side of the street.

Meredith took the potato almost reverently and examined it. It seemed cleaner even than when she had picked it out from the farmer's cart earlier that afternoon.

“Thank you,” she replied with hesitation. Truthfully, Meredith had always been curious about magic, no matter what the Way taught about it, and was inwardly delighted to finally be meeting a proper wizard, even if the circumstances were not ideal. Her arms were tired from carrying the sacks, her legs were tired from wandering Drelwood, and this wizard seemed particularly intimidating silhouetted against the storm-laced sky.

“You're welcome, young acolyte,” he replied, with the trace of a smile on his lips. Meredith blushed. This wizard was attractive, yet there was something disconcerting in his looks. His smile did not quite reach his deep brown eyes, which seemed dull and cold despite all other signs of mirth. Meredith wondered if his smile were genuine, or if he were mocking her somehow.

“If you will excuse me,” he bowed, and seemed about to go on his way.

“Wait,” Meredith took a step toward him. “My name is Meredith. I come from the Godskeep.”

The wizard turned back towards her and nodded, “Yes, I should have thought as much, with you being dressed as an acolyte. My name is Endrick, and I come from the Repository.” His voice was flat, though not quite sarcastic.

Meredith smiled in spite of herself, “I should have thought as much, with you being dressed as a wizard.” Then her smiled faded, “I was wondering if you had heard any news about the Godskeep,.”

“No, should I have?”

His words were like a slap to the face. Meredith suddenly felt small, hurt—alone with a huge burden on her shoulders. 

“Yes,” she replied. She contemplated for a moment, and then set down her sacks of groceries. In the middle of the darkening street, in hushed, exhausted tones, she related everything to the wizard: Lady Artima’s presence at the Godskeep, her claim to be carrying the child of Dartos himself, how she had used ogres and elves to overtake the Godskeep, and how Meredith and Dienna had barely escaped, while their families and hundreds of the Faithful were presumably still imprisoned there. Endrick listened intently, never interrupting her as she told her story, his dark eyes piercing yet impassive. When Meredith was finished, he was silent still, and she wondered briefly if all wizards were this difficult to read.

“Artima,” he said finally, pronouncing the name slowly, as if testing it out on his tongue. “She has been a thorn in the side of the Repository for a long while.” He turned back to Meredith, “This is dire news, indeed. I am sorry to hear about your family. I hope the best for them.”

Meredith nodded gratefully, “Thank you.” She paused for a moment, considering, “Do you know much about her? About Artima?”

He nodded, “She is a known defector who betrayed the Repository. She has been on the run from us for well over a decade. The last I heard was that she was living in exile near Astquary.” He frowned, “She is powerful. The Repository has tried to keep tabs on her, but she has been quiet for a long time.”

“Well, she's not quiet anymore,” Meredith replied bitterly. She sighed and picked up her sacks of groceries, “I appreciate the information, Endrick, but I should be on my way back to the chapel. It's getting late.” She started to walk away.

“Not that way,” Endrick called out after her.

Meredith turned back to face him, “Oh?”

“That way does not lead to the chapel,” He replied simply. “I know this town can be confusing. I was frequently lost myself when I first arrived, before the local innkeeper showed me the way. Allow me to walk you back, and I can help you with your bags.”

Meredith bit her lip, contemplating. Her arms were awfully strained and she clearly had no idea how to get back to the chapel on her own. Deciding she would ultimately be better off for the help, she nodded, and handed over one of the sacks to Endrick, who began to lead her back down the street. At first, Meredith tried to keep her distance, following a few feet behind, but most of the streets of Drelwood were quite crowded, and Meredith was forced to walk closer to him to avoid running in to the townsfolk. Before long, the two were walking side by side. 

They said little on their journey, which Meredith appreciated, all things considered. She was still not sure if she should have told Endrick everything about Artima and the Godskeep or not, and telling the tale had left her emotionally drained. 

When they were about halfway to the top of the hill, it began to rain in earnest.  Endrick covered his head in the cowl of his robes, and Meredith adjusted the scarf she wore in her hair so that it now covered most of her head. They heard the rumble of thunder in the distance, menacing and growing nearer.

They came at last to the top of the hill, and to the chapel. Endrick held open the gate to the wrought iron fence for her, but did not come into the chapel’s yard himself.

“This is where I will leave you,” he said over the din of the storm. His face was barely visible in the shadow of his soaking wet hood. 

Meredith nodded, “Thank you for your help,” she replied hurriedly. She didn’t want to stay out in the rain a minute longer than she had to. “Gods blessings to you.” She bowed her head and turned to scamper up the yard to the chapel door, sighing in relief as she came under the chapel’s awning. She was about to open the door when, all at once, she felt a strange sensation from toe to head—as if a warm wind were swirling tightly around her. When it stopped, she was puzzled, then alarmed. She looked out into the rain, hoping to see the wizard, but she could not make out his form through the deluge. 

“Did he,” Meredith frowned, alarmed, “cast a spell on me?”

The thunder crashed overhead, driving Meredith inside the chapel without any further hesitation. As she made her way to the back of the chapel, she gradually noticed that neither the sacks she carried nor their contents were wet. Then, as she set the groceries down in the small basement kitchen that Flavus had shown her before sending her on the errand, Meredith noticed that she herself was not wet either. She touched her face, her hair, her clothes—all dry as bone. She thought of the wizard Endrick, cleaning the potato that had landed at his feet, and blushed at the realization that he had performed the same spell on her. 
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As soon as the two were reunited, Dienna related Flavus' news to Meredith. Such vague tidings were not what Meredith had hoped to hear, but perhaps she should have expected this. It had only been a few days since the events at the Godskeep, and news can only travel as fast as a messenger can ride. She tried to put her worries out of mind, and rather than dwell on her family's plight, Meredith told Dienna about what had happened on her way back from the market. Dienna had not been impressed.

“You spoke to a wizard,” Dienna had scolded, trying to keep her voice down. The two had found some time alone before dinner to discuss their plans, sitting in the cramped sleeping quarters in the basement of the chapel. Both women were in a foul mood. “After what just happened to the Godskeep?”

Meredith tried to pacify her, “Yes, I know, I know. But who better to ask about a sorceress than another magic-user?”

“They can’t be trusted,” Dienna responded darkly. She sat on her bed. Her jaw was tight and her eyes gleamed in the semi-darkness.

“But he could help us!” Meredith hissed emphatically. “You said it yourself: we can’t just sit around here waiting for the King to intervene. Who knows how long that could take!”

“I agree,” Dienna returned under her breath, “We can’t stay here waiting for someone else to take action, but that doesn’t mean we have to seek the help of wizards.”

“Why not?” Meredith said, her own anger surfacing. 

Dienna sighed, “You know why not. They do not follow the Way. And how convenient for you to run in to another wizard right after what Artima's done. He could be working for her, for all we know. Maybe he's a rogue wizard too.”

“It is a bit coincidental,” Meredith admitted. She thought of the spell he had cast on her, “And I don’t trust him, but if we’re going to take back the Godskeep before the King does we will need magical help.”

“Perhaps we really should just wait for the King to take care of it,” Dienna said bitterly.

Now Meredith sighed, “No, come on Dee,” she said soothingly.  “We’ll think of something. There has to be something we can do.”

Dienna was about to respond when there came a knock at the door. It was Flavus’ servant woman Gladdy, who announced that supper was ready.

After a cheerless supper in the dingy dining hall, Flavus invited them to attend the evening service. Though tired and distraught, they could hardly decline, and so were forced to sit through Flavus’ sermon on the importance of fluidity, which he said was a divine attribute favored by his goddess, Seltos. The few congregates in attendance, perhaps some twenty people, mostly older women, paid apt enough attention, though occasionally Meredith saw a stifled yawn. Dienna seemed lost in thought. She sat next to Meredith, her hands folded in her lap, staring ahead with a far-off look on her face. 

For Meredith’s part, she sat through the entire service in agony, hardly mumbling a response, her mind occupied entirely with thoughts of her family. She kept imagining horrible scenarios in her mind about what was happening to them—torture, magical curses, unholy rituals, imprisonment—and had to restrain the tears that threatened to fall. She told herself she must stop thinking about it, but, inevitably, her mind would wander again to images of the Godskeep, now dark and perilous in her mind’s eye, a home to ogres who delighted at beating and poking her poor Gran with their sharp claws, and of dark elves who made passes at Daela and twisted her arm until she would cry out in pain...

“Meredith?”

She started. Dienna was trying to get her attention.

“The service is over now,” she said evenly, still staring ahead.

“Oh, right,” she responded. Without another word, the girls stood and headed for their room. 
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The next few days were just as cheerless as the last. Meredith and Dienna spent their hours cooped up inside the chapel, for Flavus advised against any more journeying outside.

“We don’t quite know your position yet,” he explained apologetically the morning after they had arrived. “And we don’t quite know what that Artima woman is up to. It would be best, er, safest if you stayed inside. Wouldn’t want any ogres or dark elves poking about.”

Dienna had simply nodded in agreement and had agreed that they would stay indoors.

“She made it sound like it would be easy,” Meredith said quietly to herself. She was in the small, damp room that served as Flavus' study in the basement of the chapel, studying some of the older tomes. They were fascinating, dating back to a time when the Way was young. Unfortunately for her, though, the language was somewhat difficult to understand. The centuries had changed the Dorneldian tongue considerably. The texts she was trying to decipher predated the Lathaian explorers, and were water-damaged at that. What words she could make out were mostly unfamiliar, outdated. On top of that, the little room was messy (Flavus left books lying everywhere, open and stacked on top of each other, almost as if he were going through them in a hurry) and smelled heavily of mold, which made Meredith’s nose tickle fiercely, and made her eyes run. Occasionally, she would sneeze so violently she feared she might damage the delicate books.

She closed the text she was laboring through in annoyance, and began playing with one of the tight curls of her hair. 

“Meredith!” came a faint call from outside. This was followed by the sound of someone quickly descending the stairs. In moments, Dienna flung open the door, a smile of relief on her face.

“What is it?” Meredith asked.

Dienna was beaming, “There’s been another messenger. My parents—they’re alright!”

Meredith forced a smile, “That’s great!” 

“There’s still no definitive word about my brother,” Dienna continued, her smile fading a bit. She came to sit down across the desk from Meredith. “But he is probably with the other prisoners.”

“Prisoners?”

Dienna nodded, “The messenger said that nearly everyone who was at the Sunset Ceremony are prisoners—whether they are being kept in the dungeons or are simply being confined to the Godskeep, I don't know. Cormin, of all people, has been placed in charge of the prisoners at the Godskeep, along with some mercenary man. Cormin is apparently educating the prisoners about the New Way.” Dienna scowled, “That is the name they’ve given Artima’s blasphemous new teachings about the gods.”

“Cormin!” Meredith exclaimed. “He’s in charge?”

“Yes. That’s what Flavus said,” Dienna responded firmly. “The mercenary handles the army of ogres and the elves, but Cormin is responsible for the education of all the prisoners.”

Meredith was silent.  She felt cold, empty all of a sudden. Her throat constricted as she choked back tears.

“Meredith?” Dienna said hesitantly. 

It took every fiber of her being not to break down and cry again. She exhaled slowly, deliberately, but could not bring herself to speak. The sting of his betrayal was fresh and deep. He was family to her, and Meredith could never think her family capable of doing something so horrid, so terrible. At least now the strange things Cormin had been saying at the Midsummer Ceremonies made sense—he knew Artima, had been working for her, and he supported her and her New Way. 

Dienna regarded her friend with pity, “I'm sorry, Mer. I know this can't be easy. I...I remember him from when we were small.”

Meredith nodded sadly, “He was just a boy the last time I saw him...And I was so happy to see him again, the other day. He was so...so warm and charming.”

“I’m sorry,” Dienna said quietly. She placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder and continued, “He left so long ago...clearly, he’s changed. Or, perhaps, Artima has him under a spell? Maybe he’s not entirely himself?”

“You didn’t hear him at the Ceremony,” Meredith said, still bitter. She tried to keep her voice even, though she could still feel a lump in her throat, “He’s grown quite handsome, you know. Gran and Daela were so happy to see him too. And he...he danced with me,” she paused, then her expression hardened, “but no, whatever happened to him, he chose it. He was under no spell. You should have heard some of the stories he was telling us about his time at sea. I should have realized then that something was different about him.”

Dienna must have seen the tears nearly as soon as Meredith felt them sliding down her cheeks, for she was quick to step around the desk and hold her close. She held her there until Meredith broke away, shaking her head and wiping away the tears with the back of her hand. 

“I’m sure the rest of your family is okay,” Dienna said with a confident, kind smile.  “From what the messenger said, the prisoners aren’t being treated poorly, as long as they accept the New Way.”

Meredith gave a dark chuckle, “I hope Gran keeps her mouth shut then. She’s the last person who would ever accept this mad new religion.”

The two were silent for long moments. The damp air felt heavy in Meredith’s lungs.

“Where did they say your parents are now?” Meredith asked after a time.

“Oh,” Dienna said, coming out of her reverie. “They were confirmed to be seen in the Riverlands. I assume,” she continued, “that they are headed to the Port Cities.”

Meredith nodded, “Probably. I guess that means we’ll be waiting for the King to take care of this after all.”

“Yes, I suppose so. Knowing my parents, though, they will not rest until the King himself rides to the Valley and takes back the Godskeep. It won't be long before we're back in our own beds again, with Artima behind bars.”

“Or worse,” Meredith returned darkly.

Dienna glowered at her, “Mer. She hasn't actually hurt anyone.”

“That we know of.”

Dienna sighed deeply, “Yes, that we know of. Artima will pay for her crimes, Mer, but let's not jump to more severe forms of punishment just yet.”

“Right,” Meredith mumbled. 

She felt a myriad of emotions as she followed Dienna up the cellar stairs. She was happy that Lord Mayrim and Lady Grenna were apparently alive and well, but she could not help worry about her own family. The fact that they were Cormin’s prisoners did not alleviate her fears. She had seen the cruelty in him, in those last few moments before chaos exploded at the Sunset Ceremony. She hoped Sonder was well too, wherever he was. Although Dienna did not express much concern over him, Meredith knew he was weighing on her mind. She knew about the dreams; Dienna always woke with her brother’s name on her lips, crying out in fear and pain, clutching her shoulder where her skin still burned with the fury of the gods. Meredith still wondered about that. Why, if Artima were lying, would Dienna be suffering that fevered touch? How could Artima have known that Dienna, and apparently thousands of other faithful followers of the Way, had experienced this same phenomenon? What did she stand to gain by lying about the gods?

Dienna was in good spirits the rest of the day, but Meredith still felt as poorly as she had before the good news. She skulked around their room, reading one of Flavus’s copies of the Book of the Three, trying to find some comfort in its words, but it was no use. The Book taught perseverance in times of difficulty, serenity in times of madness, and faith when the road was unknown. Empty words, Meredith thought. Neither the guiding light of Seltos’s stars, nor the wisdom contained in Lantos’s sagacious moon, nor the courage enveloped by Dartos’s brilliant sun inspired Meredith to rise above her doubt and frustration. She glanced at Dienna, also reading from the Book of the Three. It was nighttime, and the faint glow of her candle illuminated her pristine face, calm and peaceful, as she read the words of the faith she had devoted her life to. As long as Meredith could remember, Dienna had never had difficulty believing in those perfectly vague, yet perfectly uplifting little teachings. She envied that, envied her unscrupulous faith. Even as she watched her friend now, Meredith could practically see her faith in the words she read by the light in her eyes and the faint smile tugging at her flushed lips.

Meredith closed her book with a loud snap.

Dienna looked up, “Is something wrong, Mer?”

“I’ve just thought of something,” she said, more to herself than her friend. Perhaps she was being too paranoid, but she wasn’t sure. She turned to the other girl, “When I ran in to that wizard, Endrick,” she paused, deep in thought, “he hadn’t heard the news about what happened at the Godskeep. I had to tell him.”

“Yes?” Dienna replied, not following. 

Meredith continued slowly, “You told me, that Flavus told you, that two days before we arrived, a messenger had come to Drelwood to announce what had happened.”

“That’s right,” Dienna said, confused.

“Well, if that messenger came two days before we got here, then why didn’t Endrick know about what had happened?” Meredith asked. She came to sit on the edge of her bed, facing Dienna. “I mean, it’s not like the messenger would have just told old Flavus. Something like this would have been cried in the town square! People would be talking about it.”

Dienna frowned. Her candle was burning lower, casting dark shadows all about the tiny room.

“They would indeed,” she said. “You know, I was wondering why no one at the service offered their condolences to me for what had happened. They didn’t seem to know who I was either.”  

Meredith wasn’t so sure that the old ladies of Drelwood would have recognized Dienna as the daughter of the Keeper even if they had heard about what had happened at the Godskeep, but she kept this to herself. Dienna still had a point. None of those at the service had seemed afraid or preoccupied, as one would expect out of old women whose faith was actively under attack by a rogue sorceress. None of them talked about it, and Flavus had mentioned nothing about it in his sermon. Flavus, who had initially been keen to send Meredith out on what she considered a fool's errand, had changed his mind almost overnight about letting either of them out of the chapel. While she could see the sense in not wanting to draw the attention of Artima's minions, should they be about, Meredith was becoming less and less sure that they had even been followed. 

“Something isn’t right, here,” Meredith muttered. She stood and hastily threw her blue acolyte cloak over her dressing gown. “I’m going to talk to Flavus.”

“Meredith!” Dienna said, alarmed. “Wait!”

It was too late for that, though. Meredith had too much doubt in her mind to reconsider what she was about to do. As she opened the door, she paused long enough to give Dienna a backward glance.

“Come on, Dee. You’re the daughter of the Keeper,” she said, playing in to Dienna’s pride. “You can handle a suspicious old priest.”

As Meredith expected, Dienna fairly bristled at this remark. With a serious, determined look, she flung her crimson cloak over her own dressing gown, gave Meredith a nod, and led the way out the door. Meredith could hardly hold back her bemused smile; if only their circumstance weren’t so dire—she might have laughed at how quickly her friend slipped into her role. As it was though, Meredith only tightened the scarf around her dark curls, and followed after her.  
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Chapter Eight
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The chapel was dark. Gladdy, the servant woman, had extinguished the candles hours ago, and the night was ink, stars and moon obscured by clouds. The two moved as quietly as they could, though neither was particularly adept at moving in silence. To Dienna, their footfalls might have been as loud as a beating drum. She was nervous, yet elated. There was something odd about that drunken old priest, indeed, and they had been sitting idle in the chapel for far too long.

Meredith was close behind her as she climbed the steep, narrow stairs leading up to Flavus’ room in the attic. As they ascended, she thought she could hear voices. She frowned. When she came near the top, Dienna paused and crouched down, motioning for Meredith to do the same. There was no door separating the staircase from the room, and Dienna wanted to remain out of sight. The voices were coming from the room's far side. One voice belonged, unmistakably, to Flavus. The other, though, seemed to be a woman’s voice.

“She is still detained?” the voice was saying.

Flavus returned shakily, “Yes, yes Chosen Mother, they are here still.”

“Very good,” the woman replied. “Those imbecile elves I sent claim to have lost them some time ago, but my ogres are only a day’s ride away from Drelwood. They should arrive to take care of them soon enough.”

Dienna jumped as Meredith pinched her leg.

Ar-ti-ma the darker girl mouthed.

Dienna nodded, anger and betrayal hot in her stomach. Yet, if Artima herself were here in Drelwood, she doubted she would be in Flavus’ bedchamber. No, the woman herself was not here—she had sent ogres after them, like she said—but her voice was somehow in the room nevertheless.

Cautiously, Dienna crept up a few more stairs, just enough to see above the trapdoor and into the room beyond. Flavus’s back was to them. The fat old priest was cowering and shaking before—Dienna nearly gasped aloud—at the far end of the attic chamber, where before Dienna had seen the chapel's beautiful, circular stained glass window, she now saw Artima’s face, huge and distorted. The design of the stained glass was still apparent, the jagged leaded edges turning Artima’s coldly beautiful face into something hideous and deformed. If not for those fierce, dark brown eyes, Dienna might not have recognized her image superimposed on the fragments of glass.

“And do you have any news for me, Flavus? About what I seek?” Artima was now asking. It was surreal to see her mouth move within the glass. It reminded Dienna of watching her mother make shadow puppets for them as children; how the shadows would take the form of the whatever they were cast on—the flat surface of the wall, the ceiling, the furniture of their room—changing and distorting. 

“I-I am afraid not, Chosen Mother,” he replied in a shaking voice. “I have a most advanced catalog of texts at my disposal, and not one of them fits the description that you have provided.”

“Then we must hope that the Darpentuses will have it,” Artima returned with some bitterness. “The Keeper is out of our grasps, for the time being. Do not lose the daughter. I have not yet had the pleasure of interviewing the son, but I am sure he is as stupid as he appears.”

“Yes, Chosen Mother,” Flavus replied.

Dienna shivered, excited to hear that Sonder was accounted for, presumably Artima's prisoner at the Godskeep, but also disturbed by his being interviewed by the sorceress. She wished desperately that she understood what they were talking about. Artima was looking for something, apparently, and Flavus was helping her search using his ancient library...but to what end?

Meredith shifted next to her, drawing Dienna's attention once more to the conversation taking place before them.

“What shall I have the ogres do with the acolyte girl?” Flavus was asking.

“She is not to be harmed,” Artima replied coolly. “Cormin Hauvish, my second-in-command and most devout disciple, has a certain interest in our acolyte friend. I know that certain...perks were promised by others in return for your aid,” Artima's face took on a sour aspect, clearly disgusted, “but I must ask, on Cormin’s behalf, that you leave the girl unspoiled.”

Whatever Flavus’s response to this request was, Dienna never knew, for next to her, Meredith gave an involuntary yelp of rage.

“Flavus,” Artima said almost lazily, “I believe you are being spied upon.”

The old priest whirled around so quickly that his ragged hair spun around and nearly hit him in the face. 

“Who’s there? Who is it? Gladdy?” he called out, confused and afraid. “Damn it, I need light, I can’t see.”

“Izhaak!” Artima’s voice spat out the word of magic, and suddenly the old attic was brighter than day. Every nook and cranny was illuminated; there was nowhere to hide. Flavus saw them, and he advanced with a terrifying growl at the two girls, who were still standing in the recess of the open trap door. Dienna felt paralyzed, felt trapped as Artima’s giant, dark, distorted eyes locked with her own.

“Well, we seem to have found the trouble,” Artima said calmly as Flavus crept nearer. “I imagine you heard quite a bit of our conversation, Dienna Darpentus, but no matter.” She smirked, “You aren’t going anywhere. Stand aside Flavus.”

She spoke words that Dienna could not understand, words that seemed to resonate in Dienna's skull, and Dienna felt her body being lifted violently in the air, Meredith at her side. Helplessly, the two writhed and kicked at the air as Artima guided them slowly toward her awful face.

“Foul witch!” Dienna cursed. “You dare to call yourself Chosen Mother! You dare blaspheme against the gods! Let us go! Or the wrath of the Three will be upon you!”

Artima laughed, full of  derision, “The wrath of the Three has already fallen upon your own household, young Darpentus! They have taken away your precious Godskeep and granted it to me, as the new home for the child of almighty Dartos, where we will cultivate the New Way and purge the world of all its wickedness in his name! Do not speak to me of the wrath of the gods.”

Dienna and Meredith glided closer and closer toward the face in the stained glass window. Dienna struggled still, wriggling and writhing and willing her body to be released from the spell. They were within an arm's length of the window now, Artima's face impossibly large in front of them. Dienna wondered what would happen when they made contact with the glass surface. Whatever it was, it would be painful. Dienna winced.

Suddenly, there came a deafening crash, and the windowed shattered.  Dienna covered her face in her arms just in time as a million tiny shards, each showing Artima’s face shouting in rage, cascaded to the floor in an avalanche of sparkling light. The girls fell to the floor. The room was once again in darkness, rain from the storm outside falling steadily through the hole left by the shattered stained glass window, falling onto the shards of broken glass. Dienna could feel cuts on her skin, mostly on her forearms, from where the glass had sliced her, but was otherwise unharmed. She looked to her friend. Her scarf had fallen out of her hair, and there was a gash of blood across one cheek, but that was all. 

Meredith gave her a questioning look, “What happened?” she said. “What broke the spell?”

“I don’t know,” Dienna replied. Perhaps the gods had come to her aid, she thought wildly. She looked around, but saw only old Flavus standing behind them, clutching the top of a broken bottle of wine in his bloodied hand.

“Did you...break the window?” Dienna asked, astonished and disgusted by the man.

“I have sinned too much,” he replied bitterly. It was the only time Dienna had seen him look even remotely intimidating. He continued in the same tone, “You do not have much time. She has ogres less than a day’s ride from here. You had better go. Now!”

His voice cracked on the last syllable, and he began shaking violently. Dienna was about to protest, but Meredith grabbed her by the arm and pulled her rapidly back to the trapdoor. The two ran down the stairs, through the chapel, and to their room. Wordlessly, they grabbed their possessions, and made for the front chapel door. 

As they hurried their way through the chapel courtyard, Dienna felt fear, fear such as she had never felt before—not even when the Godskeep was under attack. She had seen other priests supporting Artima at the Sunset Ceremony, and, like a fool, she had thought they were the only traitors among her order. How many more priests across Dorneldia had been in Artima's fold? How long had they been working for her? How could she have not known about any of this? Had her father known? Dienna felt her heart sink. 

“Where do we go now?” Dienna asked. Even to her own ears, her voice sounded uncharacteristically small. It was raining in earnest, and the chapel courtyard was dark and foreboding and the branches of its trees whipped about in the wind.

Meredith was silent for a moment. The rain was starting to drip down her face in a steady stream.

“We’ll find that wizard,” she said. “Endrick.”

Dienna opened her mouth to protest, when she heard an agonized cry coming from the chapel above, followed by an immense clap of thunder that she could feel deep in her chest. She did not envy what would happen to Flavus when Artima's ogres arrived. 

“Fine,” Dienna agreed. “We'll find the wizard. What other choice do we have?”

Meredith smiled grimly, “None. Let's go.” She turned and led the way from the chapel courtyard, Flavus's peals of terror echoing on the wind.

––––––––
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Dienna followed closely behind Meredith as they plodded through Drelwood's darkened streets. She tried to ask Meredith if she knew where she was going, but was either ignored or unheard. Long past the point of arguing, and still terrified of what had occurred at the chapel, Dienna let Meredith lead them as she willed. Eventually, after some backtracking and apparent wrong turns, they found, crammed between its neighboring buildings, an establishment called the Pilgrim's Rest Inn. The light that shone from its windows was neither particularly warm nor inviting, but to Dienna it may as well have been the blessed light of Dartos, so happy was she to see it. She strode past Meredith and led the way inside.

What little warmth the inn's common room gave was unable to penetrate the heavy layers of rain-laden robes the two girls wore, and they shivered as they stumbled to one of the five tables therein. To their left was a bar, behind which a surly looking woman was wiping dishes clean, and to their right was the fireplace, which burned low and cold. An old man brooded over a glass of wine at the table in front of them, but the place was otherwise empty. Meredith looked about, distraught.

“I thought for sure he would be here,” she said.

“The wizard?” Dienna returned, removing as many layers of wet clothing as she could from her clerical robes.

“Yes.”

“Did he actually tell you he was staying here?”

“Not exactly.”

Dienna frowned, “Then why are we here?”

“He mentioned something about an innkeeper showing him the town,” Meredith returned, removing the outer layers of her own robes. “And I remembered passing this place on my way back from the market the other day.”

“So you just put two and two together?”

Meredith blushed, “A town this small wouldn't have more than one inn, would it?”

“It might. The Golden Village has three or four.”

“Well it's a good place to start, anyway,” Meredith replied determinedly. “I'm going to go ask the barkeep if she's seen any wizards. He shouldn't be too hard to find.”

Dienna nodded and soon Meredith bustled up to the bar and began speaking in urgent tones to the woman cleaning the dishes. Dienna's attention, however, was soon captured by the old man who sat at the other table—at least, Dienna had thought that he was an old man. Having just finished his wine, he now lifted his head and began staring into the fire, revealing a youthful face despite his head being completely bald. Bright eyes shone from sunken, though un-wrinkled, eye sockets, and his face, though thin and gaunt, might have been that of a man no older than her brother Sonder. Dienna was taken aback. Why had she mistaken him for a much older gentleman? She could have sworn that when she had first sat down, he had looked to be in his sixties or even his seventies. Dienna frowned.  Perhaps it was just the inn's poor lighting? Aside from the baldness, the man was plainly in his younger years.  

Dienna's inspection of the bald man was cut short by Meredith's return.

“He's here” she said. “The innkeeper's gone to get him.”

She took her seat and soon a tall, dark-skinned man dressed in black and gray robes appeared from the bottom of the stairs at the far end of the common room, followed by the innkeeper, who was speaking to him softly enough that Dienna could not hear what she was saying.

“It's alright, Anabeth,” the wizard replied to her in a deep, soft tone, “I have been expecting them.” 

The woman called Anabeth scowled and made her way back to the bar while the wizard sat down at their table. 

“Greetings,” he began simply, his face carefully indifferent. “I hope you are both well.”

“Endrick,” Meredith said before Dienna could reply, leaning forward over the table,“Forgive us for seeking you out. I didn't know who else to turn to.”

“I do not mind, though perhaps you should tell me what is going on. Who is your companion?” he asked.

Meredith blushed, and replied, “Of course. This is Dienna Darpentus, priest of Dartos.” 

Dienna nodded curtly.

“Dienna, this is Endrick—er, sorry,” she turned to face him, “I don't actually know your surname.”

“Arelo,” Endrick said bowing to Dienna as he sat. “Endrick Arelo, Wizard of the Third Class. I am pleased to meet you. Meredith did mention to me the other day that you two were...traveling together.”

Dienna raised her eyebrows, “Traveling? I'm afraid that is not the word I would use. We are currently fleeing the wrath of one of your own, wizard. Our home was overtaken by Lady Artima of the Plains; we are on the run.”

Endrick leaned in, “Then perhaps it would be best not to proclaim this too loudly, Lady Dienna. Artima may have eyes and ears about.”

Meredith gave a nervous chuckle, “We know.”

“We were staying in the Drelwood Chapel,” Dienna explained, frowning at Meredith's making light of the situation, “but we've just discovered that Flavus the Wise is a disciple of the New Way, and was planning on handing us over to Artima. Her ogres are less than a day's ride away.”

Alarm flashed across Endrick's face, but was soon replaced by a calm, neutral expression, “Then we had better leave this place, and quickly.”

“We?” Dienna asked. 

“Isn't that why you're here?” Endrick said, leaning forward. “To ask for my help?”

“I don't think—”

“Let me phrase this a different way,” Endrick cut her off, though not unkindly. “You will need my help, if what you have told me is true. Artima is not one to be trifled with. She is, perhaps, the most powerful rogue wizard we've ever known. The Repository has been monitoring her for some time, but it seems our spy has turned coat.”

“Spy?” Meredith asked.

Endrick nodded, “The Repository formed a truce with Artima nine years ago. We allowed her to stay in her stronghold in Astquary on the condition that she make no aggressive acts towards us or the people of Dorneldia at large. To help enforce this, the Repository sent a young pupil to her, Ophie Dale, who would report back to them on Artima's plans in secret. The pupil reported faithfully for many years, but, from what I've heard, has made fewer and fewer reports as time went on.”

“And the wizards never questioned this?” Dienna asked archly.  

“We did,” Endrick sat back, his angular face betraying no emotion, “but there were other, more pressing matters to deal with at the time. Now, however, Artima has openly broken our truce, and the Repository must act against her.”

“So what do you propose we do?”

“I propose that you both accompany me on my journey back to the Repository. I must inform them, if they have not already heard through other means, of the events at the Godskeep. I am certain they will want to hear firsthand accounts of what she has done, so that we may take the appropriate steps to apprehend her. I am duty bound to present these details before the Archmage.”

Dienna scowled, “What would a wizard know of duty? You left a dangerous sorceress to her own devices for nearly a decade and now you want us to travel all the way to the Repository to help you fix your mistakes?”

Meredith turned to Dienna, “We don't have much of a choice, Dee.”

“We do have a choice,” Dienna snarled, her voice echoing in the small room. The bald-headed gentleman was now staring at her, his eyes piercing and bright. She continued in an emphatic whisper, “We do have a choice. Why should we trust you, wizard? It's miles upon miles upon miles by land and sea to reach the Repository. Why should we take the risk of going with you?”

Endrick shrugged, “Then stay here. As you said, Artima's ogres are not far off. Get captured. Be her prisoner. Or better yet, leave Drelwood and head south to the Riverlands, or west, to the capital. I guarantee you that Artima is not working alone. She would not have made such a bold move against the Way without being sure that her resources were plenty, her people well-placed.”

Dienna's eyes narrowed, “You seem to know a lot about her, wizard.”

Endrick was unmoved, “Not enough to have stopped this all from happening, I'm afraid. Artima is out of my realm. My line of study lies in the ancient writings of magic, not in espionage or counter intelligence.”

Meredith spoke, “But you could protect us from her ogres, yes? And the Repository would help us defeat her?” She looked at the wizard too earnestly for Dienna's liking.

He nodded, “I could protect you reasonably well, and, if the Archmage agrees to it, we wizards may be able to help you reclaim your home.”

Dienna was silent. She could almost physically feel her indecision in the pit of her stomach. This man was a stranger to her, for all that Meredith apparently trusted him, and a wizard. She knew that their best chances of dealing with Artima were to fight magic with magic, but Dienna was reluctant to place herself, and the fate of the Way, in the hands of the mages. She tried to remember all she could about Artima and the wizards at the Repository, but it wasn't much. The wizards lived on an island to the north that bore the same name as their organization, and it was there that the old taught the young the ways of magic. There were, of course, rules that the wizards of the Repository must abide by, and if one broke those rules, they were a rogue. In her lifetime, Dienna had heard of only one other rogue wizard aside from Artima, and that wizard had been found and killed shortly after he had defected. Dienna had no idea what Artima had done to be called a rogue, nor why she was still very much alive and powerful.  How had the Repository allowed her to do so much under their watch? How could Dienna place her trust in them?

Still, they weren't safe here. Spies, ogres—their own priests were not to be trusted. Dienna noticed the old man at the other table looking at her again. No, not an old man, she thought irritably, he only looked old out of the corner of her eye. Dienna let her eyes meet his for a moment—cold and pale, and unblinking— before Dienna blinked and realized that the silence around them had become uncomfortable. She turned her gaze away from the strange man and back to the wizard who sat before her. 

“I am not enthused by our options,” she began. Endrick made no remark, and Dienna continued with reluctance, “but I must accept your offer. We will accompany you to the Repository, and seek the help of your Archmage—and I pray that they do decide to help us.”

Endrick bowed, his mouth set in a grim line, “And I as well, Lady Dienna. Anabeth?” He called out to the woman behind the bar. “Please prepare us some food for travel. We will be leaving on the East Road by dawn.”

Anabeth nodded and left promptly for the kitchens. 

“I suggest that you two rest while you can,” Endrick continued, standing up. Dienna was once again startled by his height.

“Yes,” she replied, suddenly uncertain, “we'll rest.”

The next few hours flew by. The woman Anabeth showed Dienna and Meredith to a small but clean room on the second floor of the inn, and made them strip off their wet clothes and undergarments to be hung dry. They had no other clothing with them, having taken none when they fled the Godskeep, so Anabeth produced a pair of rough-spun chemises for them to sleep in. Although the storm raged outside, Meredith fell asleep as soon as her head hit her pillow, while Dienna lay awake for what seemed like most of the night. The more she thought about Artima, the more confused she became. What had Artima done to deserve the ire of the Repository? Why did she now call herself the Chosen Mother? Had she truly spent nine years in exile plotting to overthrow the Way? What interest would a wizard even have in the gods? 

What was she looking for?

Artima had asked Flavus about news on something she sought—something that related to Dienna's family, something Artima was going to interview Sonder about. Dienna fervently wished he was okay, that imprisonment in his own home was a better fate than it sounded, trapped even though he was surrounded by those he knew and had trusted.

Dienna felt like she had been blind. She had given her entire life to the Way—to its teachings, its workings, its ministry—and yet she had been unable to see that there was something amiss right in front of her. When she looked back, she could now see what she could not at the time: priests, followers, lords and ladies, complaining about doctrine, about money and charity, about interpretation, about intention, about the future of the Way. There had always been priests, of Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos, who had had ideas about the Way that were out of the ordinary, but who kept those ideas to themselves, but Dienna now could see evidence in her mind's eye that those same people would be susceptible to the claims that Artima was making. She thought of Lord Varent, always complaining that Seltos was not receiving enough adoration, complaining in those last few weeks before the attack of the nearness of the gods...Had Lord Varent, the Prominent of Seltos, also supported Artima? Dienna's head swam with these and other thoughts until she feared she would get no rest.

Still, she must have fallen asleep at some point, for she was woken by a rough shake from Anabeth, who looked at her sternly and held a finger over her pursed lips in a gesture to be silent. Quickly, quietly, the girls dressed. When they were done, Anabeth ushered her and Meredith out of their room and walked them down the hallway, stopping in front of the open window at its end. 

Dienna looked at the woman questioningly as Anabeth began to tie a thick rope to the nearest door handle, and threw the other end out the window.

“Ye mus' go,” Anabeth said, now gesturing out the window.

Dienna beheld the rope dubiously, “I'm not sure I can.” She placed her hands on the window ledge and looked down. The window opened up to an alleyway, dirty and narrow, and the faint light of dawn barely reached the cobblestone street. Endrick stood below, not looking up at them but, rather, looking out towards the alleyway, keeping guard, and he held a staff made of plain wood in one hand. Meredith joined Dienna at the window. Her face looked ashen.

“It's not so far down,” Meredith said, her voice a little shaky.

Dienna frowned, annoyed, “No, but do we have to go this way? Why can we not take the front door?” She turned, “Anabeth?”

But the woman was gone. She could hear her voice floating up from the main floor of the inn along with the sounds of someone coming inside. Dienna looked back down through the window. Endrick was now beckoning to them to hurry. 

“I'll go first,” Meredith said, “To get it over with.” 

Dienna nodded and watched as the other girl protected her hands in the long sleeves of her violet robes, grabbed hold of the rope, and hoisted herself over the ledge. She shinnied ungracefully down the rope until she was near enough to its end that Endrick could take hold of her and help her to the ground. Once she was back on her feet, she smiled up at Dienna reassuringly.

Dienna looked down on them, still uncertain, and confused as to why they must take such extreme measures. Surely there was no need for such risks? Artima's ogres were still half a day away, after all. No, Dienna decided, she wouldn't go down the rope. Just looking at the thing made her stomach queasy, and she saw no point in it anyway. She turned away from the window, vaguely aware of the sound of heavy boots thudding up the stairs behind her, and discovered that she was less than fifteen feet away from an approaching ogre. 

Dienna froze in place, incredulous, as the ogre finished ascending the stairs, turned, and looked directly at her.

“Found you,” the ogre grunted. He looked ridiculously too large for the corridor, his head only an inch shy of the ceiling, his arms able to span its width. His scaly, dull blue skin was thick enough that he wore little else by way of armor, though he carried a large dagger on his belt and held a massive club in his hand. “The priest-girl. Like Chosen Mother said.” Although he spoke the Dorneldian tongue haltingly, Dienna could see intelligence in the ogre's red eyes. She needed to get to the window fast. 

But her legs wouldn't move.

In her mind, she was back at the Godskeep, back in the midst of the chaos of Artima's attack. She thought she had known fear, but at least then she had been on an open field, able to run and move and try to escape her foes. Here, it was just her and the ogre. She must move, she must run. She tried to speak, to call upon Dartos for help, but the fear took the words before she could say them, and so the ogre advanced, wearing a grim expression that disturbed Dienna more than she could say. This ogre wasn't a thick-headed, cold-blooded killer—he believed in his cause, believed in his leader, and though he took no joy in what he was about to do, he would do it anyway.

“Chosen Mother want you,” the ogre was saying. He was almost close enough to reach out and grab her. “Onuush take you back home.”

Suddenly Dienna found her voice, “Why does she want me? What is she looking for?”

“Come with Onuush,” the ogre answered, raising his club. “Or Onuush make you!” He lunged.

Dienna flung her arms up to protect herself, but the blow never came. The door to her left slammed open, and the next thing she knew, the ogre had fallen and crashed to the floor, nearly landing at her feet.  Dienna looked about wildly, unsure what had just happened, and saw the bald man from last night standing in the doorway next to her. His ageless face was cold, though amusement seemed to tug at the corner of his unwrinkled mouth as he beheld the fallen ogre, who was cursing and struggling to get to his feet in the tiny space. 

“Well?” the bald man said, his almost colorless eyes now staring intensely at Dienna. “What are you waiting for?”

Dienna did not hesitate this time. She nodded to the bald man and did as Meredith had done, pulling her billowing red sleeves over her hands for protection before reaching through the window for the rope. She shinnied down hurriedly, and both Meredith and Endrick helped her down the last few feet. 

“Dee, what happened?” Meredith asked as they followed Endrick swiftly through the dimly lit alley.

“An ogre,” Dienna replied, breathless from the descent. Her arms ached, and she had only been going down the rope. “That strange man saved me, though.”

“Strange man?”

“From last night? You must have seen him,” Dienna explained irritably. “He was the only other one in the common area last night—young but old-looking at the same time?”

Meredith gave Dienna a quizzical look, “Dee, we were the only ones in the common room last night.”

Dienna was about to argue, but Endrick turned around and held a finger to his mouth, gesturing for silence. They followed him until the alleyways became streets, and until the streets became avenues out of town. They took great pains not to be seen as they slinked through the maze that was Drelwood, Endrick often stopping them at crossroads, peering around corners before they advanced. They did not come across any other signs of Artima's ogres or other minions, and were out of town before daybreak proper. Despite what Endrick had said last night, they left via the Northern road, not the Eastern. She had wondered why he had announced their departure so openly. She supposed she should be grateful that he had been trying to establish a false trail, although it apparently had not worked. The ogres had found them anyway. As they left Drelwood, Dienna couldn't stop thinking about the bald man who had so enigmatically saved her life, and whom Meredith had not seen in the common room the night before. She would have thought he was one of Artima's spies, judging by how intently he listened to their conversation the night before, but now she was unsure. Artima's own agents wouldn't try to help Dienna, would they?

“Wait a minute,” a thought had just occurred to her. “We aren't going to walk all the way to the Repository are we? What about our mare?”

Endrick raised an eyebrow, “You left your horse at the chapel, did you not? I expect that it is still there.”

“And you don't have one?”

“A horse?” Endrick shook his head. “No. Where I go, I walk. I have walked leagues across this land, in my travels. From Running's Cape to the frozen wastes. From the forests of Lidau to the Yonga River. It is the wizard's way. But, to answer your other question: No. We are not walking the whole way to the Repository. Only to Southaven.”

“Southaven!” Meredith exclaimed. “On the sea?”

Endrick nodded.

Dienna sighed. Her feet ached already. 
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Chapter Nine
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Sonder had never known the Godskeep even had dungeons, yet there he sat. He had awakened the day after the Midsummer Ceremony in a cool, dark cell, somewhere beneath the bowels of the Godskeep, and there he had remained for what might have been days or what might have been weeks, a prisoner in his own home. 

The walls of the cell were rough cut stone, nothing he would want to lean upon, and the floor, though smoother, was filthy with rushes, scraps of rotting food that Sonder wouldn't even consider eating, and waste. There was, mercifully, a bed in one corner, though it was hard enough that it may as well be made of stone as well. Sonder was just grateful to be able to sleep above all the mess, not that he did much sleeping, all things considered. Mostly he sat, and thought. Tried to make sense of it all. He thought about what had happened at the Ceremony, about the woman who had made him her prisoner. He thought about his family, hoped that they were in better shape than he was. He knew he must look as utterly awful as he felt—starving, exhausted, filthy. Not that it mattered. The only people who saw him down here were the guards on the other side of the cell's barred door, and they, for the most part, left him to his own devices. Sonder ignored them in kind, too lost in his own thoughts to pay them much heed, until one day he realized he was terribly bored of his own company. And terribly bored of not knowing what was going on outside his cell. And terribly bored of being bored. He began, instead, to observe his guards closely. 

To Sonder's confusion, most of the ogre guards were blue ogres. Blue ogres were, Sonder remembered vaguely from his studies, originally from the frozen Wastes of Iador to the south, but were slowly migrating northwards to the warmer climates, though he had never heard of blue ogres this far north. The Golden Valley was red ogre territory. This alone would have been enough to perplex Sonder, but the fact that there were elves working alongside the ogres muddled things even further. He didn’t understand. 

Hailing from the Crescent Isle far to the east, the elves were typically petite in stature. Next to the giant ogres, they looked like children, though they were only slightly shorter and smaller than the average human. While ogres' coloring varied mostly between dull blue, red, and purple, elves could be any color imaginable. This trait made them popular subjects of children's stories. Sonder himself wasn't brought up on such tales, but he knew other children whose parents sang to them the elf-songs: The Frost King of Illmar, Ellyorin the Green, and The Wandering Unicorn of Mendeth. Each song depicted some part of mystical elvish lore. In reality, the elves were no more mystical than any other race. They had some peculiar qualities, long life, enhanced hearing, and better sight being the most notable in Sonder's opinion, but were not as different from humans as the tales implied. Although, Sonder mused, he had never actually met an elf. Maybe the tales were right, and he was wrong.

One of the elflords who routinely guarded Sonder’s cage was of a light blue complexion, and wore his similarly blue hair cropped short. He never seemed to enjoy his duty. He was always frowning, always grim as he marched down the hall outside of Sonder's cell. The ogres, for their part, had begun to delightedly fling what Sonder thought was rat meat at him for breakfast and offer him sips from their canteens before emptying their contents outside of Sonder's cell and outside of his reach. The ogres also seemed to enjoy bickering with their elven counterparts. Sonder routinely heard their quarrels echoing down the hallway, each party talking in the Dorneldian tongue rather than their native languages to various degrees of success. From what Sonder could tell, these scuffles often ended with the elves slinking away in defeat while the ogres laughed derisively. 

“It’s almost like the elves are prisoners too,” Sonder mused to himself, observing a yellow elfmaid stoically ignore the advances of a leering ogre as they walked past his cell on rounds.  “A strange alliance indeed.” How had Artima coerced these two species to work together? Artima herself was, as her name made clear, from the Plains, the land that lay between the lush Riverlands and the barren Wastes of Iador to the south. Sonder did not know much about Artima aside from what was common knowledge—that she as a rogue sorceress who had been wanted by the Repository when Sonder was young, but who somehow ended up alive and well and living in a castle far in the East. Sonder supposed she could have become friendly with the ogres during the time she spent in the South, and friendly with the elves when she had spent time in the East, but how she got them to come together under her leadership was anybody's guess.

“The elves and the ogres have had little reason to come in contact with each other,” Sonder remembered old Tevinan explaining back in the days when the Prominent was still one of the active instructors at the Godskeep. “Geographically speaking, they have been far apart and have had no need to compete for resources until recent years, yet there has been an established loathing between the two peoples for centuries. A difference in ideals, a loathing born on principle.”

Sonder hadn't really understood it at the time, but now, seeing elf and ogre side-by-side, he began to see what Tevinan was talking about. The elves were generally small, quiet, dignified—the ogres large, boisterous. Sonder bet that each race could act like the other at times, that there were elf-like ogres and ogre-like elves, but broadly speaking, they were polar opposites of each other.  It reminded Sonder of him and his sister—Dienna the dignified elf, and he the boisterous ogre. Just like they had difficulty relating to each other, so did the ogres and elves.

“Or maybe I'm just oversimplifying things,” Sonder said aloud to himself. He was doing that a lot, these days. He had always thought talking to yourself was a sign of madness, but he didn't feel mad. Or maybe he did. He felt something, that was for certain. But what was it? Pain? Loneliness?   

“Ah,” it dawned on him. “Guilt.”

That was the prevailing emotion throughout his imprisonment. He felt guilty for allowing himself to get captured, felt guilty for not knowing what had happened to Connal, who had been at Sonder's side during the attack, or to his own family. Some member of the Holy Guard he was. His efforts had barely allowed his sister and Meredith to escape the Godskeep, and who knew how they were faring? For all he knew, they could have been recaptured by Artima's minions and were sitting in the cell next to his. And it would have been all his fault. If only he had reacted more quickly to Artima's attack, if only he had realized what was happening sooner—if only he had realized that Cormin was in Artima's pocket. But no. Cormin was still alive and well, and, from what Sonder could tell, was working closely with the sorceress. Cormin had even come to visit Sonder on her behalf not long after his imprisonment began.

Sonder had been awakened from a stony sleep by the sound of loud, booted footfalls, and the ssshhhh of a heavy cape sweeping the floor. 

“Leave us,” Sonder heard him say to the guards who had accompanied him, then, “Come now, Sonder, that's no way to greet an old friend. Rise from the bed, at least.”

Sonder had sat up in his bed, though he did not stand, and shielded his eyes from the brightness of the lamp that Cormin carried, unused to so much light in the darkness of his dungeon cell. Squinting, Sonder could make out Cormin's form on the other side of the slatted door. The dark man wore stately clothes of red and saffron, clearly a patron of Dartos, though not quite dressed like a priest. His puffy topknot was adorned with a gold comb, and a cape of heavy purple velvet fell from his shoulders. 

“Since when were we friends?” Sonder asked, his voice hoarse from disuse. 

Cormin frowned, feigning reproach, “We spent some time together as children, did we not? I would have hoped you would have some fond feelings toward me still.”

“I would have,” Sonder drawled, “but you and your mistress appear to have me locked in a cell in a dungeon I didn't even know we had.” 

Cormin was not amused, “I know this is not ideal, Sonder, but Lady Artima has been selected to be the Chosen Mother and revive the Way into a newer, more powerful faith. You and your family are in the way of that.”

Sonder sat up straighter, “What was wrong with the old faith?” he asked with more venom than he had expected. 

Cormin laughed, his handsome features somehow not enhanced by his mirth, “Surely you know, or you wouldn’t have given up your father’s role, no? You know of the faith’s preoccupation with luxury, its obsession with meaningless ceremony—there was absolutely no focus on truly believing.” His voice was at once mocking and provocative. He stood close to the cell, one hand on the bars, looking down at where Sonder sat and casting a large shadow over him.

“My sister truly believed.” 

Cormin shrugged, “That may be so, but she also would have continued that same tradition of meaningless ceremony, inspiring meaningless worship.” He sighed somewhat dramatically, “No, she would not do well as the next Keeper.”

Sonder did not respond. He knew Cormin had a point, though he didn't want to appear to agree with him. Dienna followed their father's example to a tee. Anything he did, she would do, and she would never deviate from the path he set before her. 

“Anyhow, you’ll all be sorted out soon enough,” Cormin said, backing away from the cell.

“Sorted out? How?” Sonder demanded.

“I am not at liberty to say,” Cormin responded with a charming, wicked smile. “Farewell for now, Sonder. I look forward to your conversion to the New Way.”

Sonder could only stare daggers at Cormin, who gave a backwards wave of his hand as he had turned and left.

Sonder had no idea how long ago that was, only that he had never again been visited by anyone, nor had he heard any news of what was going on above ground in the Godskeep proper. He wondered if that was the last exchange he would ever have with another living person. He hoped that it wasn't.

Sonder was coolly reflecting on this in his cell one day when he heard a strange noise coming from somewhere in the dungeon. It sounded raspy, and gravelly, and there was a slow rhythm to it. Sonder sat up in his bed, his heart racing. What was it? Slowly, carefully, Sonder stood and made his way to the door of his cell. The noise became louder as he went, until Sonder finally reached the door. He peered through the bars—and sighed in disappointment. There, on the other side, was a slumbering elf guard. The noise Sonder had heard was his snoring. 

“Hey,” Sonder rasped. “Wake up!”

The elf guard jolted.

“Quisi-ah!” The elf exclaimed. It was the blue elf that often patrolled the corridor, and he was now quite awake, glaring at Sonder with contempt. He was a head shorter than Sonder, slight of build, but with a strong jawline and attractive features.

“Not sure what that means,” Sonder began bemusedly, “but I do know that this is not a good place for you to be sleeping. Why, I could have just broken free from my cell and no one would have been there to stop me.”

The blue elf's face flushed purple, “I apologize, prisoner. It won't happen again.” He spoke the Dorneldian tongue with a lilting accent. 

“You apologize?” Sonder was taken aback. He had been truthfully annoyed at the negligence. “I'm in here rotting away my existence over some religious quarrel that I have nothing to do with, and you don't even have the decency to properly guard my dungeon cell?”

The elf looked distinctly embarrassed, though Sonder could detect some steel in his violet eyes, “I truly do apologize, prisoner. I will perform my duty with more care in the future.” There was something in the way the elf looked at Sonder as he said this that made Sonder uncomfortable, but Sonder couldn't put a name to what it was.

“I should say so,” Sonder muttered, confused, and backed away from the door. He could hear the footfalls of another guard approaching, an ogre by the sounds of it, and he did not want to give the ogre any reason to harass the elf. Sonder heard the elf exchange a few hurried words with the ogre before taking his leave, and then he was gone. 

Sonder saw the same blue elf on another occasion not long after. Sonder awoke from a sleep (his shoulder burning, as it still did from time to time) to the sounds of two elves conversing outside of his cell in their own language. This wasn't entirely unusual. Although the elf guards tended to roam individually or with one of their ogre counterparts, Sonder had seen a pair of elves on guard duty a handful of times in the past. What was unusual was the urgency with which these two voices spoke. Fearing that they would stop if they heard him, Sonder rose carefully from his bed, and went to the cell door. Sure enough, one of the elves was the blue elf again, and the other was a green skinned male elf with long, black hair that Sonder had seen from time to time. They were deep in conversation, and their voices were growing incrementally louder. They must be arguing about something, for the blue elf kept shaking his head and the green elf kept insisting on something, making emphatic gestures to press his point. 

Their argument was soon cut short at the arrival of one of the ogre guards—they ceased their conversation as soon as the ogre approached, but the ogre was not fooled.

“You ufkas supposed to speak the common tongue,” the ogre chided. He was a blue ogre, and he towered over the two elves, nearly twice their size and thrice their girth. “And you ufkas also supposed to take turns. Not patrol together.” He gave them a long-toothed grin. “You want Uraaka to tell Chosen Mother? This the second time Uraaka catch you together. She not take nicely”

Surprisingly, neither elf made any response. The green elf stared pointedly at the ground, ignoring the ogre, while the blue elf met the ogre's gaze with a defiant expression.

The ogre grunted,“Too good to talk with Uraaka, eh ufkas?”

The elves still did not respond.

“What so great about ufkas anyway?” the ogre continued, leaning in so close to the elves that Sonder could see the ogre’s venomous spittle spraying dangerously close to the elves' faces. “What if Uraaka gave ufkas a little kiss, eh? A little spit? A little bite?”

Finally the blue elf spoke, “Enough, Uraaka.”

But the ogre paid him no heed. Large maw dripping with his venomous spittle, he advanced on the green elf, who could no longer simply ignore his assailant. The green elf fumbled with the spear he held, trying to get the blunt end between him and the ogre, but ended up dropping the spear on the floor instead. The ogre was beside himself.

“Ahahahaha!” he laughed, and even his laugh was dangerous. Little drops of his spittle flew through the air, some hitting the green elf, some hitting the blue elf, and some almost reaching Sonder from where he watched behind the cell door.

He saw the blue elf wince in pain as some of the spit hit his face, before brandishing his own spear and sticking its point up against the ogre's exposed neck.   

“I said, enough,” the blue elf grunted. “You wouldn’t want the Lady hearing that you caused harm to one of her elves, would you?”

The ogre, Uraaka, hesitated a moment, then gave an angry growl and batted away the spear with one large hand before stepping away from the green elf. He licked his lips, making sure that there was no chance of any more of his spittle flying, and said, “Third time Uraaka catch you will be last. Go now. My turn it is to guard.”

The green elf needn't be told twice. He picked up his fallen spear and bolted down the corridor with the speed that came naturally to his people. The blue elf lingered a few moments longer to stare defiantly at the ogre, before he too turned and took his leave. 

Sonder returned to his bed, but did not go back to sleep. Instead he lay awake, trying to understand what he had just witnessed.

Though the anger had never left the ogre's eyes, he was, Sonder thought, unexpectedly cowed by the blue elf’s threat. Sonder assumed ‘the Lady’ was Lady Artima, so it was hardly surprising, he supposed. Yet the way the blue elf said her elves made it seem like the elves were somehow more special than the ogres who worked for her. Sonder wasn’t sure, but he had the definite feeling that he had just witnessed something important. Not that he knew what it meant, yet. Still, he had learned one thing for certain—he needed to watch the blue elf carefully.
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Now that Sonder had decided to take an interest in him, the blue elf seemed to stop guarding his corridor entirely. Worse, Sonder seemed to have fewer and fewer visits from the ogre who routinely dropped off his food and threw out his chamber pot, and the filth and lack of food began to take its toll on him. By his best estimates, he had been imprisoned for about a month, give or take a week, and he was in terrible spirits. 

His mood was only made worse when he began to hear the sounds of other prisoners in the dungeon, distant voices shouting, indistinct in words but distinct in fearful tone. Sonder began to hear them at all hours—short outbursts that when silent uncomfortably quickly. Sonder knew it was only a matter of time before whatever was happening to his fellow prisoners would happen to him.

Finally, he awoke from one of his periods of sleep to the sound of a key turning in the lock of his cell door.

“Up,” came a gruff voice. 

Sonder peered sleepily through half-closed lids at the large form standing in the doorway. 

“Up!” the ogre repeated with more menace. 

Sonder scrambled to his feet and followed the guard into the hallway. It felt surreal, leaving his cell, like he was walking in a dream. Perhaps it was because he was still tired from being woken, but he felt, as he followed the beast through a myriad of twisting, dark corridors, as though he were treading in a nightmare. 

The dungeons slanted upward now, as they ascended closer and closer to the surface. They finally reached a staircase that led to the outdoor corridor that ran along the base of the western wall of the Godskeep. It was early morning. Seeing the sun, the delicate dawn, brought tears to Sonder's eyes. He took it all in—the people scurrying about the bailey, priests, acolytes, servants, their children, the sounds of the choir rehearsing, the smell of incense wafting from the Hall of Ceremony. Truthfully, nothing was terribly different, at first glance. It felt like home. The more Sonder looked, however, the more he noticed how generally displeased everyone looked. Not just displeased, no. The priests, servants, acolytes, and children all looked harassed and miserable. They were afraid.

“Get moving,” the ogre grunted, prodding Sonder in the back with the butt of his spear.

Sonder did not argue, and allowed himself to be led to the Hall of Ceremony. They entered through the Moon Door, and immediately ascended the stairs to the second floor, which Artima seemed to have turned into a throne room of sorts. The artifacts, scrolls, and ancient tapestries that had been on display previously were now pushed off to the side. The airy, lofty room was topped by a large circular ceiling window, outlined in golden rays to give it the appearance of the sun, which let in the early morning light above them. Below the window was a circular rug, made in the same dimensions as the window, that depicted the night sky—a crescent moon on the left and glittering stars on the right. Sonder hadn't seen the rug in ages. It was usually brought out and displayed upright, like a tapestry, during the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. He had no idea that it resided here during the rest of the year. He also had no idea where the rather ornate throne that stood at the rug's center had come from. It appeared to be made of gold, and was crafted in a way that reminded Sonder of the elves. It was spindly, though sturdy, and had a motif of wildflowers and trees that culminated in a glittering sun just behind the headrest. 

At the moment, the throne was empty, for the woman who normally occupied it was standing a short ways in front of it, gazing up at the circular window above, a calm look on her face. 

“Artima,” Sonder breathed.

The ogre suddenly grabbed the back of Sonder’s head and forced it downwards.

“You bow before Chosen Mother!” the ogre commanded roughly.

“Ow!” Sonder replied. “Yes, yes, I’m bowing.”

Sonder finished bowing of his own accord, then straightened himself once more to observe the sorceress who stood before him. She was shorter than he was, though she bore herself in such a way that Sonder was still greatly intimidated by her presence. She turned her icy gaze from the window to face him, causing Sonder's stomach to flutter in fear.

He flashed her a charming smile.

“Lady Artima,” he said as if she were a friend he hadn’t seen in far too long. “How are you this fine, er, morning? I must say that I am thoroughly enjoying my sleeping arrangements. One complaint though,” Sonder continued amiably, “I do usually prefer sleeping on a feather bed, though I have been known to sleep on the barroom floor from time to time. Which reminds me,” Sonder’s expression turned roguish, “do you have anything to drink?”

“No,” she responded, cool and composed. She wore stately black robes over practical breeches, and stood with her arms held behind her back.

Sonder sighed and let his shoulders slump, “That’s too bad,” he said wistfully. “I have a feeling a drink would help with whatever it is you plan on doing to me.”

“Doing to you?” the woman arched a black eyebrow. 

“Yes,” Sonder replied. “You're going to do something bad to me, don’t you deny it. You’re a sorceress, and a religious fanatic to boot,” he shrugged. “I’m not sure what you’d do to a sinful young man like me, and the son of your enemy, no less, but I'm sure I won't like it.”

“Your father is not my enemy, Sonder Darpentus,” Artima replied almost reproachfully. “He simply failed to listen when the gods spoke in his ear.”

“Ah,” Sonder returned lamely.“If he’s not your enemy, why did you storm the Godskeep and denounce him? And why lock me up for that matter?”

Artima gave him an imperious look and sat down on the golden throne.

“Perhaps you shall understand that in time, Sonder,” she said. “From here on out, I shall be the one asking the questions.” 

She made a quick motion with her right hand—and suddenly Sonder was in the air.

“Wha—?” he yelped as he felt the ground drop away. He felt like he was rising and rising, until he was almost high enough to reach out and touch the window above him. Below him, Artima's throne looked no bigger than the width of his hand. He felt like being sick.

“What to do you want?” he demanded.

Whatever force that held him aloft was suddenly gone, and he began to plummet. Sonder screamed in alarm, only to have his fall broken once more at a motion by Artima.

“You will speak only when spoken too, Sonder. I ask the questions,” she said coldly. “Is that clear?”

Sonder nodded silently.

“Good,” Artima said, with a dry smile. “Now,” she continued, “You are the first born child of Lady Grenna Darpentus and Lord Mayrim Darpentus, who was Keeper of the Gods until last month’s...change of hands.”

Sonder nodded.

“As such, you undoubtedly were groomed to, one day, replace your father as the Keeper and assume his most holy station,” Sonder thought he detected a hint of irony in those last words. “Were you not?”

“Yes,” he said through clenched teeth. He was trying his hardest not to look down. He was sure he would be sick if he did.

Artima nodded, “As the Keeper-to-be, you were educated in all the most sacred and clandestine aspects of the Way, such as its history, its growth, its influence—were you not?”

“Yes.”

Artima nodded again, and leaned forward, “And why did you choose to abdicate your inheritance? Why did you forsake that position for which you had been molded since the day the gods put you on this earth? Why make a waste of all the time and all the hours spent by great and powerful priests and scholars to make you ready to bear your father’s burden and become the new leader of the Way?”

Sonder hadn't expected to be asked that. Why in the world would it matter to her? Didn't she know he asked himself those same questions every day for the last year, and he still didn't know if he understood the answers? Unsure how to continue, he remained silent.

“Answer me, boy,” Artima said, impatient. 

“I don’t know,” Sonder replied with unease. The room felt like it was spinning, the ground below him heaving. He clamped his eyes shut. “I don't know!”

“Ha!” Artima’s laugh was a mocking bark. “I hardly think so!”

Sonder opened his eyes. Artima was looking at him hungrily, the coolness gone, replaced by flame. Under normal circumstances, he would have responded the same way he always did whenever someone had the nerve to ask why he had done what he'd done—by looking them dead in the eye and saying that it was between him and the gods and that if he ever told anyone he would be smote on the spot—but Sonder feared such a flippant response would not go over well with the crazed sorceress.  

“It’s hard to put into words,” Sonder said instead. “Especially with,” he paused as he felt his stomach drop and churn. “You know, maybe if you set me down on the floor I could tell you more easily.”

“You are in no position to bargain,” Artima returned with annoyance. “Tell me now.”

She spoke the last word like it was a word of magic, and indeed Sonder felt compelled to divulge all of what he had been keeping inside him—or at least, most of it.

“Fine,” Sonder conceded. “I abdicated because I didn’t want to be the Keeper of the Gods.”

“Yes, I figured as much,” Artima replied acidly. “But why?”

“I was never a good student,” Sonder continued, the words feeling like they were being wrenched out of him, “and I never enjoyed practicing the Way. I mean, I guess I believe in it, but after being forced to study it day in and day out, I just got sick of it.”

“Go on.”

“And then there’s my sister, the one who actually wanted to follow in our father’s footsteps, forced to live in my shadow when she was obviously more qualified and much more interested in being the next Keeper,” Sonder now felt the words flowing more naturally, and, to his surprise, he felt the tightness of emotion in his chest. “I couldn’t just ignore the fact that she deserved it and I didn’t. I couldn’t just keep forcing myself to try to be something I wasn’t. I didn't want to be a priest—I never wanted it. And they expected me to marry! They kept introducing me to woman after woman, and I don't—” He stopped suddenly, his face flushed. 

“Ah,” Artima responded mildly. “I understand. So you gave it all up so that your talented and ambitious little sister could pursue it instead. And what have you done with yourself since?”

Sonder felt his flush deepen, “I was enjoying my freedom, maybe a little bit too much. I joined the Holy Guard. I had hoped to become a mercenary, or join a company. Anything to leave the Golden Valley behind.”

Artima nodded, “You sought a life nearly opposite to the one you were given,” Sonder thought he heard understanding in her voice. “That is a common reaction. And tell me, Sonder Darpentus, before you were contentedly waving about a sword and frequenting questionable establishments, were you ever made to study the ancient texts of the Way?”

Sonder’s brow furrowed, “Of course.”

“Do you recall any of them in particular?”

Sonder screwed up his face in concentration, “There was the Book of the Three, obviously, newer and older versions. There were the writings of Ayers, and Elliene the Healer. And sometimes we studied from Yohan’s—”

“Yes I see,” Artima snapped. She continued more calmly, “Do you ever recall coming into contact with a book, small in size and bound in black velvet, written on very, very fine parchment?”

Sonder thought a moment. Most of the books in the Godskeep's libraries were large leather tomes, some with gold and silver inlay. A black velvet book would stand out. It would also be pretty flimsy. If this book had been at the Godskeep, it would never have been kept out in the open. 

“No,” Sonder replied. “I’ve never seen any book like that before.” 

Artima was silent long moments. Her gaze was scrutinizing. Sonder tried his best to meet her eyes, but was forced to look away, his body shivering. He wondered if it was the magic that did this, or the woman herself.

“I believe you are telling me the truth,” Artima said at last. “Or near enough to it to make no difference to me. But tell me this, Sonder,” she leaned forward once more in her throne, “did you never experience any disillusionment with the Way? Did you never, in all your long years of study and training, begin to doubt it?”

Sonder was not sure how to respond. Of course he had doubted, many, many times, but he had never taken these doubts as seriously as his own wish to be free from his forced responsibility. He thought of what Cormin had said when he had visited Sonder in his cell—about the Way being corrupt, full of non-believers—an empty faith full of empty rituals to benefit the clergy, not the people, and not the gods. 

He shook his head, “No, I never doubted the Way. Just me.”

Artima nodded and sat back in her throne, looking satisfied. “That is good, Sonder Darpentus, for the gods are all we have that is good in this world. You would be wise to remember that.”

With a motion, Sonder was gently let down to the floor. He had never been so happy to be sitting on a floor in his life. Considering himself lucky that he would soon leave his captor’s presence with nothing worse than a good, healthy fear of heights, Sonder rose to his feet. Lady Artima, however, was not done with him quite yet.

“I must now ask you one final question,” Artima said slowly. She shifted position on her golden throne, sitting up even straighter than she had been. “As the mother chosen by almighty Dartos and as the vessel of his most holy child,” her brown eyes were penetrating, “will you pledge to me your undying allegiance and become a member of the New Way?”

Sonder was taken aback. He hadn’t anticipated this. He had a feeling it was an unspoken ultimatum—follow me or die—and he did not doubt Artima’s ability to kill him where he stood. He had seen her summon dozens of ogres out of thin air; killing him would be child’s play. It would be suicide to say no, no matter that he, personally, thought the woman was mad. She wasn’t showing any signs of pregnancy, and if she started to, well, who was to say that the child belonged to Dartos? True, she had known about the burning sensation that certain believers had begun to feel, but, then again, Sonder had been one of the ones experiencing that sensation, and he had certainly not interpreted it as a sign of anger from Dartos. Her entire claim was unfounded, insane even. 

Trying his best to sound sincere and respectful, Sonder bowed, and said, “You have my allegiance, Chosen Mother. My undying allegiance.” Sonder felt a slight twinge in his heart as he said these words. He immediately regretted having spoken them.

“That is a serious oath you have just taken, Sonder Darpentus, and I will hold you to it. Now go, return to your cell,” she said with a gesture towards the back of the hall.

Sonder bowed once again and hastily walked back down the hall. To his surprise, the ogre who had escorted him was gone, to be replaced by the blue elf. The elf scowled at him before he took Sonder’s arm and pulled Sonder along roughly, leading him back down the stairs, out of the Hall of the Ceremonies, and back down into the dungeons. The elf was anything but gentle. His nails dug into Sonder's arms, so much so that Sonder feared they would break the skin. As they neared Sonder's cell, it became too much for him to bear.

“Hey stop that! I’m coming, aren't I?” Sonder protested loudly.

“Silence, prisoner,” the blue elf returned, practically spitting out the words. He dug his nails in harder and gave Sonder’s arm a sudden yank.

“I said, stop it!” Sonder snarled. He could easily take the elf, he realized. Sonder was taller than him, and heavier too. If he could just get hold of his spear, the elf would be helpless.

Without another thought, Sonder lunged at the elf, grabbing for his weapon. The elf dodged his attack effortlessly, and Sonder’s nose met the floor with a crunch. Damn it, he thought. He could feel blood gushing beneath his face. He tried to stand, but the elf had a boot on his back.

“Even if I weren’t a better fighter than you,” the elf said in his silky accent, “you really should not have done that.”

“Why?” Sonder said, coughing under the pressure of the elf on his back. “Why the hell not?”

The elf replied coolly, “Lady Artima is protective of those who serve her. Had you done any harm to me, she would have killed you.” He stepped aside and removed his boot from Sonder's back.

Sonder gasped for air, sucking it in thankfully. 

“No offense, but what does she care about one little elf? She’s ruined countless lives with this religious affront of hers. What makes you so special?” Sonder said, getting to his feet and wiping the blood from his nose on his filthy sleeve.

The elf leaned against the wall behind him, his handsome face cold, “There are many things you do not understand, Sonder Darpentus, least of all what has transpired in the East since Artima took control.”

“So why do you serve her, if you don’t like what she’s done?” Sonder scoffed. He was surprised at how easy it was to keep the elf talking. Even if it didn't help him escape, he was intrigued by their conversation, and was determined to make the most of it.

“It is not easy, nor my place to explain,” the elf returned tersely. “But if you try to do harm to any elf under Artima’s protection, you will regret it. Most severely.”

Sonder raised an eyebrow, “Okay,” he said mildly. He couldn't tell if the elf was making threats on Artima's behalf or on his own. “But I will find a way out of this,” Sonder continued with more force. “I won’t be her prisoner forever.” He towered over the elf, staring down into his sharp violet eyes—eyes that were large but flat, with long blue-white eyelashes. Sonder felt heat rising to his face.

“Yes, you will be,” the elf returned, never breaking his gaze. “Only Artima herself can release us.”

“Us? Thinking about escape yourself?” Sonder smirked. “Some loyal servant you are.”

The elf gave a start, “I am no loyal servant,” he said with venom, bringing his spear up to Sonder's chin. “I am as much a prisoner as you. But I will not hesitate to do my duty.”

Sonder didn’t know what to say. He had no idea what the elf was talking about, and it was hard to bring any words to mind with the sharp end of a spear pointed a hair's breadth from his throat. Before Sonder could respond, the guard regained his composure and gripped him firmly by the arm, lowering his spear by inches.

“Come along, prisoner,” the elf said. “We have been gone too long.”
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Chapter Ten
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Dienna crested the top of the hill with a shuddering step. She was panting heavily, unused to so much physical exertion—it was probably the fifth hill they had climbed that day. She looked at the surrounding landscape with awe and weariness. Atop another hill to the south, she saw the tiny forms of sheep, grazing in the summer sun, and to her right loomed the Enalgath Mountains, closer than she had ever seen them before. Standing now in their shadow, she had never realized their true size. When the wizard had announced that it would be faster for them to go around the mountains to reach the Repository, Dienna had been skeptical. Now, seeing their awful, snow-white peaks clawing at the noon sky, Dienna admitted that he must be right, especially considering that they were being pursued and had little in the way of supplies. Taking a few more steps, Dienna came to the center of the hill-crest, and sat down gently, careful not to tax her sore legs.  

Dienna frowned; her companions were lagging.

She could hear their voices, out of breath, exchanging enthusiastic words about little-known books they had both read. She could practically see the wide smile on her friend’s face, the gentle warmth on the wizard’s. The two had grown close these last few weeks; something which alarmed Dienna. She had known Meredith many, many years, and she had never seen her act this way around anyone but herself and her family. Of course, Meredith had been cautious enough around the wizard at first, but soon the two began to discuss the shocking number of secular books in Meredith’s repertoire, books which, Dienna thought, no self-respecting follower of the Way should have read. They chattered on endlessly, hardly paying attention to where they were going. If it weren’t for Dienna constantly checking their position, they would have become lost long ago. She wondered if it weren’t some trick of the wizard’s, if he truly had any interest in Meredith or if he were simply trying to lower her guard. Dienna would have none of that. She had taken to watching the two, like a hawk as the saying went. Unfortunately for her, their constant conversations seemed to slow their feet, and they fell behind Dienna’s pace more often than not.

Sure enough, after a few minutes, Dienna saw first the top of Meredith’s bouncy coils, then the top of the wizard’s clean-shaven head break the horizon. They seemed to be talking about the history of the hills they were currently traversing.

“No, it’s been a century or more since the red ogres came this far down into the hills,” Endrick was saying in his soft, mild voice. He leaned on his plain wooden staff as he walked. 

“I hope it stays that way,” Meredith returned. “I don't know how many more nasty surprises we can take.”

The mage frowned, “Indeed, you have suffered much, the both of you. I hope this journey is the end of it.”

Meredith smiled at him, and came to flop down dramatically beside Dienna.

“Oh Dee!” She exclaimed, out of breath. “How do you always beat us?”

Dienna bit back a sharp reply, and instead shrugged, “I don’t know, but the faster I go, the longer I get to rest while I wait for you.”

Meredith chuckled, then groaned as Endrick, who seemed to fare the best with all their walking, motioned for them both to stand.

“We need to continue,” he said firmly, but sympathetically, as he stood over them, leaning on his staff. The summer breeze rustled his robes and felt good on Dienna’s sweat-drenched skin, leaving her feeling refreshed and making it easier to stand once more on her aching feet. 

Meredith stood too, and without another word, the three descended the hill, headed for the shrubby valley between that hill and the next. They had been winding through these hills and moors for weeks, headed northwest, inching closer and closer to the sea that would lead them to Running, the northernmost province of Dorneldia. It took an hour of carefully stepping down the steep and treacherous hillside before it evened out for a few miles, then rose once more into a hill just as large as the last. This time, Meredith and Endrick were ahead of her, casually finding their footing up the craggy hill as they talked. Endrick held out an arm to help Meredith as she lost her balance, and Dienna scowled. So intent was she on watching them, that she promptly lost her own footing, and fell, hard, to the ground. 

“Oh!” she exclaimed, holding in an oath. 

“Dee!” Meredith cried. She stumbled down the hillside, and soon Dienna was being lifted back to her feet. “Are you okay? It looks like you might have cut your knee—”

“I’m fine,” Dienna snapped crossly. Seeing the wounded look on Meredith’s face, Dienna sighed, then said, “I’m sorry, Mer. I’m just exhausted. I don’t know how much farther I can go today.”

Meredith looked at her sternly, “I know. I am too, Dee, but we have to do this.” Her tone softened, “Our families need us.”

The grief in her soft brown eyes was a slap to the face. Anger welled up inside Dienna, but it was anger not directed toward her friend, but rather toward herself. 

“You’re right,” she said tersely, flushing. “Let’s get going. I’m fine.”

After a lingering look, Meredith nodded, gave Dienna’s arm an affectionate squeeze, and continued on up the hill. Dienna felt the heat rising to her face as she followed her. She had been so foolish—of course the other two were just as weary as she was! She knew that. And she knew they had no other choice if they were going to stop Artima. They must go and see the Archmage; their families, and the Way, depended on it, and she couldn’t let this little cross-country trek overwhelm her. She needed to keep going, and keep looking out for Meredith. The wizard had led them this far, it was true, but still Dienna did not trust him. They had already made the mistake of trusting Flavus, a priest of the Way who had actually been an agent of Artima's, and Dienna did not want to misplace their trust any further.

Thinking of the priest made Dienna’s anger burn even hotter. How long had Flavus been working for Artima? How many other of their order were under her power? She thought of that horrible wailing she had heard as they had fled the Drelwood chapel and shuddered. She prayed that whatever punishment Artima had dealt the man for allowing her and Meredith to escape had been, at the very least, humane. It was no more than he deserved, though. How could such an esteemed priest have turned to such blasphemy? Dienna shook her head. Flavus had even called her the Chosen Mother, which was nonsense. Flavus was a learned priest, and should have known better than anyone that the mythology of the Chosen Mother referred to the being who had given birth to the gods, not to someone who would bear the gods' children. 

Dienna’s thoughts turned to the “dreams” she had been having. Artima had somehow known about those as well, and had said they were a warning from the gods, but if that were true, how vague the warning was! If the gods had meant for them to embrace Artima and welcome her as the consort of Dartos, why not tell them exactly that? Why send missives in dreams of pain? With a twinge, Dienna remembered that Artima had tried to tell her father on at least two occasions before the disaster had struck, and recalled the overwhelming fear she had felt as her father had reassured her that Artima’s words were baseless. Dienna had thought him too dismissive at the time, and knowing now what Artima must have told him...

“Bah,” Dienna scoffed. What was she thinking? What Artima claimed was impossible. Yet, she had known about these warnings in the first place. No matter which way she looked at it, Dienna's mind always came back to the same question. What if Artima were telling the truth? 

Dienna’s mood grew worse with each step. The sky, by contrast, was clear and blue, sparsely populated with pleasant, fluffy clouds. Dienna could hear the chirping of the little birds that zoomed playfully from one bush to another, mingled with the ongoing chatter of her companions. Dienna herself remained silent for the rest of the day, brooding and sweating in the hot sun, concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other. Meredith occasionally checked in with her to make sure she was okay, to which Dienna would always snap that she was fine. At first, Meredith seemed offended by this, but after the third or fourth time, Dienna detected anger in her friend’s eyes. Finally, feeling guilty and exhausted beyond words, Dienna sat down on a rock at the top of the last hill they would climb that day, praying to Dartos that their journey was near an end. 

They didn’t dare to light a fire. If what Artima said was true, then her ogres couldn’t be too far behind them. A fire burning at the top of a hill in the wilderness was sure to give away their position to anyone looking for travelers in these parts. Although Dienna would have been grateful for a hot meal after such a weary walk, she did not relish the thought of being found and dragged back to the Godskeep so that she could subject herself to that blaspheming sorceress.

“It makes no sense,” Dienna muttered. 

Meredith and Endrick looked up from where they sat, passing each other food from their packs.

“Why would Artima go through so much trouble to find us?” Dienna said, still sitting on the large rock, looking down on the other two. “I may be the next Keeper in line after my father, but Artima already has what she wants, doesn’t she?”

Meredith eyed her speculatively, “What does she want?”

“Complete control of the Godskeep,” Dienna responded, “and the means to spread her New Way to those she has trapped there.”

Meredith’s face darkened. No doubt, she was thinking of Cormin.

“I could understand pursuing us while we were still in the Golden Valley, but why continue the search at this point? She’s captured enough of the Faithful,” Dienna said bitterly, thinking of her brother and the countless other priests who were prisoners of hers. 

“She did mention questioning your brother when she was talking to Flavus,” Meredith said.

“Questioning him about what, though?” Dienna returned.

“A text of some sort,” Meredith said slowly. “Flavus said that he had many texts at his disposal, but hadn't found what Artima sought.” She looked at Dienna, confused, “She made it seem like you or someone in your family would know about it, whatever it was.”

“Well I don't,” Dienna replied, in bad humor. “I have no idea what she's looking for. All of the texts my family owns are currently in Artima's possession. What more does she want?”

“I believe I might have an answer to that question, Lady Dienna,” Endrick’s voice was a whisper from the shadows. His hood was drawn against the chill summer night, leaving his already dark face in complete obscurity. 

Dienna turned to the mage, her expression hardening with suspicion, “Yes? And what might that be, wizard?”

“The Tome,” he said. Apparently seeing no recognition on his companions’ eyes, he continued, “As you both know, the Way’s main sacred text is the Book of the Three. However, there do, of course, exist other works documenting the early days of the church and its beliefs, which varied widely by region. In the Golden Valley, priests generally used early translations of the Book of the Three, some of which were scribed in Drelwood itself. These varied little over time, and resemble modern editions of the Book of the Three that are used today. But in the Port Cities, priests tended to teach from the works of Darwiticus. Although he was a disciple of Seltos, he was more renowned for his own philosophical musings, which he spread half a century after the Book of the Three was first set down—and in the Riverlands, they worshiped Elliene the Healer almost as much as the gods themselves, for she was from that country, blessed by Dartos with amazing abilities to cure the sick. She recorded her life teachings in her own private journal which was then copied many times over after she had died.”

“Yes, we know all of this,” Dienna said, trying to keep her voice even, though she feared her impatience was still apparent.

“These texts were unified by Lord Altarion, the Keeper at the dawn of the fifth century,” Meredith offered kindly. 

Endrick nodded, “They were indeed, my dear,” Dienna bristled at such familiar speech, but he continued un-noticing, “and with improvements made to the Way’s structure, its teachings became more unified. The more radical beliefs of the Way were either diminished or eradicated. One of these beliefs was that of the Chosen Mother.”

Dienna felt her heart race, “Nothing but a little-known parable that Artima seems to be fashioning herself around.”

Endrick nodded, and a small smile was visible in the shadow of his hooded face, “The belief in the Chosen Mother is certainly not a mainstream part of the Way, but rather, a legend of sorts that originated some hundred years after the Way's inception. It first sprang from followers of the Way who were questioning the origin of the gods. They were confused because the Way only taught how the gods improved the earth, not who had created it or where they had come from. They proposed the idea that the gods had a Mother who had created them and the earth, but who must have had died in childbirth, for she was evidently no longer around.  Devastated at the loss of their Mother, the gods vowed that one day, they would choose a creature from the earth to become their Chosen Mother.”

Meredith turned to Endrick with a distrustful look, which she tried to hide behind a laugh, “I'm surprised you're so familiar with such an obscure part of our mythology. Well-read as I am, I was only taught this legend quite late in my studies as an acolyte, and have never seen a word of it put down on paper.” Dienna was glad to see the look of captivation on her friend’s face turn to well-justified suspicion. 

Endrick returned Meredith's gaze with a grim smile, as if accustomed to such suspicion, “A fair observation, Meredith. We wizards have long taken an interest in the affairs of the gods. Across this world, we have classified at least two hundred different gods from at least fifty different religions. At the Repository, we have an entire section of our library dedicated to texts concerning these religions of the world. Suffice it to say,” Endrick said, cutting off Dienna’s question of why before she could ask it, “that we have long searched for the texts that were destroyed in Altarion’s purge. In our search, we heard rumors that many of the Way's legends that were supposedly destroyed by Altarion’s purge still existed in one book known simply as the Tome.”

“So why would a book of old, made up legends about the gods make Artima want to imprison me and my brother?” Dienna asked, her patience with the wizard’s explanation almost worn out. 

“Aside from merely recording those old, made up legends about the gods, as you call them, the Tome is said to speak about the true origin of the Gods,” Endrick continued, his tone now quite serious. His hood had slipped a little, and his eyes, which were normally cold and dispassionate, now glinted with a spark of interest. “Imagine if such knowledge were made public. Centuries ago, before Altarion rounded up and burned all the texts he deemed non-canonical, the legend of the Chosen Mother and the origin of the gods must have been widely circulated, for the Keeper in those days persecuted those who believed the Chosen Mother as blasphemers—told them to stop making up such baseless stories about the gods. He had them jailed, made them perform forced labor, had them driven from their homes for spreading teachings of the Way that had been deemed unacceptable.

“However, the people, in turn, did something he did not expect,” here Endrick smiled that soft, bitter smile again. “They asked him to prove them wrong. They asked the Keeper to tell them, if they were not right about where the gods came from, what the true origins of the gods were. According to the journal of one contemporary acolyte, the Keeper responded, ‘I do not know myself, for that secret is known only to the Tome. One day, when I am on my dying bed, I will read its sacred words at last, so that I may know the true peace afforded to the Keepers of the Gods.’  This has led us to believe that a Tome of sordid knowledge existed long before Altarion’s purge, and that it does, indeed, contain the true origins of the gods. Each Keeper apparently reads the Tome only once it is certain that he will soon die so that he may know, before his death, the true secrets of the gods.”

The wizard’s words left both acolyte and priest speechless, though not for long. 

“Which Keeper said that?” Dienna asked sharply.

“There is some discrepancy on that fact,” Endrick conceded. “Some claim it was Lord Bartle Gorwin, and others dispute that it was Lord Kennitch Gorwin, the first to name himself Keeper.”

“Either way,” Meredith said thoughtfully, “they were both Keeper long before Altarion.” 

“But the acolyte who kept this journal didn’t mention which Keeper it was?” Dienna returned incredulously.

“The acolyte simply refers to him as the Keeper,” Endrick shrugged. “We wizards have tried to date the text, but it is quite damaged and it is not clear if it was written in the 330s or in the 350s.”

“So you're saying that there's a book called the Tome that can only be read on the day of the Keeper's death that's been handed down for generations—since before the third century—through my family and supposedly contains the secrets of the gods and Artima wants it and that is the reason why she attacked the Godskeep and why she wants to capture me and my family so badly?” Dienna was out of breath and nearly laughing by the end of her speech, but neither Endrick nor Meredith shared in her humor. They looked at her grimly, contemplatively.

“Surely, you're not serious,” Dienna said, her mirth dissipating. 

“I don't know, Dee,” Meredith said. “It makes sense, in a way.”

“No, it makes no sense.”

“But Endrick is saying—”

“So you're just going to trust what the wizard has to say?” Dienna demanded. “You believe this ridiculous story about a book that's supposed to have been in my family for centuries that I know nothing about and would have no reason to believe exists? I know you're infatuated with him, Meredith, but don't lose your head over it!” Dienna had gone too far, and she knew it. Meredith blushed and looked away angrily.

An awkward silence fell. Dienna sighed and let her head fall into her hands. This was all such a farce. Why would the Keepers pass on a Tome of heretical, outdated teachings on the Way? And why read it only on their dying bed? The thought made absolutely no sense. The role of the Keeper was to do just that—keep the teachings of the Way in tact so that they were fully and correctly taught to the Faithful, not to be the stewards of bizarre texts and non-canonical myths about the gods that had no place in the faith. 

Dienna desperately wished her father were here. How easy it would be to simply ask him if he had ever heard of this Tome! How she longed for him to laugh with her at the utter stupidity of it all, to reassure her and set this wizard straight—that he was talking nonsense—and clear up the matter once and for all.  But no, he wasn't here, and neither was her mother, or Sonder. She had no family to turn to, and she felt desperately alone, sitting on a rock somewhere between Drelwood and the sea, listening to a wizard trying to tell her terrible things about the faith that she had devoted her life to, while her best friend sided with him. Dienna felt her skin burn.

“So, if Artima is claiming to be the Chosen Mother,” Meredith said, speaking to Endrick, not to Dienna, “and there is an ancient book in possession of the Keepers that might place doubt on Artima's claim to being the Chosen Mother, Artima might be trying to find it so she can destroy it.”

Endrick nodded gravely, “Yes, that is what I fear.”

“What madness!” Dienna replied, shaking her head. “I've never heard of a Tome or any such thing in my family. And my father certainly would have told me about it if it did exist.”

“We have speculated that the Tome is kept under lock and key until the dying Keeper reads it and bestows it upon his successor,” Endrick said in a calming tone.  “If the Tome truly does exist, you would not know about it until your father were to pass on and leave it to you.” 

Dienna did not appreciate his attempt at pacification. 

“You have no right to speak about my family, especially where it concerns the Way,” she snapped. Letting go of a deep sigh, Dienna continued in clipped tones, “I thank you for your information, wizard, but I’m afraid you give me more speculation than fact. I shall pray to Almighty Dartos to show me the truth. If indeed Artima is hoping that I can produce this Tome for her, she will be very disappointed. Goodnight.”

With that, Dienna stood and headed to the opposite end of camp to prepare her bedroll, pointedly ignoring her companions. Despite her exhaustion, sleep did not come easily for Dienna that night. After saying her prayers, she lay in angered silence, feeling more awake now than she had all day. She hadn’t believed a word of the wizard’s ‘explanation.’ This talk about a Tome of secrets—Dienna snorted in amusement at how ridiculous it sounded—was utter nonsense. Yes, the Way had purged the world of quite a few texts and accounts some centuries past, but it had been necessary to keep everyone’s beliefs unified. She didn’t deny that there were many, many books and records that were banned from the public eye, nearly all of which still existed in the restricted sections of the Godskeep's libraries. If she tried hard enough, Dienna thought she could even remember the names of all the books contained therein, but not one of them fit Endrick's description. The wizard’s claims made no further sense of Artima’s madness. 

Checking a sigh, Dienna rolled from her back to her side, bringing her hand to rest under her cheek. The worst of it all was that Meredith, who was usually so smart about such things, seemed to believe the wizard’s every word. Dienna heard snippets of their whispered conversation after dinner, lasting long after Dienna had retired. Why did the wizards take such an interest in the gods anyway? Dienna had always thought they worshiped nothing but their magic, but, she realized with a start, she didn’t actually know that for certain. Of course, she had always been taught by her parents and her tutors that the gods had no love of wizards, that they were thieves who stole the power meant only for use by the gods, but Dienna doubted that was how the wizards saw it.

Dienna rolled onto her stomach. There. Now she was comfortable. If only she could purge her thoughts of wizards and old books and secrets. If only she could make Meredith understand how wrong the wizard was. What did he know about the history of the Way anyway?

Dienna began to feel the now all-too-familiar burning sensation on her shoulder again. It was painful, but oddly comforting at the same time. Dartos was reaching out to her, was thinking of her. Even if the touch was angry, even if it was a warning that the gods were displeased, it was reassuring to know that they were out there, watching over her. Dienna smiled to herself as she drifted off to sleep. She didn't know why it was still happening. Hadn't the decisive moment come and gone? Hadn't the gods helped Artima depose her father? Wasn't that what all the fuss was about?

Crack. 

Dienna’s eyes shot open. It was terribly dark, and her heart was racing fast. It felt like her chest would burst. She tried to make sense of the sound she had just heard. It had sounded like someone stepping on a twig. It was probably just an animal, likely nothing she needed to concern herself with. 

Crack snap.

That was definitely not an animal. Dienna’s heart started to beat even faster as she tried to remain calm. She had no idea where they were right now—would have no idea where to run to. Abruptly, she rolled over, as if tossing in sleep, so that she was facing where Meredith was sleeping, a few yards away. To Dienna’s relief, Meredith was awake as well, and, judging by the look of terror on her face, had also heard the noises. She looked about to say something, when the silence of the night was shattered by a fierce roar, and the stomping of three ogres as they ran up the hillside toward their camp.

There was nothing to do but flee. With a cry of distress, Dienna sprang to her feet and took off with Meredith at her side. Blind and lost, Dienna tripped over someone’s pack, and went down hard, bringing Meredith down with her. The taste of mud and dirt filled her mouth, and she gagged as she tried to clear her lungs of it, gasping and choking for breath. 

“Watch yer step,” came the ogre’s deep, sinister voice. “Don’t want yehs too broken.”

Dienna could only cough in reply, struggling to get to her feet.

“Oh no yeh don’t,” another ogre said behind her, his voice higher and grating. Dienna felt the butt of his spear, cold against her back. Panic filled her. They were surrounded!

The third ogre had his spear similarly pressed to Meredith’s back. She had a large scrape on her cheek from the fall, and a look of hatred in her eyes. 

“Stay away from us,” she threatened. Her chin quivered.

The ogres only laughed in response.

“Too late, ufkas!” the ogre with the high pitched voice said with a jeer. He pressed his spear harder into her back. Dienna winced.

“Stop that, in the name of Dartos!” she commanded.

“Dartos she say!” the third ogre said now. “Ufkas, what we do, we do for Dartos!” His laugh was like the barking of a bear.

“Quiet now Barroka,” the first ogre snapped. “You wake the wizard.”

Dienna followed the ogre’s gaze to see Endrick’s body lying on the ground, a long dart sticking out of his exposed neck.

“What did you do to him?” Meredith cried, horrified. She struggled to go to him, but the ogre only needed to place one huge hand on her shoulder to keep her in place.

“Not yer concern, ufkas,” the lead ogre said. “We takes yeh now. Chosen Mother want yehs with her. Play nice, and we don’t use darts. Got it?”

He made a rough signal, and the others prodded Dienna and Meredith into motion. Although she tried to hide it, Dienna could hear Meredith sobbing quietly as they were led down the hill to the gods knew where. She tried to catch her eye, to give her some sign to take courage, that it would be alright, but Meredith had her eyes shut tight, her mouth moving in what Dienna hoped was prayer, but was more likely to be a string of curses aimed at their assailants. 
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Roughly they were prodded along through the wilderness. Meredith was sure she must have a nasty bruise in the small of her back where the ogres pushed her along with the butts of their spears, and she didn’t doubt that Dienna had the same. The ogres led them on at a merciless pace, practically sprinting as they navigated the hills and valleys of that dark land, seemingly with ease and familiarity. All the while, their captors boasted of their catch.

“Smart o’ them to camp on an ‘ill,” the ogre with the squeaking voice said. “Not so smart to set no watch!” His shrill laugh sent a shiver up Meredith’s spine. She was surprised at how well their captors spoke Dorneldian. It was widely known that ogres did not fraternize much with humans, and thus it was common that they know only their native tongue. Meredith wondered how long these ogres had been in Artima's employ.

“An’ a trail a blind Ruithan could follow!” the third ogre said with glee as he prodded Meredith along. “Silly ufkas girlies, har!” He laughed boisterously.

Meredith felt her body tense as she tried to suppress the fear growing inside of her. She needed to remain calm. They would be fine; everything would be fine. She thought back to the terror she had felt at the Godskeep, when the sky had ripped open and unleashed Artima’s terrifying hoard—when she had realized that Cormin was no longer the boy she had been raised with as a child. That fear had taken hold of her, paralyzed her, until she realized that her family was in danger. Without hesitation, she had run headlong into that throng of terrible creatures and searched for them, screaming their names until her throat ached. Whether they heard her over the din, Meredith could not be sure, but after several frantic minutes of searching, she had seen Daela standing protectively over Gran, who had fallen to ground, clutching a hand to her chest. Her eyes met with her cousin’s for just long enough to register the fear and disbelief therein before Meredith had been swept away with the crowd. That was when she had come across the mare. It had been stamping and jumping around nervously, ready to kick at anyone who came close enough. Thankfully for Meredith, she was able to approach unseen from behind and just barely had time to mount her and avoid a heavy blow from the club of a nearby ogre. She had urged the mare on desperately, her eyes scanning the crowd for anyone with a dark face, for black hair or silver; but to no avail. Then, as the chaos reached a crescendo, she had caught a glimpse of ornate red robes, and saw Dienna struggling with a pair of elves. Knowing she had only the means to take one other person with her on the horse, Meredith said one of the few true prayers she had ever uttered, and rushed to save her friend, leaving her family behind. 

The guilt had been overwhelming that first night. Only Dienna’s arms and firm assurances that everything would be fine had kept Meredith from falling into complete despair. Now though, Meredith felt that despair returning. She had been harboring the hope that, as long as the two of them were able to get the help they needed to oust Artima, they could return to the Godskeep and everything would be as it was before. But everything kept turning out wrong.

With a pang of sorrow, Meredith thought of Endrick as she had last seen him, limbs splayed with a dart sticking out of his neck, and suppressed a sob. She had grown close to Endrick, had been fascinated by him and his kind, gentle smile. She hated to think he was dead, but doubted she would ever find out whether the dart had been lethal. She supposed it didn’t matter. They were now miles away from where he lay, heading towards the mountains when they should have been headed towards the sea. Meredith doubted she would ever see him again. Perhaps that was for the best, she thought. The last time she had felt attraction towards a man had been when Cormin returned home to the Golden Village, and that had not turned out well at all.  

“Not that this is going any better,” Meredith muttered.

“What yeh say ufkas?”  the ogre behind her growled threateningly.

“Nothing,” Meredith said quickly. 

“ ‘Sright nothin’,” he responded with a shove of his spear. “Keep movin’ or I’ll spit.”

Remembering with perfect clarity the pain on the faces of those attacked at the Godskeep by the ogre’s poisonous saliva, Meredith shut her mouth. She should have known better than to say anything. The two girls had no way to overpower the ogres; they definitely did not need to provoke them to anger. If they stayed quiet and meek, perhaps the ogres would ease up, relax their guard. Then they could escape. It was a long shot, Meredith knew, but it seemed like their best chance. She wished she knew how to fight, wished she could conjure a spell to free them, but no, all she had was a head full of knowledge of gods who would do nothing to intervene in their current predicament. 

The night wore on, and the sky slowly brightened to dawn. Meredith was glad to finally be able to see Dienna next to her—who occasionally gave her friend a weary but encouraging look—but was less enthused to fully see her captors. They were red ogres, natives to the Enalgath Mountains, which meant they were probably bringing them to their home, wherever that was. This was not good news. Even if Meredith and Dienna were to slip away somehow, they would never be able to hide in the ogre’s own backyard. Besides, there were sure to be more red ogres elsewhere in these hills—they would need a miracle to avoid recapture.

Meredith’s thoughts turned more desperate with every step. Soon, she noticed the hills becoming rockier, and their climbing becoming steeper. They crested a large hill, and, in the valley below, Meredith saw a sight that was at once fascinating and terrifying: an ogre colony. She had read about them of course. They varied from group to group, but all ogre colonies were essentially the same. In the center of the valley was a large, monolithic rock which the ogres had embedded into the ground when the colony was formed, likely, centuries ago. Spreading out from this colossal stone in circular patterns were the ogre’s dwellings, which looked like simple huts on the outside, but inside, were actually dug far into the earth, extending three or four floors deep, providing ogres and their families the large living space they required. In addition to the permanent huts of the colony, the ogres had erected several hundred temporary shelters—for they seemed to be sharing the colony with some of Artima’s own army of blue ogres, who were amassed at the outskirts of the ogre colony proper.

The two girls stared in wonder. Meredith’s eyes caught Dienna’s again, but her face seemed to have lost the haughty confidence she had shown earlier. She looked exhausted, utterly spent, and hopeless.

Complaining they would miss breakfast, their captors urged them on, practically shoving them down the steep slope that led into the colony. A crowd of ogres was forming at their approach. Meredith stared in open astonishment at them. Some of the males were as large as twelve feet, red and blue and burly, their rough skin criss-crossed with scars and bruises, wearing bear fur loin cloths and necklaces of animal bones. The females were dressed the same. They stood a little shorter than the males, but were just as hairy and wide-faced as their male counterparts. What really astonished Meredith were the young ogres. She saw babes and children who were already tall and girthy despite their youth, standing in their mothers’ shadows, watching the human prisoners with fear and curiosity while their families looked on grimly. The red ogres kept to their own, as did the blues.

The ogres led Meredith and Dienna straight to the monolith at the center of the colony. Meredith was relieved when the ogre behind her finally removed his spear butt from the small of her back and drove his weapon into the ground. Her relief was short lived, though, for he soon produced a length of rope which he and his companions used to tie the two girls to the large rock—Dienna on the rock’s west side, and Meredith on the south side. The ogres surveyed their captives with speculative eyes and, seemingly content with their handiwork, left them tied there, heading for the camp fires. 

“Wait!” Dienna shouted, desperate. “You can’t just leave us here!”

The lead ogre looked back and shook his head, while the high-pitched ogre let out his skin-shivering giggle, and kept on walking.

“Come back here, I demand that you free us, in Dartos’ name!” she commanded fiercely.

“Dee, it’s no use,” Meredith called out to her from the other side of the monolith, “they’re not going to let us go no matter how many times you invoke his name!”

“Well we have to do something!” Dienna said in return. She then started to shout at the ogres again, much to Meredith's annoyance.  Meredith felt the rope that bound them to the rock strain as Dienna tried to free herself. Meredith too tried to slip out of her binding, but the rope was tied too tight, and she only ended up scraping her skin in the process.

“Dienna, shouting at them won’t help. In fact,” Meredith said, keeping her voice even, “it might be better if we attract as little notice as possible.”

“But I—”

“I’m scared too, Dee,” Meredith interrupted. She wished she could see her friend, touch her hand, give her some small comfort like she had given her so many times, but the monolith was too large and their arms bound too tight to reach each other. “But we’ll figure something out.”

The other girl was silent long moments, then Meredith heard her sniff and say, in a husky voice, “You’re right, Mer. We have to be strong. The gods are on our side, after all.”

At first, Meredith did not respond. She wasn’t so sure the gods were on anybody’s side, but she was glad Dienna had come to her senses. She needed her to be calm if they were going to escape.

“I have a plan, Dee,” Meredith began in a low voice, though there wasn't much need for secrecy. There were no ogres within earshot, having all dispersed into the colony to seek their breakfast, though there were a few curious ogre children who stood at the edge of the clearing where the monolith was situated, staring at them with undisguised wonder in their beady eyes. 

“Yes?” Dienna’s voice was equally hushed.

“We won’t be able to slip out of these ropes; they wouldn’t have left us unguarded unless they were completely sure about that,” Meredith said with bitterness. “We need to be as quiet as possible, do whatever they ask for the moment, and eventually they'll have to untie us—”

“And then what? We'll overpower them? ” Dienna responded with a half laugh. “Even if they do untie us at some point, I don't know how we'd manage to get away.”

“Well do you have a better plan?” Meredith returned, flushed and angry. 

Evidently, Dienna did not have a better plan, for all Meredith heard was a sigh coming from the other side of the stone. 

A few moments passed, and Meredith once more felt calm. “Dee,” she said softly, “what do you think they’ll do with us?”

“I don't know,” Dienna replied. 

––––––––
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As the sun rose higher and higher in the sky, the girls grew thirsty and uncomfortable. The ropes that bound them dug into their skin painfully, their mouths turned dry and their throats raspy as their stomachs protested the lack of food. Meredith’s feet felt swollen from being forced to stand all day. 

“Damn their hairy red hides,” she muttered under her breath. The sun was now making its descent in the sky. The mountains above them were rimmed in purple and blue, deepening closer to black with each passing second. She was losing her composure, and had to keep reminding herself of her own plan. They needed to stay calm, stay quiet, and wait for an opportunity to escape without notice. Unfortunately, no such opportunity presented itself. 

While the ogres still posted no guard, they were watched by the ever-present ogre children, who had decided to come and stare at the prisoners as their day’s entertainment. Whenever a child grew bored of watching them, another would come and take their place within minutes. Meredith ignored them the best she could, but their constant stares and whispered, excited remarks unnerved her, and reminded her of when she, Daela, and Cormin would go see the traveling players in their youth, who sometimes brought with them “odd” people. She recalled whispering excitedly with her cousins, making up stories about them, each trying to scare the other until they all grew so afraid of the strangers that they would run away squealing with that mix of fear and fun that Meredith could only remember feeling in her childhood.  She looked back on those occasions with shame now, and wondered how Gran ever permitted the children in her care to be so cruel. Meredith supposed this was divine punishment for those times. Not that she truly believed in all of that. Even in her current situation, she cursed their own stupidity at not having set a watch last night more than she cursed her past self for causing the gods' ire. 

Soon, Meredith could see cook-fires burning in the distance, and the smell of roasting meat wafted over her, making her stomach contract painfully. On the other side of the rock, she heard Dienna sigh, and knew she was thinking the same thing.

“We can’t go too much longer like this,” Dienna said.

“Maybe we won’t have to,” Meredith returned, suddenly alert, as a horde of adult ogres began gathering around the huge monolith. Several of the ogres were occupied in carrying what looked to be an enormous mirror on their backs, which they erected at the edge of the clearing that surrounded the monolith.

“Why, what’s going on?” Dienna asked, unable to see from her side of the stone. Meredith could feel the ropes move as the other girl wriggled around.

“The ogres are back, soldiers mostly,” Meredith informed her.

“Ah,” Dienna said. “I can see them now too.”

“Remember what we talked about Dee,” Meredith said, frowning. She didn’t like the tone of impatient action in Dienna’s voice. “We need to be cautious. One wrong move, and we'll be trapped here for good.”

“I know, Meredith,” Dienna said quietly as one of the soldiers came up to her and, with the hack of a cutlass, cut Dienna free of their bindings. Meredith watched with apprehension as he grabbed her body, which looked so small and fragile next to his, and roughly bound her hands behind her back. As this was happening, Meredith noticed that another ogre was retying the ropes that kept her bound to the boulder.

She felt panic as they lead Dienna away from the rock, towards the enormous mirror at the clearing's edge. They left Meredith behind, still tied to the rock, as the crowd of ogres gathered around the mirror and the small figure of Dienna. She stood tall with her chin upturned, a proud bearing despite the fact that her hands were bound behind her back and that her Dartonian robes, once brilliant crimson and saffron, were now stained, torn, and weather-worn. When Meredith realized the ogres did not intend to release her as well, she nearly cried out to demand she be taken to her friend’s side, but forced herself to stay silent. She must stay calm.

“Do what they say,” she muttered soothingly to herself, “Wait for a chance, then slip away.”

As she attempted to calm her rapidly beating heart, the ogres began to yell and call out in their own language, as if urging someone on. They stood in a semicircle around Dienna and the mirror, making gestures and shouting, their voices harsh and discordant. As the cacophony reached a crescendo, an old ogress stepped out slowly from behind the mirror. She was draped in shawls of embroidered satin and a skirt of wool, and from her waist hung no fewer than six pouches overflowing with herbs, bones, and trinkets—a shaman. 

The ogres grew hushed as the old shaman approached Dienna. The ogress, for her part, was not intimidated by Dienna's haughty look, towering over her even though she was old and stooped by her kind's standards. Her large red eyes bored into Dienna's with wisdom and disdain. It was Dienna who broke the silence.

“I demand an explanation for all this,” Dienna said imperiously. Her chin lifted even higher as she continued, “I am a high priestess of Dartos, and the daughter of the Keeper of the Gods. You have no right to keep me here, to mistreat me so.”

After a moment’s consideration, the shaman replied in a raspy, heavily accented voice, “Chosen Mother will speak. Watch.”

With no further explanation, she turned away from Dienna and faced the mirror behind them. She held both hands in the air, palms outward, and began to chant in a language that Meredith didn’t recognize. It seemed lyrical, syllabic, its tone flowing and constant rather than the guttural, halting language the ogres spoke among their own. Meredith’s dread grew with the realization that it was the language of magic.

With a flash of dark light, the mirror’s depths illuminated. An outline of  a woman's head and shoulders slowly came into focus, and Meredith’s stomach sank as she recognized exactly whose head and whose shoulders were now appearing in that giant glass. High cheekbones, mono-lid brown eyes that glinted like steel, lips curled slightly in derision, all framed by jet black hair that cascaded down small, pearly white shoulders that, despite their size, were anything but delicate—Artima’s triumphant smirk beamed down at them, larger than life, from within the mirror. 

The shaman ceased her chanting and bowed deeply before the sorceress.

“Well done, Yretak,” Artima said approvingly, her voice echoing forth from the mirror, “for being kind enough to summon me here this evening. And well done too to the brave scouts who discovered and captured our two guests.” Artima inclined her head toward where the three ogres in question were standing, all of whom looked exceedingly pleased with themselves. Their dimwitted smiles at her praise made Meredith feel sick. 

“Artima,” Dienna now said, still holding herself confidently upright. Her voice was civil enough, but Meredith could detect malice in her friend’s tone as she continued, “Why do you insist upon the destruction and defamation of the most holy Way? You have already done the unthinkable by taking hold of the Godskeep. Why must you hunt us down? You already have the heart of the Way in your hands.”

Artima regarded Dienna for a moment before responding, “I thought I had made your situation perfectly clear.” Her huge face loomed over Dienna in the mirror, cunning, intelligent. When she spoke again, it was almost as if she were purring, “I am the Chosen Mother prophesied so long ago to bring to life the next generation of gods. Dartos, in his divine wisdom, has chosen me to bear his child, to cleanse this world of false believers, and to bring about the New Way so that this world can be saved from the deceitful, shallow church that now controls it.”

“Blasphemy,” Dienna practically spat.

Artima’s mirrored reflection simply shrugged, “He has given you multiple opportunities to know the truth of my words. He sent a premonition to you, a warning that your sins would no longer be tolerated on this earth. He even sent me to your wretched father to tell him in explicit terms what changes were to be made, but he did not heed me, just as you did not heed the touch of almighty Dartos.”

“What could I have done?” Dienna replied indignantly. “I felt his touch, yes, but how was I to know what it portended?”

“And you call yourself a high priestess,” Artima returned with a mocking laugh. “Your god sends you a sign, and you do not commune with him? You do not pray that he make his Way known to you?”

Meredith saw Dienna’s face turn an ugly bright red.

“It is not too late to accept the New Way, Dienna Darpentus,” Artima continued once her mirth had passed. “Assist me in an endeavor of great importance to Dartos and myself, and I may beg him to be merciful in light of your heresy.”

“I am not the heretic here, Artima,” Dienna said, her face still flushed. “Why should I do anything to help you?”

“A fair question,” Artima replied from within the depths of the mirror. “Setting aside the damnation of your soul for refusing to accept Dartos’ plans for this world, I should think that the well-being of your brother would be motivation enough to cooperate with me.”

“My brother? What does he have to do with this?”

Artima smirked, “Unlike your parents, who have proven to be rather slippery, your brother Sonder was captured at the Godskeep, and is now in my custody. Should you refuse to answer my questions with honesty, or should you refuse to cooperate, I will inflict upon him the most horrible pain imaginable before putting him to death.”

“You’re bluffing,” Dienna returned. Meredith could hear the terror in her voice. They both knew all too well that Sonder had indeed been captured.

“Am I?” Artima said, eyebrow raised. She fixed her gaze at something beyond the mirror and called out, “Sonder, be a dear and show your sister that I am absolutely sincere in my threat.”

Dienna’s expression turned to horror as her brother’s voice replied obediently, “Yes, Chosen Mother,” before his face came slowly into focus next to Artima’s. He looked grim and, Meredith thought, utterly terrible. 

“What do you have to say to your sister, Sonder?”

“Dienna,” Sonder breathed. He seemed to relish seeing her again, and was on the verge of tears. He cleared this throat and visibly pulled himself together, “She's not joking, Dienna. I am her prisoner—me and hundreds of others. It's not so bad here,” he gave a sheepish glance to Artima, who returned his look with cold disapproval, “but I would appreciate it if I weren't, you know, killed.”

“Sonder, I—” Dienna started.

“I know, I know, you don't want me to be killed either,” Sonder interrupted, giving his sister a smile that made Meredith's heart ache. Then he paled, and continued somberly, “I swore my undying allegiance to Artima. I had to,” he made a motion with his hand, cutting off Dienna's reply. “I'm not saying you must do the same,” Artima's eyes flared as he said this, “but I am saying that you should probably cooperate with her at this point. It would do more good than harm.”

“Sonder,” Dienna said, “I,” she looked for a moment as if she would refuse, but suddenly her shoulders slumped, her head bowed, and she said, “Yes. You are right.”

“What a heartwarming speech, Sonder,” Artima drawled. “You may go now.”

Wordlessly, Sonder bowed, and his image faded from the mirror.

Dienna looked startled, sad when her brother left, but recovered soon enough. She lifted her eyes to the sorceress in the mirror once more. “What do you ask of me?”

“I ask, Dienna Darpentus, that you think back to those blissful days you enjoyed as a Keeper in training, and tell me,” here Artima paused, her brown eyes once more losing all mirth and turning cold and serious, “did you ever come across a book, one that was quite old, small in size and bound in black velvet, written on very, very fine parchment?”

Dienna was clearly taken aback, “A book? You’re asking me on pain of my brother’s life if I've ever seen a book?”

“Yes, Miss Darpentus, for you see,” Artima’s gaze cut into Dienna’s with a deadly glint, “Dartos himself is the rightful owner of such a book. It was taken from him long ago by a foolish old wizard who thought himself an equal to the gods. Our god does not stand for such impunity, and demands that this book be found as part of the world’s cleansing.”

“Stolen from him?” Dienna replied, her tone suspicious. Meredith then saw the light of recognition in her friend’s eyes.  Dienna continued, her tone now grim, “Are you sure this book was not a record of false accounts? A book that contains the supposed secrets of the gods which may refute your claim as the Chosen Mother?”

Dienna was suddenly lifted off the ground by a phantom hand, barely seen in the dark of the night that had settled around the ogre camp. Meredith felt her heart race as Dienna gasped for air, choking, as the magical hand held her tightly aloft.

“So you do know of the Tome!” Artima said, her tone dangerous, furious. “Tell me, where is it!?”

“I...don’t...know,” Dienna said in between gasps.

“Tell me!” 

“I said...I don’t...know!” Dienna choked, her arms trying in vain to loosen the phantom hand’s strong grip. “Let me...down!”

Artima only strengthened her magical hold on Dienna, and this time Meredith did cry out as her friend was crushed even more tightly by the sorceress’s apparition. 

“Stop it!” Meredith yelled. “She can’t tell you anything! She’s never seen it! She didn’t even know the Tome existed until last night! Please!”

But Meredith’s protestations went unnoticed, lost among Dienna’s screams of pain and the cavorting of the ogres, urging their Chosen Mother on. Meredith was about to resume shouting, when someone’s hand clasped over her mouth. Alarmed, Meredith turned around, only to come face to face with Endrick. She gasped in delight, but the wizard only put a finger to his mouth to indicate silence, and slowly removed his other hand from her mouth. He gave a meaningful look from Meredith to a large black horse that she could just barely make out in the shadows far behind him.

“Stay here for now,” he breathed into her ear. “But when the time comes, you must run.”

Meredith nodded and felt the bonds around her arms and body loosen before they fell to her feet at the base of the rock. She did not move her arms, though, in case the ogres nearby should notice her movement, keeping them in about the same position they were in while bound to the stone.

“I cannot tell you...about the Tome, Artima,” Dienna choked out, still suspended in the air, “because I have...never seen it!”

“If you are lying to me, girl, I swear I will not hesitate to dispose of your good-for-nothing brother! I will see to it that he suffers, and you and your parents will be next!” Artima returned, her anger palpable in the air around the mirror. The ogres surrounding it cowered before her. She continued, her voice furious and terrible, “swear to me that you are speaking the truth, Dienna Darpentus. Swear to me your undying allegiance, or Dartos have mercy on your soul!”

“Never!” Dienna said, her face slick with sweat and red from the crushing grip of the phantom hand. “I swear...no allegiance to you. I have...nothing to fear...from my god!”

Artima seemed about to respond when the night suddenly burst into flame, and the huge mirror through which the sorceress was visible fell to the rocky ground and shattered into a thousand tiny fragments with a deafening crash. Without thinking, Meredith ran to the horse as Endrick ran past her the other way, toward where Dienna now lay, clawing at her throat and gasping for breath as the fire spread ever closer. 
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Chapter Twelve
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Dienna gulped down air in ragged gasps. So glad was she to be released from the phantom grip of Artima that she did not, at first, notice the smoke she was inhaling, nor the heat that was roasting her lungs. Soon she began to cough uncontrollably, curling up on the ground as her body wracked violently, the smoke growing thick around her and the voices of the panicked ogres once more cacophonous. She tried to stand, but her lungs were in such agony that she could only half-stumble to an upright position before she collapsed back down to the ground. 

“Priestess,” said a voice in the smoke.

Dienna looked up and saw the old shaman looming near, her wrinkled, ogre face surprisingly calm for all the surrounding chaos. The ogress reached out her large hand and touched Dienna lightly on the top of her head in what was almost a caress. She spoke a strange word Dienna did not recognize, and all at once, Dienna’s lungs filled with good, clean air, and the obstruction in her throat vanished. Dienna felt her eyes widen as she returned the gaze of shaman, who simply continued to look at her calmly and gently as her village burned.

“Lady Dienna!” this time Dienna did recognize the voice calling to her—it was the wizard!

“Endrick?” Dienna asked uncertainly, as he became visible through the smoke. 

“Can you walk?” he asked, already taking her by the shoulders and helping her to her feet.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Dienna said in return, though she still accepted his help. She turned back to where the shaman stood, but was surprised to find the old ogress was gone. She would have been more concerned about this if not for the more immediate danger of fire and angry, panicked ogres, so she gave the strange incident no further thought, instead following Endrick as they ran through the camp. The smoke was thick, and the flames were everywhere. It was like feeling the touch of Dartos, only amplified to a horrifically larger scale. She could feel the heat all over her body as she ran, flames licking at her hair, at her robes, leaving painful patches of red that felt like they’d been kissed by death. The sounds she heard were equally horrifying. Dienna wished she could stuff her ears so as not to hear the painful cries of ogres caught in the flames, of young ones separated from parents, of mothers searching frantically for children. Dienna’s heart softened for a moment, until she recalled their own attack on her home, against her kin, and her sympathy evaporated like steam in the flames.  

“Almost there!” Endrick shouted from in front of her. His gray and black robes streamed out behind him, singed at the hem. 

Dienna gave a grunt of acknowledgment. It was all she could manage, for they had been running for several minutes and she was entirely out of breath. As promised, another few seconds of sprinting brought them to a clearing, where Dienna could make out the figures of several horses, and sitting atop one of them—

“Meredith!” Dienna cried in relief.

“Thank the gods you made it,” the other girl returned, with a nervous glance at Endrick. She seemed rather uncomfortable, sitting on the horse as if she were unsure how to ride it. Her expression was both anxious and hesitant, and her leg seemed to be bleeding.

“Mer, what’s wr—” Dienna stopped and gasped. Meredith was not sitting on a horse. She was sitting on the back of a creature that was half woman, half horse—a centaur! Dienna had never seen their like before.

“Act swiftly, Priestess of the Sun,” said the centaur closest to Dienna in a deep baritone. “Before the flames grow.”

Dienna nodded curtly and approached the centaur, who lowered his body to allow her to mount. As soon as she and Endrick were seated, the centaurs began to gallop swiftly away from the flames, headed westward into the hills. The centaurs were strong and fast runners, and the group met no opposition on their way out. The ogre soldiers were still trying to quell the flames, while the women and children seemed to have gathered around the monolith for their own safety, as the flames of Endrick’s spell seemed unable to get near the huge stone. Dienna held on to the centaur’s torso tightly. The creature wore no saddle, something to which Dienna was not accustomed, causing her to nearly lose her balance and hurting her legs. 

They rode in to the night, Dienna’s centaur leading the other two deeper and deeper into the forest. How different was this flight from their capture last night, Dienna thought. How free she felt galloping through the trees on the centaur’s back compared to being dragged and prodded by those wretched ogres. Their knowledge and familiarity with the land seemed paltry compared to the intimacy the centaurs had with their surroundings. They never halted, never paused to check their position, and, whenever a trail ended, they continued onward at full speed, nonplussed and unfazed, and, without fail, another trail would appear under their feet, bearing them further in to the thick of the forest. The trees soon grew so dense that they blotted out the sky completely, leaving the party in near pitch blackness.

“Where exactly are you taking us?” Dienna asked apprehensively, breaking the silence that had lasted since leaving the burning camp.

“A place where you will be safe,” came the centaur’s brusque reply. “We are not far now.”

True to his word, the thick foliage above gave way alarmingly as the group reached a large clearing. It was oddly circular, as if someone had drafted the meadow’s edge with a compass. About three dozen or so centaurs, mostly female from what Dienna could make out, stood guard or lay in repose in the dark of the clearing. She could also see some foals, or rather, children, with them as well. They lay together, sleeping peacefully on mats of twigs and grass that resembled nests, which were surrounded by rings of the strangest flowers Dienna had ever seen. They were easily as large as both her hands combined, with large petals not unlike a lily, that glowed like deep pink jewels in the dark of the night. Dienna stared at the flowers in wonder. The light they cast was certainly beautiful, but their pinkish glow gave an eeriness to the meadow that made the hair on Dienna’s arms stand on end. 

“Whoa,” she heard Meredith say softly behind her. “Amazing.”

“This is our home, dear acolyte,” the female centaur carrying Meredith replied, her tone proud. “The Lea of Roshan.” 

“Roshan?” Dienna returned, her brows contracting. The centaur she was riding knelt and Dienna quickly dismounted. “Isn’t that the name of the heathen unicorn god?”

“Roshan is all of what you see before you, priestess,” the centaur who carried Dienna returned, his voice sharp and reproachful. “Roshan is all things, all of creation. He has provided us shelter in this place for thousands upon thousands of years. You would do well to speak respectfully of Roshan.”

“Easy, Wynn,” Endrick interjected evenly, helping Meredith, whose leg seemed to be injured, down from her mount, “Lady Dienna meant no offense. We are grateful that you answered my summons, and we would be honored if you would allow us to stay here with you for the night.”

“Yes, wizard, you shall stay,” the centaur called Wynn replied gravely. “We do not forget when you came to us in our time of need. The medicine you brought us and the care you showed us, a people long forgotten by the outside world, saved more than half my herd from a pox last winter.” The centaur’s face looked somber for a moment, before he turned his face to Dienna and gave her a formal bow. “I am Wynn, the leader of this herd. Next to you are my brother Lanstrom and his wife Marjallo. We will grant you a night of peace in the Lea of Roshan in repayment of a debt we owe to your friend, the wizard. But know this,” his expression grew darker, “we have no use for the Way, or its followers, which have only brought us sorrow. At midday tomorrow, we shall escort you from the Lea, and we do not invite you to return.”

Dienna did not like his brusque tone, nor the threat in the beast’s eyes as he gave this ultimatum. Now that she could get a closer look at him, he really was quite wild looking—the hair from his animal half crept steadily up his human chest, all the way to his pectorals, in a tangle of thick reddish brown curls, and the hair on his head and chin was no less unkempt. Indeed, Dienna wondered if the creature ever groomed his mane. 

Before she could voice her resentment at being afforded less than a full day’s respite in the Lea, Endrick, once again, interceded on her behalf.

“You are gracious, Wynn,” the wizard said, returning the bow Dienna was too flabbergasted to return herself. “You have my word that we will leave this place with no thoughts of return.”

Wynn nodded his hairy head, “Very well. Marjallo, show the humans to a comfortable eshata and see to it they have been fed. They are under your care this evening.”

“Yes, my husband-brother,” Marjallo returned with a slight bow. She turned to face them, smiled and said, “If you would be kind enough to follow me, please.”

Dienna liked Marjallo infinitely better than her brother-in-law, for the female centaur was quite beautiful and walked with such a serene grace that Dienna quite forgot she was half horse. Her coat was an inky black that shone blue in the light of the glowing flowers, her tail was long and sleek. The hair atop her head was similarly dark, and long enough that it covered her small, bare breasts. Her eyes were large and lovely, her smile composed, and her bearing regal. If Marjallo had been fully human, Dienna would have guessed she were the head of some noble household or some upcoming monarch. It was truly a pity that she was a centaur, that her beauty was wasted on the wilderness and her unkempt brethren.

With graceful steps, Marjallo led them through the Lea to an empty nest, large enough for the three humans to lie down comfortably. Dienna eyed the strange, glowing flowers that surrounded it with apprehension, but made no comment. 

“This will be your eshata this evening,” Marjallo said in soft tones, so as not to disturb the family of centaurs in the nest next to theirs. “Please make yourselves comfortable. Tomorrow you will be allowed to bathe in the river, but for tonight, I shall bring you your refreshment.”

“Thank you, Marjallo,” Endrick once again replied before Dienna had a chance. The two bowed at each other, and Marjallo left them, heading across the meadow and out of sight. The wizard then knelt down next to Meredith. Dienna’s face paled as she saw the blood under her friend’s hand where she clutched her injured leg. Endrick moved her hand away from the wound with gentle insistence. Her breath hitched alarmingly, gritting her teeth as Endrick inspected it—a spear gash, about four inches long, not wide, but bleeding profusely. Wordlessly, Endrick drew forth from his robes a roll of bandages and a small phial. 

Dienna called out, “Wait, what kind of potion is that?” He had been about to pour the contents of the phial on Meredith’s leg. 

“No potion,” he returned quietly, never taking his eyes off his work. There was a hint of amusement in his voice as he continued, “It’s brandy.”

“Oh,” Dienna returned lamely. She felt heat rise to her face. 

“Aah!” Meredith cried as he poured the brandy over her leg. Her cry turned in to a whimper as he applied pressure to the wound with a clean cloth.

“Shh,” he whispered soothingly. “It will be okay. We just need to stop the bleeding.”

Meredith nodded weakly. Though Endrick was intent on his administrations, his patient was looking at the side of his face with undisguised appreciation. Dienna looked away, her flush deepening. She felt out of place, all of a sudden, and she didn’t know what to do with herself. Meredith didn’t need her, and Endrick was busy attending to her wound. Perhaps she should just lie down and prepare to sleep—she was exhausted from their intense, though mercifully short, imprisonment. With a resolute nod, Dienna sank to the floor of the nest and tried her best to make herself comfortable among the twigs and leaves. Perhaps one day she would be used to sleeping on the road, but that day had not yet come, and, try as she might, she could find no position comfortable enough to truly relax. 

As her frustration and her annoyance with nature rose, Marjallo returned, gracefully bearing two baskets, which she set down gingerly.

“Fruits and oat-bread in one basket, ” the centaur said, “and blankets of fleece in the other. We understand that you humans are not accustomed to resting out-of-doors, so we give you our winter wool for your comfort.”

“Thank you,” Dienna said, genuinely glad for the blanket. She immediately grabbed one and spread it out underneath herself, reveling in its softness.

“I have also brought water from the river, and cloth, to help dress your wounds,” Marjallo continued. She looked to Meredith and Endrick and smiled faintly, “Although it seems the wizard has already seen to that.”

Dienna followed her gaze. Endrick was now wrapping the bandages around Meredith’s leg, completely absorbed, while Meredith contemplated him with a mix of pain and tenderness in her eyes. Dienna turned quickly away, gave the centaur a hasty bow as she muttered her thanks, and Marjallo took her leave for the night. Dienna hungrily devoured her share of bread and fruit, though she had an appetite large enough to finish off her friends' portions as well. With practiced discipline, she set the food basket aside and ignored its existence.

Several minutes later, and Meredith’s leg was neatly bound. The other girl sat up, and tentatively put part of her weight on the injured leg.

“Damn the ogre who got that slice of me,” she hissed, clearly in pain.

Endrick helped to ease her back down to the floor of the nest, “No standing, not yet.”

“You heard that centaur,” Mer replied, her voice ragged. “We leave here at noon tomorrow.”

“I know,” Endrick said softly. “And before we do, I shall brew you the strongest potion I know of to ease the pain.”

Meredith was silent a moment, looking into his eyes with that gentle expression again.“All right.”

Dienna watched awkwardly as Endrick and Meredith ate the remainder of the food and talked in low voices to each other. Before long, he was helping Meredith lie down for the night. Within a few minutes, she heard their breathing become deep and even, laying within arm's reach of each other. Dienna, however, was wide awake, staring up at the stars in the deep black sky while despair and unease grew inside of her. Endrick had been right. Artima was looking for something called the Tome. 

And she was desperate to find it.

Dienna knew that the sorceress would not waste her time on anything if it were not of vital importance. That someone as ruthless and efficient as Artima was willing to take control of the Godskeep and chase down Dienna and her family across the kingdom told Dienna all that she needed to know about the Tome's value. What Dienna did not know and what she was still skeptical about, was the book's contents. Endrick had said that it contained the secrets of the gods, and the tales about their origins. The gods had no secrets, as far as Dienna was concerned, the Book of the Three made that perfectly clear, and anything the Book of the Three did not discuss was obviously not worth knowing. So what could the Tome possibly say that made Artima so desperate to find it?

Meredith's suggestion had made the most sense. It must contain some sort of information that would hurt Artima’s claim to being the Chosen Mother. Dienna snorted. She didn't need the Tome to prove Artima was insane for calling herself by that name, for claiming she was with Dartos' child. Dienna would love to see for herself what this book had to say about the Chosen Mother, and would be the first to proclaim its contents if it meant hurting Artima's reputation with her followers. 

Again, Dienna wished that her father were with her. She was glad that Artima hadn't managed to capture her parents. If the Tome existed, she was certain her father, as current Keeper of the Gods, would have knowledge of its whereabouts, and the longer he stayed away from Artima, the better. 

A tempting thought came to Dienna. Why not try to find her parents? Why not give up their quest to speak with the Archmage and try to find them instead? After all, Dienna now knew what Artima was after. If she could only find them, ask her father about the Tome, and, if it truly did contain information that would weaken Artima's hold on her followers in any way, use it to expose her.

Dienna discarded that idea as quickly as it came. She had no idea where her parents were—possibly in the Riverlands, possibly in the Port Cities—and what if the Keeper did not know about the Tome? Despite everything Endrick had said about the book being passed down through her family's lineage, Dienna still did not believe a word about the Tome being read only on the day the Keeper was to die. It was a foolish, fantastical idea. Still, Dienna thought with a sigh, there must be something truly mysterious about the thing, for her father to have kept its existence from her. It wasn't like him to hide anything from his daughter. 

Dienna’s thoughts ran around and around in circles for what seemed like hours before sleep finally came, and with it, the now familiar sensation of her shoulder burning just before she closed her eyes and entered oblivion. Her last thoughts before she awoke to the rising sun was that the pain seemed even more intense than usual that night. Shortly after rising, Marjallo returned with more food, though she also bore something that took Dienna by surprise.

“Dressing gowns?” she said, eyeing the dainty lace garments in confusion.

“To wear as we wash your clothing, my lady of Dartos,” the centaur replied smoothly. “As you are bathing yourselves, we will bathe your weather-worn clothes.”

“Oh,” Dienna replied, a little stunned at the hospitality. Getting to actually bathe would be far better than being subjected to Endrick's cleansing spell again, which only served to remove filth from the surface of their clothes and bodies. It was by no means a replacement for hygiene, and Dienna was still wary about letting him use magic on her. “Thank you.”

“Not at all,” Marjallo replied with an inclination of her head, her black hair cascading with the motion.

After breaking their fast, Endrick left them to find Wynn, and Marjallo called over several other female centaurs, who formed a sort of ‘shield’ around Dienna and Meredith as they changed out of their dirt-ridden clothes and in to the white lace dressing gowns. Dienna still felt rather naked walking about in the flimsy garment, but it did feel wonderful to finally wear something other than her mud-caked set of saffron and crimson robes. They made their way through the Lea and in to the surrounding forest, Marjallo leading the way with the injured Meredith riding on her back, followed closely by Dienna, who walked alongside her friend and the dark centaurette. The procession continued on through the wood, until Dienna could make out the bank of a wide, placid river that was clear and glimmered bright blue in the morning sun.

“The River Flyss,” Marjallo said with pride. “Or as you humans call it, the Bluebeck.”

“The same Bluebeck that runs into Drelwood?” Meredith asked.

“Yes, the River Flyss is a long, sweet flowing river that runs its course all the way to Roshan’s green sea,” Marjallo returned. There was sadness in her voice as she continued, “We centaurs once thrived all along her banks, many, many thousands of years ago, when Roshan still walked these lands as the horned stallion, a unicorn you call it. Now,” she continued, “it has been many centuries since Roshan has been seen, and longer still that we were forced to flee the Riverlands, or die at the hands of the false lords who ruled there.”

There was silence for a moment; Dienna was unsure what to say. She knew about the centaur’s violent history, about how they were slowly driven further and further upstream of the Stron by the lords of the Riverlands until they were forced to hide deep within the woods in the Enalgath mountains, but she had never before considered how deeply it must hurt them even now, so many long years later.

Thankfully, Meredith responded on her behalf, “I am sorry. We would be honored to bathe in the waters of the Flyss.”

“Yes,” Dienna added. Where had her manners been lately? “We would be humbled to cleanse ourselves here, and we appreciate all that you have done for us. We may owe you our lives.”

Marjallo eyed Dienna as a jeweler might inspect a diamond for flaws, “You are both most welcome, women of the Way, but you must truly thank your friend the wizard. As Wynn said, we all owe him a debt of the highest price. He is truly a remarkable human.”

Dienna watched as Meredith’s face flushed, and she replied, “We know. He came to our aid without any hesitation—in Drelwood, and at the ogre colony.”

“You are lucky to have him at your side,” Marjallo said, a look of approval on her face, “But come. I know how you humans are about modesty, so we will try to allow you a bit of privacy as you cleanse yourselves in the river. Do you see that willow tree?” She pointed to a large, elegant looking willow upstream. “There the water is calm and perfect for bathing. We will stay here and take care of cleaning your things.”

Dienna felt uncertain about breaking off from their centaur companions. They had walked quite deep into the unfamiliar forest, and she still had that strange feeling of being entirely out of place, but she certainly did not want to bathe out in the open in front of them either. 

“Thank you, Marjallo,” Dienna said, swallowing her unease.

With that, Marjallo leaned down and, between the two of them, they helped Meredith dismount from her back. Dienna let Meredith lean on her as they gingerly made their way upstream towards the large willow tree, the centaur women waving gaily at them as they went. She could hear the centaruettes' laughter echo through the trees as they splashed about in the water, clearly enjoying themselves as they laundered the girls’ clothes.  

The willow tree at the river’s bank was indeed beautiful—tall, ancient, with long spindly lengths of leaves that glimmered in the summer sun. It was a brilliant yellow-green, and cast a wide area of shade where its long, creeping branches created a secluded sanctuary, both on the river's bank and over the river itself, into which Dienna and Meredith entered. Once beneath the tree’s boughs, they removed the flimsy lace dressing gowns with haste. Meredith, despite still being injured, was the first to step into the water’s clean, clear surface. The dark-skinned girl stepped in eagerly, and soon, the water was up to her waist. Dienna followed, but with a bit more reluctance. She touched a hesitant toe to the water’s surface, still feeling strangely apprehensive for some reason. 

“What are you waiting for?” Meredith called. “The water’s calm; come on!”

Telling herself that she was being silly, Dienna shrugged off the apprehension she had felt and stepped slowly into the water. It had been a while since she had stepped foot in a river. She had forgotten how different the sensation was to simply taking a bath at home. The water swirled around her ankles, rose swiftly to her thighs, then lapped insistently against her navel. It felt so good to feel the dirt, mud, sweat, and blood from the last weeks of travel wash away from her body. By the gods, they had been through so much! But the water now seemed to sweep all of it from her entirely. Feeling more relaxed, Dienna let the water rise higher up her body and dunked her head under the surface. When she came back up, she could feel the water dripping down her face and down her back, and her hair felt much heavier than she could remember it feeling for quite some time. How long had it been since she had actually washed it? 

Meredith too had soaked her head under the water, and as she broke the surface, Dienna was forced to remember how long her friend’s hair truly was. Normally, her dark brown curls reached just past her shoulders when dry, but now that they were soaking wet, they came halfway down her back in long, wavy tendrils. 

Dienna noticed a quick spasm of pain cross Meredith’s face. 

“How’s your leg?” Dienna asked, trying to keep her tone cheerful.

“The water’s stinging it some, but I think it’ll be okay,” the other girl returned. She smiled ruefully, “I’m just glad to finally feel clean.”

Dienna nodded in acquiescence, and splashed a little bit of water onto her face, “Agreed.”

Silence then fell between the two girls as they busied themselves with their bathing, a silence broken only by the constant babbling of the river, the chirping of birds in the willow above them, and the distant laughter of the centaur women downstream. The water was refreshing, the sun warm and bright thought the willows' boughs, and the shade from the tree kept them protected from prying eyes—not that Dienna thought anyone would try to spy on them, but one wanted to feel sure. 

Yet, slowly, the unease crept back into Dienna’s thoughts. The water had certainly helped, but, for whatever reason, she still felt odd. She looked to her friend. Meredith also seemed to be a bit off, or, at least, a bit distracted. She wasn’t paying Dienna much attention, and her gazed seemed focused inward as she absentmindedly splashed water and rubbed at her arms, which had long since been scrubbed clean. 

Dienna cleared her throat and approached her, “Meredith, I know I was a bit...reluctant to trust Endrick at first, and I should have given him more merit when he was trying to tell us about the Tome.”

“Yeah?” Meredith responded, avoiding her gaze, still scrubbing her clean arms.

Dienna swallowed, “I just wanted to tell you that I’m...sorry,” why was it so hard to say that? “Like you said, he helped us without any question. We would have been lost without him these last few weeks, and he saved our lives yesterday. What I’m trying to say is—”

“I know,” Meredith interrupted. “He’s a wizard, and a young man. You have a tendency not to like either.” Her roguish smile made Dienna feel uncomfortable, but she restrained herself from making any disparaging comments. Instead, Dienna sighed.

“Yes, I know, but can you blame me?” she said. “With everything that’s happened to us, I’m skeptical of anyone who comes along and claims they want to help our cause, especially someone like Endrick.”

Meredith cleared her throat, looked at Dienna, and replied, “Well, we asked him to help us, and he’s proven himself to us time and again, so if you could try your best to allow him the respect he deserves, I think I can forgive you.” Her smile was grim, but her brown eyes were warm and the tension in the air seemed to have been diffused. 

Dienna smiled in return, “Thank you, and I will.”

“Good,” Meredith nodded, her smile growing.

They finished their bathing with a few well-place splashes, instigated by Meredith, and let themselves dry in the sun before they dusted themselves off and dressed themselves once more in the centaur's dressing gowns, and walked downriver to meet their companions. 

The centaur women had, as promised, laundered their robes and undergarments, and presented these to Dienna and Meredith with a flourish. The girls dressed with many exclamations of thanks, and then Dienna helped Meredith once more onto Marjallo’s back. By the time Marjallo led them up to their eshata, it was almost midday. 

“Here you are, women of the Way,” Marjallo said, gesturing to their eshata. “Take care to leave nothing behind. As Wynn said, once you leave the Lea, you will not be welcomed back.”

Dienna frowned, “I am truly sorry for that Marjallo.” She looked the centaur in the eye as she continued, “You and your people have been so kind to us. I will pray for you all, and will remember this place always.”

“You are most kind, Dienna Darpentus,” Marjallo said with a lovely smile. “I will be back with Wynn in a quarter hour. I ask that you be ready to depart at that time.”

Dienna nodded and helped Meredith down from Marjallo’s back for a final time, helped now by Endrick. He looked cleaner himself, and he beheld Meredith with eyes that were slightly wider than usual.

“You look...” he began, uncertain, with one hand on Meredith’s waist to support her faltering steps down in to their nest.

“Clean?” Meredith teased.

“Yes,” the wizard returned, blushing slightly. His voice was gentle but more composed as he continued, “I have brewed a potion for you, Meredith. I need just a few minutes to ready it.”

With that, he turned his attention to a small cauldron, set up in the middle of their nest. Dienna had often seen this cauldron dangling off the back of his pack, but she had never seen him actually use it. It smelled quite foul, as medicine tended to. Dienna thought she could make out, among the various herbs and spices, bones of some sort in the mixture within, and felt her stomach clench. As much as she wanted to say something to him, Dienna held her tongue. Endrick apparently was quite skilled in the medical arts, and Meredith’s leg was in a sorry state. Instead of airing her grievances, she double checked their nest to make sure they had left nothing behind, and that their packs were adequately supplied. The centaurs had permitted them to leave with a few small bags of oats and barley, along with some dried fruits and nuts. Dienna would have, in her days at the Godskeep, turned her nose at these simple foods, but now she regarded them as blessings from the gods themselves, and appreciated their charity. 

No sooner had Endrick administered his potion to Meredith than Wynn returned with Marjallo and Lanstrom. Wynn’s bushy red hair was wild as ever, and his expression was stern.

“I have afforded you humans every courtesy appropriate to your station,” Wynn said in his deep voice, “but I now must ask you to leave the Lea of Roshan. We will escort you to the end of our lands, but, from there, we will leave you to the mercy of your gods.”

“Lead on, Wynn,” Dienna responded, just as solemn. She spared a quick glance at the wizard, and thought she saw a look of regard on his face, but she wasn’t entirely sure. In any case, Dienna felt more in control of herself now than she had at the start of their journey from Drelwood. She almost felt like her old self again, no, not like her old self. She felt...different, somehow.

“Of course, Dienna Darpentus,” Wynn said with a bow. “Please, follow me.”

Their journey was not long. Perhaps a mile or two out of the Lea, the party stopped atop a hill, overlooking a treeless valley below, and to Dienna’s surprise—

“The Dezhartan Sea,” she gasped. 

She had never seen so much blue in all her life. The green valley before them seemed to melt into the deep blue of the water beyond, which met in perfect harmony with the slightly lighter blue of the sky above. The horizon line where they touched was almost imperceptible for how close they were in color, but Dienna could just make out where the great water ended, and where the sky began.

“Yes, Dienna Darpentus,” this time it was Marjallo who answered, surveying the landscape with the shrewdness of a hawk. “All of Roshan’s tears, wept for the fate of this silly world that does not care for itself, gathered together in the great bowl of the earth, or so it is told by our people. It is an island on this great body of water that you seek?”

“Yes,” Dienna replied with a determined nod. She looked to Endrick, “We seek the Repository, to speak with the Archmage.”

Endrick nodded, keeping his dark eyes locked with hers.

“Yes, we seek the Archmage,” he responded, his normally mild tone holding more definition than usual.

“Then we wish you the best of luck, and that Roshan walk with you on your travels,” Wynn said in his baritone voice. All three centaurs then placed their right hands over their hearts and bowed as deeply as they were able.

“Alei hasritag Roshashi” they said in unison.

Dienna, Meredith, and Endrick returned their bows, and Dienna replied, “May Lantos light your way, may Seltos be your guide, and may Dartos give you strength.”

Her simple prayer of parting seemed to upset the centaurs, for even Marjallo’s serene and lovely face turned cold. Without another word, she, her husband, and Wynn turned and started back the way they had come at a brisk trot. Dienna felt her heart lurch. So soon were they out of sight and earshot, and so quiet became the hilltop that Dienna was not sure, for half a second, if the centaurs had ever truly stood before them or not.

“Well,” Meredith said, breaking the silence. “Which way to the Repository?”

“Hm,” Dienna shook her head to clear her thoughts, “it would probably be best to follow the coastline, right?” She looked to Endrick.

The wizard nodded his head silently, the summer sun glinting off of his dark skin.

“Yes,” he said. “We follow the coastline.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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Time was difficult to judge in the dark of Sonder's dungeon cell. Yet, it seemed that since being summoned to speak with his sister through Artima's enchanted mirror, the ogre who brought Sonder's food and emptied his chamber pot came by more frequently than he had before. Sonder didn't know how to interpret this. Was it Artima's way of rewarding Sonder for speaking to Dienna? After all, it hadn't gone exactly to plan. Between Sonder's insistence that Dienna not pledge her loyalty to her and the fact that Dienna hadn't heard of this book—what had Artima called it, the Tome?—not to mention the fact that his sister and her companions had managed to escape, he would have thought Artima would be in a foul mood. To the contrary, Artima had looked startled only for a moment when her magical mirror shattered. She had then begun to smile so alarmingly that Sonder wondered if she really had gone mad. 

“Then it's true,” Artima had said to herself, though still loud enough that Sonder had been able to hear from where he stood in front of the throne. “It is real.”

She had then ordered the guards to take Sonder back to his cell, one of which was the blue elf, the one who had claimed he was as much a prisoner as Sonder was. Sonder still didn't know what to think of that either. He had tried, on several occasions, to strike up a conversation with the elf to discuss it further. The elf, however, ignored his advances, and continued on with his rounds without so much as a glance at Sonder's cell. Still, Sonder saw the elf walking grimly up and down the corridor outside of his cell more often than not, and was glad whenever he was there. After all, he'd rather have the blue elf patrolling the corridor than any of his ogre companions. At least elves didn't have poisonous spit.

Sonder soon began to observe his patterns, trying to piece together when the elf would be there, walking the hall in his slow, steady tread. As close as Sonder could tell, the elf appeared after every two sleeps or so (Sonder had begun to measure time in 'sleeps' as this was the only method of telling time available to him in the perpetual darkness of the cell). Testing his theory, Sonder awoke from one of his sleeps, and waited until he could hear the faint, almost silent footfalls of the light-footed elf at the far end of the corridor. With the perfect timing obtained by many, many days of observation, Sonder waited until the footfalls became louder, and managed to grab the blue elf by the sleeve as he passed in front of Sonder's door.

“Hey!” the elf objected. “Hands off, prisoner!”

“Hush,” Sonder commanded, a bit panicked now that he had actually managed to grab hold of him. “Don't draw any attention to us. I have some questions for you.”

The elf’s violet eyes widened, “What do you think this is? You are in no position to tell me what to do, prisoner.”

“I’m trying to get us out of here,” he whispered harshly, meeting his eyes with as much authority he could muster. “You told me that you were her prisoner too. Don’t you want to leave this place? I wonder,” Sonder mused, “if that's what you were talking about with your elf friend the other day, you know, when the ogre was threatening you, what was his name? Uraaka?”

The elf’s blue skin paled, and he began to tremble—but no sooner had Sonder registered this than the elf shook himself free of his grasp with a violent shrug and pointed his spear at Sonder’s face through the bars of his cell door. 

“Stay silent, prisoner,” he spat, an almost feral look on his face. “Any more talk like that and I will report your behavior to the Lady. And if you dare presume to touch me again,” he added, disgusted, “you will feel the point of my spear between your eyes.” 

The elf then turned quickly away and walked the rest of his rounds with a loud, violent step. Sonder watched him go, scratching his head.

“Well that didn't go as planned,” he muttered to himself. 
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The elf did not return for several more sleeps. During that time, Sonder’s desperation only grew. He didn’t know what to do with himself. He slept, ate what little food they gave him with relish, and spent his waking hours scheming, planning, dreaming about escape, but ultimately doing nothing. Sonder was at a loss. He needed inside help. He needed to better understand what the situation was like in the Godskeep above, if he were to stand a chance of getting out. As far as he was concerned, that elf guard was still his best hope. He was malleable, workable. Sonder had learned to read people at a young age, a talent that came in handy in his family's social circles and which had won him many friends in his youth. He could tell the elf was jaded. The contemptuous way he spoke about Artima left Sonder with little doubt of that. Maybe he just needed a different approach. Maybe if he were more subtle.

“Instead of just, you know, accosting him like I did,” Sonder said offhandedly to his empty cell.

The next time the elf appeared for his guard duty, Sonder carefully ignored him, lying outstretched on his uncomfortable bed, eyes closed. He heard the elf’s faint footsteps start at the other end of the hall, grow louder, then fade away as he continued on his rounds. He did the same the next time the elf came by, and the next time, and the next. Desperate as we was, Sonder hated playing the waiting game. Each time he heard the elf’s telltale diminutive steps, he had to fight the urge to stand up and demand that he listen to what Sonder had to say. 

Finally, after a particularly bad bout of sleep, plagued by half-defined nightmares and memories of the night he had helped his sister escape the Godskeep, Sonder approached the elf again. As soon as he heard the elf’s footsteps, he got up and came to stand by his cell door, scratching the beard that had now grown quite thick on his chin.  When the elf was just about to pass his cell, Sonder put his hands on the bars, and leaned his head forward as close as he could.

“Hey,” he called out softly. 

The guard stopped and regarded him with exasperation. “What now?” he scowled.

“The name’s Sonder,” Sonder returned with what he hoped was a charming smile. He held his hand out through the bars and continued, “Sonder Darpentus.”

“Yes, I know.” the blue elf said, unimpressed. He did not take his hand. “Back away from the door.”

“Okay, okay,” Sonder replied, taking a step back. “I just thought, since I’m going to be here, well...awhile, we ought to be on friendlier terms.”

The elf's harassed expression did not change. Nonplussed, Sonder continued to smile pleasantly. 

“I thought it might be nice to get a little better acquainted, that’s all,” he continued. “If you’d rather not, I understand entirely, considering you’re the guard and I’m the prisoner, but, at the end of the day, we’ll be seeing an awful lot of each other, and we may as well be friendly about it.”

The elf continued to look at him like he had gone mad.

“I see you’re not an elf of many words today,” Sonder blabbed on. “Well, to be honest, I’m a little hurt. I thought we had a genuine connection, as fellow prisoners of sorts. You remember, don’t you? As I recall, you, the guard, actually spoke to me, the prisoner, first,” here Sonder detected a faint blush of purple under the elf’s blue skin. Pleased, he continued, “And then when that ogre threatened one of your elven buddies, you stuck up for him, even though the ogre was more than twice your size. How did that turn out in your favor? I wonder if it has anything to do with what you said... how did you put it again? That Artima wouldn’t want him messing with one of her elves. What did you mean, by that, I wonder? Her elves?”

“Keep quiet!” the elf warned. 

“Ah,” Sonder replied. “So I’m on to something, aren’t I?”

“Silence!” he threatened, pointing the spear at him once more.

“I’ll take that to mean I’m definitely on to something,” Sonder nodded sagely. The elf’s expression of uncomfortable anger seemed to crack, briefly, at this comment, but he still held his spear up to Sonder’s nose, poised and ready to strike.

“I wonder why you don’t just call for back-up,” Sonder mused. “In all honesty, I would be much more frightened of one of the ogres than I am of you.”

The elf’s face turned an ugly shade of puce.

“Now, I don’t mean any offense at that,” Sonder continued placidly. “But you must admit that a ten foot tall hunk of meat and muscle that can spew poisonous spit out of its maw is much more frightening than a five and a half foot, wiry little thing such as yourself, no matter how good you are with that spear.”

“Enough,” The elf hissed, a dangerous look on his face. His spear was fractions of an inch from Sonder's face. 

Sonder ignored it, “See, this is what happens when you refuse to be friendly. If only we could have started this off on the right foot, we wouldn’t be in this position. Ah well, I wonder what would happen if I told one of the ogre guards that you were conversing with your buddies in your native language again.”

The elf's eyes narrowed, “I haven't been. You would not dare tell such a lie!”

Sonder shrugged, “What have I got to lose?”

The elf was silent then, his eyes probing Sonder's, measuring him, weighing him. Sonder could see his reflection in those eyes, and he looked just as desperate as he felt. The elf apparently thought the same. He lowered his spear with a sigh. 

“What do you want?” the elf said, resigned.

“To get out of here.”

The elf gave a sardonic laugh, “What do you want that I can actual give you?”

Sonder thought for a moment, “Your name, for a start.”

The elf seemed taken aback by this request,  “My name is Antenel Gantares,” he said. “Now may I continue with my duties, prisoner?”

Sonder winced at being called “prisoner” again, but he nodded, “Of course. Er, Antenel. Thank you.”

The elf named Antenel neither acknowledged his thanks, nor said goodbye; he simply turned and walked away, leaving Sonder alone in the darkness once more. 
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Thankfully, Antenel did not deter from his normal routine. Sonder could still fairly accurately predict when it was his turn to patrol Sonder's corridor based on Sonder's sleep schedule, and thus he always made sure he was awake when the elf was expected to come by. 

Sonder would rise, wait by the door of his cell, and bid Antenel, “A good day, or night, or whatever the hell it actually is up there,” to which the elf would reply with a frown, and nothing more. This went on for eight or so sleeps before Sonder finally received a reply from the elf. 

“It's the middle of the night, you dullard,” Antenel had hissed, apparently no longer able to contain his annoyance. 

Sonder, trying his utmost to conceal his pleasure that his plan was working, shrugged and said, “How was I supposed to know?” 

Antenel shook his head and went about his duties without another word.

After that, Sonder started to bid him “Good middle of the night,” when he came around, which at first seemed to annoy the elf even more than his previous line had, but which, after a few nights, seemed to almost amuse him. Whereas before Antenel wouldn't so much as glance at Sonder as he called out his nightly greeting, now Antenel would sometimes look his way with a half-smile on his face. They did not exchange any other words, and the elf generally did not linger more than a few seconds by Sonder's cell before continuing the rounds. Any attempts by Sonder to ask Antenel questions about what was going on in the world above were met with frowns and disapproving looks. 

One night, however, Antenel did not come alone. Standing by the door of his cell, Sonder could here two voices deep in conversation in the elven tongue, and, just as before, it sounded like the two were arguing. The last time Sonder had seen two elf guards together was many weeks ago, when Antenel had intervened between a green elf and an ogre, Uraaka, after the ogre had heard the two elves speaking in their own language. This was apparently forbidden, and a fight had ensued. The two elves Sonder heard now were trying to keep their voices down, yet there could be no mistake that they were not speaking Dorneldian for all of their efforts. Sonder cleared his throat.

“It sounds like I get two visitors this evening,” he called out amiably. “What did I do to deserve this, I wonder?”

His visitors came into view. One of the elves was, indeed, Antenel, who looked upset and more standoffish than usual as he approached Sonder's cell. The other elf was the same one who had accompanied Antenel before, with green skin and long, black hair. He was of a height with Antenel, and wore an expression that Sonder could only interpret as petulance at having been greeted so by a prisoner. 

“What is going on here?” the green elf asked in Dorneldian, his voice languid like honey. He looked at Sonder like he were a bug that had found its way onto his dining table.

“Just a normal part of my rounds, Milus,” Antenel replied, clearly trying to restrain some frustration. He turned to Sonder, “This prisoner has a habit of speaking to me.”

The green elf, Milus, frowned, “And you haven't been speaking back to him, I hope?”

“Of course not.”

“Good,” Milus said silkily. He gave Sonder a side-eyed glance, smirking, before beginning to speak once more in the elven tongue. “Quasethi holous esk te amai?” 

“Esk aunominth Sonder Darpentus eela armonial progee paisai.”

“Esk progee? Nim decindelam allon progee nim. Decindelam salorri.”

“Paisai esk toente pelogi! Nim aproddenna quathi pelogi esk.”

Their conversation dissolved once more into an argument, causing Sonder to sigh. Antenel gestured emphatically in his anger, at the ground, at the ceiling, at his elf companion, and even at Sonder, whereas the green elf, Milus, kept one hand on his spear and stared down at Antenel authoritatively as he countered his companion's arguments.

It soon became clear that the two elves had entirely forgotten Sonder's existence. He dearly wished he knew what they were arguing about, but he didn't speak elven and their expressions and gestures could only tell him so much. With another sigh, Sonder decided to return to his stony bed and wait it out. No sooner had he turned away from them, however, than he heard the sounds of more footsteps in the dungeon corridor. 

Heavy footsteps. 

Ogre footsteps. 

Sonder looked back to the elf guards; they continued their argument. They hadn't noticed. Sonder felt the beginnings of panic. Why, he wasn't entirely sure. There was nothing he had to lose from the elf guards being caught speaking their own language again, but he feared for them all the same. Surely, Sonder thought, they could hear the ogre approaching? Weren't elves supposed to have unparalleled hearing among all of the races of Nhis?

“Um, excuse me,” Sonder tried to interject.

Antenel glanced at him in annoyance, never ceasing in whatever it was that he was saying to his companion, but gave him no other heed. The footsteps grew louder. Whatever they were arguing about had become quite heated, and it didn't seem like the conversation was going to end anytime soon.

“You guys, wait,” Sonder tried again, not even getting a glance this time. He could feel his stomach contracting in fear, could feel his skin becoming cold and clammy, and he even, for a moment, thought he could feel the burning sensation he had first felt that night so long ago on his shoulder.

Sonder had long been observing the habits of the guards, and he knew that whoever was approaching would soon turn a corner and see them, would soon be able to distinguish their voices and realize what was going on—and the elves were totally oblivious. He had to do something.

His stomach churned, the fear was almost palpable, like bile...

Suddenly, he had an idea.

Hoping he wouldn't regret it, Sonder took a huge, deep breath, thought of the approaching ogre and the stench of his cell, and vomited violently on the elves' boots. 

The conversation stopped cold.

Sonder lifted his head. He was kneeling now, the force of his vomiting having caused him to drop to the floor, and he had a perfect view of Antenel and Milus' thoroughly stunned faces. They stared at Sonder with mouths agape, speechless, though Milus seemed on the verge of crying out—and then all at once, they too heard the approaching footsteps, and their expressions changed from disgust and shock to fear. Antenel immediately knelt down across from Sonder, the iron bars of the cell door between them, as the booted feet of the approaching ogre guard came into Sonder's line of vision. Sonder let himself slump against the bars, and gave a sickening groan.

The ogre, seeing the two elves together, became immediately upset, “Hey ufkas, you know you not take rounds together!” It was not Uraaka, but another ogre, a smaller red ogre with wild brown hair and a gravelly voice.  He advanced on the elves, and made a motion to grab at Milus, who was still standing next to Sonder's cell, when he noticed the vomit at his feet. The ogre's large eyebrows contracted almost comically. “Phew!” He waved a huge hand in front of his nose. “What happen here?”

Milus looked like he was about to speak, but Antenel interrupted him.

“I was walking my rounds, when this prisoner cried for help,” he explained, still kneeling before Sonder. He put his blue hand on Sonder's forehead through the bars, as if feeling for a temperature. “He seemed to be in a lot of pain. His moaning and groaning attracted Milus,” he inclined his head toward the other elf, “and we were just about to go seek one of the medics when he became sick all over us,” he finished with a tone of disgust that Sonder wouldn't have been surprised to learn was real. Sonder noted with embarrassment that the blue elf, Antenel, did indeed have some of his vomit on his hand and sleeve. He gave another groan and clutched at his stomach.

The ogre looked from Milus to Antenel with suspicion, then gave Antenel a little kick that almost caused the elf to fall into the pool of vomit.

“Move,” the ogre grunted. “I look.”

Antenel, cursing under his breath, stood and allowed the ogre to kneel across from Sonder in his stead. Thankfully, Sonder could feel that he was quite flushed and warm from all the commotion, and when the ogre held up his great hand to Sonder's forehead and bore his beady eyes into Sonder's, he was apparently satisfied that Sonder really did appear to be ill, and gave a grunt of satisfaction.

“Weak human, ate something bad,” was the ogre's diagnosis. He stood, and looked with a wrinkling of his bulbous nose at the mess Sonder had made. “Ufkas clean it up,” he said, turning to look at Milus, “Then back to work.”

Milus looked enraged but saluted the ogre all the same. The ogre then took his leave, his heavy footfalls echoing as he went. 

As soon as the echoing ceased, Milus turned to Antenel and hissed, “You will clean up this filth Gantares, not me!” before turning and stalking off down the corridor the opposite way that the ogre had gone. 

“I'm so sorry,” Sonder said as soon as he and Antenel were alone, “I didn't know what else to do! You were arguing and I could hear the ogre coming and I—”

“You did right,” Antenel interrupted firmly. He gave Sonder an appraising look, “You may have just saved my life, and Milus's,” he added. His gaze became stern, “Why?”

“Why did I save your life?” Sonder replied, taken aback. “Well, between how the ogres treat you and what you yourself said about being as much of a prisoner as I am,” Antenel frowned as Sonder said this, “I figured we were on the same side.”

“We are not,” the elf said, then he gave a small smile and met Sonder's gaze. “Not yet.”

“Oh,” Sonder could think of nothing more intelligent to say. He had never stood so close to Antenel before, and he suddenly found his presence distracting. The elf was directly on the other side of the bars from Sonder, looking up at him with a kind of grim determination that made Sonder's stomach churn again, but this time for other reasons. They stood in silence a few moments, then Sonder saw Antenel's nose wrinkle.

The elf cleared his throat and said, “I'll go get a mop,” and hastily retreated down the hall.

He returned several minutes later, having traded his spear for a mop and bucket, and set to work scrubbing up the pile of vomit. Sonder watched him with distress, and even offered to clean it himself, but the elf was insistent. It was the least he could do in exchange for saving his life.

“Do you really think they would have killed you?” Sonder asked as Antenel was finishing his task.

The elf shrugged, “I would not rule it out. Artima is lenient on a great many things, and we elves have many liberties under her...” he paused, “leadership. But speaking in elluini is not one of those liberties. I have known elves to be flogged for less.”

“Is that what it's like up there?” Sonder couldn't help himself from asking. “In the Godskeep? Is she harming people?”

Antenel scoffed, “Not physically.” He stood, having finally scrubbed the floor clean. “It is more of an emotional harm that she puts your people through.”

“How do you mean?”

“Your people are not as fickle with their faith as you are, Sonder Darpentus,” he said. “She is making them denounce the Way, making them accept her as the Chosen Mother. She has appointed a group of people known as the Educators, who round people up and proselytize and harass them until they swear oaths that they will follow the New Way on pain of death,” Antenel noticed Sonder's horrified expression,“As I said, no one has actually been harmed yet,” the elf went on to explain, “But certain Educators, like Lord Cormin, for example, have been known to threaten throwing children from the walls, or feeding them to the ogres. Your people will not take the chance to find out if he is bluffing or not, so they go along with it, but it is obvious to anyone with eyes that most do not like or believe in Artima's claim.”

“And what do you believe?” Sonder asked.

Antenel shook his head, “I have lingered here too long already.” He approached Sonder's cell again, reached through the bars, and placed his hand on Sonder's shoulder. “Thank you,” he said solemnly, “for what you did. We will not forget.”

“We?” Sonder replied, hoping he wasn't blushing.

“My people,” the elf said simply. He let go of Sonder's shoulder. “I will see you tomorrow.”

“Yes,” Sonder said, watching the elf leave, feeling giddy and elated. “I hope so.” 
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From then on, Antenel visited Sonder’s cell nearly every day. He usually brought with him a scrap of  food—a heel of stale bread, a dirty carrot, half of a red onion—to augment the gruel Sonder was usually forced to eat. Under normal circumstance, Sonder would have considered these offerings no better than the gruel, but as it was, he was entirely grateful to Antenel for what little he was able to filch from his table. They never spoke of it openly, but Sonder felt like he and Antenel had made an unspoken agreement of some kind. The elf, for his part, seemed to regard these exchanges with a fair amount of anxiety.

“Thank you, my friend,” Sonder said one day, accepting a bit of slightly moldy cheese. 

“Not so loud,” Antenel warned in hushed tones. “The gods know why I’m even helping you.” He muttered.

Sonder’s brow furrowed, “It’s not some great mystery. You’re a decent person, I’m a decent person. We’d both benefit from getting out from under Artima's feet.”

The blue elf frowned darkly, “I never said I could get you out of here, and being a decent person has nothing to do with it. There are many other prisoners here, Sonder Darpentus, many of them a better man than you, many a better woman.”

“That’s not fair,” Sonder protested only half-jokingly. “You don’t know me that well.”

“I know you well enough to know that you were the next in line to be Keeper of the Gods,” Antenel said in his lilting accent, “but that you gave it up.”

“Well, yes,” Sonder returned, surprised and perturbed at the sudden mention of his past. “But I wasn’t fit to be Keeper, and I didn’t really want that life besides—”

“And do you think I wanted this life?” Antenel hissed. Realizing he had spoken too loudly, he leaned in closer to Sonder and sighed, “I'm sorry, friend. You are right; we would both be better off leaving this place, but so would countless others who are imprisoned here.”

“All the more reason to help me escape!” Sonder replied, his voice low and passionate. “I can rally my father and the King to our cause and we can overthrow Artima and free everyone she’s trapped here!”

“No!” Antenel looked truly frightened, but quickly regained his composure. “There would be dire consequences to my leaving here.”

“But Antenel—”

“I am sorry for what Artima has done to your Godskeep, but more would be lost if she were to find certain prisoners had gone missing.”

“Certain prisoners like me? Or certain guards like you,” Sonder replied, frowning.

“In this case, both, though I fear more for what would happen to my people if I were to leave this place,” Antenel said with a heavy sigh.

“Antenel, what kind of power does Artima have over the elves? What the hell is going on out there? How did this woman get her own personal army of ogres, a vendetta against the Way, and a death threat against you guys?” Sonder felt more frustrated than he had in quite some time. He didn’t understand any of this. “And why is she claiming to be the mother of Dartos’ son!”

Antenel looked away and bit this lip, “As to her influence on my people, I am not at liberty to speak about that, not to a human. But Sonder,” Antenel’s large eyes met Sonder’s once more, and he spoke with conviction, “she is the mother of Dartos’ son.”

“Don’t tell me you believe that,” Sonder snorted. 

“I did not believe her at first, no,” the elf continued, speaking now so softly that Sonder, as close as he was standing to him, had to lean down even closer to hear him. “We elves do not follow the Way. We follow the gods of old, the gods our eldest ancestors worshiped at the dawn of time, and yet, I believe that Lady Artima is giving birth to the son of a god.”

Sonder was appalled. “The woman’s mad.”

“No,” Antenel returned. “She is not. I believe what I believe because I have seen him.”

“Him?” Sonder blinked, uncomprehending. “Wait, Dartos? You’ve seen Dartos?”

“Yes.” 

“Where? How?”

Antenel made a few quick glances up and down the corridor, and then answered in his mild, smooth accent, “I was guarding the door to her throne room, back in Sivarr's Keep, her headquarters, perhaps a month before we left for the Godskeep. It is an immensely long room. Most of the time, it is difficult to tell if Artima is even present, though that matters little, as our job was to make sure no one entered the room unwelcomed, and the only way in by mortal means was through that door. 

“I had been guarding the door for several hours one night, when I noticed a strange flash of light from the other end of the throne room. I knew my duty was to stay at my post, so I held my ground for several minutes—but the light did not stop. It was a brilliant light, warm, and glowing irregularly, as if it were alive. Finally, I thought that perhaps the light was some form of magical assault on Lady Artima, and I made my way down the hall.

“The light was almost blinding at its core, but as I came nearer to its source, I could make out the figure of a man sitting in Artima’s throne. I couldn’t make out specific features for the intensity of the light that emitted from him, but what I saw was most definitely a human man, dressed in flowing robes, wearing an ornate crown on his head. Artima knelt at his feet. They were talking about something, I do not know what. I was too in awe of what I was seeing to pay any mind to their conversation.

“Just as quietly as I had crept up on them, I went back to my post at the opposite end of the throne room, praying they had not noticed me. The light persisted to shine for, perhaps, another hour before it suddenly vanished. Lady Artima never confronted me about it, and has made no comment since, but I have spoken to several other guards who have stood sentry at that door, and they have all, at some point, seen something similar.” The elf was looking away, his eyes unfocused. “That is how I know that Lady Artima is not mad, that she speaks the truth about her condition.”

“You’re absolutely sure that’s what you saw?” Sonder asked. He didn’t know what else to say, really. It all seemed so absurd.

“Yes,” Antenel replied, his gaze still abstracted.

“Well,” Sonder exhaled, “that does complicate things.”

The elf nodded, “Now you see my position, or at least, part of it. I am not a follower of the Way, but that woman has clearly been chosen by a god of some sort. I do not dare oppose her.”

“Antenel,” Sonder said, grabbing the elf's forearm through the bars. “Chosen by a god or not, she is an evil sorceress who is doing a lot of bad things, both to the Way and to the elves by the sound of it. We can’t just let her have her way.”

The elf met his eyes now, but he looked more saddened by Sonder's words than impassioned, “Perhaps you are right, Sonder, but there is nothing we can do to oppose her.” With that, he freed his arm from Sonder’s grasp and walked away down the corridor. Sonder considered calling out to him, but instead clenched his fist and stalked back to the center of this cell, mind teething. 

Sonder lay the rest of that day in silence, trying to keep his thoughts even. He had no reason to doubt Antenel’s tale about seeing Dartos. The elf had that ring of honesty about him that Sonder respected. Besides, he wouldn’t be the first person to have claimed to see one of the three gods. Sightings of Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos were as old as the Way itself. These sightings varied greatly based on who was telling the story, but they were all similar enough in principle—blinding lights, always warm for Dartos, cold white for Lantos, and eerie blue for Seltos. Sometimes these sightings were discredited, especially if those claiming to have seen one of the gods was a peasant or a child, but if ever a nobleman claimed to have communed with one of the gods in person, they were revered for it.  

The only one Sonder could remember in his lifetime was Iyeh Showan, the Ruithan wife of a nobleman from the Port Cities. She had told her maids in confidence that the goddess Seltos came to her one evening as she was crying in her garden, bitterly regretting her arranged marriage with her aging husband. According to Iyeh, she felt a cold touch on her back, and, turning around, came face to face with Seltos, whom she had described as ethereally beautiful, with glowing white skin that was almost transparent, and wearing a large, wide headdress that seemed to be made of the stars themselves. Iyeh’s servants broke her confidence, and word soon spread that Showan’s timid Ruithan wife was hysterical. Sonder remembered his mother telling him that, to this day, some seven or eight years later, she was still ridiculed and her husband was actively attempting to divorce her due to the disgrace she had brought him. Sonder's father was on Iyeh’s side, however, and had given many sermons on the subject and even had sent a letter of approbation to Iyeh’s husband, urging him to support his wife's claim. Sonder hadn’t heard her name mentioned in a while, though, so he wasn’t sure how her story ended. 

Regardless of how common sightings of the gods were, as those things went, Artima was the first person Sonder had ever heard of claiming to be carrying the child of a god. Even if what Antenel saw was Dartos, who knows why he would have been visiting Artima. Maybe he was visiting her to dissuade her from what she was about to do to the Godskeep, to stop her from doing what she claimed to have done in his name.

“Why wouldn’t he just, you know, smite her though?” Sonder broke his silence to mutter to himself. “If he didn’t want her to be doing all the evil stuff she’s been doing lately, he could just stop her. He’s a god!”

This line of thought only confused Sonder, like it always did. When he was preparing to be the next Keeper, his father had always taught that the gods do not interfere with the world anymore. They had each given the world a gift at the beginning of time and will give no more. Sonder had asked “Why?” and received only dirty looks from his father and tutors. Everyone seemed to have their own theory—they were too busy, they were trying to teach us a lesson, they had to answer to the Mother that created them. Sick of all the nonsense speculation, Sonder tried his best not to let his mind wander too far down those dark, uncertain parts of his faith. It was this type of unanswerable riddle that had led him to abdicate his position as Keeper in the first place. Among other things.

Antenel continued to visit Sonder routinely. The elf never again mentioned his brush with the gods, but instead brought him news of events in the Godskeep above. The Educators, Antenel told him, had become more violent. Not a few weeks after their friendship began, Antenel came to his cell with terrible news. There had been a killing.

“An execution, to be exact,” Antenel relayed with disgust. He stood before Sonder's cell, holding his spear tightly as he continued, his jaw clenched. “One of the former priests of Seltos had begun to cause trouble. She had been rallying the people in secret, planning to revolt and lead her group of rebels to safety.” Antenel shook his head, “The fool. Artima caught wind of it, and set her two pet dogs on the poor girl.”

Sonder was confused, “Pet dogs?”

“I do not refer to actual dogs, but people,” Antenel replied. “The two men who do all of Artima's dirty work—Cormin, the High Educator, and Morr, the Weaponsmaster.”

“Oh.”

The elf's grip on his spear tightened as he continued, “Cormin read the sacrificial rights. Morr beheaded her. They gave praise to Dartos as her head fell to the earth, and forced the crowd to witness and give thanks to the gods in song. It was a terrible thing to behold.”

“Have there,” Sonder was almost afraid to ask, “have there been any other executions?”

Antenel looked at him and replied flatly, “Not yet. I pray there will be no more.”

Sonder shook his head, “We have to do something. We have to get out of here.”

“Did you not hear what I just said?” Antenel was clearly agitated. “The last person who tried was beheaded. Are you so eager for death, Sonder Darpentus?”

“No,” Sonder muttered. He sighed and turned away from the door. “But there must be something we can do. How did she get caught?”

Antenel gave a short, sardonic laugh, “She got caught because the entire Godskeep is surrounded by an encampment of ogres.  From what I've heard, she and her people had barely made it out of the front doors before they were overwhelmed.” The elf then sighed, and his expression became soft and pitying, “Sonder, I know you want me to help you escape—but I’m telling you that even with my help, it would be impossible. I could unlock your cell and help you make it to ground level, certainly, but I would have no way to get you through the valley safely. And even if I could, where would you go? The Enalgath Mountains are harsh, and you have no supplies. You would die sooner out there than in here.”

“We could get supplies, we could figure it out,” Sonder returned, trying to keep the anger out of his voice. “I’ll dress like a bloody ogre if I have to, but I’m not staying here. I won’t give up,” he wanted to say ‘not like you’ but he held back.  “I won’t give up,” he repeated. 

Antenel regarded him with eyes that were sad and empty, but said nothing.

Sonder spent the rest of that evening deep in thought. His plan of befriending Antenel had certainly worked—having an ally had greatly improved his mental state during his imprisonment—but Sonder hadn't foreseen just how difficult escaping would be even with one of the guards on his side.  Sonder felt like a blind man groping about in the dark. He had no knowledge of the Godskeep dungeons, hadn't even known they existed until he himself had ended up as one of their residents, and if the Godskeep were truly surrounded by Artima's army of ogres—perhaps Antenel was right. His chances of escape looked pretty slim.

“Please,” Sonder whispered to the darkness. He had, up until this point, felt too despondent to pray to his god, but now figured that he had no other choice. “If you are listening, mighty Dartos, and if you aren't too displeased with me or my father, let me leave this place. I humbly ask that if it be your will, to help me escape. I know I can be of service to you,” Sonder swallowed. He had never been much good at praying, and he winced as he stumbled over his words. “Though I turned from the priesthood, and being the Keeper...I can still serve you, in other ways. If you will only let me out of this damnable cell. Thank you.”

Soon after, sleep took Sonder, and he felt, as he had felt before, the burning touch of the gods on his shoulder, and dreamed that he was walking through a desert to an oasis that was, in truth, only a mirage. 
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It was an unprecedented occurrence, Antenel told Sonder the following day, that Lady Artima came to visit the prisoners in their cells. She wore breeches and a long riding jacket, both made of dark, supple leather, and her long dark hair was gathered severely at the top of her head. She made several stops, Antenel said, flanked by two exceptionally large female ogres at all times, talking to various prisoners for varying lengths of time. Her own talk with Sonder was brief.

“Sonder Darpentus,” she had called from the other side of Sonder's cell door. 

Sonder had been asleep at the time, and had awoken with a start at the sound of her voice. This appeared to amuse the sorceress, and she smirked at him as he slowly rose from his bed and crossed his cell to meet her.  He was startled by how short she was—nearly two heads shorter than Sonder—yet she still managed to look impossibly intimidating. Perhaps it was the fact that he was filthy and had been fed so little, while she looked clean, smart, and strong.

“Yes, Lady Artima,” he replied, bowing and stifling a yawn.

“I am here to make you an offer.”

Sonder raised an eyebrow, “That's...gracious of you, my lady. I'll just be leaving now, yes?”

“I'm afraid not,” Artima replied coldly. “Not yet, at any rate.”

Sonder sighed, “Then what did you have in mind?”

“Your family has proven to be quite elusive,” Artima said, matter-of-factually. “But they can only evade me for so long. When I have found them, you can rest assured that they will be shown mercy, and given every opportunity to thrive under the New Way,” she continued, her tone almost cordial.

“That's, er,” Sonder stuttered, what was she playing at? “Thank you.”

Artima smiled unpleasantly, and continued, “Dartos has decided that you are to play a role in the creation of the New Way. You have told me that you have an interest in becoming a soldier. I offer you this: you will train with our Weaponsmaster and enter my army, for a very specific purpose.”

Sonder frowned, “What purpose is that?”

Artima’s smile grew a bit more crooked, “Let us say that I plan to soon move against a large number of pests. I will need every man I can get.”

“Why would I fight for you?” Sonder returned, dubious. “You’ve kept me locked up here for... I don’t even know how long. Your ogres have occupied the Godskeep, my home, you’re trying to capture my family all because of some stupid book—”

“It would be wise to hold your tongue, Sonder Darpentus,” Artima interjected in a commanding tone. Her eyes narrowed, “And do as you're told. You swore me an oath, remember?” Her smirk widened. “Your undying allegiance is mine. If you do not agree to join my forces, Dartos has given me leave to take your father’s head when my ogres find him. As for your mother and sister, and those that travel with them, well, we have no shortage of prison cells here. They would be most welcome to rot for the rest of their lives along with you. If I don't kill you first.”

“You can’t!” Sonder objected in rage.

“I can,” Artima replied calmly. “Your father has been a blight to the faith for decades. He has lead the Way into ruin, and now he runs from his people, abandoning them to the wolves.” She placed her hand over her abdomen. “But one is now coming who will lead the Way into a glorious revival. The world must be ready for his coming. The garden must be pruned of the old, withered stalks and weeds so that the new seeds may grow, else they will be choked in their remains.” Her brown eyes were unyielding, “Accept my offer, Sonder, and Dartos will allow him to be spared. Refuse, and he will die.”

The two stared at each other for long moments. Sonder thought of the Seltonian priest who had been beheaded, and knew that Artima wasn't bluffing, yet her proposal seemed nonsensical. Why did she want him to fight for her? He looked around his cell, at the filth and the grime and the ceaseless darkness, and knew there was only one answer.

Slowly Sonder nodded his head, “Yes. I will fight for you,” he said, “for my family's sake.”

“Good,” Artima replied with a quirk of her lips. “You begin tomorrow.”

With that, Artima departed, followed by her ogress escorts, leaving Sonder, once again, alone in the dark. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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“She asked you to do what?” Antenel asked that evening during his rounds. 

“To be a soldier in her army,” Sonder replied. He still couldn't believe it himself. “She wants me to train with the Weaponsmaster.”

Antenel's violet eyes widened, “You cannot. The man is a monster.”

Sonder shook his head and leaned against the bars of his cell door, “I had no choice. She said she'd kill my father if I didn't. And I did swear an oath to her. Undying allegiance and all that.”

Antenel regarded him strangely, “You would hold yourself to that oath?”

Sonder shrugged, “I'm a man of my word.”

“Even though she extracted that oath from you under threat of magical torture?”

“Yes.”

Antenel raised a brow, “You are either one of the most honorable humans I've ever met, or one of the most foolish.” 

Sonder realized he was blushing, and quickly looked away from the elf. He cleared his throat and continued, “I start tomorrow. I have no idea when.”

“They will send for you, I'm certain. But Sonder,” Antenel drew close, and caught Sonder's gaze with his, “be careful with that man. He is dangerous.”

Sonder nodded, “I will.”

The next morning, Sonder awoke to the rough voice of an ogre at his cell door—a sound Sonder was used to waking up to, all told—but also to the sound of something Sonder had heard only once before: his cell door was opening.

Sonder sprang out of bed and leaped to the door, which was blocked by the ogre's large form, and looked up at his jailer hopefully. 

The ogre did not look pleased, “Follow Onuush. No funny stuff.”

“Of course, of course,” Sonder replied. “I'll follow you.”

Onuush grunted, then grabbed Sonder's shoulder and pushed him painfully in front of his huge body. He did not let go. “You stay with Onuush. Come.” 

Thus Sonder was forcibly paraded from his cell, down the dungeon corridor, and up to the bailey of the Godskeep.  It was only dawn. No wonder he was so tired. The sky was pale pink and orange at the horizon, and a delicate blue above, and the gentle breeze carried the sound of birdsong as it blew. Sonder thought it odd that he could hear the birds so well, and was puzzled by this until he realized that he could not hear the usual songs of the Godskeep choir practicing. An eerie feeling came over Sonder as he noticed that, unlike the last time he had walked free from the dungeon, nobody was about. No priests, no acolytes, nor servants scurried to and fro across the usually crowded and boisterous lawn, no children ran, no dogs barked, only the birds sang their morning song—the only living things in sight.

“Where is everyone?” Sonder asked the ogre in a hushed tone, feeling the same need to remain silent that one feels in a graveyard.

“Curfew,” the ogre grunted. He gripped Sonder's shoulder tighter and pushed him forward again, “Now get walking.”

The ogre led him to the old barracks, where Sonder had spent the last few months of his freedom as a guard in training. Sonder had nearly forgotten how ugly a building it was—tall but plain, squarish and neat, but clearly old and unloved. The stone had given away in parts, beaten by rain and wind, and was largely stained a nauseating blueish green by the mold that had taken growth there. It was the oldest building in the Godskeep, used originally as housing for the workers and overseers while the rest of the Godskeep was constructed. Upon completion of the Godskeep, it was converted into the barracks of the Holy Guard. Now, Sonder surmised, it was home to Artima's highest ranking officer.

The ogre led him into the barracks and closed the door behind them. The main entrance room was familiar to Sonder. It was a large, square space lined on all walls with shelving and cases that displayed a wide array of weaponry, mostly ancient and unusable. Now, though, the old weaponry sat side-by-side with an impressive display of new and improved arms—great two-handed swords, rapiers, lances, pikes, shields, bits and bobs of armor, a morning star, and a slew of other weapons that Sonder did not recognize or did not know the name of surrounded him. In the center of it all, a man sat cross-legged on the floor, his head bowed as if deep in concentration.

The ogre shoved Sonder forward and called out, “Onuush brought the boy, Weaponsmaster.”

The man sitting on the floor looked up sharply, “Good man.” His voice was deep and gravelly. He stood slowly, precisely, “Leave him, and send someone for him at noontide.”

The ogre grunted, gave Sonder one final shove towards the center of the room, and left through the front door. 

“Hey!” Sonder protested, landing on his knees from the force of the ogre's shove. He brought himself to his feet, looked at the man standing before him, and promptly swore. “Gods on high, I know you!”

The man smirked and rubbed his bushy beard, “Now boy, what makes you say that?”

“The Pretty Priestess,” Sonder replied, incredulous. “The dice game. I beat you at a game of Red Ogre's dice earlier this summer, when I was with Connal.” There was no mistaking it. Standing before Sonder was the same burly man who had played dice and exchanged barbs with Sonder so many weeks before. His face was still crisscrossed with scars, peach-colored against his brown skin, his dark brown hair a huge, bushy mess that blended in seamlessly with the huge, bushy beard he wore.  His muscular arms were visible, unconcealed by the sleeveless tunic he wore, and he carried at this side a mighty halberd, the largest that Sonder had ever seen.  Sonder's mind was reeling, “What are you doing here?”

The man continued to smirk, “I am Morr, Weaponsmaster to Lady Artima, and I'm here to set you straight, boy.”

Sonder winced, “I thought I was to become a soldier for Artima.”

The big man regarded Sonder for a moment, then broke out in a guffaw that reminded Sonder of a bear. “Harhar! That's the truth of it, boy. Soldier and perhaps more, methinks.” The Weaponsmaster's eyes glinted. “But first, you'll need to make it through training with yer's truly.”

Sonder sized up the big man, taking in his massive girth, his legs like tree trunks, his round but sturdy belly, the massive, deadly sharp halberd, and swallowed.

“Where do we start?”
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They started with swords. Wooden rather than steel, and they focused more on Sonder's footwork than on his swordplay, much to Sonder's frustration. He wanted the real deal, but was stymied by Morr's insistence that Sonder's fighting stance was “unfit fer e'en the most lowly of squires” and thus Sonder spent an entire week's worth of training sessions (from sunrise until noon) working on his maneuvering.

It was almost comical to Sonder how different this training was to his training with the Holy Guard. Both were exhausting, but while the Holy Guard had exhausted him by way of boredom, Artima’s Weaponsmaster exhausted every muscle and bone in Sonder’s body. 

“No, no, no,” Morr growled as Sonder practiced some of the movements they had been working on. It was day six of their training. “Yer flat on yer feet, soldier. You’ll be cut to ribbons if you don’t keep light on yer toes.”

“Sir!” Sonder nodded and wiped the sweat from his brow, still surprised to feel that his face was smooth and clean again. Agreeing to join Artima’s army had come with a few improvements to his prior living circumstances, one of them being that he had been allowed to shave, and even given his own razor (dull enough to be of no danger to his jailers, and just barely sharp enough to get the job done). He was still confined to his prison cell for the time being, but he was now being brought nearly five times as much food as before and had been given a few sets of clean linen shirts and two pairs of rough spun breeches to replace the rags he had been wearing since being imprisoned. These simple changes had made his stay in the Godskeep dungeons much more tolerable, and Sonder was starting to feel the smallest bit like his old self again. 

Antenel continued to visit his cells every evening, and they would discuss what Sonder had done in his lessons with Morr each day. For his part, the elf was still extremely apprehensive about the Weaponsmaster, given that he doubled as Artima's executioner, but Sonder, despite his best efforts, had actually come to admire the man.

He was a mercenary, that much was clear, and had been in Artima's employ for years. He had been at the Pretty Priestess all those weeks ago in preparation of her attack on the Godskeep.

“Y'know she didn't just magic all of us from the sky, boy,” Morr had explained. “A lot of us traveled by land all the way from Astquary, in groups large an' small, from all different directions, to avoid bein' noticed. Not too hard comin' from that part of the kingdom. That's wild country, out east. Lady Artima is more an authority figure out there than ol' King Philibert.”

Sonder longed to ask him if he knew anything about Artima's relationship with the elves in the east, or how she had come to be so powerful there, but any time Sonder began to ask him too many questions, Morr would find some way to punish him—tripping him during their maneuvers, whacking him on the backside of his head, stepping on him when he was down—so Sonder soon learned not to pry. 

Instead, Sonder concentrated all his efforts on being nimble and forceful with his movements, keeping a proper grip on his sword, and trying to read his opponent’s moves before they happened. After eight days of footwork, they advanced to swordplay, still using wooden blades, and Sonder began to appreciate why they called Morr the Weaponsmaster. He spoke about swordplay as if he had invented it, and spoke about doing battle as if it were the purpose of living. Sonder felt like an infant next to him, but knew that the humiliation he felt was only a natural part of learning. And he was finally learning—learning things he had desperately wanted to learn and practice and thrive in all his life. How many years had he wasted studying his religion, studying for a role he never wanted and that he could never excel in? How much had he given up? 

It was ridiculous, Sonder thought, that he had only managed to learn the skills he was truly interested in while under the captivity of the very person who openly opposed the Way and all it had come to stand for. In choosing to serve Artima, he had finally found the freedom to study what he had wanted to study for so long. Of course, Sonder still felt guilty for serving the sorceress who had become his family’s enemy, but it was for their own protection. He hoped every day that Artima would never find them, but if she did, his good behavior would buy Artima’s mercy—at least, that’s what she had promised.

After several more weeks of training, Sonder's embarrassment was slowly replaced by pride. He actually started to feel like a soldier. Weaponsmaster Morr’s shouts of frustration at his inadequacy eventually gave way to grunts of approval, and Sonder felt confident wielding the wooden sword. Given that Sonder was still a prisoner, Weaponsmaster Morr was not allowed to give Sonder any type of real weapon.

“They think yer one to up an’ run, boy,” Morr laughed heartily when Sonder had asked one day if he were ever going to get his hands on a real blade. “Them ogres won’t trust you with a steel blade for a long time, I’m afraid.”

Sonder shrugged, and feigned indifference, “Their loss. I don’t think I’ll be of much use to them if I have to fight with this overgrown toothpick.” He waved his wooden sword nonchalantly. 

Morr had laughed heartily at this, as he did frequently during his sessions with Sonder, and the two set back to work. At first, Sonder had almost been fooled by the man's seemingly easy-going nature, but he soon learned that Morr was a man of many moods. In the course of a morning, he could range from melancholy to bawdy, from aggressive to pensive—there were whole worlds behind the Weaponsmaster's dark eyes of which Sonder could only catch a glimpse. He would sometimes drive Sonder for the entire length of their session without break, and other times he would take huge pauses to relate war stories of years past. Sonder both enjoyed these tales and was repulsed by them. Like any young aspiring soldier, Sonder was captivated by tales of valor and glory, but hadn't yet developed a stomach for the atrocities of war. One day, Morr told Sonder a particularly gripping story. 

He and the Weaponsmaster sat on the floor in the middle of the barracks. It was nearly noon, a guard would show up at any moment to take Sonder back to his cell, and Morr was in one of those moods that meant he was in for a story. 

“I ever tell you about the Battle of Black Bridge, boy?” Morr asked. He was naked from the waist up, sitting cross-legged as was his custom, his massive halberd set on the floor in front of him. His chest was just as scarred and hairy and bronzed as his face, and there was a mean look to him today. 

Sonder shook his head, “No. I don't think so.”

“Probably not then, you'd remember this one,” Morr responded. He scratched one of his bulging biceps and continued, “It happened when I was working for the Dusken Rangers. We were in Oaktown, on the border of Lidau, defending a bridge that spanned the river from the Green Knights, who were tryin' to cross.”

“You were fighting against the Green Knights?” Sonder asked.

“Aye, lad, the Rangers were in the employ of the King of Lathai at the time,” Morr said with a conspiratorial look. “We were tasked with keeping the green men on their side of the river. There were only three hundred or so of 'em, an' we outnumbered 'em two a man, but they were spirited blighters that didn't know when to quit.”

“So what happened?”

“It was a long, bloody affair,” Morr continued, stroking the staff of his halberd gently. “Y'see, it was a narrow bridge, old and worm-ridden, but it was the only way to cross the river for near sixty miles in the spring, when it swells an' runs high and dangerous. The knights crossed it single-file, the fools, but what else could they do? They would start at sunrise. Comin' from the east. The sun was at their backs, an' they probably figured it gave 'em at least some kind of advantage. They would try to cross that damn Black Bridge one man at a time. We were just an auxiliary unit, bunch of extras, we had no archers, no long-range weapons of any kind, so we'd jus' wait until each man got to the edge of the bridge and then—” The Weaponsmaster dragged one meaty finger across his thick neck. 

“They jus' kept on comin', day after day, man after man,” Morr continued. It was difficult for Sonder to tell if he pitied the knights in his story or was amused by their plight, the way he was speaking. “We'd jus' keep fightin' em as they came to our end of the bridge, man on man. They never had anywhere to go, no room to fight. We'd never even let 'em step foot off the bridge. Jus' dumped the bodies over the side when we were done. Men would cry out 'For the King!' an' 'For Philibert!' an' 'For honor!' afore they received their death blow,” Morr chuckled darkly, “I doubt the King was e'en aware we were fightin' where we were. Lidau was grindin' against his nuts much closer to the Port Cities, up in Garis and Lantown. It was no snot off the King's nose that these knights died like they did, cut down like animals one by one. 

“Think of it boy!” Morr exclaimed, his face truly looked wild and exultant now, “How it would feel to draw a lot an' know yer the next one to cross that bridge! Spend the whole night prayin' till yer blue in the face that you'll make it across alive.” He laughed again, “Thing is, e'en if they did make it past the first man at the end of that bridge, there's a whole army awaitin' 'em! 

“It were the most inglorious battle I ever took part in,” Morr did not appear the least bit remorseful for this fact. By the way his mouth twitch in the depths of his beard, Sonder suspected he might actually be reveling in it. “No minstrels sing of that battle, what lasted weeks. After losin' half of their men, the Green Knights finally stopped comin' an' made a retreat. Damned general or whoever was in charge of those knights must have been out of his damn mind to let it go on so long. We stayed at the Black Bridge afterwards, defended it in the same fashion for half a year, until the river froze over, an' there was no more need to cross the bridge. Now I don't hold much stock by this,” Morr sat back and continued in a cautionary tone, “but some of the men in my company swear they saw the bodies of those poor pathetic knights beneath the ice of the river, mouths agape, still shoutin' out their death cries.”

Sonder shivered in spite of himself. He didn't believe Morr's tale, at least, not that part of it. Why would the bodies still be there in the winter? And what self-respecting general would lead his men on such a futile mission?

“Some day you'll have stories of your own to tell, Sonder,” Morr interrupted his thoughts. Sonder wondered if he knew what he had been thinking, for he continued, “It'll be up to you how you tell 'em.”

At that moment, there came a knock on the door, and an elf guard came to take Sonder back to his cells. Sonder decided it would be best to keep that particular story to himself, and he did not relay it to Antenel when he visited later that night. Sonder didn't know why, but he had a feeling that he wasn't to speak of it to anyone. It was a silly notion, Sonder knew, but even so, it was an unpleasant tale, and he didn't want to trouble Antenel any more than he already was.

The weeks went by; the lessons with the Weaponsmaster continued. From swords they moved to sabers, then to fighting with a long-sword, then to pikes and spears (all either blunted or wooden).  Sonder found that he was thoroughly enjoying himself, and liked to boast about his newly learned skills with Antenel.

“Soon, I'll be almost as good with a spear as you are,” he remarked to the elf one evening.

Antenel scoffed, “I doubt it. I have been learning the art of war for decades.”

“Decades?” Sonder was taken aback. “How old are you?”

“I have seventy nine years on this earth.”

“Phew!” Sonder whistled. “Are all elves that old?”

“Actually,” Antenel replied with a frown, “I am young by my people's standards, and we have had a birthing boom in my lifetime, so there are many more young elves than there are old ones—and there are still plenty of old ones. It has...put a strain on us.”

Sonder raised an eyebrow, “How so?”

Antenel shook his head and gave a sad smile, “I do not want to bore you with elven politics, Sonder.”

Sonder frowned. As often as he and Antenel spoke, the elf never seemed to want to discuss his people, or his past. 

“I guess I always knew that the elves were long-lived,” Sonder said tentatively, “but I never really thought about the implications of that.”

Antenel regarded Sonder strangely, “Have you not?” He seemed disturbed by this, “How I wish I could afford the same luxury. My people have lived with this burden for centuries. I would not wish it on anyone.”

“Antenel,” Sonder replied, frustrated that he was still avoiding the issue. “Being mysterious about it doesn't help anything. What burden? What are you talking about?”

Antenel hesitated for a moment, leaning contemplatively against the door of Sonder's cell. His light blue hair was just long enough to get into his eyes, and he brushed a lock out of the way, a gesture that for some reason caused Sonder to blush and for his heart to race in his chest. Antenel took no notice of this; he was lost in thought for long moments, long enough that Sonder had to call out his name to bring him back to the present.

“Antenel?”

The elf stirred, sighed, and began in a low voice, “I cannot tell you everything, Sonder, as much as I would like to,” his deep violet eyes looked up at him with sincerity, “but I will tell you a part of it. “What do you know of King Hastos and the War for the Continent?”

Now it was Sonder’s turn to sigh, “Not as much as you I’m sure.”

Antenel nodded and continued, “We’ve been fighting with the ogres for the land between the Astquarian Mountains and the sea. As I said, our population has increased greatly in the last few centuries, and our home, Elluin—the Crescent Island to you Dorneldians—is quite small. To prevent overcrowding, Hastos, the king of my people,” Sonder noticed an odd expression on he elf's face when he spoke the King's name, “sent a group of envoys to bargain with Lady Artima, whom we recognized as the leader of the ogres in the Astquarian Mountains, to treat with her about settlement on the continent. She denied Hastos’s request.

“Even so,” Antenel said, “King Hastos decided, without Artima's approval, to move a small part of our population to the continent in secret, along isolated portions of the coastline, far from the nearest ogre villages. He hired wizards from the Repository and mercenaries from Astquary to protect these pioneers, and at first, the elves were able to establish new villages on the Continent without detection. However, Artima eventually heard word of these new elven cities, and she contacted King Hastos. She promised she would spare the pioneers her magical wrath if he would give her no less than one hundred hostages for his good behavior. So long as he did not move any more elves to the continent, and so long as his hostages were obedient, the pioneers could remain there unmolested. 

“Hastos agreed, and sent the one hundred elves requested, myself included,” Antenel paused, looking pained. “I gave up everything to volunteer as a hostage. It has been five years since I left Elluin, left my family, and was taken to Sivarr's Keep. Now you see why I said that I was also a prisoner, and why I cannot even think of escape. To escape would be to condemn my people to death.”

“Antenel,” Sonder did not know what else to say, “I'm...I'm sorry. I had no idea.” He groped awkwardly through the bars of his cell and clasped the elf's hand. 

Antenel, to Sonder's surprise, squeezed his hand in return, “Thank you, my friend.”

Sonder nodded, “But I'm glad you told me,” he muttered. “It certainly explains a lot.”

Antenel still held his hand in Sonder's, and continued, “Yes. However, there are those among the hostages who think we should still attempt escape. They believe that, now that Artima is preoccupied with controlling the Godskeep, she no longer has the resources in Astquary to attack the elven settlements. They think she no longer cares about controlling the East.” He paused, and gave Sonder a bitter smile, “I disagree, of course. Her apprentice, Ophie, is still at Sivarr's keep, and though well over half of her army is here at the Godskeep, the ogres that live in the Astquarian Mountains will never stop trying to eradicate my people from their lands. Their loyalty to Artima is the only reason they have refrained from attacking us, these past five years.”

Again, Sonder was unsure what to say. He was relieved that Antenel was finally opening up to him, but was distressed by the tale he was telling.

“How did Artima become so popular with the ogres?” Sonder asked after a few moments.

Antenel shook his head, “I wish I knew. According to rumor, she was a slave to a group of ogres in the Wastes of Iador, but beyond that, I know little of her relationship with them.” He suddenly seemed to realize that they were still holding hands through the bars, and dropped Sonder's hand with a blush. He avoided Sonder's gaze and continued, “But I fear I have told you too much already. I should be leaving now.”

“No!” Sonder said louder than he had meant to, missing the feel of the elf's hand in his already. He reached through the bars once again and this time captured Antenel's wrist. Gently, he pulled the elf closer until their bodies almost touched—only the bars were between them. Their eyes locked, Sonder's searching for acquiescence, Antenel's looking unsure, hesitant—

The moment passed. Sonder let go of the elf slowly, and took a half step back from the cell door.

“I, er,” Sonder fumbled, “Yes. You should probably go, or they'll miss you.”

Antenel, now clearly flushed purple, nodded and turned sharply before taking his leave. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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“Come on, boy, pick up those feet!” Morr’s gruff command brought Sonder back to reality. 

He was practicing a particularly difficult set of moves against the Weaponsmaster in hand-to-hand combat. Though at least fifteen years Sonder’s senior, the ex-mercenary moved with youthful grace, dancing easily around his pupil. Sonder’s own movements, by contrast, were frantic and uncoordinated—scampering out of the way as Morr’s blade sliced through the air, barely missing his wooden blade with a haphazard twist of his torso. Sonder even once jumped three feet in the air to dodge a low swipe, and landed somehow on all fours, less like a cat and more like a frightened rodent. 

“Harr hahaha ha!” the Weaponsmaster laughed at the ridiculous expression on Sonder's face as he landed. “Now that’s picking up yer feet!”

Sonder joined in with a good-natured chuckle and brought himself slowly upright, striking a fighting stance. He was determined to win at least one round against his tutor. His chance came a few hours later when he found himself keeping pace with the bear man, at least, with his feet. He was losing several hits to one, but after a good quarter hour of sparring, Sonder had the older man breathing heavily. It was then that Sonder had determined his tactic. He stopped trying to win hits and focused instead on keeping pace with Morr and defending his attacks. He knew, or hoped, that even the seasoned mercenary would eventually slip up if fatigued. 

The moment came when the Weaponsmaster took a wrong step, not as wide as he had intended, and lost his balance. The man acted quickly to correct this mistake, but Sonder was faster. He sliced his wooden blade with backhanded precision and landed it square on Morr’s bicep, then before he could recover, Sonder half turned and stabbed the Weaponsmaster in the heart, or at least, he would have done if he had been using a real sword. The result of this attack was a comical look of pain and surprise on the man’s bearded face, followed by a moment of awkward triumph as Sonder stared down at his opponent, hoping he wasn’t about to be reprimanded for stabbing him at full force. He was relieved when he saw Morr’s face break in to a gap-toothed smile.

He helped haul the man to his feet and put his hands on his knees, gasping for breath.

“Yer one of the faster learners, boy,” Morr said with an approving eye. He was rubbing his chest where Sonder’s blade had struck. “And I’ll have a mighty bruise here for some time. Better o’ course than the stabbing you’d give me with a real blade, so I’m not complainin'.”

“Uh, thank you sir,” Sonder replied, still winded by all his efforts. 

“I think this is cause for celebration,” Morr continued with a jovial air. He eyed Sonder for a moment before he said, “D’you like ale, boy?”

Of all the things Sonder might have expected his tutor to say, that was not high on the list. He could only nod rapidly in response.

“Ha!” the Weaponsmaster barked. “I thought so! Tonight you’ll get a taste of yer comrades in arms, and what they get up to past sundown. Pack yer things away, boy. We’re going to camp tonight.”

––––––––
[image: image]


Morr made arrangements to have a guard escort him to Morr's own private chambers later that evening. Sonder felt elated as the ogre guard led him along the familiar corridors of the Godskeep. The sun was just setting, and people were out and about—many more than Sonder ever saw at noon when he was escorted back to the dungeons each day—trying to get done what they needed to get done before the curfew took effect. Many who saw him recognized him, and, to Sonder's surprise, they all seemed glad to see him. Didn't they notice that he was a captive? That he was being escorted by an ogre? What if they thought I was dead? He wished he could go talk to some of the people he recognized. Sonder desperately wanted to ask if they had any news about his family, but he knew to do so would be throwing away what little freedom Artima had begun to afford him. No, he would just have to be patient.

The ogre left Sonder in Morr’s chambers (Sonder stared in open wonder at the size of his suite, which had belonged to one of the Prominents) where Morr was putting on more suitable attire than the sleeveless tunic he normally wore, and even allowed Sonder to borrow a fresh shirt for himself. 

“Wouldn’t want the ladies seeing you as such,” Morr grinned wickedly as he laced up the front of a richly decorated doublet. “There’s camp followers who’ve made their own city around the Godskeep, and they couldn’t care two shits about how a man dresses, but boy,” here he looked at Sonder as if he were telling a fine secret, “there’s these elven ladies so fair, a man’d do a lot of strange things to please 'em.”

Sonder grinned nervously in response and nodded his head like he was enthused, though, truth be told, he had interest in neither the camp followers nor the elven ladies. He was actually a bit disappointed that Morr was so excited by that prospect. He came off so gruff and aloof in training, but he supposed the man could still fall prey to women’s charms. Mercenaries were notorious for their wild sleeping habits, so why would Morr be any different?

Outwardly calm and smooth, Sonder followed Morr through the halls of the Godskeep, continually reminding himself in his head that running for freedom would likely end with an arrow, or sword, in his back. For as many familiar denizens of the Godskeep that were about, Sonder could see an almost equal number of ogres and elf guards, watching from the shadows, observing from the ramparts, overseeing all that went on within its walls. 

As they walked, Sonder suddenly realized that Morr was leading him to the front gate. Beyond, Sonder could make out yet more ogres, and tents.

“Sir, are we...?”

Morr grinned wickedly, “Don't get any ideas boy.”

Morr gestured to the guards in the gatehouse, and the gate began to draw upwards. Sonder watched its ascent with as much composure as he could muster. He looked to Morr, but the man did not return his gaze. The gate reached its zenith with a loud screech.

“Thanks, Eerin,” the Weaponsmaster inclined his head to the gatekeeper, and led Sonder jauntily through. 

They were outside. 

Sonder couldn't believe it. He, a prisoner, was now outside of his prison—not simply out of his cell or in the keep, but outside of the whole blasted castle all together! He inhaled the evening air deeply, smiling widely in spite of himself, and followed the Weaponsmaster through the throng of red and blue ogres. Sonder’s euphoria died somewhat at the grounding realization that yes, he was outside of the Godskeep, but, as Antenel had once so straightforwardly pointed out, he was still surrounded by a veritable city of ogres. 

Their tents stretched the entire length and breadth of the valley below the Holy Hill, tiny things under which, Sonder guessed, the creatures had burrowed their own miniature caves as they were wont to do. As they made their way down the Holy Road from the mouth of the Godskeep, Sonder noticed that, although it was late summer, none of the usual summer flowers were in bloom, and the shrubs and grasses that lined the Holy Road were blasted and deformed in spots, as if hit by lightning. There was constant motion and constant noise around them as disorderly rows of ogres marched through the tents to and from clearings where they drilled and practiced. There were also ogres walking rounds, ogres distributing rations, and smaller ogres running to and fro with messages from one general to another.  He wondered how far they would follow the road. Was Morr taking him all the way to the Golden Village? Was it too overrun with Artima's ogres?

“Sir, where exactly are we going?” Sonder asked, trying to keep the unease out of his voice. 

“You’ll see,” Morr responded gruffly. “Not too much farther now.” 

Two miles or so from the mouth of the Godskeep, they came to a green striped tent that was larger than the rest, large enough for perhaps twenty men, from which emanated a cacophony of noise. Morr held open the tent flap and gestured for Sonder to enter, grinning crookedly. Sonder was immediately hit by the thick smell of smoke—a bitter, noxious green gas that the ogres were fond of smoking called woopak—and the more comforting smell of ale. Two ogre-sized barrels of ale were set up in the middle of the tent, guarded by the meanest looking barkeep he had ever seen, a one-eyed ogre who had at least six knives strapped to various parts of his body. The ogre scrutinized the tent’s occupants with a gaze Sonder knew best as the ‘stink eye.’ Sonder hoped that he and Morr were on the ogre's good list.

“Don’t worry about him,” Morr barked over the din of the ale tent. He grinned, “Just stick with me.”

Sonder nodded as Morr held up his arm and called for some ale.

The one-eyed ogre turned to them, gave Sonder a stare that made his knees weak, and, without a word, poured two horns of ale. Morr took a horn in each hand.

“Much obliged, Orturk,” Morr said with a grin. He turned to Sonder, “Follow me.”

Sonder gave Orturk his most charming smile before following along after the Weaponsmaster, but apparently his charm was lost on the big creature, for his scowling expression did not change. 

There was no furniture in the ale tent, only the shallow holes dug by the ogres. Currently, the tent was full of about ten or so of them, each sitting cozily in the holes, though he saw no sign of the elven maidens Morr had promised. They took their seats in a smaller hole near the outskirts of the tent, as far as possible from the group of ogres smoking their long rolls of woopak. Sonder looked at the dirt hole with some trepidation before deciding to simply dangle his legs over the hole and sit upright rather than lean his back against the wall of the hole, as the ogres did. Morr regarded his sitting posture with amusement as he settled himself down in to the dirt opening with ease, apparently comfortable.

“Don’t worry about getting that shirt dirty, boy, it’s unavoidable in these parts,” Morr drawled. He handed Sonder his horn of ale.

Sonder accepted the drink and said, “Call me strange, but I prefer not to sit in dirt holes.” He couldn’t help but be a bit cheeky.

Morr chuckled darkly, “Beggars can't be choosers, boy.” 

Sonder shrugged, “Old habits are hard to break.”

Morr's eyes glinted, and he stroked his beard as he continued, “Aren't they though? Tell me, boy,” he said in a conversational tone, “Didn't you used to be somebody? The son of the Keeper if my memory still serves?”

Sonder felt distinctly uncomfortable, and he stopped drinking his ale mid-sip. “Y-yes,” he said, trying to keep his cool. “I am the son of Lord Mayrim Darpentus, Keeper of the Gods.”

Morr nodded, “I grant that yer the son of Mayrim, but let's you an' me be square, boy: he ain't the Keeper of the Gods no more.” Morr took a long drink of his own ale, and belched, “Pardon,” he said in a poncy voice, clearly meaning to amuse. 

Sonder was unsure how to respond. He felt like they were getting into deadly territory. “Oh?”

“There won't be a need for a Keeper, in the New Way,” Morr continued. “Cormin and his Educators get the job done, makin' sure everyone's aware of the new rules, that everyone is prepared for what's next.”

Sonder was thoroughly confused, “What is coming next?”

Morr regarded him over the top of his ale, his dark eyes were exultant as he replied, “The child.”

“Oh,” Sonder said, relieved. “That old tale again. Artima is pregnant with the child of Dartos, or so she says.”

Morr laughed, “I can see you don't take that news to heart, boy!”

Sonder shrugged again, took another sip of his ale, “It's a bit fantastical if you ask me.”

“That it is, boy, that it is,” Morr nodded thoughtful. “More to the point. I asked who you were, Sonder, son of Mayrim Darpentus, and you replied that you are the son of the Keeper of the Gods. Well, sad to say lad, you can't be somethin' that no longer exists, and the Keeper of the Gods is gone, fled to the Riverlands they say, an' he ain't coming back. You best figure out what you want to be from now on.”

Sonder checked a frustrated sigh and replied, “And I suppose that Artima can help me figure that out, can she?”

“Aye, mayhaps she can.”

Sonder frowned, “I know she wants me to fight in her army, to be a soldier, clearly.” Sonder was now getting openly frustrated. He scowled and took an angry drink from his mug, “But when I'm not playing at being one of her many soldiers, I'm playing at being one of her many prisoners.”

Morr seemed emboldened by his anger, “So what would you like to be, boy?” He asked, leaning forward, leering under all that hair, all that beard. “Her right-hand man? Her general, maybe?”

Sonder was taken aback, “General? What for? Isn't that why you're here?”

“Me? No,” Morr shook his head and adopted a falsely docile expression, “I'm jus' a simple soldier myself. I jus' happen to be gifted in the martial arts. I'm not a man who plans an' negotiates an' schemes.” 

“I'm not sure I am either,” Sonder said, dubious. He was getting a headache, whether from the noxious woopak smoke or from their conversation, he was unsure. He sighed and continued bitterly, “Though I suppose if Artima asked me to, I'm in no position to refuse, am I? She's taken everything from me, and promises to take even more if I disobey her.”

Morr nodded, “Twould be wise to stay on her good side, boy. Have you not thought why she might want the son of Mayrim at her side?”

“Of course,” Sonder scoffed. He set down his horn of ale with vehemence. “I've wondered every day since she came to my cell and coerced me into joining her army.”

“Atween you an' me,” Morr said, leaning in conspiratorially, “I don't think she ever meant fer you to be a simple soldier, boy. What would be the sense in that? No,” his eyes were intense beneath the haze of the woopak smoke. “I think she means to make you her general, so that when good ol' King Philibert finally shows his royal hide—he won't see a hostile group of fanatics overrunnin' the Godskeep, he'll see Sonder Darpentus, the son of the Keeper of the Gods, comfortably maintaining his home, a convert of a new religion. Sure, the King will see some strife has occurred between the Old Way and the New, but that's a matter for the church to figure out, not him,” Morr grinned. “An' he'll ride away, once he's collected his son, o' course, and take his Green Knights with him.”

“Wait,” Sonder's eyes widened, “His son? Not Prince Fucian?”

Morr looked contrite, “I may have spoke too much. That's just atween you an' me, remember?”

“Sure, sure,” Sonder replied distractedly. That was big news. If Prince Fucian was being held in the Godskeep dungeons (and why not? The Prince had been in attendance at the Midsummer Festival after all) then King Philibert was sure to send his army to reclaim him. If what Morr was saying were true though...if Artima were trying to use Sonder to make her presence at the Godskeep legitimate, the King may very well decide that it wasn't worth his time to help the Way reclaim it.

“The up side to all this,” Morr interrupted Sonder's thoughts, “is that you'll have some time to consider yer options. I hear ol' King Philibert has only jus' been informed that his son has been late in returnin' from the Godskeep. Might be another month afore he hears the truth about what's gone on here, an' gets his army together. Jus' part of rulin' over so damn large a kingdom,” Morr chuckled. “A mouse don't eat a scrap of cheese but King Philibert know about it in the Port Cities, but a woman takes control of a castle a thousand miles away an' he's the last to know!” This thought seemed to greatly amuse Morr, and he finished his first ale with a flourish. 

Sonder stared contemplatively at his own ale, saying nothing.

Morr was eyeing him darkly, “Hard to swallow, boy?”

Sonder nearly jumped, “What?”

“That yer jus' her pawn,” Morr stated frankly. “Her weapon, a shield, morelike, to use when the King comes a-sniffin' his nose at her.”

“Yes,” Sonder replied quietly. He had to look away from his gaze. “I understand.”

Morr scrutinized him for one more moment before he nodded and said, “Good. Now let’s get drunk. It makes these sorts of things easier to swallow.”

Sonder couldn’t have thought of a better idea himself.
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Sonder’s vision was blurry. The noise of the ale tent seemed both too loud and too distant at the same time, and he felt like if he stood up, he would immediately fall on his face. This in mind, he decided to stay sitting. The elven women Morr had promised never did show up, but nonetheless, Sonder had a woman on his lap. A pretty one. Not that Sonder wanted her there. She had just sort of appeared after a few drinks, and he was having a hard time getting rid of her. Morr sat opposite him, much more pleasantly occupied with a little blonde woman sitting next to him in the ogre hole.

“I do wish we had more men like you around ‘ere,” the blonde was saying, stroking the Weaponsmaster's beard coyly. She continued in a loud whisper, “Them brutes is always too rough on a gal. ‘Ave to be careful with ‘em at all times. Not like you, Morr my dear.” She smiled and touched his nose with her finger playfully.

“I don’t know, Minda, I’ve been called a brute myself,” Morr returned, giving the girl’s hips a squeeze, causing her to let out a little squeal.

Sonder felt sick. He tried to ignore the couple, but they were sitting not two feet in front of him. Maybe he needed another ale. The four of them had been playing Red Ogre’s dice at Sonder’s insistence. Sonder had managed to get the Weaponsmaster quite intoxicated throughout the course of their dice playing, and Sonder was hoping to take advantage of his current state to probe for some kind of information, anything, that could help get him out of the Godskeep and out of Artima’s grasp. Unfortunately for Sonder, he also got himself practically just as drunk in the process.

“Um,” Sonder started, trying to remember the name of the woman he was with.

“Shari,” the woman in his lap said, looking down at him with her dark eyes.

“Yes, Shari,” Sonder continued, smiling what he hoped was a pleasant smile. “I could use another ale. I think I’m starting to sober up.”

Shari looked down at him dubiously, eyebrow raised, but said nothing. To Sonder’s relief, she shrugged and got to her feet. 

“Ah! Shari, wait!” Minda noticed her friend leaving, and struggled free of Morr’s caresses to follow after her. 

“Don’t be too long!” Morr shouted with a laugh. He then took another deep drink of ale, tipping his mug all the way back and belching loudly when he was done. He turned to Sonder and said in an undertone, “Sorry them elven wenches never came. They usually come round with their menfolk a few times a week. Ogres hate it, but an alliance is an alliance, right? Right, boy?”

“R-right,” Sonder replied. A major thought then struck his ale-addled brain, “How did that happen?” he asked.

“Hmm? How did what happen, boy?”

“The elves and the ogres,” Sonder continued, hoping that his words were coming out the way he thought they were. “They hate each other; always have. Last thing I knew they were fighting for the land east of here, and something about a King or something—”

“Aye, aye they have never gotten on well,” Morr replied, looking at Sonder in earnest. “But the Chosen Mother has her way of getting things done, she does. She’s one to bring people together, she is.”

“I guess so,” Sonder said, with an exaggerated shrug. 

“What d’you mean boy? You guess so?” Morr said, his bushy eyebrows contracted severely.

“I just mean that even someone as powerful as Lady Artima would have trouble keeping those two particular races from killing each other as soon as they came within smelling distance,” he explained, the words falling out of him. “It can’t last. Not even she is that powerful.”

Morr looked like he had just swallowed day old chicken. 

“Careful what you say, boy,” Morr warned, now leaning close to Sonder and looking about to make sure they weren’t overheard. “What if I was to tell you that I was privy to some information on that very subject?” The glint in his eyes was like steel. 

“Sir?”

“Let’s just say, strictly atween you and me, boy,” he said, his voice low. He was leaning in so close that Sonder could practically taste the ale on his breath, “That you’re not the first one to say such a thing, and let’s also just say, that that might not be such a bad thing.”

“Not bad for who?” Sonder ventured, trying to act like he was just casually interested. He laughed and continued, “What good are the elves to the Chosen Mother anyway? Bloody weird looking things that worship unicorns and flowers. What does Artima want with such softhearted freaks?”

Morr grinned, “That’s what I say.”

Uncomprehending, Sonder nodded, then, noticing that Morr was still smiling devilishly and seemed to be expecting a response, said, “You say what, sir?”

“That those softhearted, pointy-eared freaks are more trouble than they’re worth, and Lady Artima thinks the same.”

“Oh,” Sonder replied, taken aback. He recovered quickly and said, “The pointy-eared freaks that currently work for Artima....or others?”

Morr’s grin somehow grew even wider and more crooked, and he started giggling. Sonder was greatly disturbed by this; he felt his stomach churning with more than just the ale he had drunk. 

“Now o’ course I can’t rightly tell you what she's plannin', boy,” Morr said, now clasping on to Sonder’s shoulder roughly. “But I can say that the ones we got round here’ll be the first ones to go. From there it’s like that game, er, what’s it, the Ruithan one with the tiles? You know what I’m talking about, boy. First one falls, then all the rest. Course,” Morr pulled away from Sonder, and stroked his bushy beard, “such a pity to lose them elven wenches. Ain't nothing quite like an elven wench, but thems orders. It’ll just be ogres and men like you and me again, taking to plunder all the wealth of the Crescent Isle!”

Morr started to laugh wildly again, his face bright red underneath his beard. Sonder couldn’t believe what he was hearing—plunder the Crescent Isle? But that would mean...

“Morr,” Sonder tried to get the man’s attention, which was currently caught by the return of Minda and Shari with more ale. “This army, it’s not to march on the rest of Dorneldia, is it?”

“Ha! Dorneldia!” Morr replied. “That'll be just the tip of the iceberg. This army marches in the other direction, boy.”

The other direction?

Sonder sat back then, and let the conversation be led away by their lovely companions, who regaled Morr and Sonder with tales of their lives in Astquary and how they came to follow Lady Artima's army up to the Golden Valley. Shari seemed especially passionate about following the New Way, as Artima herself was courteous to women in their line of work, and said that under the New Way, they could practice their arts without fear of arrest. Sonder was amazed by the admiration in the women’s voices as they spoke of Artima, and wondered if they were indeed talking about the same woman who had forcibly taken over the Godskeep with her band of ogres and was now hunting down his family, or if there was another sorceress around these parts by that name.

By the end of the night, Sonder’s thoughts were a confused jumble of concern for the elves, dying respect for Morr, and ale—nothing the women said made him feel any less hatred for Artima. They left the ale tent at what felt like no more than a few minutes before sunrise, Morr and Minda walking with their arms around each other, as much to touch each other as to keep from falling over it seemed, while Sonder walked well ahead of Shari. When the four of them came to the main gate, Sonder saw Morr slip both girls a handful of gold coins before giving each a parting kiss. They thanked him and stood waving as Morr hailed the guards to open the gate, and he and Sonder walked slowly out of the faint pre-dawn light and in to the darkness of the Godskeep.

“We'll postpone yer lessons for today, boy,” Morr said to him. He gestured to one of the ogre guards, who began to lead Sonder in the direction of his cell. As he was led away, he thought he heard Morr add, “No doubt there's decisions to be made.” 
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“It can't be true,” Antenel gasped, uncomprehending. It was later that evening, and Sonder had eagerly relayed all that he had heard from Morr during their excursion last night, now quite sober. Antenel stood on the other side of the cell bars, looking deep in thought. He muttered, “Even if it were true, why would Morr tell you?”

Sonder gave a sheepish grin, “I may or may not have gotten him drunk over a game of dice.”

Antenel flashed him a glare of disapproval, reminding Sonder painfully of his sister. Startled by their sudden resemblance, Sonder stepped back and cleared his throat loudly before continuing, “He wouldn't say any specifics, but he made it clear that Artima had no more use for the elves, and that she was going to give the ogres what they've always wanted. Oh, and that you're a bunch of pointy-eared soft-bellied freaks. He mentioned that too.”

His words seemed to finally awaken anger in Antenel. His blue face went purple to the tips of said pointy ears.

“That sounds exactly like the sort of thing that dog would say,” he muttered an oath in elven, then looked up at Sonder, “You’re sure he was telling the truth?”

“Unless the man can hold his liquor better than any other man I’ve ever met,” Sonder replied, a bit impatient, “then I doubt he had the wherewithal to lie to me. But Antenel,” he continued deliberately, “what are you going to do? “

Antenel shook his head, distressed, “I don't know. I still hesitate to break the treaty—it is my duty to remain loyal to Artima, to remain loyal to my people, but,” he gave a shuddering sigh, trying to pull himself together,  “I suppose none of that matters now. Even if I do remain loyal to Artima, she's going to attack the elves on the Continent.”

“And the Crescent Isle, too,” Sonder added. “Morr said they were going to plunder its riches, or something to that effect.”

“Yes,” Antenel sighed again. He looked less angry now, and more relieved? He certainly seemed to look less defeated than normal. He was standing up straight, shoulders back, chin up, and lips parted slightly with a gleam of strength in his eyes. “Sonder?”

“Huh?” Sonder jumped. He had been lost in thought. “What did you say?”

“I thank you for your information, my friend,” he said warmly. His smile was short-lived, though, for the elf’s expression darkened almost immediately. “I must find my brethren and warn them, I should know where most of them are,” he was speaking more to himself now. “We must convene somehow.” He then turned his attention back to Sonder, clasping his forearm through the bars of his cell. “Thank you again, friend. This news calls for action. I may be able to get you out of here after all. Take care, and mention no word of this to anyone. I will be back in three days’ time—with a plan.”

Sonder could only nod in agreement before the blue elf turned and left, practically jogging down the dungeon corridor, his normally quiet footsteps echoing on the stone floor.
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Chapter Sixteen
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“We’re going down to the market now, Dee,” Meredith called from the doorway. Endrick was at her side. “We shouldn’t be too long.”

“Okay,” Dienna replied from where she sat by the window. “Be safe, gods go with you.”

Meredith and Endrick nodded and took their leave, leaving Dienna in true peace and quiet for the first time since before the Midsummer Ceremony, which now seemed like a lifetime ago. The journey from the Lea of Roshan to the city of Southaven had taken longer than Dienna cared to think about. Thankfully, they had left the ogres in the mountains, and met little trouble on their wearying journey northeast. They passed through several small fishing communities along the way, and Dienna had looked at their docked boats with longing. They had next to no money, no means of paying for a boat or even for passage from the shore of the Dezhartan Sea to the island of the Repository, so they continued on until they reached Southaven at last. Here, Endrick said, they could arrange for passage by the wizards of the Repository themselves. Dienna hoped he was right; they had come such a long way. They must see the Archmage, or she didn't know what they would do. She let out a frustrated sigh and turned her attention to the scene outside the window.

The streets of Southaven were bustling with activity. It was market day—people, horses, oxen, and carts moved to and fro, up and down the old city’s wide avenues. Cart drivers yelling at those on foot to move out of the way, pedestrians shouting back to watch where they drove their carts. Fish mongers and clammers called their wares heartily, and farmers proclaimed theirs just as loudly, voices hoarse and raspy. Children ran underfoot of their parents, who stood bargaining with the merchants, gesturing wildly in Ruithan fashion and arguing the price lower and lower with loud exclamations. 

It was a chaotic scene for Dienna to watch. She had thought market day at the Golden Village was a sight to see, but Southaven’s market could engulf the Village’s four times over. The city was built around a square-shaped plaza that was surrounded by the most prestigious buildings in all of Southaven. On the east side stood the palace of the lord of the city, on its south side stood the court of justice, and on the west side stood the inn where Dienna, Meredith, and Endrick had rented a room the night before. Their room was on the second floor, and it afforded a good view of the market taking place in the plaza below, but what interested Dienna the most was the building that stood on the north face of the plaza—it was a Ruithan temple, not dedicated to the Way, but rather to the great Creator.

A large island-nation northeast of Dorneldia, Ruith was a warm continent with a long, rich history. Its people had worshiped the Creator for thousands of years before Dorneldia had even been united into one kingdom, and they brought their worship from their homeland when they came to Southaven.  

During the tyrannical reign of King Olyoush III some four hundred years ago, many Ruithans fled for Running, the Dorneldian province between the Enalgath Mountains and the Dezhartan Sea, to start a new life on the continent known as the Southlands. The Ruithans named their settlement Southaven, and had thrived as citizens of Dorneldia ever since, for they had brought with them all the thousands of years of knowledge of their old homeland. Ruithan-made jewelry, silks, and lace were considered the finest made by human hands, second only to that made by the elves (Dienna remembered once having a beautiful Ruithan lace dress that she had adored as a girl) and their architecture was much admired for its graceful arches, spiraling towers, and wide, open boulevards. 

When Dienna, Meredith, and Endrick had first arrived in the city, she couldn’t believe how large and open it was. Used to buildings being built right on top of each other and the narrow, winding streets of the Golden Village, the sweeping avenues of Southaven impressed Dienna deeply, just as its elegant spires and arches took her breath away. 

Weary as she was after their long journey from the Lea of Roshan, she couldn’t help but ask her friends to pause so she could admire some of the more beautiful buildings they saw. One such building was the Ruithan temple. It made up the entire north side of the central plaza, its face comprised of numerous columns of red marble that glittered with veins of gold in the sunset. As she watched from the window of their rented room, she saw devotees of the Creator enter and leave the temple, never hurrying, always calm and composed. Most of them seemed to have the tawny skin and thick black hair that was typical of their Ruithan ancestors, though she also saw those who would not look out of place in the Riverlands or the Port Cities. She frowned, and wondered if they had converted to Ruithanism or if they had always been its followers. She did not like the thought that any of them had abandoned the Way for this, to her mind, old, outdated mode of worship.

Meredith and Endrick were well away by now, somewhere down in the plaza's market. Dienna occasionally thought she saw one of them in the crowd from where she sat at the window, but she had long since lost track of them—probably for the better anyway, as those two tended to act in ways that make Dienna blush when they were alone, always touching each other's hand, shoulder, arm. She was glad when they had volunteered to get fresh food and other supplies from the market and leave her in much needed peace. Now, though, Dienna’s curiosity was piqued. She felt compelled, as the future Keeper of the Gods, to visit this Ruithan Temple (she may never have another chance, after all) and find out what she could of its followers. Satisfied that she had rested adequately, and sure that Meredith and Endrick wouldn’t mind her stepping out, Dienna left their room, locked it, and headed out into the twilit city.

Although the sun was low in the sky, the air still felt warm and sticky. Dienna didn’t know how the locals could stand living this far north, where the heat was so much more intense than on the southern side of the Enalgath Mountains. Between the foreign religion, Ruithan customs, and the intense heat, it was often said that Running Province was a kingdom of its own, although it had been part of Dorneldia for hundreds of years. Dienna now understood this sentiment first hand. Maybe it was just her heavier clothes, but she seemed to be sweating more than the Southaveners that passed her in the street. The women wore brightly colored gowns of thin, almost sheer fabric that was just thick enough to not be indecent, and the men wore loose-fitting trousers and shirts of the same material, all embroidered with fanciful designs like peacocks and hibiscus. 

She pushed her way through the crowded market, her saffron priest's robes drawing a few looks. After all, Dienna reminded herself, the Way was not strong in Running Province, she shouldn’t be surprised that people regarded her oddly. She just hoped that Artima did not have any hold up here. No one seemed to be following her, at least, that Dienna could tell. She was not very experienced in such things, but she tried her best to look surreptitiously behind herself to make sure no one had taken an interest in her movements. 

As she neared the Ruithan Temple, she heard the music of harps and a small choir singing in Ruish.  Up close, the temple appeared more golden than red, shimmering in the last rays of the sun, casting a dark, cool shadow on the plaza. Dienna entered its shade gratefully; glad to be out of the worst of the heat. Acutely aware she was an outsider in this place, Dienna passed between the outside columns, and entered the temple. Its interior was both different and oddly similar to the inside of the Hall of Ceremony back home. Rows upon rows of benches filled the main hall of the temple, only these were carved in great detail with seemingly every animal in existence, from ant to eagle, from lion to trout. Rather than mosaics of the sun, moon, and stars, the Ruithan temple’s walls were covered in brightly colored frescoes depicting the creation of the world. The Creator, the entity the Ruithans worshiped, was symbolized by a white lotus flower with three eyes, one brown, one blue, one green. Dienna’s thoughts turned to the Tome, and what Endrick had said about the origins of the gods. It was true that the Way did not teach anything about where the gods came from, focusing instead on the gifts they gave to the world. What if the secret of the gods was something the Ruithans already knew? What if the Tome mentioned this same Creator the Ruithans had worshiped for thousands of years?

Dienna’s thoughts were interrupted by several women needing to pass by to get to the benches at the front of the hall. Dienna apologized and moved out of their way, and noticed the women gave her lingering looks before making their way to the front. Trying to maintain her composure, Dienna decided to leave the main hall and wander through some of the alcoves that branched off of the temple’s main body. She wondered distractedly where that harp music was coming from, for it seemed just as loud no matter where she went.

After roving through the temple for perhaps a half hour, Dienna decided it was time to return to the inn. As she started for the temple’s main entrance, though, she caught sight of a cleric. The cleric was an old man with brown skin and hair that he had gathered in to a knot at the top of his head, wearing thin robes of white and talking with a group of men and women, a serene smile on his face. Determined to speak with him, Dienna gathered the skirts of her robes in hand and walked over.

She bowed deeply and said, “Greetings, great cleric. I am Dienna, a priest of Dartos and future Keeper of the Gods. I saw your temple from the inn and felt a visit would be proper.”

The old cleric turned his cheerful face to her, and his followers fell silent as he bowed in turn and said, “Greetings Dienna. I am Yonga, a cleric of our Great Creator, and it is their temple you are visiting, my dear, not mine.”

Dienna blushed and said, “Ah, yes, forgive me, Cleric Yonga. I came here because I was curious about your teachings. I admit I wanted to see how they differed from ours. Tell me, do you—”

“I am sorry, Priest of Dartos,” Yonga interrupted, not unkindly, holding up his hand, “but I must attend to my people. If you are curious about what we teach here in the house of the Creator, then I suggest you come back here tomorrow evening and listen to a service, that way you may experience it firsthand. Good day,” he bowed curtly, and turned his attention back to the Southaveners around him. 

Dienna stood, stunned, for a moment, then gave another bow and hurried away, out from under the Temple columns and in to the early night air. Her face burned with heat and anger, the burn on her shoulder also beginning to flame.  How dare that lowlife Ruithan cleric snub her! She had come in goodwill, hoping to share and discuss knowledge of the gods, of the divine! He had no right to send her off like that, to insult her in front of his followers as if the Way were nothing, as if she, as a priest of Dartos, had no dignity, was not worthy of respect! 

When she returned to the inn, Meredith and Endrick were outside the door waiting for her. 

“Sorry, I didn't mean to be gone so long,” Dienna apologized, but even she could hear the snap of annoyance in her voice, and she was afraid she only made her friends angrier. She mentioned nothing to them about what had happened in the Ruithan temple.

When Meredith asked where she had been, Dienna only muttered, “Just in the square.” She saw Meredith and Endrick exchange glances, but neither said anything more on the subject, and silence feel between the companions.

Endrick cleared his throat and continued in his gentle voice, “I have made contact with my order. They are expecting us at the Repository tomorrow at noon. We will need to rise early to meet our captain at the docks. The island is many miles distant and will take several hours to reach.”

And so they rose at dawn, having left the curtains open to make sure the sun would disturb their slumber. Dienna’s joints and muscles were still sore from their long journey—the endless walking and sleeping on the hard ground.  They ached in protest as she rolled over to her other side, trying to avoid the sun's unwelcome rays. She was sharing the bed with Meredith, whose thick dark coils of hair were tickling her nose. Dienna thought that Meredith usually wore a silk wrap around her head when she slept. She supposed that was something Mer didn't have on her when they had fled the Godskeep, and suddenly felt sad. Soon Meredith's sleep was also disturbed, by the sun or by her sleepy movements, Dienna wasn't sure.

Meredith turned her head and regarded Dienna with sleepy, but concerned, eyes, “Alright, Dee?”

“Huh? Y-yes,” she stammered, taken aback. She continued with more composure, “This is what we've come all this way for.”

“Hmm,” Meredith replied, sitting up in the bed. Her gaze went to Endrick, who was sleeping on the floor at the foot of the bed, also beginning to stir. She turned back to Dienna, “You'll be okay with whatever answers they give us?”

“I—yes,” she said, still not following. “What could they possible say that could upset me further? If they know what should be done about Artima then that’s wonderful. If they don't,” she hesitated a moment and took a deep breath, “then we're back where we started,” she finished, dread now welling within her. She had prayed, hoped that the wizards would be able to help, had put all her efforts into reaching them. If they couldn’t help them, where would they go?

With effort, Dienna put her fears aside and gently grabbed hold of Meredith’s forearm, “I’m sorry, Mer. I don’t mean to sound so hopeless. I firmly believe we have had Dartos’ blessing in all this. The gods have guided us through all our trials and brought us safely to this place. This must be their will, we must have faith that the Archmage can help us take back what was stolen from us.”

Meredith’s dark eyes were soft, yet Dienna could see determination in them, “I hope you’re right, Dee.”

The two rose and started to dress themselves. Endrick was fully awake now, performing the series of stretches he always did in the morning, which he said helped to keep him in good physical health. Dienna was always skeptical of this claim, but figured that the wizard probably knew better about such things than she did. Her knowledge of the workings of the human body was, admittedly, quite limited. 

Soon Endrick was leading them through the grand streets of Southaven, heading north toward the docks. 

“I’ve spent quite a bit of time in this city,” he told them in his quiet voice, his robes rustling in the warm coastal breeze. “I lived here with my mother when I was young.”

“Can we meet her?” Meredith asked. She was walking side by side with Endrick as usual, sounding more cheerful than she had that morning. 

“No, I’m afraid not,” Endrick said with a sad smile. “She died many years ago.”

“Oh!” Meredith exclaimed and turned away. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sure her soul is one with the gods,” Dienna interjected, saying the proper words to comfort the mourning as dictated by the Book of the Three.

“Thank you, Lady Dienna,” Endrick said with a nod. “But I am not sure that is the case.”

His face looked troubled, but Meredith seemed too embarrassed at bringing up such a personal subject to continue their conversation, and Dienna certainly did not want to pry into the wizard’s affairs, so she let Endrick’s strange comment be. 

The group remained silent as they drew closer and closer to the docks, the smell of salt and fish growing stronger with each step. The wide streets of the docklands were already growing crowded, even this early in the morning, as fisherman were returning with nets full of fish to sell, their wives and children helping to bring in the catch and arranging them for sale in stalls that lined the avenues, a permanent marketplace that was always freshest with the rising of the sun. 

Dienna had never seen a dock before. For some reason she had expected there to be sand, like the beaches they had followed to bring them to Southaven, but here the water met the city head-on. There were too many docks for Dienna to count, and each dock was large enough for five or six fishing boats. Here and there larger ships were also moored, ships that looked large enough for a hundred men or more, with huge white sails and flying colorful flags with numerous coats of arms, most of which Dienna did not recognize.

“Here we are,” Endrick said as they walked out on to a dock where a group of figures in gray and black stood waiting. Their robes were identical to Endrick’s, except they looked a little less worn. They each leaned on some type of staff or other, some bejeweled and made of metal, others plain like the one Endrick used. As the three of them approached, the wizards bowed deeply.

“Good to see you return to us, Endrick,” said one of them, a young woman, with silvery blond hair that she wore tied back with a band. She smiled at them all charmingly. “And you've brought Lady Dienna Darpentus and an acolyte from the Godskeep—Meredith, isn’t it?”

Meredith looked startled to be addressed, but took the wizard’s proffered hand and said, “Yes, I’m Meredith Hauvish, and I’m honored to meet you...”

“Renna Goldcrest,” the blonde said, still smiling attractively. She then came to shake Dienna’s hand, “I hope your journey hasn’t been too harrowing. We’ve heard about your plight, and we’re only too glad that you happened to run in to Endrick on his travels. He may be a softie, but he’s got it where it counts.”

“Um, yes, Endrick has been both accommodating and effective at keeping us safe and out of harm’s way,” Dienna responded, a bit unsettled by the energetic young wizardess. There was something off-putting about the way she smiled—the expression never quite reached her eyes.

“Glad to hear it,” Renna replied. She then gestured at the six other wizards standing behind her, “Gemmar, Willisteph, Annick, Semaya, Nelton, Boff and I will be your shipmates today. We’ll get you to the island in no time. The Archmage is eagerly expecting your visit, my ladies.”

Dienna bowed slightly towards the group, “And we greatly appreciate your service.”

“Now, if you’ll follow me,” Renna ushered them towards a large longboat that had neither sails nor oars, moored on the dock all by itself. “Sit in that middle part, there,” Dienna, Meredith, and Endrick obliged by getting to the boat and sitting in its center compartment, “and try not to disturb us as we’re casting our spells. It can be a little rocky. I assume it’s your first time out to sea? Well, no matter, if you need to relieve yourself you can do so over the ledge, just be careful not to jostle around too much or we might capsize.”

“Capsize?” Meredith asked with some terror, her face losing color.

“Don’t worry, lady acolyte,” Renna said reassuringly, her platinum ponytail blowing in the wind as the boat was untied from the dock.“We wouldn't be in any real danger, but I’d rather not damage the boat. It belongs to the Repository, and I don’t want to upset my superiors by wrecking their ship. The most you would need to worry about is getting a little wet.” She winked and went about the business of positioning her crew, who stood around the boat’s perimeter, staves at their sides.

“I thought you said your parents were sailors?” Endrick asked Meredith quietly, apparently alarmed at the green tinge her face had taken on. 

Meredith gave Dienna a pleading look.

Taking the hint, Dienna spoke on her friend’s behalf, “They were, but Mer’s only ever lived with her grandmother. Neither of us has ever sailed before.”

“There’s nothing you need fear, Meredith,” Endrick said gently, taking her hand in his. “It is only water.”

Meredith mumbled unintelligibly. 

“What was that?” he asked.

“I said it’s all the water in world,” she mumbled a little louder. She was holding her hand in front of her mouth as if afraid she would vomit, still letting the wizard hold her other hand in his. Dienna fought the urge to swipe his hand away, and instead placed her own hand on Meredith’s upper back to help her keep upright. 

“Just think of it as a river, like the Bluebeck, remember the fun we had with the centaur women?” Dienna prompted, keeping her voice light and soothing.

“Everyone in position!” Renna’s voice pierced their ears. “Cast off!”

The seven wizards all thudded their staves loudly on the deck, then raised them aloft, chanting words softly in the language of magic. 

“That was a river, Dee,” Meredith said, still looking like she was about to be ill. “This is the sea!” She looked both ill and panicked now as the wizards’ chanting grew louder and the boat began to swiftly glide away from the shore.

“Why did you not mention this fear before?” Endrick asked, his dark eyes wide with concern. “I could have brewed a calming potion.”

“I...had no idea...it would be this terrifying!” Meredith said with some effort. 

They were gaining speed, and soon the city of Southaven had grown distant; small enough for Dienna to blot it out with the width of her thumb. The wind and salty spray made the air seem much cooler than it had been on shore, and the boat was rocking back and forth with a gentle yet unsettling motion that made Dienna worry that she too would be sick. 

“Don’t look at the water, or back at the shore,” Endrick was saying, his hand still gently over hers. “Just look at me. We’ll talk until we reach the shore. It’ll be over soon enough.”

Meredith brought her gaze up to Endrick’s deep-set eyes, and Dienna thought she saw some of the color return to her face.

“Okay, only three hours until we reach the island,” Renna announced chirpily, coming to sit near them. 

Meredith’s face then grew even greener, and she made a lunge for the side of the boat, almost knocking one of the wizards over in the process.

Renna pulled a face, “Did I say something?” 
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They arrived at the Repository a quarter of an hour before midday. The island itself was rather small. Its land was mostly taken up by a large domed building and three tall, spindly towers that tapered off to a point, looking almost like the claws of some bird reaching up towards the warm blue sky. Dienna was reminded of the three towers that surrounded the Godskeep, and felt a pang of longing for her home. The island was dotted with strange trees Dienna had read about, but had never seen, with thick, knotty bark and wide leafy palms at their tops, as well as a variety of bright orange and yellow flowers with which she was unfamiliar. Renna directed the wizards to steer the ship around to the island’s back, where sandy white beaches gave way to a rocky cliff face. Dienna was alarmed when Renna started to take the ship directly into this cliff face, until she saw that they were headed for a large crack in the cliff.

“Does Jerritt know you’re coming?” Renna asked offhandedly as they sailed through the opening and into a large cavern. 

Now it was Endrick’s turn to blanch, “Yes.” He said after a moment, still holding Meredith’s hand. “I sent him word yesterday. Why do you ask?”

Renna shrugged, “Just want to know what kind of mood he’ll be in for our lessons later.”

“Likely a foul one,” Endrick groused. 

“Ah, well,” the other wizard said with a sigh. “Oy, Willisteph!” she shouted at one of her wizards, “Watch that stalagmite! No scratches on this thing, you hear?”

Endrick took this distraction as the perfect opportunity to turn his attention back to Meredith. She looked better now that they were so close to their goal, was even looking around at the surrounding cavern. Dienna herself still sat with one arm across Meredith's back, keeping her steady as the lurching of the boat over the waves fought her stomach. 

The cavern was large and ominous, but not as dark as Dienna would have expected. Looking overhead, she saw orbs of soft, white light floating slowly about the ceiling of the cave like bubbles, bouncing gently off of even the sharpest of rocks without breaking.

Endrick noticed her gaze and said, “One of the simplest of spells a wizard learns to cast. Novices come here to test their skills. The orbs last for days, and we are always in need of light down here in the docks.”

Not sure what to make of them, Dienna did not respond. She was starting to feel uneasy again, like she had in the Lea of Roshan and the Ruithan Temple. She was completely out of her element. She knew next to nothing about wizards and their magic, had only a rudimentary knowledge of what was within their power. She knew that magic was hereditary. Sometimes it skipped a generation, or even a few generations, before it would manifest itself in someone. But when it did, it was usually apparent by childhood—little things like making water boil in seconds or feeling no pain when touching a lit candle wick were early signs of a future wizard. Parents often feared such signs, for they meant that one day, they might wake up to an empty bed and a missing child. This was one of the reasons the Way, and her father, were vocal against the practice of magic: the wizards would spirit away magical children in the dead of night, take them to the Repository without their parent’s consent, and give them the ability to unlock their full magical potential. Dienna was unclear on what happened to the would-be wizards after that point. She did know, however, that wizards, for all their power, were ill-favored by the general populace for the number of happy homes they had disturbed. 

Gently, the seven wizards directed the boat to one of five docks in the large cavern and, rather than tying it down like normal, they cast a spell to keep it from drifting off. A man was waiting for them at the dock, dressed in robes of a finer sort than those worn even by the crew. He was dark-skinned like Endrick and Meredith, and had a shrewd look about him, perhaps because of the small square spectacles he wore. His hair was like salt and pepper, worn long in locs that reached to his waist. In his hand he bore a staff of what looked like iron, topped with a miniature sculpture of a skull. 

Renna held out a hand to Dienna and helped her out of the boat before leaning back in and helping Meredith. Endrick followed, using his staff as support, as he stepped from the boat to the dock. He came to stand next to the three women with a grim expression.

“Master Jerritt,” Renna said with a bow, holding her silver colored staff aloft. “I present Dienna Darpentus and Meredith Hauvish of the Godskeep. And I believe you know Endrick.” She added with a smirk.

Jerritt regarded her solemnly, apparently unamused, “Thank you Renna. I am familiar with my son, yes. And it is an honor to meet you, my ladies.”

His son? Dienna frowned. She didn’t have much time to contemplate, as she and Meredith returned his bow. “Likewise Master Jerritt,” Dienna said. 

So this was the man Renna and Endrick spoke of earlier, Dienna thought. She could see some resemblance between Jerritt and his son, aside from the obvious skin tone.  They both shared the same deep-set eyes and strong jawlines, both were tall and thin, although Endrick stood taller than his father. Dienna looked to Meredith questioningly, but she looked just as surprised at this turn of events as Dienna was. 

“I trust you had a pleasant journey?” Jerritt continued with cool politeness. He looked only at Dienna when he spoke, his gaze avoiding Endrick entirely.  Dienna’s frown deepened. Why was the man ignoring his own son?

“Aside from being betrayed by a trusted priest and being taken prisoner by a village of Artima's ogres,” Dienna returned lightly, but with a touch of heat, “we were otherwise unharmed.”

“Ah yes, I did hear about that,” Jerritt said with a thoughtful expression as if he had known these facts but had not committed them to memory. “In any case,” he continued with an official air, “you shall find the Repository a safe haven for the time being. You are the first non-practitioners of magic to walk these halls in a century.”

“Yes, for which we are grateful,” Dienna replied, trying to cloak her impatience. “Forgive me, Master Jerritt, but will we be seeing the Archmage soon? We have come a long way to see him, and our situation grows worse with each minute.” 

“Of course, Lady Darpentus,” Dienna now detected a faint amusement in Jerritt's eyes as he said this. “If you would follow me, please. My apologies for abusing your time.”

Dienna felt her face flush at the snide remark, but she bore her head up proudly and followed Jerritt as he led them away from the docks and deeper into the cavern. 

They walked single file through a narrow passage leading to a flight of stairs cut from the cavern's rock into perfectly straight, solid planks. They wound their way up and around the stairs for what felt like several flights. Dienna felt her breath growing irregular and short. Aside from the physical strain of climbing the stairs, she was beginning to feel shut in, cramped, and uncomfortable in the closeness of the cavern. 

The only light came from the faint glow of Jerritt's skull-peaked staff ahead of her; no spheres of light seemed to have found their way into the cramped winding passage. Her nose was almost touching Jerritt’s long black and gray locs as they climbed higher and higher. Dienna thought she smelled nutmeg, cinnamon, and a scent she could only describe as the odor of fallen leaves wafting from his person. Her nervousness grew. She wondered what other household spices and common herbs the wizards used for their magic. The thought that they could seemingly walk in to any kitchen and find the ingredients needed for some sinister potion or dark spell unnerved Dienna.

As her worries reached a peak, so did the stairs. Jerritt opened the door at the top of the staircase, revealing a colorfully decorated hallway beyond. The floor was marble, but the walls and ceiling were made of tile in a myriad of colors and designs, depicting no object in particular, but which seemed unified and pleasant to look at. 

“Welcome to the Hall of the Arts,” Jerritt announced, once all of their company had passed through the door. “There are three major Halls in the Repository, named for the three towers you saw which loom over the Repository Dome: the Hall of the Mind, the Hall of the Heart, and the Hall of the Arts. Each represents the three aspects of magic, the combination which a wizard must recognize in order to be a magical success.”

“I thought magic was in the blood,” Meredith asked quietly. Her eyes were wide and looking slowly around the hall.

“It is an inherited gift, yes,” Jerritt replied, his voice cold, “but like any talent, it must be honed, and it is possible to lose it all together, if one does not practice their skills.”

Meredith did not respond, and Jerritt proceeded to lead them down the colorful hall and into an antechamber, furnished sparsely but with a large window that offered a beautiful view of the turquoise sea. 

“The Archmage will be seeing you shortly. I will return when the time has come,” Jerritt said with a bow. He then left, taking Renna and her crew along with him.

Wordlessly, the three settled in. Meredith sat by the window, gazing out to the white beaches with an unreadable expression, while Endrick took a seat by the door. He looked distinctly disturbed. He sat motionless, brows furrowed, one hand gripping his staff tightly next to him. Dienna wondered what had transpired between father and son that had caused such coolness between them, and for a moment, Dienna truly pitied him. She had never known such familial animosity. She had always been loved, adored, by her parents, given everything she could have ever wanted. Was it not so for everyone?

They sat in silence for long minutes. Dienna turned her mind over to prayer, as she often did when she felt nervous or afraid. She tried not to think about the Archmage. As relieved as Dienna was that they had finally reached the Repository, she felt oddly apprehensive about meeting him. What if the wizards were of no help to them? What if they told them they were on their own?

Suddenly, Endrick raised his gaze.

“Someone is coming,” he said quietly, turning towards the door.

Dienna snapped out of her reverie and looked up.

Jerritt had returned, and was now standing in the doorway.

“The Archmage will see you now,” he announced. “But first, there are those here whom you would wish to see.”

Dienna raised an eyebrow, “Oh? And who would that be?”

“My dear,” came a voice from the hallway, “it has been so long since we parted.”

Jerritt stepped aside, and Dienna gave a strangled cry. There, standing in the doorway, were her father and mother.
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Chapter Seventeen
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Meredith watched as Dienna jumped from her seat and ran into her father’s arms, her mother joining them with a cry of her own. Meredith looked away, too overcome. It seemed indecent to intrude on such an emotional reunion. She stayed seated, avoiding even Endrick’s gaze, though she could feel his eyes on her, and had to bite her lip to keep from crying in frustration and envy.

“We were so worried about you,” Lady Grenna said, holding her daughter’s head in her hands and smiling. “We were so relieved when your message came yesterday.” She looked as proper as always—hair neatly done and wearing a simple but smart gown. 

Dienna wiped tears from her eyes and sniffed, “I’m so glad to see you both! How long have you been here?”

“We arrived three days ago,” Lord Mayrim said, still wearing the white robes and golden circlet of the Keeper of the Gods, though he wore no other ornamentation. His beard was thick and unkempt. “We thought, as I am sure you did, my dear, that the wizards would be best equipped to aid us against one of their own.”

“Have you spoken with the Archmage?” Dienna asked.

“No, we haven’t dear,” her mother answered gently. “They refused to see us until your letter arrived. Your father has been quite put out by this whole affair.”

Lord Mayrim’s eyes held undisguised anger, “In the name of Almighty Dartos,” he said, “they have been grossly disagreeable in terms of help, though they have provided us food and shelter. I would rather they kept me in a dungeon if it meant they would pledge their assistance to our cause.”

“Yes, father,” Dienna replied, her lips forming a resolute line. “I quite agree.”

Jerritt took this as his queue to interject, “Yes, well. We shall see what the Archmage has to say now that your daughter and her companions are with us. Come,” he gestured outside the antechamber, “the Council is waiting.”

Meredith composed herself and followed after them, Endrick bringing up the rear. He once again tried to catch her eye, but she ignored him, keeping her gaze straightforward. The Keeper and Lady Grenna each gave Meredith a smile and nod of acknowledgment, but were soon absorbed once again in conversation with their daughter.

“Where have you been?”

“All over the Enalgath forest.”

“Were there ogres after you too?”

“Yes, and we were captured!”

“Have you heard about Sonder?”

“Yes, he’s Artima’s prisoner, but I know nothing else.”

Meredith forced herself to listen, although she wished she could just lock herself in a quiet room with some books and hide away from everyone for a while. Seeing Dienna reunited with her parents was like a physical blow to Meredith, but it was, nonetheless, good news. The Keeper and Lady Grenna had fled to the Riverlands and there stayed with a priest of Lantos at Doderra Cathedral. They had sent an envoy to the King, but when the local guard spotted ogres on the edge of town, they were forced to flee. They had sold what jewelry they were wearing to hire mercenaries to guard them as they made for the Repository. When they arrived, the Archmage declined to speak to them with no explanation whatsoever. When Jerritt had received his son’s missal the day before, however, the Archmage had finally consented to hold a meeting.

“We have been very anxious to know why we were not granted an audience of our own,” Lady Grenna said tersely. 

“Perhaps the Archmage was simply indisposed,” Dienna offered evenly, though Meredith could detect the anger in her voice. No doubt she did not appreciate the slight to her parents. 

Jerritt led them further down the multicolored Hall of the Arts to a large set of double doors at its end, where he stopped, seeming to wait for something. An uncomfortable silence fell. Meredith could feel Dienna fidgeting in anticipation on one side of her, and on her other side Endrick stood still as a statue. Without warning, the large doors began to open inward with a faint buzzing sound, and the party stepped through. 

The Audience Chamber was large and circular; they seemed to be within the dome of the Repository, for the ceiling was curved high above them, and decorated with a reproduction of the constellations of the night sky. At the far end of the chamber sat eight wizards high on a bench, two men and four women, one elfmaid and one elflord. They all wore silken robes and grave expressions. In the middle of the benches was placed a large chair, wherein sat a woman. She was perhaps in her fifties, with dark eyes and deep golden skin that shone with a vigor not overpowered by her age. Her hair was black, and flowed down from a central part to rest by her generous thighs. She was, in truth, quite plump, a fact that not even her wizard robes could hide, but this roundness only enhanced her exquisite Dezhartan features.

“Welcome, visitors,” she said, her accent a bit halting. “Jerritt, if you would please take your seat.”

“With pleasure, madam,” Jerritt bowed and took the ninth seat on the benches, making the wizards' number ten.

Once he had settled himself, an older wizard at the far left stood, adjusted his rather large spectacles, and announced, “Lord Mayrim Darpentus, Keeper of the Gods, his Lady Wife, Grenna Darpentus, their daughter Dienna Darpentus, priest of Dartos, Meredith Hauvish, acolyte of the Godskeep, and Endrick Arelo, Wizard of the Third Class, I present to you Korina of Mahli, Archmage of the Repository.”

“I thank you Gyles,” the Archmage replied with a nod. “And I am thankful to receive you, Keeper, and your family. And thankful as well to receive a very noble acolyte and one of my own order. Well met all.”

The Keeper stepped forward, “And well met, yourself. We are thankful to finally meet with you, Archmage. If I may be blunt, we were quite distressed when you declined an audience with us upon our arrival. We have traveled far, and in great peril, to seek your advice about reclaiming, not only our home, but the center of the Way in Dorneldia, and to expel the wicked sorceress who has taken it from us.” He spoke zealously. From where Meredith was standing, she could see the gleam in his eyes that always accompanied his sermons back home. 

“I apologize for not meeting with you earlier, Lord Keeper,” the Archmage replied. Her voice was a little less than apologetic. “We are all grieved to hear of what has transpired at the Godskeep, and I wish we had the type of assistance you seek. This sorceress, as you call her, Artima of the Plains, is a person we have all been interested in for quite some time, but I am not sure that we have the means to oppose her.”

“I don't understand,” Lord Mayrim frowned. “I see ten wizards before me, and I am sure there are more of you on this island. Surely you have sufficient enough numbers to overcome one misguided upstart.”

There came grave murmurs and even some nervous laughter at this remark. Archmage Korina silenced both with a dignified gesture.

“We are numerous here, yes,” she replied sadly. “But Artima is a wizard of a singular nature.”

“So you cannot help us?” Dienna cried, stepping forward.

Korina regarded her with an odd expression, “That I did not say, young one. We do not have the means to simply eradicate Artima and her forces from the Godskeep, but perhaps we could provide you with what information we know about this woman. The better to understand what needs to be done.”

She waved her left hand, and a bench appeared before them. Lord Mayrim seemed about to object, but changed his mind and sat down slowly. He nodded to his wife, who came to sit next to him. Meredith followed suit, and sat down between Dienna on her left, and Endrick on her right. 

“What can you tell us, Archmage?” Lord Mayrim said wearily.

“Much,” she replied, “and yet part of Artima’s history I am sure you already know. Her unsanctioned departure from the Repository caused quite a scandal some years ago. Our agents hunted her down, and found she had taken residence in an abandoned fortress near Astquary. An agreement was made, and she disappeared from the public eye for some time, during which we can only speculate on her activity. We cannot be sure,” the Archmage continued, her eyes never breaking from the Keeper’s, “but we have reason to believe she used her good relations with the nearby ogres to amass an army, which she has now used to attack the Godskeep.”

“Yes,” Lord Mayrim responded hastily, “That much we have surmised.”

“Indeed,” Archmage Korina replied. Her small, round lips pursed in thought before she continued. “What you have not surmised is how unique Artima's situation truly is. I will not bore you with the entire tale, most of which would be occluded in magical jargon,” she waved a hand dismissively, “but I will tell you that we all have good reason to fear Artima. Her magical ability is unparalleled.”

Mayrim's frown deepened, “How can this be? Artima is surely twenty years your junior, at least.”

“Young she may be,” Korina nodded sadly, “but I speak truly. You have wondered, I'm sure, why the Repository did nothing to apprehend Artima when we found her hideaway in Astquary. It is our policy to either reclaim rogue wizards, or to kill them.  With Artima, we dared not do either. To do so would only have meant disaster for our own wizards. Instead,” she continued, “we made a truce, a treaty that she would stay in her corner of the world, and we would stay in ours, and neither party was to meddle in the affairs of  the other. We did, of course, send a spy to apprentice with Artima, so that we could receive accurate reports of her movements.”

Lord Mayrim scoffed, “So lenient!”

Korina replied gravely, “I agree, but that was what Archmage Yuen, my predecessor, had decided. What's more, the spy turned on us, and has been working to further Artima's interests instead.”

Dienna chimed in, “But Artima has now broken your treaty! Surely you must take action against her.”

Korina shook her head, “No, Dienna Darpentus, the treaty has not been broken. We only agreed that she would not engage in aggression against the Repository, which she has not.”

“But you said—” 

“The affairs of the Godskeep are not the affairs of the Repository,” Korina interrupted her gently but firmly. “We cannot intervene in this case.”

Lord Mayrim looked contemplative, “And from the sounds of it, you would not intervene even if you could. Is Artima's magic truly so powerful?” He asked, addressing his question to Endrick rather than to Lady Korina. 

“Yes, I'm afraid she is, Lord Keeper,” Endrick replied, leaning across Meredith to face the Keeper further down the bench. She held her breath and felt her face grow warm from his nearness. She tried to pay attention to his words, but his presence made it difficult to concentrate on anything other than the proximity of his neck to her cheek, the pleasant smell he emitted. “From what our spy relayed to us before turning coat, Artima has been able to perform powerful magics, not tamed by the laws of the Repository. She has the ability to cast spells with relatively little impact to her health—far beyond what myself or even Archmage Korina could manage. For example,” he continued, “if I tried to summon a large creature, say, a horse that I know is grazing at one end of a field, and I am standing at the other end, I could do so, but it would leave even the most skilled wizard too fatigued to even ride the very horse they had summoned. When one is able to put their entire soul into it—”

“Enough, boy,” Jerritt interrupted his son sharply.

Endrick started in surprised, and seemed about to say something more, then cleared this throat and leaned back.

“In any case,” Endrick continued, now in his usual subdued voice, “whereas a wizard of the Repository would have difficulty in summoning a nearby horse without fatigue, Artima was able to summon dozens of her soldiers from thin air in her attack on the Godskeep with little impact.”

Mayrim responded to Endrick with a bitter shake of his head. “So she is powerful and intelligent as well as being a blasphemer.” He turned back to the Archmage, “Is there anything you can suggest that might help us defeat her?”

The Archmage did not respond immediately. Her eyes darkened, and she exchanged glances with those wizards who sat beside her.

“How she will be defeated is up to you, Lord Keeper, but,” she hesitated, “there is more to tell you, if you are willing to hear it.

“I assure you, whatever you have to tell us is welcome, if it will help us to defeat Artima,” Mayrim’s voice was earnest.

“Very well,” she sighed. She looked older suddenly, at least to Meredith’s eyes. “But you must give your word to hear me out.”

“I promise, in Dartos’ name,” Lord Mayrim placed his hand above his heart.

“That is what I fear, Lord Mayrim,” the Archmage replied sadly. “What I have to tell you about Artima concerns her connection with your god, whose child she claims to be carrying even now. You are the Keeper of the Gods, are you not? Do you know how this terminology came to be?”

Mayrim frowned, “Of course. The term ‘Keeper of the Gods’ was first cited in the second century by Lord Kennitch Gorwin, after his father's failed attempts to reform the church. He fostered a focus on the teachings of the Book of the Three and was the first to advocate that the Way look exclusively to its texts for guidance. The title has been passed down to the head of the Way ever since.”

“That is true, Lord Mayrim,” the Archmage conceded, “but it has another meaning, does it not? The Book of the Three is not the only book to record information about Dartos’, Lantos’, and Seltos’ interactions with this world. There are other accounts of how these gods have behaved, other visitations they have made, other origins than the little that is cited in the Book of the Three, aren’t there Lord Keeper?”

Archmage Korina continued, addressing the assembly at large, “The Keeper of the Gods is also the keeper of the gods’ secrets, of which, I’m afraid, they have many.”

Next to her, Meredith could feel Dienna tense in her seat, but it was Mayrim who responded.

“What are you getting at, Archmage Korina?”

“I have heard accounts, Lord Keeper, of what happened that Midsummer's eve at the Godskeep,” Korina continued, her voice somewhat hushed. “Not only of what Artima did but also of what she said. So strange, isn't it, that she would call herself the Chosen Mother, when, by all popular accounts, the Chosen Mother is nothing more than a character of parable and myth—a substitution for the lack of a creation tale for your gods. The Chosen Mother of legend was not a consort of any god, was not to bear their children, but was to act as the Mother that Seltos, Lantos, and Dartos had lost eons ago.”

“We have already agreed that Artima is a blasphemer,” Lord Mayrim replied, frowning. “She has twisted our doctrine to suit her needs. It is not uncommon for her type to do so.”

“Agreed, Lord Keeper, agreed,” Korina said, “but it is quite a stretch, is it not? From mother of the gods to mother to a new god? How did she manage to sell them such a blatant lie? By some accounts, we have heard that her followers measure in the thousands, humans and ogres all together.”

Dienna muttered just low enough that Meredith could hear, “I thought she said the Godskeep was none of their affair.”

“So many followers, and yet none of them have contested her claim,” Korina continued, not hearing Dienna's remark.

“Well, it is simple, is it not?” Lady Grenna spoke for the first time. She, just like her daughter, wore a look of impatience and frustration. “They are afraid of her. Artima is a powerful sorceress, like you said. They cannot very well defy her, can they?'

Korina nodded, “This is true. Yet, are not many of her followers former followers of the Way? Priests and acolytes who would surely be as educated about the myths of their faith as any of us. No,” Korina smiled gravely, “I don't believe they follow Artima out of fear alone.”

An uncomfortable silence fell. Meredith thought of all the times she had ever questioned the Way, or had heard others question it. Such discussions were considered healthy, good for the prosperity of the faith—up to a point. Meredith could recall penances, punishments, being given to her fellow acolytes who had pushed too far, who had crossed the line into blasphemy. 

“Forgive me, Archmage Korina,” it was Lord Mayrim who broke the silence with his mild, measured voice, “but you are implying that there may be some truth to Artima's claim.” 

She nodded, “Insofar as her people are concerned—they follow her because they believe in her. They believe she truly was chosen by Dartos to bear his child, and that alone makes removing her from the Godskeep a formidable task. Of course,” Korina's eyes flashed now with cunning, “if there were some way to prove to her followers that she speaks falsely, that would help your situation greatly.”

Dienna rose to her feet,“Archmage Korina, if you are referring to the Tome...”

“I am,” Korina said, eyebrows raised in graceful arches.  “Though I am surprised to hear that you are familiar with this particular artifact, Dienna Darpentus.

Dienna frowned, and began to explain, “Endrick first spoke of it to us, to myself and Meredith. I had no knowledge of it beforehand. Then, when we were captured by ogres, Artima herself appeared through an enchanted mirror, and asked if I knew ought of the Tome. I told her I had never seen it—that it did not exist.” Here Dienna turned to her father with a forlorn expression, “Afterward I began to doubt myself. Why would Artima go through the trouble of hunting us down? Didn't she already have what she wanted? But I didn’t want to believe you had lied to me, father.” Her voice shook as she addressed him. “I didn’t want to believe the gods had such secrets.”

“My child...” Mayrim responded with a sigh. He bowed his head, avoiding her gaze.

Dienna’s face contracted in pain, crumpling as if she had been hit with a physical blow. “So it's true,” she finally managed to say. “There is a Tome. And you knew about it.”

“Dienna...” Mayrim reached out his hand, but Dienna furiously snatched her own hand away and sat down on the bench next to Meredith, her jaw set tightly.

“My dear, I do not follow,” Lady Grenna said with confusion. She was distressed, looking back and forth between her husband and her daughter. “What is this Tome? What secrets?”

The Archmage regarded Dienna with an appraising look, “Perhaps it would be prudent of you to refresh our memories with what you know on this subject.”

Dienna was silent for a moment, looking up at Archmage Korina with a weary expression, before she stood to her feet once more.

“As I said, what I know of the Tome I learned chiefly from Endrick,” she nodded back at him gravely. “It is speculated to refute the legend of the Chosen Mother, a popular tale of how the gods were ‘born’ of a mother who died in childbirth. Instead of corroborating this story, it is said to give an alternate, some would say, a true origin story for the gods.”

“The tale of the Chosen Mother,” Lady Grenna said contemplatively. “It was a popular sermon where I grew up. The Riverlands are a bit old-fashioned, after all.”

“Well,” Dienna continued with a sigh, “It was a story that Lord Altarion deemed heretical, and he commanded all written accounts of it be destroyed. The Tome is reputed to be one of the only texts that survived this purge. It contains all of the peripheral beliefs that Altarion tried to eradicate so long ago.”

“And since Artima is calling herself the Chosen Mother,” Lady Grenna said, “She could not allow any proof of the falsehood of her claim to be known.”

“Exactly,” Dienna said. 

“Her claim is not entirely a falsehood,” the Archmage spoke once again, her low voice echoing ominously in the chamber. 

Dienna’s head whipped around to face her, “And how could it not be?”

“We have studied the gods for quite some time, Dienna Darpentus, and we have taken a great interest, as you can imagine, in where they come from,” the Archmage continued. “As scholars and users of magic, we are quite naturally inclined to study any being who claims to have endless powers—powers to heal in times of sickness, powers to cast down evildoers, powers to create. The sun, the moon, and stars are all said to be gifts from these gods, are they not? Look above you. See the night sky in all its splendor.”

Meredith looked up with the rest. When they had first entered the audience chamber, she had thought the domed ceiling above them was painted to resemble the stars, but now, as she looked more closely, she realized that it was not painted at all, but seemed to be filled with actual starlight—as if the whole night sky had been taken and captured in miniature within the room.

“As ones who study the stars and their patterns,” the Archmage now spoke softly, reverently, “and the phases of the moon, the eclipses of the sun...We are skeptical that they are any gifts of the gods.”

Meredith expected Dienna to cry out in objection to such a blasphemous statement, but when she looked, her friend was still staring up at the ceiling, apparently mesmerized by the facsimile of the heavens the wizards had created. The Keeper was silent as well, though he had turned away from the sight, eyes downcast and head in his hands.

The Archmage continued gently, “We are, of course, only speculators of such things.”

“What does this have to do with Artima claiming to be the Chosen Mother?” Dienna asked. Her eyes were still fixed upward.

“Lord Mayrim knows,” the Archmage replied, now looking at the man where he sat. “Or at least, he has the ability to find out, if he so chooses.”

Now the Keeper raised his head, looking at Archmage Korina with an intense gaze, though he said nothing.

“Father?” Dienna turned to face him.

He was silent still.

“Father...” Dienna prompted. She stood before him and placed her hand on his shoulder. “What does she mean, father? Is there...do you have—” Dienna’s voice was almost inaudible, “The Tome?”

“Read it, Keeper,” the Archmage urged hungrily. “Enlighten us all. Your enemy seeks the knowledge that you keep. Why not find out for yourself the secret she desperately wants to conceal?”

“Father—”

“No more of this!” Lord Mayrim was suddenly on his feet, fist clenched. Meredith had never seen him so furious in all her life. Generally well-tempered, Mayrim’s face was now flushed red, his bright eyes flashing. “I will bear no more insults to my faith, good lady. Yes, I have the Tome.” He produced a small volume, bound in dark velvet, from some pocket in the sleeves of his white robes and held it aloft. There was an audible gasp from one of the wizards on the bench. “It was given to me by my father as he lay dying, and to him it was given by his father in the same manner, and so on for centuries. Each Keeper must guard this book with his life, for on the day he forfeits that life, so he forfeits the book and earns the right to partake in its knowledge. I will not,” here he swiftly swiped the book down and stuffed it back within his sleeve, “read it prematurely; not for your sake, and certainly not for mine. I would not break the most sacred tradition and duty of the Keeper for anything—including the Godskeep! Castles may be rebuilt, sorceresses killed, but once violated I could never reverse the folly of such a betrayal.”

With that, the Keeper gave a lurching bow, turned his heel, and strode rapidly for the door, leaving a stunned daughter in his wake. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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Dienna was alone in the small room the wizards had provided her. It was a spartan room, barely large enough for a bed and a desk, between which there was no more than a foot of space. She lay on the bed, trying to keep herself composed. She wouldn’t let herself be lost to the overpowering flood of emotions that threatened to crash over her. 

She hadn’t seen her father since he had stormed out of the wizards' audience chamber, and that had been several hours ago. 

They had all been settled in to separate rooms, for which Dienna was grateful. Meredith had tried to talk with Dienna after the council had concluded, and Dienna was somewhat ashamed to remember how she had snapped at her friend to leave her alone. She was doing that a lot lately, it seemed. It was all that sorceress’s fault. 

Or was it? Artima had warned her father, clearly, that the Chosen Mother was no myth. She had warned her father of Dartos’ displeasure with the current state the Way was in, and that she was willing to take drastic measures on the gods' behalf. And he denied her. And worst of all, Dienna thought, he concealed the existence of the thing that Artima was after—the Tome—the same thing that could prove her undoing, depending on what the Tome actually said.

Dienna sighed deeply. She wished she knew its contents. Dartos forgive her, but she needed to know. Would it corroborate or disprove Artima’s claim as the Chosen Mother? She didn’t know which was worse anymore. If someone had asked Dienna at the start of this journey if she would rather know Artima as a liar or as a prophet of the gods, she would have known her answer. Now, however, she was not so sure. Their situation would certainly be simpler if Artima were lying; they could remove her hold on the Godskeep without moral scruple. If she were telling the truth, which the Archmage seemed to think was the case, then all this madness was the will of the gods, and they would need to submit to her or face their wrath. Dienna desperately hoped Artima was lying. She was absolutely not prepared to accept Artima as the Chosen Mother, and the child...what of the child? A demigod? The son of a god? What role would the child play in all of this?

Her father’s face swam before her, contorted by an anger which she rarely ever saw in him. He was usually so kind, so open and generous. She recalled the joy on his face when Dienna was giving her first sermon on Midsummer’s Day, how unabashedly proud he was of her. The rage in him this afternoon was in such extreme contrast. He hadn't even been this upset when Sonder had abdicated his position.

She prayed Sonder was well, and wondered if he had any inkling of the turning point they had come to. Did Sonder know anything about the Tome? Dienna thought not, but, then again, she would have never thought that her father had known about it either. That wound was still fresh. Perhaps she was being unfair to him, but her pride was wounded either way. 

Dienna’s thoughts continued on in circles until she noticed the room had grown dark, shadows lengthening around her. She decided she ought to at least sit up, when she heard a knock at the door.

“My dear? May I come in?” It was her mother's voice, thick with concern.

Dienna cleared her throat, “Yes, come in, please.”

Her mother looked somewhat disheveled, uncharacteristic of her normally prim appearance. Strands of graying hair had fallen out of place, and the hem of her gown was stained with mud and speckled with sand. She sat down wearily next to Dienna, shoulders slumping.

“I cannot find your father anywhere,” she said despondently. She rested her head in one pale, veined hand. “I have searched the island as far as I could. The wizards refuse to help. They say it would be meddling. I say it would be a kindness.” Her tone was bitter.

“I am sure he is just...shaken,” Dienna said, “like all of us. He should return soon enough.”

“I hope you're right, dear,” her mother returned. “He is slow to anger, but when he does...it is something to behold. I hope he will do nothing rash.”

“He'll be fine. The anger will pass, as it always has,” Dienna attempted to smile reassuringly and continued, “We must place our faith in the gods. I have been thinking, and praying, that Dartos will show us the way forward.”

“As have I,” her mother sighed. “But come, my dear. That wizard friend of yours says it is time for supper. We are to meet him in the Hall of the Arts.”

Dienna didn’t like the venom with which her mother spoke of Endrick. He had proven himself a most loyal and caring companion—had earned Dienna's grudging admiration and, yes, even her friendship. She still felt uncomfortable with the relationship that was growing between him and her best friend, but that was influenced less by his being a wizard and more by his sex.  Dienna herself had never had time for men, and was subsequently under the impression that romantic relations were something strange. Growing up in the Godskeep, she knew only a handful of married couples; few priests chose to marry, though it was certainly possible for them to do so. Priests of Dartos, Seltos, and Lantos alike devoted most of their hours to study and prayer, which left little time for courtship. Only priests who formed particularly strong attractions to members of the opposite sex ever opted for marriage over the more respectable state of purity in their priesthood. 

Keepers, of course, must always wed to keep the line going. The name of Darpentus had stretched back to the past ten generations of Keepers, where it had previously been the family of Gorwin, cousins to the Darpentuses, whose name died out when Lyle Gorwin refused to take a wife, and so had to appoint his cousin’s son, Erwysh Darpentus, as the next Keeper. Their line had been unbroken ever since. Dienna was not particularly looking forward to finding a husband, but her duty as the next Keeper demanded it. She supposed she needed to overcome her apprehensions about the other sex, and the sooner the better, if she were to successfully fulfill this duty. Perhaps she should talk with her mother about it sometime when their situation was less dire.

Dienna found this course of thought blissfully distracting as she followed her mother out the door and through a smaller passageway that led into the large Hall of the Arts. As promised, Endrick was waiting for them, along with Meredith, with whom he was talking in a low voice. At their approach, the two ceased their conversation, and Endrick offered his arm to her mother.

“If you will follow me, Lady Grenna, to the dining hall,” he said with good grace.

“Thank you,” she replied stiffly. Her mother was somehow able to look down her nose at him even though he was more than a foot taller than her.

Dienna ignored her mother's snobbery and followed behind with Meredith. Endrick, unfazed, was making polite conversation with Lady Grenna as they went, and Dienna soon grew annoyed at the coldness of her responses to him. A glance at Meredith told Dienna that she too heard the edge in Lady Grenna’s voice—her jaw was set tightly, her nostrils flared in anger.

Trying to sound nonchalant, Dienna said, “I’m not quite sure what to make of this place, Mer.”

Meredith raised her eyebrow.

“Once, I would have thought the Repository to be the strangest, unholiest place in all of Nhis,” Dienna continued. “A whole fortress crawling with wizards, practitioners of magic, and other non-believers.” She paused, “But, in light of all that has happened...wizards seem almost normal now, to my mind.” She smiled hesitantly, not sure if Meredith took her words for the apology that they were.

She needn’t have feared though, for Meredith returned her smile with relief.

“I’m glad, Dee,” she said, still smiling. She exhaled deeply, “I was just thinking that even though our lives have been nothing but misery lately, there may be some good that comes out of it.” Her dark eyes were fixed on the back of Endrick’s head.

“And let us pray that much more goodness is to come,” Dienna replied with a nervous laugh.

Soon they found themselves in the Repository’s dining hall, a separate, squat building a few yards behind the main dome. Its walls were carved with likenesses of plants and animals, which Dienna found off-putting. She didn’t like to think about the living animal behind the meat she ate, or the oxen pulling the plow that helped grow the grain for her bread. Apparently the wizards had no such scruples. The inside of the dining hall was similarly decorated; its walls adorned with frescoes depicting shepherds tending their flock, farmers tilling the earth, in a very Ruithan style. 

Endrick directed them to sit on some benches in the far corner of the hall, away from the others who had already gathered for their supper. Dienna had never expected to see such a diverse group of wizards. There were children as young as ten, men and women in their twilight years, adolescents, youths, those in middle-age, and from every place in the world that Dienna could think of. She saw dark-skinned Dezhartans, coppery Ruithans, red-haired wizards from the Riverlands, Lathaians, elves with their rainbow hue of skin and hair, and even a member of the Mulbruhnda clan from the Wastes of Iador. So many of these peoples should have hated each other, what with Lathai constantly fighting Dorneldia for control of Lidau, and Dezharta’s cold treaty with Ruith growing thinner and thinner each day. The elves especially surprised Dienna, for they sat intermingled with all the humans, though they were typically a proud, secretive race.

Dienna’s astonishment must have been evident, for Endrick smiled gently at her and said, “You know much about the unity a shared belief can bring, Lady Dienna.”

“I thought I did,” Dienna replied. 

Soon a young wizard in red robes came over, balancing two large trays of food, which he set down gingerly in front of them. He bowed nervously and left them to their fare, not before giving a sheepish look to Endrick. Dienna supposed that he was only a novice, intimidated by serving a superior, not to mention his strange guests. Dienna was reminded of her own days as an acolyte. Although she was under her father’s long shadow, she had still felt anxious around the High Priests, especially old Tevinan, who had been quite impressive in his day. As a girl, if she ever found herself walking past him in the hallway, she would bow and run away so quickly that he would yell, “What’s the matter child? The privy’s the other way!” leaving Dienna to suffer the embarrassment and the derision of her brother. 

The company ate in silence, although the hall’s normal residents were a noisy lot. Dienna heard snippets of conversation, and grew curious to know why they would be discussing things like bats’ wings or the eggs of a sparrow. Did wizards use such ingredients in their spell-casting? She had half a mind to ask Endrick, but he seemed distracted. He had hardly touched his plate and was staring off sullenly at nothing in particular. Probably something to do with his father. From what little she had seen of Jerritt, he seemed to be a respectable enough man, perhaps a little too formal, but that could have been easily excused if not for the absolutely cold way he regarded his son. As it was, Dienna did not have a high opinion of him. 

Her mother, too, was silently stirring the soup set before her, hardly taking so much as a nibble at it or the chunk of warm, fresh-baked bread at her elbow. She looked even worse than she had in Dienna’s room—pale and wan, eye-sockets hollow. She looked awful.

“Mother,” Dienna started, alarmed by how altered she looked. “Are you well?”

Just then, the doors to the dining hall were thrown open with a loud boom, and Jerritt entered, his graying locs and dark robes billowing behind him as he strode swiftly inside. 

“Endrick!” he called commandingly.

His son stood up with a jolt, “Sir?” His expression was puzzled.

Jerritt soon met his son at the table and whispered something sharp in his ear. The older man’s face was impassive, but Endrick’s was the picture of shock, quickly turning to horror.

“Endrick?” Meredith asked. “Gods, what’s wrong?”

Dienna suddenly felt that familiar burning sensation on her shoulder. It flared as hot as flame, almost causing her to cry out. She grabbed hold of the shoulder and clutched it tightly, hoping in vain that the pressure would help.

Endrick said nothing, simply looked back and forth between Meredith, Dienna, and her mother with eyes wider than Dienna had ever seen.

“Endrick, has something happened?” Dienna managed to gasp out above the pain, fear growing inside her.

“Oh gods,” her mother whispered beside her.

“Dienna, my lady,” he started, as his father strode away. “I’m...I’m terribly sorry...so sorry...I don’t know what to say. It’s your father... he’s....”

“He’s what, Endrick?”

Endrick lowered his eyes. 

“Oh gods,” her mother moaned.

––––––––
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They had found him washed ashore, drowned. He wore nothing, not the fine white and black robes worn only by the highest official and leader of the Way, nor the circlet of gold decorated with the symbol of the sun, designating his devotion to the god of that heavenly sphere. There was no sign of the little velvet-bound book he had produced earlier that day. Dienna would never forget the blood-curdling cry her mother had made once Endrick had finally uttered those dreadful words, nor the pain that seemed to burst in her own heart. 

She did have difficulty, though, remembering what had happened immediately after the news was conveyed. The pain in her shoulder forgotten, Dienna put her arms around her mother, who began to sob unabashedly. She remembered Meredith’s hand at her back, urging them to leave the dining hall. They must have done so, for the next thing Dienna could remember clearly was being back in her own room, still holding on to her mother as she sobbed, Meredith sitting in silence nearby. At some point Endrick returned in robes wet up to his waist, saying the whole Repository was in an uproar, and they were not sure what had happened.

“That’s fine,” Dienna could remember saying. “I should take care of Mother’s things. We don’t want anything to happen to them.” This line of thought had made sense at the time, but looking back, Dienna wasn’t sure what she meant, or why it seemed important.

Endrick had frowned but at a look from Meredith said nothing more, and left, advising he was returning to the investigation. He did not return before nightfall.

Her mother had long since cried herself to sleep. Dienna now sat on the bed next to her, watching her anxiously. She wondered how many times her mother had sat up over her this way, all those times when she had been sick or frightened by some nightmare as a little girl. Only now, it was no nightmare, but reality that caused them so much pain—it just didn't seem real. Her father wasn't dead, how could he be? She had just seen him. This was all some sort of mistake—he couldn't be dead. It was some other man that they had found on the beach. Surely, Endrick would return at any moment to tell them that the wizards had been mistaken, and her father was alive and well. There was no way that something like this could have happened—the gods were not so cruel.

Yet, for all that Dienna's mind reeled in denial, her heart knew, with absolute certainty, that he was gone.

Meredith sat in the room with them, in a small, uncomfortable-looking chair near the door with her elbows on her knees, back hunched and eyebrows contracted. She had hardly spoken a word.

“What are you thinking of, Meredith?” Dienna asked quietly. Her voice sounded numb even to her own ears.

The other girl regarded her quizzically, “The same thing as you. I’m sorry, Dee. I didn’t know him very well, but he was a good man—”

“That’s not what you were thinking,” Dienna interrupted hoarsely. “I don’t want to hear pleasantries right now. I want to know what’s kept you so quiet during all of this.”

Meredith looked at Dienna with reluctance, “I think it would be better to wait until morning.”

“Waiting won’t make my father any less lost to me than he already is, Mer,” Dienna replied, looking at her mother’s tear-streaked face and shuddering. For a moment, the pain returned to her shoulder again, but only briefly.

Meredith sighed, “I really am sorry, Dee. But if you want to know—”

“I do.”

A deeper sigh. “Okay. But please understand...I know this may sound cruel...”

“Yes?”

“You know how he said the Tome is always read on the day the Keeper dies,” Meredith stopped, unable to go on.

“Yes,” Dienna intoned.

“He said he wouldn’t read it,” Meredith continued now, faster, “not even if it meant finding out the truth about Artima, or learning how to defeat her. But what if he changed his mind? What if, after he left the council, he went and read it?”

Dienna could say nothing. She turned her gaze once more to her mother, who had begun to whimper quietly in her sleep. She soothed back her graying hair and made shushing noises until she quieted down.

“What if it was no coincidence that every Keeper read the Tome on his death bed,” Meredith said. “After all, it is hard to predict when someone is going to...pass on.”

Dienna still said nothing.

“What if,” Meredith continued, “the Tome is somehow cursed, maybe by the gods themselves, so that if someone reads it—”

“That’s enough,” Dienna choked. She turned to her friend once more, “Please, leave us.”

“Dienna—”

“Please,” she said. “I don’t want to hear anymore.”

Meredith’s face fell, “Okay, Dee.” Her eyes were full of pity. “I’ll go. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll be just down the hall.” Her eyes gave Dienna one last, lingering look of concern before she turned and made her exit. 

Once her footsteps had faded, the well that had been building and building inside of Dienna suddenly burst. She let out a loud wail and threw her hands to her face. Her mother slept on as Dienna's sobs wracked her whole body, and in that moment Dienna hated her for it. Who was there to comfort her, to dry her tears? Who was there for Dienna in this time of grief? She tried to turn to the gods, tried to still her mind, and find the peace she had always known was within, but it was no use. The words would not come. She was alone. 

A prayer formed in her mind but died, unspoken, on her lips.
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Chapter Nineteen
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Sonder continued to meet with Weaponsmaster Morr for his daily lessons, but the feel of these lessons had changed considerably. They still practiced with blunted weapons, and Sonder was still slower than the Weaponsmaster would like, but the man seemed to have warmed up to Sonder. His barks of command were more often accompanied by sharp Hars! of laughter and his normal angry demeanor was somewhat softened to a mere grumpiness. While the Weaponsmaster had grown friendlier, though, Sonder had grown more reserved around the bearlike man. He remembered all too well the way Morr had laughed as he discussed Artima's plans to betray the elves, and could not bring himself to return Morr's good-natured jibes. He began to look forward to returning to his cell each day, glad to be out of the Weaponsmaster's presence.

Sonder did not regret telling Antenel of Artima's plans. Although the Way was, at times, harsh towards the elves for their continued worship of the old gods, Sonder was not brought up to hate any living being, not even the ogres, as odious as they were, and especially not the elves. However backwards their religious practices were, the elves kept mostly to themselves and did not speak out against the Way, like so many wizards had throughout the ages. Sonder could vividly remember his father’s fiery sermon after word had gotten out that the Archmage at the time had publicly denounced the Way as a false religion. The Archmage's claim did nothing to deter the Faithful, only fueled the flames of hatred between them and wizard-kind. Thankfully, the elves had no part in that sordid declaration, and were viewed quite neutrally by most Dorneldians—a fact that made Artima's move against them all the more nauseating.

On the third day following his conversation with Antenel, Sonder rushed back from his practice session and waited anxiously for the elf to return. Antenel had not appeared for his normal rounds these last few evenings, and, truth be told, Sonder was worried sick about him. He knew that now was not the time or place to admit it, but Sonder had grown quite fond of Antenel, and had circumstances been different, he would have made a move to further their relationship long ago. As it was, Sonder just hoped that they would all make it out from under Artima's thumb in one piece, and he could worry about the rest later.

He must have fallen asleep, for he awoke to the sound of a key turning in the lock on his cell door. He sat up with a start, and saw a mass of figures gathered in the dungeon hallway. His first instinct was that something had gone wrong—that their plans had been discovered and he was about to be led to the chopping block—but he soon realized that the group of people pouring into his cell were elves, lead by Antenel.

“Antenel? What are you doing here?” Sonder called out softly. He was relieved to see the elf, yet confused as to why he had brought so many others with him. He stood from his bed. “Are these friends of yours?”

“My apologies for the intrusion, Sonder,” Antenel returned a touch sheepishly. He had crossed the room and was now standing next to him. “But we have decided to hold a meeting to discuss our options, and we had no better place to do it, I'm afraid.”

Sonder shook the sleepiness from his head, “It's okay. Don't worry about it,” he said, touching Antenel briefly on the shoulder. “I'm just glad it was you at my door and not some ogre.” He smiled, but Antenel did not seem to notice. He looked distracted and pale in the light of the torch he bore. His eyes were fixed straight ahead, teeth clenched tight, and he said not a word to Sonder.

Trying to quell his unease, Sonder turned to look at his guests. There were about twenty of them from what Sonder could tell at a glance, all wearing the uniform of Artima's soldiers, all looking grim. He recognized a few of their faces from the little time he was allowed to spend above ground, but they were mostly strangers to him. The only one he really knew aside from Antenel was Milus, the green elf on whom Sonder had nearly vomited to save him and Antenel from the ire of an approaching ogre. He looked sour as always, and was tapping his foot with impatience.

The elves had all gathered on the opposite side of he cell, close in the cramped space, giving Antenel and Sonder a respectful distance. Sonder frowned. That was odd. He had never been under the impression that Antenel was a leader of any sort, yet all the elves, even the haughty Milus, stood apart and looked to Antenel, as if waiting for him to begin speaking. 

Antenel did not keep them waiting for long. As soon as all the elves had filed in to the cell, he cleared his throat and began, “You all know why we are here. Artima is going to break the treaty with our King. She is going to betray us, and march her army on the Crescent Isle.”

This immediately caused a buzz of murmuring from the elves. 

Milus was the first to speak up from the crowd.

“Why do we not speak in our own tongue, Gantares?” He asked with open disdain.

“That would be most rude to our host,” Antenel replied calmly.

“Host!” Milus scoffed. “He is a prisoner, like us. But if you insist, Gantares, I will oblige.” 

“Thank you, Milus,” Antenel bowed. Milus continued to eye Antenel with open contempt, and, Sonder noticed, he was not the only one doing so.

Another elf spoke next, an elf-maid with lavender skin, “How do we know Artima has planned to do this? What proof do we have?”

Antenel seemed relieved to move on from Milus's outburst.“We have it from a reliable source,” he answered smoothly, “Artima's own Weaponsmaster, Morr, was heard saying that Artima believes we hostages are more trouble than we are worth, and that she will soon march her army and plunder the Crescent Isle.”

More murmurs from the elves. Sonder saw many more skeptical faces than fearful ones.

“How do we know he was speaking the truth?” Milus said. “We have been nothing but subservient to Artima, damn her, and we have done nothing to provoke her to break the treaty.”

There were murmurs of assent.

“Look at what she has already done, my friend,” Antenel countered. He stood firmly in front of his people, shoulders back, chin raised slightly. Sonder was reminded strongly of how his father looked presiding over the Faithful. “Who of us, who have been in her power for five years, would have expected her to march on the Godskeep, so many thousands of miles away? What has she ever done to prove she is not capable of breaking the treaty?”

“But to what end?” someone asked from the back of the crowd.

“I can only speculate,” was Antenel's response. “Some of the High Educators have spoken of cleansing the world of disbelievers. Perhaps she means to eradicate our race completely. Or perhaps she is at long last giving way to the wills of her people. The ogres have never ceased in their contempt for us. Perhaps she is finally granting them what they've always wanted.”

This caused a flurry of murmuring which lasted for some time. Sonder watched Antenel's face grow anxious, more distraught. He was losing them. 

Milus spoke again, “Speculation will get us nowhere. She has neither the reason nor the means to move her army from here to Astquary. I say again that this news of Morr's is folly.”

The lavender elf-maid spoke again, “Do not forget, Milus, that Artima's apprentice remains in Astquary, along with a sizable portion of her army.”

“That still does not explain why.”

“Perhaps we should go ask Artima ourselves?” Antenel asked sardonically. He eyed the elves in the cell one at at time, “Would any of you like to volunteer? No?” His expression became serious, in earnest once more. “We may never know, my friends. We may never know exactly why she has chosen to break her treaty with my father, but we do know that if she does—” he let go of a shuttering breath, “our people will suffer dearly. You who have seen the Continent know how ill-defended our settlements are. They would be blinded—helpless—until Hastos sends his forces from Elluin. I know it is a risk.” Sonder had never seen Antenel so animated, so passionate. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes wide and clear as he spoke, “I know that it would be perilous, but I believe the time has come that we attempt to take our freedom, so that we may warn our people, and fight alongside them.”

Arguments broke out left and right—mostly in elven, though every now and then, Sonder heard snippets in Dorneldian. Antenel watched them all argue, patiently waiting for the conversations to come to an end. Sonder, for his part, had just noticed something. 

“Antenel,” he called out quietly, taking a step closer to the elf.

Antenel turned to face him, still flushed, still wide-eyed. “Yes?”

Sonder swallowed hard, trying not to be distracted by his nearness, “You said Artima made the treaty with your...father?”

“Yes.”

“So that means,” Sonder continued glumly, “you're a prince.”

Antenel winced, “Insomuch as King Hastos is my father, yes.” Sonder's hurt must have shown on his face, for Antenel shook his head and continued softly, “There is no need to look so gloomy, Sonder. How could I have told you such a thing? You were a prisoner, and I your guard. Even after we became friends, it never seemed like the right time,” he suddenly took Sonder's hand in his, and looked into his eyes, “but if it has caused you any distress, I am sorry.”

“Er,” Sonder couldn't seem to remember any words, the way Antenel was staring up at him. Thankfully, the arguments of the other elves had begun to die down, and Antenel let go of his hand. Several voices now dominated the conversation. One of them was Milus.

“I still think that Morr's tale is poppycock,” the green elf was saying. “She has no business marching on our homeland, and neither does her apprentice. Artima is knee deep in managing the Godskeep, and is well into her pregnancy. She is not foolish enough to try to attack Elluin under the current circumstances.”

Another elf, a male elf with red hair and skin, countered him “But Morr is her Weaponsmaster, and her right hand. He of all people would know—and why would he lie about such a thing?”

Milus scoffed, “Maybe our informant lied.”

All eyes went to Antenel, who was momentarily surprised by the sudden attention.

Sonder stepped in front of him, “Hey, don't look at him,” Sonder said lightly. “I was the one who got Morr drunk. I was the one who heard him say all of those things, not Antenel.”

Milus looked unimpressed, “You got him drunk? What, all of this over the ale-addled ramblings of a human?”

“Look,” Sonder replied, affronted, “I know my part in all of this is not the same as yours, but I have just as much reason to want to get out of here as you do. My people are in danger right now. I would risk anything for the chance to end their suffering.” Sonder was surprised at how much he meant what he said. In all those years of preparing to lead the Faithful, Sonder had never once felt the urge to protect them, not even when he had joined the Holy Guard. Only now did he realize how much pride he took in his home, and how desperately he wished to preserve it.  “I would do anything to keep them out of harms way. Whether that's by staying here in my cell, or by trying to escape and helping them from the outside, well, that's why we're having this discussion. I for one think I'd be of more use to them as a free man than a prisoner, but maybe that's just me.”

There were a few more murmurs. Some sounded approving, others uncertain. Sonder took a step back, feeling embarrassed all of a sudden. He was unused to speaking his mind in front of so many. Sure, he had spoken in front of crowds on more occasions than he could count while under his father's tutelage, but never had Sonder spoken so much from his heart. He felt exposed. Vulnerable.

“We will put it to a vote,” Antenel called out after a few moments. “If all are agreed, we will have Sonder, as a neutral party, count the votes by raise of hands. I will not be voting. Are we agreed?”

There were no dissenters, even Milus sighed and nodded his acquiescence.

“All in favor of staying on as Artima's hostages per the treaty with King Hastos?”

Ten hands.

“All in favor of attempting escape, returning to Elluin, and warning our people of her attack?”

Twelve hands.

“Escape wins,” Sonder announced.

The elves looked to their neighbors. No one argued. No one spoke. 

“So it has been decided,” Antenel said gravely. “And now we must decide how we are to do it.”

“Not here,” the red elf spoke up again. “Not now. If we are to escape, we shall take our time in plotting it, the more prepared we are, the better our chances.”

“Agreed,” Antenel nodded. “We will reconvene another time to discuss our plans. I am open to suggestions from all of you.”

Milus snorted.

“Now back to your duties, everyone,” Antenel ignored him, “and spread the word to our fellows. Roshan walk with you all.”

The elves did not need telling twice. They left as swiftly as they came, leaving for the dungeon corridor in twos and threes, their footfalls next to silent. Antenel stayed behind.

Sonder sat down on his bed. He felt dazed, giddy.  He couldn't believe the elves had actually voted to escape. He looked to Antenel, expecting to see the same joy and excitement on his face, but was surprised to see that blue elf looked deeply conflicted. 

“Antenel? What's wrong?”

“I am,” he hesitated, “still unsure if this is the right course.”  He came to sit down on the bed next to Sonder, letting his head fall into his hands.

Sonder sat very still. He wasn't sure what to do, what to say. 

“But,” he decided to rest his hand on Antenel's back. The elf tensed a moment, though he soon relaxed into his touch. “The way you were speaking just now—you were trying to convince them that escape was the better option.”

“I know.”

“Then why—”

“You would not understand, Sonder. Our choices were dismal, neither one a clear path. I had to choose, but that does not mean that I am happy with my choice,” Antenel sounded unusually defeated. 

“They voted.”

“Yes,” Antenel replied quietly. “But I led them. As is my role.”

“Ah,” Sonder said, removing his hand from Antenel's back. “Your role as a prince.”

Antenel sat up straight and turned to face him, his expression questioning, hurt. “Yes,” he continued, still quiet. “Not in the way you might imagine though. I am only the seventh son of King Hastos, born of this latest wife, Queen Letiir. She is not a popular elfmaid.”

“Why not?”

“She, much like Artima, claims to have been visited by a god.”

“Oh?” Sonder hadn't expected that. “Which one?”

“Our god, Roshan, the great being,”Antenel stared out across the cell, eyes abstracted as he relayed the tale. “She was a mere peasant girl, from a remote mountain village far in the north lands of the Crescent Isle. She was walking in the wilderness, foraging for berries with ten other elfmaids. She looked up from the basket she was filling and saw, on a cliff above her, a white stallion of massive stature with a single, crystal horn on its brow. At first, she was afraid, and she dropped her basket of berries and began to run away, but the stallion leaped from the cliff and cut off her escape. Realizing then that the stallion was no ordinary animal, my mother knelt down and offered it the berries she had gathered, apologizing that they had been dropped.

“Then Roshan spoke to her. His words could not be heard by the ear, but each of the ten elfmaids with my mother heard his words in their hearts. She would soon undertake a journey to Ellyorin, the capital city of our people, and she would seek an audience with the King. His wife, Queen Vlaseris, was dying, and Letiir was to take her place. She would be the next queen, and she would bear a son, and that son would be the next king of our people.

“The stallion then touched his crystal horn to her forehead, and her once azure hair turned shocking white, and a horn, similar in every way to the stallion's, grew from her forehead.

“Thus she was marked by Roshan, and it was good that he gave her his mark, for there was much argument against her even so. She was no one, she had no place to be queen, the daughter of a woodworker, and so young, barely old enough to be out of her father's house. Still, between the witnesses and the mark of Roshan, my mother was granted permission to travel to Ellyorin. True to the word of the stallion, Queen Vlaseris had died the week prior, and so my mother presented herself to the King, along with the witnesses and the elders of her village, who corroborated her tale.

“King Hastos, however, had loved his first wife dearly. His grief was still fresh, and he did not take kindly to my mother's claims. He refused her,” here Antenel's voice had begun to shake, his jaw began to clench, “and sent her and her party to live in the Jade Palace, where they were treated little better than prisoners. Almost a year later, King Hastos sent a message to the Jade Palace that he had accepted my mother's proposal at last, and they were married the next day.”

Antenel's eyes grew cloudy, and he let out a shuddering sigh.

“She was so young, Sonder,” he continued. “She did not know what she was doing. She fell in love with Hastos, though he had made it plain that he accepted her hand only under great pressure from his people, who had heard the tale of the white stallion and who thought Hastos had done her a great wrong. He did not return her love. He was disgusted by her horn, by her prematurely white hair, by the visions she claimed to have, and so,” Antenel was flushed now, “he only lay with her once, and otherwise kept her locked away in the Jade Palace, where she grew desperately lonely. He visited seldom, did not even,” Antenel was clearly shaking now, “did not even visit her when I was born. I was her world, she doted on me, adored me—until they took me away from her. At age seven, I was moved from the Jade Palace to the Rose Palace, the King's own castle, and there I met my brothers, half-brothers, for the first time. Many in my father's court tried to raise me as my siblings had been raised, but Hastos clearly favored the sons of his first wife, and I was often left out.” He continued more softly, “My mother, the estranged Queen, has not, to this day, left the Jade Palace since her wedding night. She drinks,” his tone was matter-of-fact, “and writes letters to the King that I am sure he does not read, and falls deeper and deeper into her visions.”

“Antenel, I'm—”

Antenel turned to face him sharply, “I do not tell you these things to make you pity me. I tell you so that you understand. Roshan has decreed that I will be the next ruler of my people, yet I am shunned and sent to Artima as a hostage while my mother, the Queen, wastes away in her palace. I,” Antenel hesitated, his eyes boring into Sonder's, “I envy you for what you've done, and I hate you for it. I wish I could divulge from the path laid before me—my father wishes so even more!—yet I cannot. My path is enclosed by walls that are impossibly high, walls built by Roshan himself.”

“Do you think it was easy for me to leave my path?” Sonder asked, frowning.

“No, I don't think it was,” Antenel replied, heated himself, “but at least you could leave. You abdicated from being the Keeper. You gave up your responsibilities, your title. I can never give up mine.”

“What's stopping you?” Sonder countered. “You're seventh in line. You won't even have to take the throne.”

Antenel shook his head, “No. I will take the throne, of that I am certain. What Roshan says will be, will be. I think that is why my father hates me so. I am the embodiment of the death of his beloved sons, for I can only become King if they all predecease me. He will live to see his sons, all six of them, die. That is the will of Roshan.”

Sonder didn't know what to say. He could not argue against the word of a god. He had no belief in Roshan, and wasn't sure how he felt about Antenel's tale, or his supposed fate. If it were true, if Antenel was somehow destined to be the next elf-king, Sonder didn't have a chance in all of the darkenworld of being with him. 

Eventually, Antenel rose to his feet, grasping Sonder gently by the shoulder as he did so. 

“I am sorry to have burdened you with all of this,” the elf said.

Sonder shook his head, “No, don't be. I could use some burdening.” He tried to smile at Antenel, but he had a feeling it didn't come across sincere.

“That's not what I meant,” Antenel replied sadly.

“I know.”

“We will be back,” Antenel continued with an air of formality. “With a plan. Until then, Sonder, take care of yourself.”

Sonder nodded, and Antenel left, but not before placing a swift kiss on his cheek that caught Sonder completely by surprise. Dazed, he touch the spot where the elf's lips had just been, and started to tell Antenel to wait, but the elf had already locked Sonder's cell and was no where to be seen. 
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Sonder did not see Antenel again for several more days, during which Sonder anxiously attended his lessons with Morr. He was now quite adept at swordplay, though still no match for the Weaponsmaster. If they were ever to cross swords on the battlefield, Sonder would not stand a chance. Still, Sonder was thrilled with his progress, as was Morr. They did not speak any more about what had happened that night in the ogre's ale tent—in fact they had never mentioned it afterwards—and if Sonder had been any more drunk than he was at the time, he might have thought the whole thing was just the product of his imagination.

“Maybe that kiss was just my imagination too,” Sonder drawled to himself one lonely night in his cell. Now that Antenel was busy plotting their escape with his fellows, he had stopped making his nightly rounds. Sonder wondered how he had managed that. Were the guards around here really so lax that they didn't notice he had all but given up his duties? As it was, the only guard Sonder saw for several days was the ogre who brought his meals, who did not seem to have noticed that anything was amiss.

And so Sonder was once again forced to simply wait, and think, for long hours of the day. He thought about escape. About the meeting they had held. About the Tale of the Horned Stallion. Sonder wished, not for the first time, that he had learned more about the Crescent Isle and its inhabitants when he had been a student. Perhaps then he would better understand Antenel's predicament. As it was, it was difficult for Sonder to grasp the horror on Antenel's face when discussing his fate. Being named king only because all your older siblings have died would not be a happy occasion, but elves were long-lived anyway, right?

One night, as Sonder was musing over this, Antenel appeared at the door of his cell, as if summoned by his thoughts.

“Hush, Sonder,” Antenel called out softly as he undid the lock on his door. “We haven’t much time. Follow me, and stay silent.”

“Sure,” Sonder replied, wide-eyed. He rose from his bed and crossed the cell to join Antenel, his heart pounding loudly in his ears. 

He had never seen such clarity in Antenel’s eyes before. He looked determined—blue skin flushed purple in excitement and his hair tousled wildly out of place. Sonder had to fight the urge to reach out and smooth back those locks, deciding instead that it would be more appropriate to stand and wait for Antenel to finish what he was doing.

“What about the other prisoners?” Sonder whispered as quietly as he could manage. Antenel had entered the cell, and was now peering carefully around the corner, checking to see who might be coming down the corridor. 

Antenel’s head whipped around at him, “You are the only human we’re taking with us.”

“But—”

“And even getting that much was difficult,” the elf continued softly. “But you were our informant. We will owe much to you, Sonder Darpentus,” here he smiled sadly, “if we make it out of this.”

“But I never told you,” Sonder whispered harshly. “Prince Fucian is also a prisoner here.”

“We know,” Antenel whispered back, “we were guards, remember?”

“Yes, and why aren't we taking him with us?”

“Shh,” the elf warned, putting a hand over Sonder’s mouth.

Around the corner of the cell door Sonder could make out the hulking form of an ogre. The beast sauntered drunkenly down the corridor, practically dragging his spear behind him as he went. At one point he even dropped the spear with a clang that made Sonder’s teeth ache, only to giggle and pick the thing up again and resume his rounds. Antenel withdrew his hand.

“What’s going on?” Sonder whispered.

Antenel gave him a sidelong glance and returned, “Tonight is Oshaknan Ro, the ogre celebration of summer bounty. With any luck, they’ll all be as inebriated as this one.”

The drunken ogre ambled steadily closer to Sonder’s cell, still dragging his spear. He hardly bothered to look into the cells he was passing, and Sonder heard a rough sort of humming coming from the large creature. He wondered inanely what ogre music sounded like.

Antenel then pulled something from a pouch on his belt and swiftly threw the object to the opposite end of the corridor. Within seconds, Sonder heard a loud bang followed by a wave of smoke that was growing rapidly thicker. Wordlessly, Antenel grabbed Sonder’s forearm and pulled him along as they raced through the corridor, passing undetected by the drunken ogre as he blundered about to find the source of this strange smog.  Voices of confused and sleepy prisoners called out in alarm as they passed through the haze, and Sonder felt a pang of guilt. He thought he recognized some of their voices, but he forced himself to put it out of mind. They would be freed one day. He would return for the rest, and for Artima’s head.

Sonder was breathless by the time they reached the door that would take them out of that corridor and into the next. Sonder had passed through this hallway many times on his way to and from lessons with Morr, and had always supposed that it was some sort of sleeping complex for the guards who looked after the dungeon. They passed through this area, which led them to a wide, open room that contained rows and rows of long tables. Normally, the tables were empty. Now, however, they were occupied by scores of ogre women, who were diligently sewing cloth. 

“You’re my prisoner,” Antenel reminded Sonder harshly, tightening his grip on Sonder's arm.

Taking the hint, Sonder bowed his head and adopted as meek a demeanor as he could manage. His shoulders drooped, his weight shifted, but the tension remained. He hoped the ogre women wouldn’t notice. There were a few dozen of them, all large and imposing red and blue ogresses who could easily overpower the two of them. With a cold, authoritative air, Antenel dragged Sonder along, keeping a fast pace as they walked right in front of their tables. Sonder kept his eyes downcast and even sniveled a bit when Antenel gave his arm a sudden jerk forward. To his satisfaction, he heard one of the ogresses chuckle and make an amused remark in her own tongue as they walked past, but they were otherwise able to pass through without incident.

At the other end of the long-tabled room was a corridor that ended in a wide, sloping staircase leading to the ground level of the Godskeep. Now that they were away from the ogres, Antenel relaxed his grip and Sonder dared to breathe easy again, though his heart still pounded furiously.

“I thought we were dead,” Sonder said in between short breaths as they climbed the stairs.

“All part of the plan, I’m afraid,” Antenel replied. “Even on a holiday, there will still be plenty of ogres about. We will undoubtedly run in to more.”

“What is the plan anyway?” Sonder asked, still breathing heavily.

“In a nutshell,” Antenel whispered, “Everyone has been leaving in smalls groups, from various starting points, over the last two hours. We are taking the long way around to the postern door.”

“Oh,” Sonder replied. “That's it?”

Antenel nodded, “That's it.”

They had reached the top of the stairs, which ended in a short landing and a large set of double doors. 

“That leads to the bailey,” Sonder hissed. “We're not going to run for it, are we?”

Antenel shook his head, “No. We will follow the corridor to the right, keeping in the shadow of the overhang, and make our way around until we reach another staircase.”

Sonder nodded, and together they slowly pushed open the door, peeking around the other side to ensure that the coast was clear. Finding no one blocking their way, Antenel and Sonder crept silently through the doors and went along the corridor to the right. The thick, triangular walls of the Godskeep were built flush against three long inner buildings—the west wing, the south wing, and the east wing—which were all connected by a series of corridors. These three wings were much more the heart of the Godskeep than the Hall of Ceremony at its center, for these wings contained living quarters, classrooms, studies, libraries, and were generally in high use. Now, however, with the curfew the Educators had imposed, all the inhabitants of the Godskeep were already holed into their rooms for the night. The wings were quiet, and dark. 

They encountered two ogre guards as they made their way through the west wing, headed towards the south wing. The first guard had been staring out of one of the windows overlooking the bailey, and was easily crept behind.  The other was passed out, drunk, in the middle of a hallway.

At last, Sonder and Antenel opened the door to the spiraling, stone stairway that connected the west wing with the south wing. Up they went, quietly, steadily. After three flights, Antenel raised his arm, indicating a halt. Sonder surreptitiously tried to catch his breath, although he noticed the elf was not winded in the slightest. Ah well, Sonder thought. He had been inactive for months before he had started his swordsmanship lessons; he shouldn’t be surprised at being out of shape.

They were standing now on one of the higher landings, in front of a large, wooden door with a frame decorated in faded paint that Sonder did not recognize. Having grown up and worked mostly in the east wing, Sonder was none too familiar with this part of the Godskeep, but he knew that if they proceeded in this direction, they would eventually come to the front gate, above which the south wing ran. Antenel seemed to be waiting for something. He stood with his back to the door frame, his eyes darting back and forth between the door and the stairs leading upward. Several minutes passed. The silence soon grew uncomfortable, but every time Sonder tried to say something, Antenel gave him a look that plainly said he was to remain quiet. Finally, after what felt like far too long, there came a rapid knock from the other side of the door. Antenel answered with his own series of knocks, which sounded to Sonder like some kind of code, and the door opened, revealing two elves on the other side. One was Milus, bearing his spear as usual, and the other was the female elf with lavender skin and long hair whom Sonder had seen at the meeting.

Antenel motioned for Sonder to follow him through the painted door, but was immediately stopped by a few harsh words in elluini by Milus.

“Milus, we agreed. He comes,” Antenel replied angrily in Dorneldian. 

The green elf scowled, and the elfmaid frowned silently behind him.

“You will be liable for him, then,” Milus whispered severely. “If he cannot keep up. If he is discovered. Kiari and I will leave him behind without hesitation.”

“I can keep up just fine,” Sonder cut in, indignant. 

Antenel turned to him, “I do not doubt you, my friend, but have you ever seen an elf sprint at full speed?”

Sonder shook his head, “No but—”

The lavender elf, Kiari, interrupted, “We are swifter than any human,” she said with pride. “And we will need that speed when we break cover. When we make it to the postern door, it will be us, the wall, and a guard of ogres in between. They are big, but they are fast.”

Sonder smirked, “At least they’ll be drunk.”

This earned another scowl from Kiari while Milus shook his head and muttered darkly in elven. 

“I’m joking, just joking,” Sonder replied. He smiled sheepishly at Antenel, who returned his smile grimly.

“Just stay close to me,” Antenel whispered. He was so near, he could feel the elf's breath on his cheek. Sonder blushed and looked away. 

“Yes,” he managed to whisper back. “Er, I will.”

“Come, we are running out of time,” Milus urged.

Antenel nodded and all four started silently down the corridor. 

The hall was also painted, as the door had been, faded with time and covered in a thick layer of dust. Sonder wondered what its original purpose was. Certainly, it had not been in use in Sonder's lifetime. The designs painted on the walls of the corridor were strange. From what Sonder could make out through the dust, they depicted Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos in the heavens, each god designated by a stylized depiction of their Gift—Dartos an intricate sun with an eye in its center, Lantos a beautiful full moon framed by a pair of pale hands, and Seltos by a myriad of stars in a graceful arch—their heavenly bodies taking up most of the upper portions of the large mural. Below them were the worshipers, humans of all ages and origins, kneeling in solemn prayer or opening their arms upwards in adoration. Further along the mural, however, he saw elves worshiping the gods, and ogres, centaurs, even dwarves, who lived far, far away on the other side of the sea. None of those races followed the Way; not now and certainly not in the past. Sonder frowned. He had never, in all his life, seen art that depicted other races following the Way. Perhaps the artist meant to convey some utopia in which all children of the world were Faithful, some idyllic paradise. Sonder grew distinctly uncomfortable. Knowing what he knew and having experienced Artima’s New Way first hand, he found the mural menacing, and quickly averted his eyes.

Sonder was trying to put thoughts of this disturbing mural out of his mind when, ahead of him, he began to hear footsteps.

The party froze, the elves fingering their weapons. They looked at each other in apparent disbelief as the massive shadow of an ogre, illuminated by the torch in its hand, loomed closer and closer. At a signal from Kiari, they flattened themselves against the eastern wall to hide from the ogre’s sight as long as possible. They couldn’t hide for long though; there was nowhere to go, and the beast was certain to see them. A second shadow joined the first, and Sonder's heart sank. It would be two ogres against three elves and one unarmed human. Sonder didn’t like those odds.

Antenel, who was crouched in front of him, reached back and captured Sonder’s forearm with a surprising gentleness. Sonder felt heat rising to his face, but the moment was cut short as the elf yanked his arm forward with a force that made Sonder yelp in protest.

“Quiet prisoner!” Antenel returned with a snarl, leading Sonder down the corridor at a rapid pace.  

The shadows stopped; the whispered voices paused.

“Oy!” one of the ogres called out. “Who uses our hall!”

Antenel continued to drag Sonder forward, Kiari and Milus falling in behind. 

“A loyal servant of the Chosen Mother, come here to escort her prisoner as ordered,” Antenel called out commandingly, not ceasing his steps.

The ogres soon rounded and came in to view—both were red, one smallish and the other about twice his companion’s size. Sonder gulped. He recognized the big one, Uraaka, from the dungeons, the one that Antenel had stood up to for harassing Milus. Judging by their stench and faltering steps, he guessed the two ogres had been celebrating the summer bounty with their kind. It was a small consolation. If they smelled treachery, their poisonous spittle was deadly whether they were drunk or sober.

“Humph,” Uraaka grunted when he caught sight of him. “Just some stinkin’ ufkas.” He eyed them with disgust.

His smaller companion laughed raucously, “That’s a lot of ufkas for one prisoner! Funny little ufkas can’t even guard one scrawny wee priest without a whole lotta friends!”

While his companion laughed on, Uraaka’s brow contracted almost comically as he contemplated this odd ratio of prisoner to guard.

Thankfully, Antenel stepped in, “This man is not a priest,” he said with a scoff. “He is a dangerous warrior whom Lady Artima has asked to be removed to a more secure location.”

Uraaka’s beady eyes narrowed, “Dangerous warrior,” he growled.

Once again, his companion laughed, “Yeah, and me mam’s a sea elf with three tits.”

“Infernal creature!” Kiari cried hatefully from behind them. “Hold your tongue!”

The small ogre gave a low whistle, “Phew, Uraaka, I don’t like how ufkas talks to me.”

“Drunken mule!” Kiari hissed under her breath.

“And liars t’ boot!” the ogre returned. “That boy ain’t no warrior. He’s a ‘prentice! I seen him training with that ol’ gutswabber Morr. We saw him in the ale tent, twern’t more ‘n a fortnight ago!”

Uraaka said nothing. His eyes, though glazed with the effects of his revelry, were boring into Sonder’s face. He had averted his gaze, and tried to angle his head away from him, but it was no use.

“Uraaka remember his face,” Uraaka growled at length, eyes now glinting. “He were with Morr, that’s for sure.”

“Of course he was,” Antenel replied condescendingly. “This treacherous cur was trying to buy our Weaponsmaster’s loyalty. He’s earned quite a living as a mercenary, and apparently promised him a year’s wages if he betrayed our Lady. Of course, Morr refused to—”

“This ufkas lying, boss,” the small ogre said. He belched loudly then continued, “We saw this one with those two gals o’ Morr’s. They was havin’ a grand time. Didn’t look like no treachery to me.”

Antenel’s expression grew flat, “All part of the bargain, I suppose.” His voice was disinterested. “We don’t have time to argue the particulars of his depraved dealings with that unfortunate gentleman. We must be going.”

Antenel tried to drag Sonder passed the two, but their way was blocked by Uraaka’s massive arm against the wall.

“Uraaka don’t think so,” he growled. “Uraaka smell a rat, ufkas.”

“Yeah,” the other ogre followed suit and blocked his side of the passage with his arm.

“Ufkas ain’t foolin’ us,” Uraaka said menacingly. “Tell me what ufkas doin' or Uraaka melt yer ugly blue face off.”

Antenel kept up the act, “You idiots,” he spat with annoyance. “If the Chosen Mother hears that you interfered with the relocation of her most dangerous prisoner—”

“Chosen Mother ain’t hurtin’ no ogre,” Uraaka replied with a leer. “She like us. She live with us for longer than she be living with humans. No one ain’t never seen her give a bad word to us.”

“She ain’t too fond of ufkas, though,” the smaller ogre laughed like a weasel. “Especially not no traitor ufkas!”

“Gentlemen,” Sonder spoke up, raising both his arms in a show of defenselessness. Antenel stared at him, fear in his eyes. “I think, as the prisoner in question, that I can help clear matters up.”

Both ogres stared at him stupidly.

“You’ve found us out,” Sonder continued with a dramatic sigh. “We put up a good ruse, but it’s clearly run its course, and we have no other option.” He now presented his arms as if to be tied together. “We surrender.”

The ogres continued to stare at him stupidly.

It was then that Antenel and Kiari’s spears hit their marks. 

Ogre blood splattered as each spear pierced the ogres’ sides, their victims howling in rage and anguish. Sonder quickly ducked underneath them and sprinted down the painted corridor, which now seemed about to end. The elves were fast on his heels as he heard the ogres shout “TRAITORS! ESCAPE! STOP ‘EM DIRTY UFKAS!” Antenel was running at his side now, holding the side of his face and grimacing as they ran.

“What’s wrong?” Sonder panted.

“Poison spittle,” Antenel cursed. Sonder felt his expression soften, but Antenel shook his head roughly, “There's no time to be concerned. Soon more ogres will hear their shouting. We have to keep going and hope we outrun them.”

Sonder nodded, and did his best to keep up as he, Antenel, Milus, and Kiari sprinted down the hallway. Sonder was soon passed by, bringing up the tail of their party—they hadn't exaggerated their speed. The ogres could still be heard shouting and groaning, but their voices were growing fainter. With any luck, their injuries would prevent them from catching up.

Soon, they began to hear the sounds of metal, gears, and stone. They were in the hall above the gate, several stories up, sprinting towards another staircase that would connect them with the east wing. They reached the staircase without incident, and ascended one more flight, to the highest floor below the parapets themselves, and kept on running. 

At last, they reached the end of the east wing. Through the windows that overlooked the inside of the Godskeep, Sonder could see the top of the triangle formed by its walls. They had started on the opposite side of that triangle, taking the long way around as Antenel had said, and Sonder could see why. The bailey between the west wing and the Hall of Ceremony was crawling with ogres, some on duty, others still celebrating their holiday with gusto. On the nearer side of the Hall of Ceremony, however, were scattered a handful of ogre guards who looked, at least from this distance, like they might be sleeping where they stood.

Sonder looked at Antenel quizzically.

“Drugged,” he mouthed in response.

Sonder nodded, and the four of them continued on until they reached the final staircase, and descended it to the ground level. He could see the plan unfolding now in his mind. The postern door, the small, hardly noticed back exit to the Godskeep, had never been guarded in Sonder's lifetime, the only keys being in possession of the Darpentuses and the captains of the Holy Guard. It was not guarded now either. Small, but made of stone, it was sturdy and difficult for any enemy to reach in an assault, as it lead to the craggier side of the Holy Hill on which the Godskeep stood. No army could ever hope to attack from that side of the hill, for it was impassable by anything on wheels, and a challenge for humans and horses alike to climb the jagged ledges and navigate the steep paths that lead up from the orchards some stories below. Artima would not have been the first steward of the Godskeep to overlook the postern door in her defenses. 

The four escapees stood now in the shadow of the overhanging east wing, the postern door not more than twenty feet to their right. Their only immediate adversaries were five sleeping ogres, unless they made enough noise to attract the attention of the ogres on the other side of the Hall of Ceremony. Thankfully, Uraaka and his companion had not been able to raise the alarm, and the sounds of celebration coming from the ogre encampment in the valley only added to their cover. It had almost been too easy, Sonder thought.

“We go at my signal, together,” Antenel whispered, already producing what Sonder recognized as a copy of the guard's key to the postern door from his pocket. They all nodded, and half a moment later, Antenel whispered, “Now!” and took off sprinting.

Sonder didn't have time to think about the fact that they were breaking cover, that if Antenel fumbled too long with the lock or if he tripped and fell or if one of the guards saw them—it would all be over. He struggled to keep pace with the elves, even for such a short distance. By the time Sonder reached the postern door, Antenel had already managed to unlock it with his key, push it open, and allow Milus and Kiari through. He watched with an anxious expression as Sonder made his way across the lawn, and looked immensely relieved when he finally reached the door. Quickly, quietly, Antenel followed, and locked the door behind him. They were out.

Sonder was thrilled. He let out a huge sigh of relief, then set his hands on his knees trying to catch his breath.

“We must keep going, I'm afraid,” Antenel said softly, placing a hand on Sonder's shoulder. Sonder looked up and saw that Milus and Kiari had already begun the steep descent down the rough hill face, their figures almost entirely lost in the darkness.

“No moon tonight,” Sonder replied, looking up in the heavens and realizing for the first time how dark a night it was.

Antenel nodded, “We must be cautious, but swift.” He suddenly grabbed Sonder's hand, “Follow me.”

They followed after their companions, going only as quickly as they dared. They  went single-file down the hill, and were often forced to stop and help each other where the path had been corroded or blocked by fallen rocks. It was slow going. Milus and Kiari descended much faster than they, and Sonder thought he could see, in the moments when the moon would peer out from behind the clouds, their lithe figures far below.

As they continued their descent, Antenel explained that the rendezvous point was one of the supply buildings to the east of the orchard, which had been in disuse since Artima took control of the Godskeep.  Perhaps his hearing was off, but, as they grew closer, Sonder thought he could hear the occasional yell or holler coming from that direction. When he mentioned this to Antenel, the elf had simply frowned and said that perhaps it was an echo off of the mountains. The only people in the orchard at this hour would be fellow escapees, who would know better than to make such noise.

After what must have been forty minutes of carefully treading downhill, Sonder and Antenel finally set foot on level ground. 

Milus and Kiari had decided to wait for them at the base of the hill, and together, all four advanced into the orchard. The apple trees were full, nearly ripe. Some of the fruit had already fallen to the ground in places, and lay rotting and unpicked, smashed underfoot. The four of them headed east, keeping the Enalgath mountains to their left. The storage house should be about half a mile ahead, if Sonder remembered correctly. It was strange, though. He would have expected to have run into more of the one hundred elves making their escape this night. Antenel had said they were all starting from various places and times to avoid detection, but still, they should have seen some of their other companions by now. 

They were close. The storage house should be straight ahead. Indeed, Sonder could just about see the outline of the building looming ahead in the dark. He started to smile. They had done it, they had escaped!

Sonder was just about to turn and congratulate Antenel, when a figure stepped out from behind the rows of trees, blocking their path. At first, Sonder thought it was an elf, being small in stature, but soon the heavens shifted, and the moon illuminated the figure's face—it was Artima.

All four of them immediately stopped running, gasping audibly.

“Well, this is not very obedient of you,” Artima greeted them archly. She stood erect with her hands on her hips, imposing though she was a good foot shorter than Sonder.

“Artima!” Milus growled, spear at the ready. “How did you know we would be here? Where are the others?!”

“Mercifully dead,” Artima replied. 

“No,” Milus breathed, lowering his weapon.

Sonder looked helplessly from Antenel to Artima.

“They violated the terms of the contract between King Hastos and myself,” Artima continued coldly. “They were traitors with no regard for their kin.”

“We did this to save our kin,” Antenel snarled. 

Artima regarded him imperiously, “You were of better use to them in my service. Now I have no reason to withhold my ogres’ desire to blight you from their shores and milk your little island for all its worth.”

“Foul witch!” Milus cried as he flung himself at Artima, but was cut down by the clean slice of a massive halberd.

Morr, his bearlike features unusually cold, stepped out from behind another tree as Milus’s lifeless body fell to his feet.

Sonder heard Antenel’s sharp intake of breath as Kiari howled in grief and rage.

“Ieesho!” she shouted in elven. “Tanshal iepo!”

She did not bother attacking Artima, but went straight for Morr instead. The Weaponsmaster easily blocked the grief-stricken elf’s haphazard jab and knocked her down with the butt of his halberd. Before the elf’s body had even hit the ground, the Weaponsmaster stuck her with another neat slice, ending her life. Sonder felt bile rising to his throat, and had to look away. He turned to Antenel, who was staring at his fallen brethren in utter shock—his face gone nearly white, eyes wide and uncomprehending as the sorceress and warrior watched without emotion. Enraged, and guilt-ridden, Sonder approached Artima.

“Why?”

“Such a vague question, child,” Artima responded, her dark eyes showing a faint amusement under all her apathy. 

“Weren’t you going to break the treaty anyway?” Sonder continued, shaking. Trying to keep his voice from breaking was an effort he couldn’t long keep up, as was trying to not be sick from the bloody grass beneath his feet. “Why kill them?”

“Ah yes,” Artima replied. “My little mole was quite convincing. Or should I say bear?” She smiled crookedly at the Weaponsmaster by her side.

Realization dawned on Sonder, “You were never drunk,” he said softly, then glared at Morr in accusation. “You were tipping me off intentionally. You wanted me to think she would attack the elves!”

“Aye, boy, that I did,” Morr admitted, his voice devoid of any hint of remorse. His smoldering eyes regarded Sonder with interest, “An' you took the bait, as you were meant to. No, you needn’t look at me like that boy. An' no need to blame yerself for those poor fools at your feet. They knew what they faced.”

“We expected our comrades here,” Antenel spoke, dazed as if in a dream. “Not you.”

“Aye, you did,” Morr continued, never taking his eyes off of Sonder. He was resting his weight casually on his halberd like one using a staff. “Your group was the last to arrive, very fittin’ like. Oh I'll admit a few of 'em got away, a dozen or so, but Artima's got her ogres out lookin' for 'em. I wouldn't hold my breath on their survival.”

Sonder replied with disgust, “You killed them just for trying to warn their people you were breaking your word—”

“We did not break our word,” Artima interjected fiercely. “They dared escape on a mere rumor that we would march. They risked their foolish lives to prepare the elves for a battle that would not have taken place. But now it will,” she continued with a sneer. “Thanks to their efforts, my ogres will march on the Crescent Isle.”

“Why—”

“And you will lead them,” Morr said. 

Sonder looked at him, incredulous. 


“Me? Lead the ogres?” Sonder could barely force his disbelief into words.


“Yes, Sonder Darpentus,” Morr said. There was a moment of silence as the wind rustled, moving yet more clouds out of the way of the moon, allowing it to shine down on the sorceress and the Weaponsmaster. When Morr continued, his voice was suddenly larger and grander and terrible. “You will lead the Chosen Mother’s army to Elluin, to Ruith and Dezharta, to Lathai and beyond! And we will purge this world of all its heathens and nonbelievers—bring all to me in my might and glory. All their devotion and love shall be mine from now until the end of time, and my Son will walk this land as their King, the Son of Suns, until the earth has gone to ash and is blown away by the winds of my mighty breath at the end of all days.”

“What are you saying?” Sonder cried, horrified at the change that had overcome the Weaponsmaster. 

“Sonder Darpentus,” Artima now said, her voice soft, the wind tossing her robes and her hair. “You stand in the presence of a most mighty god. Kneel before him, child, for he has chosen you as he once chose me.” 

Sonder looked back to Morr but found he was gone, and standing in his place was a being so blindingly bright that Sonder cried out in pain. The burning sensation he had felt for so many long months now burned as though it were truly on fire, causing him to fall to the ground as Artima bade. Behind him, Sonder heard Antenel cry out before he also fell to the bloodied earth.

“Who—” Sonder choked on the word in his pain.

“You know who I am,” said the unearthly voice. His presence seemed to fill the orchard a thousand times more than it could hold. “You have prayed to me every night, every night you have been on this earth. Mine was the first voice your ears ever heard, mine the first face your eyes ever beheld, mine the first heart to ever know your own.”

Sonder said nothing, still writhing on the ground for the pain in his back. 

“Rise, Sonder Darpentus,” he said, voice both deeper than a well and thin as a wisp of cloud in the heavens. “Rise and behold your almighty god.”

Still Sonder did not move from the bloodied grass.

“My child,” the ethereal voice softened. “Do not be frightened, though I am a thing to be feared. You are one of my chosen. I shall do you no harm.”

So soothing was this change of tone that Sonder forgot the fallen bodies of those companions he had known so briefly, whose blood was now dripping from his fingers and staining the now filthy rags he wore. He forgot them entirely. Dartos was everything. What he saw when his eyes met those of the god, he did not know. He felt like one waking from a dream, only to realize he is still dreaming and that dream had turned into a nightmare—a shock like pins and needles and ice. He could only bear it for an instant before he was forced to bow his head and lower his gaze. 

“My god,” Sonder said with a shaking voice. “Chosen?”

“Yes, Sonder Darpentus.”

“I am to lead your armies, to kill innocent people—”

“You shall not kill the innocent,” the god replied, his brilliance growing. “You shall slay only the wicked and the heartless, only those stubborn fools who refuse me. Together, we will make this world fit for the arrival of my Son. Together, we shall destroy the Old Way and usher in the arrival of a new age of peace, with my Son as King.”

“Why do you need me?” Sonder demanded, his voice still broken. He felt tears streaming down his face. “You're a god! You could kill with a word, with a thought!” Or with your halberd. 

“Yes Sonder Darpentus,” the god said, “I have many ways to strike down those unworthy, sinful souls. Mighty as I am, the wicked are many, and I am but one. I could call down the heavens to smite those I find undeserving of the new age, but I would have no power to save the innocent. I could wander from town to town, place to place, seeking and killing the wicked as I sought them, but we do not have such time on our hands, Sonder. I will need you, and others, to help me save this world before it is too late.”

Sonder said nothing. What was he supposed to say? He felt faint, sick, confused as he gazed, gazed on the face of the god he had devoted his life to. He had forsaken that life, but had never forsaken the god. He had seen the man the god had used as a mask—had seen that man drink, gamble, even kill. Yet Sonder was chosen, and there was no doubt in his mind (how could there be?) that the brilliant, shining being standing before him was the almighty Dartos. The Sungiver, the Daygiver, Bringer of Life, Giver of the Harvest, the Strength of Man. How could he refuse?

“I see what is in your heart, Sonder Darpentus,” the god said, that tone of sweet sympathy returning. “You are right to question me. Mortals may never comprehend the actions of the gods. Our vision is of a farther reach. Our movements inspire a larger plan.”

Sonder looked helplessly at Antenel, who now stood beside him, but the elf had his head bowed, shoulders shaking as he wept, also covered in blood.  His gaze then fell on Artima, beautiful in her middle years, rapturous in the light of her god and lover. She looked on him without fear, without trepidation. The cause of so much pain and strife in Sonder’s life suddenly become lovely in the light of the god at her side, suddenly taking on the aspect of a thing full of love and passion and goodness. He longed to feel the same as she did, longed to accept the glowing being that now smiled on them both.

“My god,” Sonder said, raising his gaze and standing tall. “I will follow you now, as I have pledged to all my life.”

Beside him, Antenel gasped. Sonder winced at the sound, but stood, resolute.

“Very good, Sonder Darpentus,” the god returned with a smile in his voice. He turned to Artima, “And now, we must take care of the last of Hastos’ one hundred elves.” 

Artima’s fingers began to glow with her magic, her eyes fixed on Antenel.

“No!” Sonder cried, standing up and throwing himself in front of him, shielding him with arms outstretched. “You can’t!”

Artima laughed bitterly, “Careful boy. Is that anyway to speak to your god?” There was real anger in her eyes, which still stared piercingly at the elf behind Sonder.

“Now, my dear,” the god said placidly, “there could be a very good reason for Sonder’s hesitation.” As Sonder watched, the god’s glow slowly faded, and when he spoke next, it was with the voice and appearance of the Weaponsmaster that Sonder had come to know. “If there’s any reason you think we should spare this here elf of his proper punishment...”

“Well he’s,” Sonder turned to look at Antenel, “my friend.” He blushed as their eyes connected.

“Oh?” Morr prompted. “Friends can deceive us, my boy.” The man stroked the handle on his halberd. 

“He’s more than a friend,” Sonder returned fiercely.

Morr whistled and Sonder’s blushed deepened.

“Sonder, what—” Antenel started but was cut off by Sonder stepping on his foot.

“I know it isn’t well looked upon by followers of the Way,” Sonder started. “But there isn’t much canonical grounds for it. Mostly I’ve traced its ill-favor to the importance of marriage and inheritance in Lathaian history, so perhaps there is room for it under your New Way, my lord.”

Morr’s face grew pensive, “So you have developed some...fondness for this elf. It's no wonder you reacted so poorly to my companions, but as you say, there might be room for this change in the New Way. I can't promise nothin' o' course. No tellin' how people might react, but it might not come to no harm.  An' perhaps he could be of use to us if we spare him. As I recall,” he turned now to face Artima, “I did spare you a certain old ogress, though she refuses to worship me still, as you claimed a motherly affection towards her. It would only be right to offer Sonder the same courtesy.”

Artima looked now at Dartos. “As you wish,” she said reluctantly, and doused the magic that flickered in her hands. 

Sonder gave a sigh of relief and stepped away from Antenel, avoiding the elf’s gaze, at once hoping and dreading that he understood what Sonder had just confessed. He knew that was the least of his worries, though. Sonder’s mind remained in shock, still not comprehending that the man before him, that same bear-like man who had taught him, these last weeks, how to fight and how to drink and how to gamble, was a disguise worn by the god he had worshiped his whole life. Before he could voice any further concern, though, Artima snapped her finger, and two ogres appeared out of the shadows. She instructed them to clean up the bodies of the fallen elves and give them a proper burial with the others, then motioned for Sonder and Antenel to follow as she and Morr led them through the orchard, back towards the Godskeep.

A heavy silence fell among them. Antenel still avoided Sonder’s gaze, though his profile looked no less pale than when he had seen his friends cut down so unexpectedly. Morr seemed unaffected, he walked next to Artima with a spring in his step, humming a marching tune softly and off-key.

“Why?” Sonder asked suddenly.

“Why, what?” Artima snapped, turning to face Sonder with obvious irritation.

Sonder ignored her, looking at Morr instead. “Why do you act, well...” Sonder stopped, not wanting to offend his god.

“Like a scoundrel?” Morr finished.

“Yes.”

Morr threw back his head and laughed loudly, “Well it certainly helped disguise myself, didn’t it, boy?” Seeing Sonder’s unconvinced expression, the man continued in a more serious tone that brought the god back to mind. “I understand that you have many questions, my boy, but I cannot, and will not, be able to explain everything I do to you or any mortal, for that matter,” his gaze went to Artima. “Rest assured that all I do will make sense in the end. Surely your father taught you as much about me?”

Sonder swallowed and nodded his head, “He did. 'And though you may have prayed for sun and got only snow and rain, remember that I know the plans I have for you, plans for rain and sun. And though the road is dark, my light shines still, leading the way to hope and life, whether by rain, by snow, by wind, or hail. My light shines on ever still.'”

Morr smiled, “I am glad to see your recall your lessons. Your knowledge of that book will serve you well in life, Sonder.”

Sonder nodded again but said nothing. With a kind smile, Morr continued on his march, leading them back. Night had fallen, but, true to his word, the Weaponsmaster who was a god held aloft a torch of flame so bright, it illuminated their path almost as if it were day. Despite all his trepidation, Sonder couldn’t help but feel profoundly comforted by that light, and he felt, in his heart, something like the faith he had felt as a child.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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The funeral took place two days after they found him. It was no ceremony fit for the Keeper of the Gods. He should have been laid to rest in the sacred tombs beneath the Godskeep, should have had a lordly ceremony, a grand sermon, a choir should have sung their lamentations before thousands of wailing mourners from all corners of Dorneldia. Instead, Lord Mayrim Darpentus’ body was settled upon a pyre, and burned in the style of the wizards, on the very beach where he had, reportedly, taken his own life. At first, Lady Grenna had objected to such a horridly heathen ritual, but once reminded that they had no way of transporting his body safely back to the Godskeep, she saw the sense in it, and allowed them to proceed with this disposal.

Dienna wore her saffron and crimson colored robes, newly cleaned with a spell of Endrick’s, and pulled her long hair back into a low braid that began at the nape of her neck. Her mother, by contrast, let her graying hair fall in untidy waves down to her back. Dienna had offered to braid and arrange her mother’s hair that morning, but Lady Grenna only shook her head, a blank expression on her face. She wept silently during the short ceremony, her nose covered by a perfumed handkerchief lent by the Archmage herself, to spare her the smell of burning flesh. She offered a similar handkerchief to Dienna, but she refused. Fire was sacred to Dartos; she had no wish to soften its effects on the now lifeless husk that had been her father. Instead, when they lit the torch that set his funeral pyre to burn, she stood with her head high, looking neither at her mother to her left nor Meredith to her right. The mages were nothing to her either, not Endrick, nor the Archmage. All she saw were the flames, all she felt was the burning on her shoulder, the hand of her god.

What had truly happened to her father, Dienna would have dearly liked to know. She knew that he had been found, drowned and naked. The Tome, the root of all this trouble, lost to the waves. The Tome. It was a curse in her mind. If Artima had truly started this whole thing because of that little velvet-bound book—Dienna was glad that it had been taken by the sea. Was glad that the so-called secrets of the gods were now lost. As for what Meredith had said, Dienna was skeptical. The Tome had certainly brought ill fortune to Dienna's life, but she doubted that the accursed book had actually killed her father. More likely, Dienna shuddered, something that her father had read in its ancient pages had prompted him to—

But that was nonsense. The Way was strictly against the taking of one's own life. No matter what her father had read, he would never go against the precepts of the Way.

And yet, a nagging voice in the back of Dienna's mind said, there was a very good chance that he had done what he said he would never do. He must have read the Tome, partaken of its knowledge before it was his time. Hadn't he just told the Archmage that nothing could convince him to do so?

Dienna glanced over to where the Archmage was standing, at the far end of the circle of mourners surrounding the late Keeper's pyre. She looked solemn, though not bereft. Her cold brown eyes were lifeless as always, her lips down-turned, aloof. She stared into the flames without blinking. Dienna felt her old mistrust of wizard-kind returning. What if it were only made to look like suicide? But then, what would the wizards gain by removing Lord Mayrim from power? Even if they were in league with Artima, it served no purpose. She already had the Godskeep, had already driven them out of their home. Why then? Why had he done it?

Once the funeral was finished, Endrick lead them back to the dining hall for a solemn meal of bread, cheese, and sausage washed down with bitter wine. Dienna drank more than she normally would have, while Meredith gave her side-long, worried glances. For her own part, Dienna was concerned about her mother, who had hardly spoken a word since she had received that horrible news. The Lady Grenna ate anything that was placed in front of her, but her eyes were never on her food. She stared ahead, perpetually on the brink of tears. It hurt Dienna to see her this way.

Three days passed. Her father's headstone wasn't as grand as it ought to be. A simple slab of chiseled marble marked the eternal resting place of his ashes, on the south side of the island, in a grove of palm trees far enough from the shore that it should never come under water, his name written in Dorneldian and in old Lathaian. Dienna frowned and, finding a sharp stone from among the sands of the beach, carved the Mark of the Way at the bottom right of the headstone, along with the old Lathaian script for “Keeper.”

“That is your position now,” said a low voice from behind her.

Dienna turned slowly. It was Archmage Korina.

“Yes,” Dienna returned evenly. “I knew that my succession would come at my father's passing, but I never imagined it would be so soon.”

“Or in such dire times,” Korina added. She smiled grimly. “I am sorry that one so young must undergo such hardship. Even for one of my years, the burden you now carry would be enough to break backs.”

Dienna nodded, “It will be difficult to eradicate Artima and reclaim the Godskeep but—”

Korina interrupted her with the wave of her hand, “I do not refer to reclaiming your home, though that is an arduous task as well. You will surely have help in doing so. No, the burden I refer to is one that you alone will carry.”

Dienna frowned, then felt her stomach contract and her shoulder burn as she saw Korina produce, from the depths of her silken robes, a small, velvet-bound book.

“You said it was lost,” Dienna cried in accusation, her voice thin and breaking. She turned her face from the thing, “You said it was taken by the sea!”

“It washed ashore this morning,” Korina replied, not without empathy. “Jerritt found it and immediately brought it to my attention. A pity,” She mused briefly, “that it found its way back to this world while you were still with us. I would have liked to have kept it for our own studies.”

Dienna was even more mortified at this prospect, “You wouldn't. It doesn't belong to you! It belongs to the followers of the Way!”

Korina frowned, “It belongs to the Keeper of the Gods. Not to their followers. As I said, this is your burden, Dienna. It is for you to decide what is to be done with it.”

“I-I know that,” Dienna swallowed the lump that had risen to her throat. “I only meant that wizards have no place in—”

“In your religion?” Korina interjected. She gave no time for Dienna to respond before continuing, “If you only knew the integral part we have played in all that you hold dear. But you won't. You will never know. You will never listen to anyone but your gods, not even to yourself.” She regarded Dienna sadly again before proffering the Tome. “Take it, Dienna Darpentus. Do what you will with it.”

Dienna took the small volume and held it as if it were a poisonous snake before grimacing and stashing it into an inner pocket of her saffron robes. 

“I will,” Dienna stated, lifting her gaze to the Archmage. “I will take it and I will keep it in the tradition of my ancestors. I will make sure that no one reads it, that no one knows of its existence. And when my day comes, when I lay dying and awaiting my ascent to the arms of Almighty Dartos, only then will I open its binding. Only then will I read its damnable secrets.” These last words left Dienna's mouth with more bitterness than she had expected, and even Korina regarded her in alarm. With a sigh, the older woman gently rested her hand on Dienna's shoulder. 

“You may do so, Dienna, but I give you the same warning as I gave your father,” the Archmage said sadly. “Read the Tome. Discover its secrets. Make those secrets known. It may be the difference between perpetuating this inane conflict and ending it.” 

With that, Korina withdrew and slowly made her way through the sand, her dark hair blowing with the tropical breeze. Dienna watched her go until she was little more than a silhouette against the huge, dark dome of the Repository, then she knelt down upon her father's grave, and prayed. 

––––––––
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The next day, Dienna's breakfast was interrupted by the arrival of Jerritt and Endrick. Dienna looked up from her porridge with tired annoyance. It had been a late night of prayer and tears, and she had just managed to get her mother to sleep and escape to the wizards' dining hall.

“Keeper Dienna,” Jerritt bowed low and formally. Endrick merely nodded.

“Jerritt,” Dienna returned. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this intrusion on my breakfast?” 

“Forgive us, Dienna,” Endrick intervened gently. “We know how you must feel given the circumstances, but we have business to speak of.”

“Business?” Dienna asked.

Jerritt replied, impatiently, “Yes, business. You and yours have been the first non-wizards to step foot on this island in over one hundred years. We understand that you are under considerable hardship, yet we must stress that our hospitality is limited.”

Dienna's eyebrows contracted, “So you are kicking us out?”

“In simple terms, yes,” Jerritt replied coldly. He turned to his son and continued, “Endrick has told me that he will be accompanying you on the next leg of your journey, wherever you should decide to go.”

“I am glad to hear it,” she responded primly, trying her best to hide her outrage. “I welcome Endrick's presence on our journey.”

Dienna noticed Meredith had entered the dining hall as well, now standing behind the two wizards with an odd expression. 

“Ah, Mer, there you are,” Dienna called out to her, hoping to circumvent any further conversation with Endrick's odious father. “Come and sit with me. If you'll excuse us, my lords,” Dienna inclined her head condescendingly.

Jerritt once again bowed low, “Of course, Keeper.” Dienna detected a hint of sarcasm in his voice, but chose to ignore it.

Endrick's eyes followed Meredith's form as she shuffled her way from behind the wizards to where Dienna was sitting. He seemed reluctant to leave, but at a sharp word from his father he turned and followed the other wizard out of the hall. 

“Where are we going from here, Dienna?” Meredith asked, sitting down beside her.

“I don't know,” she grabbed a slice of bread and furiously began to butter it. “I haven't the vaguest idea,” she muttered.

“Did the Archmage have any suggestions?” Meredith continued amiably.

Dienna mumbled with her mouth full of bread, “No.” 

“Perhaps we should try to reach out to the King,” Meredith suggested.

“Perhaps,” she replied irritably.

Meredith continued through bites of her porridge, “He has a responsibility to set this right. The Godskeep is part of Dorneldia, the last time I checked. Artima or no Artima, he cannot allow an army of ogres and religious fanatics,” Dienna choked on the tea she was drinking, “to invade his lands and potentially hold his second son prisoner.”

“And yet he sits upon his throne and does nothing,” Dienna said with a cough, “while we have been wandering through the wilderness and seeking the help of these good-for-nothing wizards.”

“Dee,” Meredith started in that damned sympathetic tone. 

“And whose idea was that?” Dienna continued, looking at her friend now and making that realization for the first time. “You were the one who suggested that we seek Endrick's help, if I recall correctly. Look at all the good that's done us! All we've learned is that my father lied to me and now he's, he's...”

“Dienna I—”

“Don't say it, Mer,” Dienna interrupted. “Don't tell me that you know how I feel. That I must be going through a hard time. You have no idea how I feel,” the fire in her voice grew as she spoke. “I have communed with Dartos. I have prayed for answers, but I've heard nothing in reply. My mind has been open, awaiting his command, awaiting even as little as a nudge in the right direction. All I hear is silence, and my father's voice, repeating what I already know.”

Meredith's eyes were wide, “I'm sorry, Dee, I didn't mean to—”

“I don't want to hear it,” Dienna snapped again. “I don't know where we're going from here, but you can rest assured it will be up to me this time, not you or your wizard lover.” She was shouting. When had she started shouting? Eyes stared at her from across the room, wizard's eyes, judging, cold. And Meredith's eyes welled full of tears.

Wordlessly, Meredith rose from the table, slammed down the spoon she was using to eat her porridge, and strode out of the hall. Dienna watched her go for a moment then, back rigid and stiff, she continued to eat her breakfast as tears began to issue down her cheeks. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Meredith stormed out of the dining hall, the scowl on her face so intense that it caused a boy wizard to fairly fly out of her path in distress. 

She could not understand Dienna sometimes. She knew that she was grieving for her father, knew that that wound was fresh, but that did not excuse her trying to blame Meredith for everything. Yes, Meredith had suggested they seek help from Endrick after being forced to flee Drelwood Chapel, but Dienna herself had agreed to his plan. If Dienna was unhappy with what the Archmage had had to say, well, Meredith had tried to prepare her for that. Now, she was dealing with her father's death on top of everything else, and instead of relying on Meredith, she was pushing her away. 

“If she would just let me help her,” Meredith muttered angrily as she stalked away from the domes of the Repository and towards the beach.  She needed to clear her head, and she had found that the best way of doing that on the wizards' island was to stroll along its sandy beaches, letting her feet take her as far along the shore as they willed. Gradually, her pace slowed, her mind eased, and thoughts of Dienna began to slip away to more pleasant subjects—the gulls that flew near and far of the shore, the unusual but wonderful birdsong emanating from the trees further inland, the warm breeze that made Meredith extraordinarily jealous of the wizards for having chosen such a wondrous place for their headquarters. 

“It can't be good for the books though, all this humidity,” Meredith said to herself as she went, watching a sea bird swoop down to the water, coming up with a fish. “I'll have to ask Endrick how they manage.”

Meredith suddenly noticed two wizards rapidly approaching in the opposite direction and ceased her one-sided conversation, blushing at the realization that she was talking aloud. She gave the wizards, two elves, a curt nod and continued on her way. She liked walking in the sand, liked to hear the comforting sound of the waves rushing in, rushing out. She would gaze at the place where the sky met the water and wonder with bittersweet sadness if her parents were still out there somewhere on the seas—if they were seeing the same sky as her, if they were sailing on those same waves, or if she too had lost a father, or a mother. At least Dienna knew her father was dead; Meredith did not have the same luxury.

She continued walking, now away from the shore. Meredith did not feel like thinking about her parents today, not considering what had happened to Dienna's father. She considered it bad luck to invoke their death, even in speculation. She turned towards a wooded area to her left, heading inland. There the strange trees that the wizards called palms grew thick, and large ferny bushes covered the ground. Meredith walked distractedly between the vegetation, her mind once again fixating on her friend. Dienna still needed her, Meredith told herself. Much had changed since they were girls at the Godskeep, friends sharing notes and gossiping and studying together—but Dienna still needed her. 

“She might just need some time to remember that,” Meredith all but sighed. 

Just then, her boot struck stone, jamming her big toe painfully.

“Oh!” Meredith hissed in pain and gingerly tried to shake it out. Meredith opened her eyes and looked at her assailant. “What in the world—” 

The rock she had stubbed her toe on formed part of the base of a large stone archway. It soared to at least twice her height. 

“Now what is this doing out here?” she pondered aloud, examining the stonework. The stones were unnaturally smooth, and were fit together without mortar. Meredith assumed that it had been constructed by magic, for there was no other explanation for how well each stone fit with its neighbor. Meredith passed under the arch to continue on her way, but somehow found herself standing at the top of a wide marble staircase in a darkly lit room.

“Name of the gods,” Meredith swore in disbelief. She turned around and headed back the way she had come, and found herself standing on the island meadow again, the arch to her back. She frowned, contemplating her options for a moment before deciding to pass under the stone arch once more.

Again, she found herself transported to the top of a marble stair, in a massive room that was barely light enough to make out the staircase at her feet. With a grimace, for she did not like dark places, Meredith started to descend the stairs with caution. 

Foreboding grew with each creeping step. This was some secret place of the wizards' making, she thought. She shouldn't be here. The air around her felt heavy even though the room itself was large and airy, and was still as a tomb. As she descended, Meredith began to see the source of the cavern's dim light. Stretching out as far as she could see, on either side of her, were rows upon rows of immense shelves, on which were placed thousands of lanterns. Each lantern glowed abnormally dim—blue, green, purple, pink—like no candle that Meredith had ever seen. The shelves stretched out high, high above her, on and on, lost in the shadows of the room, which did not appear to have any ceiling. How had she gotten here? How could such a large room live beneath the island sands?

Slowly, Meredith walked to one of the shelves, and approached one of the lanterns. Without touching it, she bent down and peered into its murky depths. She knew she shouldn't be so surprised to discover that the pinkish light at its center was magical in origin, yet seeing the faint, too-dark light burning away inside the lamp with no flame or oil to sustain it sent a shiver up Meredith's spine all the same.

“I was worried that you would find this place,” came Endrick's soft voice behind her. 

Meredith turned to face him, but she could barely see the man amid the darkness, “What are these things?” she whispered. 

Endrick was silent for a moment, face lost in shadow.

“It is difficult to say,” he said with a small sigh. “They are lanterns, but you can see that, of course. What they are lit by... that is more difficult to explain.”

Meredith smiled uneasily, “Try me.”

Endrick again said nothing for several moments. Meredith could hear him breathing through his mouth, inhaling...exhaling. Just as she was wondering if she should say something more, he reached forward, took Meredith's hand in his own, and pulled. Meredith's heart began to pound fitfully as he led her through the eerily glowing shelves. She was thankful that the surrounding darkness hid the blush that she knew was spreading across her face, but was even more thankful that she was no longer alone in this strange place. 

They stopped before a shelf that was identical to the one near the base of the marble staircase, before a lantern that was identical to the one that Meredith had first examined. To her fascination, this lantern's light, a faint fuchsia, seemed to have grown brighter at their approach. It cast pink and purple light all around them, illuminating Endrick's face for the first time since he had joined Meredith in the cavern. He looked terrified. 

“Endrick—” she started to ask.

“Hush,” he replied, voice strong and gentle, though the expression of terror did not leave his face. He let go of her hand.

Meredith watched with wide eyes as Endrick slowly reached both hands towards the lantern, its light growing clearer and brighter as he came closer to touching its glassy surface, now casting shimmering pink and golden beams—the light of the rising sun—into the cavernous hall. The light reflected off of the glass of the other lanterns and soon grew so clear and bright that Meredith had to close her eyes. With a cry of anguish, Endrick snatched back his hand, and the light vanished. 

Tears of pain welled up behind Meredith's eyelids as a terribly dark afterimage floated in her vision.  Beside her, she could feel Endrick weeping as well. Concerned, though entirely unsure of what had just happened, she gave his hand an experimental squeeze. To her shock, the lantern seemed to glow brighter at the gesture. 

“What is it?” Meredith prompted, her voice small. 

Still sobbing slightly, Endrick pointed to an inscription carved into the lantern's base. 

Meredith moved closer and squinted her eyes. The text was in Old Lathaian. She puzzled over the runes for a moment before realization hit her.

“Your name,” she breathed. She turned to face him, accusation and fear making her voice thick, “Endrick why is your name written here? Is this thing yours?”

She scanned the other nearby lanterns and discovered that they were all similarly labeled. Names of every sort, from every race and geographical origin and gender. 

“Who were...are all these people?” She asked in astonishment.

“Wizards.”

Endrick spoke that one word with more life than Meredith had ever heard in his voice before. He had always sounded so meek, so distant even when they talked of pleasant things, of favorite pastimes, of fond memories. Why was it so different now? Meredith raised her gaze to his own. He returned her look with something like hunger.

“Endrick what—?”

He placed his hands on her hips, gently at first, softly, before suddenly tightening his grip and pulling her closer. Meredith's arms came to rest on his shoulders, and she stared up at him in surprise for only a moment before she leaned in and parted her lips. The lantern flared bright.

He pulled away.

Meredith opened her eyes, startled.

“What are y—”

“I'm sorry Meredith,” Endrick sighed. He gingerly disentangled himself from her arms, removed his hands from her hips. “And I hope you will forgive me.”

“There's nothing to forgive.” Rejection cut like a cold knife in the pit of Meredith's stomach. “Endrick I, I don't understand.”

Endrick's gaze went to the lantern. It had gone nearly dark, but Meredith's own mind was suddenly flooded with light.

“Oh gods,” she breathed. She searched Endrick's eyes for the truth, hoping that she was wrong. “There's some part of you in that thing, isn't there? This is some enchantment, some curse?”

Endrick smiled grimly, “You are not far from the truth, my dear Meredith. What rests in that lamp is an essential part of who I am. Some have even argued that what has been so untimely ripped from my person and encapsulated here in this tomb is more me than I am.”

Meredith stared at him, horrified, “What are you talking about? What is it?”

“That which should not have been separated from my body until my inevitable death,” he uttered. “My soul.”

Meredith opened her mouth, but could find no words. Disbelief registered dimly in the back of her mind, but was soon melted away by the look of complete anguish on Endrick's face. 

“But how? Why?” she demanded.

“That is the price we all pay,” as before his voice sounded more fervent than Meredith had ever heard. He continued, “Magic, like all human passions, comes from the soul. A wizard still in possession of his soul is a frightful thing to behold. Artima is one such creature. She can perform feats of magic that would otherwise be impossible for those of us whose magic has been so castrated. In order to ensure that we do not become too powerful, to protect this world and those we love from the power we wield, we give up that part of us that is kindling to the flame of our magic.”

“You give up more than that,” Meredith responded hollowly.

“Yes,” Endrick nodded, “we do. And so now you see why I cannot give you all that you deserve, dearest Meredith. I am not whole. I can no longer call myself human.” 

Meredith did not know how to respond to that statement. She had never known such a horrific thing to be possible. What was a human without its soul? An elf without its soul? She stared into Endrick's vivacious eyes, warmer and more alive than she had ever seen them. Is this how he would be? Is this how he would act if he hadn't performed this sacrifice? Meredith had grown extremely fond of the Endrick she knew, of the Endrick who was, apparently, missing the most vital part of his existence. Would she even like an Endrick who was whole? She had adored his mild manners, his unruffled expressions and calm, level-headed approach to life. Were those only side-effects of the sacrifice he had made for his magic? 

“How long has this been going on?” she asked, still trying to comprehend.

“Centuries,” Endrick replied sadly, “millennia. This is not the only tomb on the island. There are many, many others.”

“So you can never be,” she stopped, uncertain how to word such an odd concept, “reunited again? Not even in death?”

“No, not even then,” his dark face was wistful. “It is a unique choice we wizards must make. And often we are far too young to understand what we are doing. I performed the Ritual when I was only ten years old.”

They were silent a few moments, Meredith staring in fascination, Endrick staring in longing, at the softly glowing lantern. It was Meredith who broke the silence.

“For my eighth birthday, Gran bought me an expensive copy of the Book of the Three, and said she was sending me off to the Godskeep to become a priest,” she smiled bitterly. “I was so upset, I threw the damned thing out the window.” She turned to Endrick with a dark chuckle. “She said it would grow on me, that I was just a child now but someday I would be a woman, and there was no better calling for a woman. So I went, and I tried, and it never did grow on me,”she sighed deeply. “Yet here I am, an acolyte of the Way all the same.”

Endrick regarded her with estimation, “Yes, here you are. And here I am. Somehow still here, unwhole, and uncertain if I have made the right choice.” He sounded frightened again. Meredith reached for his hand, and held on tightly. 

“I know I didn't make the right choice,” she said. It was the first time she had admitted it to anyone, even to herself. “I always knew, in my heart of hearts, that this wasn't what I wanted. I should have left the Godskeep years ago.” It felt good to let it out, to finally tell someone how she felt. “It's the reason I've yet to take my priestly vows, even though I'm more than qualified. But I've let it go on for so long. I can't leave now,” Meredith looked at Endrick fearfully. “Gran and Dienna would,” she swallowed back tears, “would hate me if I left.”

“No,” Endrick shook his head. He brought a hand to her chin and lifted her gaze to his. “They love you. They may disagree with you, they may be disappointed in you, but they will never hate you.”

Meredith did not reply, she was lost in his eyes—they were so warm, so full of life!

“There is still time for you to change what you are,” Endrick continued. His gaze turned once more to the lantern. “I suggest you take advantage of that.”

Meredith's gaze followed his own, staring with morbid fascination at the strange, fuchsia glow of the wizard's soul, and nodded her head in agreement. 

“I will.”

Without saying another word, the two turned away from the lantern and walked, hand in hand, through the immense shelves, back to the front of the chamber, up its marble staircase, and out into the sun and blue sky of the Repository. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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“I'll be leaving soon. Do you need anything?” Sonder turned to look at Antenel. The elf made no response. He was sitting at the window, looking through its colored panes at the ogres camped in the valley below. Sonder cleared his throat. “I'll be seeing you, then.” 

He didn't wait for a response, knew there would be none, and walked briskly through the heavy double doors that lead out of their chambers. Sonder still had difficulty believing how much his living conditions had changed since he was first thrown into the dungeons some months ago, a prisoner under the thumb of that crazy witch. When Morr, no, Dartos, had asked him to lead their armies on a mission to cleanse the world, to purify it for the coming of his child, Sonder had agreed, albeit reluctantly. Thus, he had been moved from his cell to a suite of rooms in the east wing. Not the rooms he had grown up in as a boy, for the Keeper's suite was currently occupied by Artima, but near enough as to make no difference to Sonder. Artfully crafted rugs woven by the Mulbruhnda peoples of the Wastes of Iador were laid thick over the smooth, stone floor; cayenne-colored velvet curtains hung heavily from the massive stained glass windows that swung open to provide excellent views of the Enalgath Mountains, fancifully carved cherry-wood tables and stands and plush leather armchairs dotted the rooms for Sonder's sitting pleasure, along with the massive plush bed. 

He blushed. He wished that there were two beds. 

He had lied to Morr—to a god.

Although Sonder was rather fond of Antenel, and quite attracted to the elf if he was being perfectly honest with himself, they were not lovers, and any hope Sonder might have had that a romance might develop between them had been dashed upon receiving the cold shoulder from Antenel the moment they were alone together after the failed escape.

He couldn't blame him, really. Sonder had been the one to inform him of Artima's plans to invade the Crescent Isle. In the process of trying to escape the Godskeep and warn his countrymen, Antenel was forced to see two of his fellows killed by the god Sonder had long ago pledged his life to, the god who had killed nearly all the rest of the one hundred elves King Hastos had sent as ransom. And Sonder had the nerve to tell Dartos that they were lovers.

“I was only trying to save him,” Sonder told himself as he walked swiftly down the corridor. “He would have gone the way of his friends if I hadn't made it seem like, like...” He couldn't go on. He knew how he had made it seem. Like Antenel was some kind of amusement for Sonder. Some kind of pet.

But so what if he had used his new clout with the god to save Antenel? Sonder knew, for all of the elf's intimations to the contrary, that he had made the right choice in preventing Antenel's execution. He wasn't sure if he could say the same for accepting Dartos's offer. Sonder was no leader, no military mind. Gods, Sonder's entire education had been centered around the history and administration of the Way—he hadn't the faintest idea how to be a general. He had only just recently been trained to be a soldier, and he was sure that that would only be partially helpful in the task that Dartos had thrust upon him. 

Artima had begun to hold war councils, much to Sonder's surprise, with the task of masterminding an attack on the elves the minute that Artima was sufficiently recovered from childbirth, which was a matter of a few months. Never mind that it would soon be winter, or that the majority of Artima's forces were landlocked and thousands of miles from the Crescent Isle. Artima herself recognized these flaws, and was never shy to vocalize them. It was as if none of this were her idea, as if she were only a pawn, not the player. Still, Artima attended every war council, along with her most trusted officers and advisers—save Cormin, who could not be spared his duties as High Educator—and every effort was put in to devising an attack on the elves' island home. 

“We take Ellyorin from the south,” Urish, one of Artima's ogre generals growled during their most recent council. “We closest to the Crescent Isle's southern tip. Covered in forest. They not see us coming.”

Artima nodded, but looked to the others seated at the table—Sonder, Morr, three other ogre generals, and her apprentice, a woman named Ophie—for their input.

Sonder said nothing, simply nodded his head in agreement. He still felt terribly out of place at the war council, and was trying to draw as little attention to himself as possible.

“I think not,” Ophie intoned from the far end of the table.  She was recently arrived from Sivarr's Keep, Artima's stronghold far to the east in the Astquarian Mountains, and Sonder knew little else about her. He shivered. He wasn't sure he wanted to know much else about her. The way she spoke reminded Sonder of spiders scurrying up a wall.

All eyes turned to Ophie. They were sitting in the Keeper's old narrow council chamber, with its high ceiling and stained glass windows of gold, bronze, and silver. The sun was setting, causing the room to look positively ablaze in orange light. Ophie herself was nearly lost in shadow; the light coming in behind her blended in with her ginger-colored hair and threw her form in sharp relief, her young, narrow face mostly obscured.

“We should sail around the southern tip of the island, and attack Ellyorin from its backside,” she continued in her faint voice. “This will be less expected. Besides,” she continued sardonically, “who wants to fight an elf in the forest?”

The ogres all muttered and grunted in agreement. Sonder, too, nodded, feeling utterly thick-headed. 

Next, they went over what Sonder considered to be the 'boring bits' of war, the logistics. Here Ophie was in her element.  She monotonously read, from a huge roll of parchment, her calculations on how many troops could fit in each of their ships, which had been 'gifted' to Artima's cause by the southern City of Astquary, how many bags of rations they would need for each ship, how many horses, how many ogres versus how many human troops—it was enough to put Sonder to sleep. In fact, he couldn't be sure that he hadn't fallen asleep at some point. He remembered his mind wandering, then everything starting to slowly fade away to the back of his thoughts when suddenly Morr, who kept quiet for the majority of the councils, spoke up.

“And what does Sonder think?” he said, leaning back in his chair and eyeing Sonder with a roguish glint in his dark eyes. 

Sonder bolted upright, “Huh? Yes, uh, sounds like an excellent idea to me.”

His comrades began to smirk as Morr's face turned grim.

“Then I guess it is settled,” Morr said offhandedly, “we will offer no chance of negotiation to the elves prior to our invasion and subsequent cleansing.”

“What? No. I, I didn't mean that,” Sonder replied hastily. 

Morr raised his eyebrow in response and exchanged a look with Artima, who seemed highly displeased. 

“Sonder Darpentus's purpose here is to lend legitimacy to our cause,” the sorceress snapped. “Not to provide diplomatic advice.”

Morr was unbothered, “I want to hear what he has to say.” He sounded more like the god and less like the Weaponsmaster.

Sonder cringed under his gaze. “I mean,” he cleared his throat and continued in his most competent tone. “Would it not be more fitting with the teachings of the Way to offer mercy? To give them a chance to convert to the New Way before we initiate our holy cleansing?” He couldn't believe what he saying. They were talking about slaughtering the innocent. Yet here he was, staring into the eyes of his god, trying to convince him to have mercy on those who did not worship him. 

It seemed to work. Morr nodded his head slowly, seemed about to say something when Artima interjected.

“We owe them nothing,” she said coldly. “They broke their treaty and settled the Continent without my leave. Besides,” she continued imperiously, “the elves have never been followers of the Way. What hope do we have that they will follow the New Way?”

Her eyes bore into Sonder's, and he was reminded with a pang of fear in his stomach of how she had held him magically aloft, how close she had come to letting him fall to this death on the floor of her throne-room. He still had nightmares where she did let him fall.

He gathered his courage, “We must give them a chance. We can't mercilessly kill thousands of elves without at least providing them the opportunity to convert. It's true that they've never followed the Way in the past, but if put to the sword, I'm sure many would rather welcome Dartos.”

Morr looked pleased at this statement, “This is why we need you, Sonder Darpentus,” He said sagely. “You remind me of my mercy in a time when all I feel is rage at the deplorable state this world is in—not fit for even the smallest toe of my baby boy's foot.” The god seemed lost in thought for a moment, as if conferring with himself more on the point, then said aloud, “Yes, we will offer them the chance to follow me, but only after we are at their doorstep. If they accept me and my future son, we will leave a portion of our troops, as well as some of our priests, on the Crescent Isle to keep the peace. If not, we cleanse.”

Nods from all around the table. Sonder felt sick. It was an obvious choice to him. He hoped the elves would think the same. He also realized, for the first time, that everyone present at the council meeting, Artima's ogre generals and Ophie, must all be savvy to Morr's secret, for he was speaking openly as Dartos. He shuddered to think how many others at the Godskeep actually new the truth, and how many were still in the dark. Did Cormin know? Did the priests? He wasn't sure that he could find out. It wasn't like he could walk up to any of them and say, “Hello, have you seen the Weaponsmaster recently? Rather godlike today isn't he?” That would be too much, even for Sonder.

“On to the next order of business,” Ophie, the apprentice, practically whispered. “We must not forget the larger picture. What will the plan of attack be once we have cleansed the Isle?”

“Easy,” said Impeh, one of Artima's other ogre generals. The ogress continued, “We take Ruith. Sail north with same boats as Crescent Isle. Ruith wealthy island, too peaceful and fat.”

Artima nodded, “Yes, Ruith will be our next target, but I doubt they will rollover at our command. That country has a bloody history. They have only just freed themselves of tyranny in my lifetime. They live in peace, yes, but it has not been long-lived.”

Ophie replied softly, “Nor will it be.”

Sonder said nothing. He didn't know much about the island nation of Ruith. Many of its people had sought refuge in the north of Dorneldia to escape King Olyoush III centuries ago. He had not realized that they had still been so recently under rule by his house.

“Next I think we take Southaven,” Urish grunted. “After Ruith fall.”

Impeh looked at him with a huge frown, “No, Dezharta next after Ruith. We not let the sun people go.”

Morr dismissed the idea, “Dezharta is not in our territory.”

Sonder was not the only one to look at him questioningly in response.

The Weaponsmaster frowned, “We cannot possibly cleanse the whole world, vast as our forces are. Do not forget,” here there was a twinkle in his dark eyes, “that there are two others who are also fighting similar battles.”

Sonder couldn't contain himself, “You mean Seltos and Lantos? They're also trying to cleanse the world?”

Morr winked at him, “I've got friends in high places, my boy.”

Artima cleared her throat, “If we are not responsible for the cleansing of Dezharta, then I purpose that we attack the Port Cities once we have secured Running Province. With the capital taken, the Riverlands will wither and die, allowing us to take the Stron back to the Golden Valley.”

“Will we be any match for King Philibert's Green Knights after we, gods-willing, take the Crescent Isle, Ruith, and Running Province?” Sonder asked, giving Artima a critical look. “We could probably expect some of our prisoners to fight for us,” he was well aware of the irony of his words, “but not enough to recoup our losses.”

Artima raised an eyebrow in return, “King Philibert's Green Knights will put up no resistance, dear Sonder.”

Sonder was taken aback, “And why is that?”

Again everyone at the table looked at each other knowingly, all except Morr, whose dark eyes were fixated on Sonder.

It was Ophie who explained, “You were not the only son of an important person to have been taken at the Godskeep.” She smiled crookedly, her long ginger-colored hair cascading as she turned to face him, “Prince Fucian is still down there, in the dungeon, slowly rotting away. But he will be kept alive, should we ever need to make good on our promise not to harm the unfortunate creature.”

“Ah yes,” Sonder frowned.  “Prince Fucian. I had forgotten.”

Artima continued,“Yes, dear Sonder, and King Philibert has been promised the safe return of his second son once we have what we want, but not before. He wouldn't dare lift so much as a fingernail to stop us while we have him.”

Sonder did not pay much attention to the rest of the meeting, ignoring Ophie as she went into several long-winded bouts of logistics that meant little to him.  He hadn't had an opportunity to ask Antenel why they had barred Prince Fucian from their attempted escape; the elf and he were not yet on speaking terms after what had happened, but Sonder still thought that they had made a mistake in excluding him. Hearing Artima herself confirm that Fucian was being held for the King's good behavior was like a physical blow to Sonder. Although they had mostly been found and killed, some, very few, of the elves had managed to escape, what if Fucian had been among them? The King would no longer have any reason to resist attacking the Godskeep and getting rid of Artima. But no. Fucian was still imprisoned, the King still being threatened with his life, and Sonder was still forced to serve his god and the woman who would soon give birth to his child.

The council meetings continued at regular intervals, between which, Sonder spent most of his spare time training other human soldiers who had been 'freed' from the dungeons in exchange for their martial services, many of whom had been in the Holy Guard prior to Artima's takeover. His individual lessons with Weaponsmaster Morr had been discontinued after the attempted escape, and now that Sonder had accepted his position as a general in Artima's army, he didn't see much of the Weaponsmaster, outside of the council chamber, for which Sonder was thankful. He could never relax around Morr, could never keep the thought of his true identity out of his head. He suspected Morr knew this, and kept his distance for that very reason. 

Although Sonder only trained the human soldiers, he found he was forced to spend time with many of Artima's ogres too—asking them questions related to the prisoner's training, coordinating with them, asking for their help with drills. While Sonder had come to realize that the ogres were not nearly as dumb or brutish as he had been brought up to believe, he still could not forgive them for their terrible part in all of this. He knew he was being a hypocrite. He knew that he was also following Artima, but it was different in his case, wasn't it? His god, the god he had been brought up to adore, had appeared before him and asked him to follow her. Sonder had once thought that Artima was acting alone—that she was mad for calling herself the Chosen Mother—but now he had seen the proof with his own eyes that she was right, that Dartos truly had chosen her. 

But if she was right, then was his family wrong? 

Sonder didn't want to think about that.

He tried to distract himself, one day as these thoughts attempted to overtake his troubled mind, and he hurried through the cold obsidian corridors to his tutoring session with Ophie. She was attempting to give him a crash course in military history and geography. Sonder was unconvinced that the lessons were worth the apprentice's time or effort. Surely she had something better to do than try to make him something he wasn't, and, for all Sonder wished it weren't true, he was no military man. 

He arrived at Ophie's door just on time. Sonder was not typically a punctual person, but he got the impression that Ophie would not tolerate any tardiness on his part. As it was, her pale blue eyes regarded him with disdain as she answered his knock.

“You have returned,” she said in her spider's voice, standing in front of the door to her study with a penetrating expression.

“I'm here for my lesson, as usual,” Sonder replied as evenly as he could. Artima's apprentice almost terrified him more than Artima. Something about the way Ophie bore herself sent shivers up his spine. While Artima stood erect, making her small frame seem larger than it truly was, Ophie was naturally tall and stood slightly stooped, and whereas Artima always wore her hair pulled back, Ophie let her stick-straight ginger locks flow from a central part all the way to her waist, often obscuring her deathly white face from view. The young wizardess couldn't be much older than Sonder, yet, there was a look of wisdom and predatory power in her eyes that made Sonder feel young and naive by comparison.

“Well, get in here,” Ophie said with a cough. 

Sonder did as he was bid and sat down in a green velvet armchair across from an ornately carved desk in the center of the small, but cozy, book-lined room. Ophie's wispy frame was soon to follow. She closed the book that had been left open at her desk and opened a new one that contained page after page of maps of various parts of the world.

“I believe we completed our discussion on the Riverlands yesterday,” she said so faintly Sonder had to strain to hear her, though he was just seated on the other side of the desk. “Today we will speak about the Wastes of Iador.”

“I think I might actually know a little about them,” Sonder's voice sounded loud and harsh compared to hers. He cleared his throat and continued a bit more softly, “That is, I've always been interested in the Mulbruhnda.”

Ophie nodded, “The Mulbruhnda are certainly an interesting people with a particularly interesting relationship to magic, but they are not the focus of today's lesson.”

“They're not?” Sonder could already feel the onset of boredom.

“No,” Ophie continued with an arched eyebrow. “Today we speak of your new comrades in arms. Today we speak of ogres.”

Sonder sighed, “Ogres aren't even native to the Plains of Iador.”

“Hence why their presence there is so critical to observe,” Ophie replied. “Have you never wondered why the Chosen Mother has aligned herself with the ogres? Why they follow her when they follow few leaders, even of their own kind?”

“Well, I, not exactly,” Sonder had wondered, of course, but his musing had always stopped when he considered that Artima was evil, and ogres were evil, so the two went hand in hand. He now realized that that assumption was ridiculous.

Ophie smirked, as if reading his thoughts. “You are familiar with the Chosen Mother's history, correct? It was considered a great scandal at the time.”

“Yes.”

Ophie nodded, satisfied with this, then said, “And do you know anything of the Chosen Mother prior to her breaking from the Repository?”

“No.”

Again she nodded, then continued, “Where she hails from, not even she can say. Her earliest memory is being found by an ogre who stumbled across her in the Plains of Iador, hiding in the charred remnants of a thousand year old Mulbruhnda tree. The ogre's clan had several Mulbruhnda slaves, and decided that they would make this girl a slave also. Thus,” Ophie's expression hardened somewhat, “the Chosen Mother toiled her youth away as a slave to a clan of blue ogres.”

Sonder shifted in his seat and avoided Ophie's penetrating gaze. He had not known that part of Artima's history.

“She performed the most degrading, menial tasks that her ogre captors could think of for her,” Ophie whispered, “cooking, mucking out pens, gutting their kills, tanning their leather, even,” Ophie stopped, thought better of what she was about to say, then continued. “She bore it all with dignity, until one day she gained favor with their priestess. The old ogress was ill and, as you may know, ogres do not deal well with the sick. They know little of medicine, and assume that every disease is both deadly and contagious. Artima, at time a mere girl of six years, cared for the old priestess until she was healthy again. The ogress, in return, freed Artima from her slavery.”

“And?” Sonder prompted as Ophie had been silent many moments.

“She stayed with the ogres,” she continued simply. “She had seen that old priestess work wondrous magic in her ogre den, was fascinated by it. So, she asked the priestess to take her under her wing, and the old ogress complied, teaching Artima magic outside of the the influence of the Repository, magic that one does not teach to a girl of six. By the time the Repository came for Artima, to take her away to their island to begin her magical instruction, they were astounded to discover that the child was already practicing magic far above her level. Still, they did as they always do—they took Artima from her ogre clan in the dead of night, and spirited her away to their island to teach her their ways. Or at least, they tried to teach her their ways.” Ophie was smirking slightly, her penetrating eyes boring into Sonder's, “The magic the ogress had taught Artima complicated matters greatly. The wizards of the Repository value order and precision, and have created a measure of strict guidelines to which all of their pupils must agree prior to learning certain branches of magic. In short, Artima had been taught things she should not have been taught, knew things she should not have known, because of the ogre priestess. This created misunderstandings, and these misunderstandings contributed to Artima breaking with the Repository many years later. At age twenty-eight, she went rogue.”

“While this is all very interesting,” Sonder cleared his throat. “I thought our lesson today was about the Wastes of Iador, not Artima.”

“Yes, I was just getting to the point,” Ophie nearly hissed. “The ogres of the Wastes of Iador have never been a unified people. The clans bicker and fight among each other, competing for land, kills, and food. It was rare that clans would band together for even the purpose of taking out the Mulbruhnda peoples—until Artima.

“She saw their true worth: their intelligence, their strength, their ruthlessness in battle, their loyalty to their own. She began to work for dominance in her own clan, whom she had always visited regularly while still with the Repository. Using her magic and her own strengths, she established herself as a leader among the ogres. She understood them, loved them, she could lead them to a greater life than the one they had been banished to so many years ago. They would take back what the kings of ages past had forbidden.”

“Which was what?”

Ophie glared at Sonder, “Have you truly had so little historical instruction? Of course, otherwise I would not be here wasting my time.” She muttered loud enough that Sonder could hear. She continued, “The blue ogres originally hail from the Great Frozen South. Over the centuries, they migrated further and further north into the warmer climes. When they crossed into Dorneldia some seven hundred years ago, the crown fought furiously to keep them out. The King said that Dorneldia was a land for humans. They could turn a blind eye to the ogres living in the mountains, but ogres in the Riverlands? In the Golden Valley? That would not be tolerated. So, the Green Knights, in existence then as they are now, were called to force the ogres into the Wastes of Iador.”

“The War of the Blue and Green,” Sonder said, finally recalling vague history lessons his father had once given him. “That did not end well for the Blue.”

“No it did not,” Ophie agreed with a solemn expression. “The blue ogres were decimated, having lacked the weaponry of the Green Knights, who found that the ogres still fought with stone tipped spears and crude clubs.”

“They still use clubs,” Sonder interjected. “And what about their poison spit?”

“The venom common to ogre spittle existed then as it does now,” Ophie explained as if speaking to a child. “But as you can imagine, an ogre may only project this poison in close-range combat. It would do little good against ballistics and catapults.”

“I suppose,” Sonder shifted again in his seat. “So Artima's promised the ogres free run of Dorneldia after she's done cleansing the world or whatever it is she is trying to do?” 

Ophie raised an eyebrow, “That is correct, but I would watch your tone if I were you, Sonder Darpentus.”

Sonder sighed and slouched deeper into the chair, “Yeah, I know. It's still just... a lot to take in.”

Ophie nodded, “Yes. I know how you feel.”

Sonder seriously doubted that, as Ophie was the kind of person whom Sonder doubted even had feelings, but he nodded back to her all the same. She spent the rest of their lesson showing Sonder maps that depicted the migration of the blue ogres over the last couple thousand years. Sonder feigned attention but could not help but wondering how in the names of the gods was anyone able to find out exactly where each clan had been at any given point such a long time ago. Ophie had said that they were based on picto-histories drawn by the ogre clans themselves, but Sonder still had his doubts. 

At least, by the time he left the lesson and began the walk back to his room, he felt a bit more informed about the woman who would soon give birth to the child of his god. The woman who had held him prisoner. The woman who was hunting his family. The woman Sonder would soon go to war for. Every instinct Sonder had told him that he was crazy for accepting her offer. And he would agree. 

Until he remembered Morr, and what he truly was.

“Ah, Sonder Darpentus. Just the man I was looking for.”

Sonder jumped. Morr himself was walking towards him with a brisk step. He blended in so well with the dark hallway that Sonder had not noticed his approach until he spoke. 

“What can I do for you, sir?” Sonder called out apprehensively. 

He came and took Sonder by the shoulder and started leading him down the hall the way Morr had entered. Sonder shrank away from his touch, but the Weaponsmaster held firm.

“How is the training going? Are the troops all ready for battle?” He asked, sounding for all the world like a father asking their child if they felt ready for a school test. 

Sonder nodded, “Yes, well, I think the training is going well. I don't know if I would say they're ready for battle quite yet, but they are an improvement over the Holy Guard.”

“That's good, good,” Morr replied as if he weren't listening. “And Ophie is teaching you well? I know she can be an impatient gal.”

“She's great, really,” Sonder lied. His skin was crawling at Morr's touch. He couldn't remember feeling so odd in his life. All that ran through his mind was that a god was touching him, walking with him, but he felt no elation, just that old feeling of fire burning his skin.

Morr nodded, and regarded Sonder with eyes that were suddenly deep and intelligent, “I am sorry to have surprised you like this. I know it is not comfortable for most mortals to be in my presence after learning the Truth, but there is something I wanted to discuss with you. Some news has reached us that pertains to you directly.”

“Me, sir?” Sonder replied, voice low.

“Pertaining to your family,” Morr continued, not unkindly. He scratched his dark beard as if unsure how to continue, the gleam of wisdom gone from his eyes. “It's your father, lad. He was found dead. Drowned himself from the sounds of it.”

Sonder stopped walking and stared at Morr, dumbfounded. 

“What? No...” he breathed. “How do you know?” He was hopeful. Perhaps they were mixing up his father with someone else. 

“We have our own informants at the Repository, lad.”

Sonder continued to stare, forgetting how to breathe.

Morr continued hastily, “That's where he was, along with your mother and sister too. They were plotting with the wizards to destroy us.”

Sonder suddenly snapped out of it, “My father would never want to destroy us,” shrugging free of Morr's grip, he continued with a look of accusation, “He devoted his life to you!”

Morr's expression became grim, “He did, lad. Unfortunately for him, he refused my messenger. I sent him signs. I even sent him the Chosen Mother. He did not believe. He did not see the folly of his own ways. He may have believed in me until the day he died, but he did not believe in the New Way. If he had, there would have been no need for the blood shed at the Godskeep.”

Sonder was speechless. He thought of the elves, slaughtered in the orchard for trying to escape, thought of Cormin, reading dying rites to the priests who remained faithful to the Way before handing them over to Morr, their executioner. Sonder couldn't bring himself to look at Morr, though he could see, out of the corner of his eyes, that he had begun to glow with that impossible radiance again, a myriad of colors, light and dark. 

“Now your sister is the Keeper of the Gods,” Morr continued, his voice beginning to change to that of the divine being at his core, “and she continues to oppose us. If she will not see reason and follow the New Way, as you have, she too must be brought down. Another waste.” His voice was terrible, deep yet thin, fiery, and it split the air with passion and fury. Sonder could feel the voice radiating on his skin, in every hair on his body, vibrating in his bones. He could take no more. Tears began to obscure his vision as he knew in his heart that he spoke the truth about this father. 

Dartos continued, “Are you prepared to fight by my side as we cleanse this world? Are you prepared to fight against your fool-hardy sister, who even now plots to thwart our most holy cleansing? Or will you bring her to us? Will you, Sonder Darpentus, make her one of my own once more?”

“I will speak with her, Almighty Dartos,” Sonder choked through his tears. “I will make her see the truth of what you speak. She will join the New Way, I promise you.”

“I will hold you to that promise, Sonder Darpentus.” With that, Morr ceased to glow, took on the normal appearance of the Weaponsmaster again. He gave Sonder a sorrowful look that was undermined by the slight smirk of his lips and said, “I'm real sorry about your father, lad. A shame it came to this. If you need anything at all, let me know.” 

Sounder could find no words, so jarred was he by the sudden reappearance of the man's simple demeanor and speech. It was all he could do to nod his head, bow, and swiftly walk back down the corridor to his chambers.

Sonder opened the double doors to his suite with such force that Antenel actually turned to glare at him.

“Can't you keep it d —,” the elf paused, his expression changing from anger to surprise, “what in the name of gods is the matter?”

Sonder paid him no mind. He crossed the room and threw himself down on his bed and began to sob uncontrollably. 

He was so lost in his grief that it took several minutes for Sonder to realize that Antenel had moved from his seat at the window and was now seated next to him on the bed, gently stroking his back and singing an elven lullaby. Sonder gratefully relaxed into his caresses, and eventually his sobs quieted, his breath evened, and he fell asleep in the elf's lap. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Dienna shut the window shutters with a snap. The island was currently besieged by a summer storm, and even though Dienna had reacted quickly to the sound of the pelting rain, some of the downpour had found its way into her borrowed room. She looked at the small puddle in frustration, but decided against calling for someone to help. She did not want to disturb her mother in the next room over and was fairly certain the wizards kept no servants anyway. She and her companions were due to leave the Repository the day after the next, if the weather was favorable. This seemed unlikely to Dienna at that moment, but she conceded that the wizards knew their island better than she, and they had assured Dienna the storm would pass. 

The last few days on the island had been restless. Dienna had had both too much to do and nothing to do at all. She had thought that she might spend time in the wizards' library to read what she could about their enemies, perhaps learn more about the ogres that comprised Artima's army, but upon arriving had discovered Meredith had beaten her there, and although there was surely enough space for the both of them to pursue their reading in peace, Dienna found that she could not yet face her friend after their quarrel in the wizard's dining hall. Instead, Dienna took turns with Endrick watching over her mother, who had remained bedridden since Lord Mayrim's funeral. Lady Grenna slept nearly half of the time, and sat morosely in her bed the other half. If ever she woke to an empty bedside, as did happen on occasion, she was likely to start shrieking for someone to come light a candle for her. 

When her mother was awake though, Dienna would read to her from the Book of the Three. 

“Do not hide your righteousness in your heart. Speak of your faithfulness and salvation as you send forth your light and your truth, let them guide you; let them bring you to the warm embrace of Almighty Dartos, to the place where the heavens dwell. Sing before the Holy Gods, for when they come, they come to judge the earth. Sing to the Sun, the Moon, and the Holy Stars, and truth you shall know. I tell you again not to hide your truth, but let it be apparent as the Gifts of the Gods, shining in the heavenly sphere.”

“That's a pretty passage, dear,” Lady Grenna would say in a small voice, her eyes unfocused and far away. She said that about all the passages that Dienna read, but Dienna took it as a good sign. At least her mother was speaking, at least she was trying. Dienna found it difficult to reconcile the woeful condition her mother was in with the memories of the woman who had raised her, who had run the Godskeep alongside her husband. Her mother had always been so strong, so stable and capable before Lord Mayrim's death last week. Dienna hoped that she would return to her normal self once the wound was not so fresh, once she had grieved properly. 

“It was one of father's favorites,” Dienna replied patiently. “From Nitzek.”

“I never liked him,” Lady Grenna replied airily. “Nitzek that is. Too dry. You should read from that other book.”

Dienna looked at her mother sharply, “What other book?”

“You know, the one your father....” her mother trailed off and closed her blood-shot eyes for a moment, as if stifling a painful memory.

“The Tome?”

Lady Grenna nodded, eyes shut tight.

“I told you, Mother, they never found it,” Dienna said tersely. She closed the text in her hands loudly and stood. “I should go now. I'll fetch Endrick to sit with you.”

“No, dear, stay with me a while longer, won't you?” her mother entreated, grasping Dienna by the hand. She looked so pitiful that Dienna almost recoiled from her before coming to her senses.

“Of course, Mother,” Dienna said with a blush, ashamed at her hesitation and deceit. “I'll read something from Ayers instead. You would like that better, right?”

“Yes, dear, that would be wonderful,” Lady Grenna smiled and sank back in her pillows. She closed her eyes and as she did so, it seemed to Dienna that the lines of her face seemed smoother, her expression more peaceful than before. 

Dienna felt none of that peace. As she read to her mother, Dienna's anxiety grew. 

“And the vision came to the prophet who would call himself Ayers, as in sleep. It was Dartos who spake through the guise he used to walk the earth and the planes of dreams. He said to Ayers. 'I will pour out on these lands and the inhabitants of this wide world a spirit of grace and supplication. When you seek these words, keep to your breast that I shall remain even after the ages, that my words do not perish, that my Gift will never blink out. Even at the end of all things, there will be no more death or crying or pain, for the old order of things will pass away.'”

Lady Grenna snuffled.

Dienna continued, “'And even at this glorious end, we Three will remain in the heavens, on the earth, in the air, in the spirit of all, so long as you are faithful to us. So long as you believe in all earnestness, in all things, in all aspects of the Way as prescribed by us and our prophets, we shall remain forever.' Here the prophet Ayers dared to ask his god 'What if wickedness should consume the earth? What if none remain who follow your most glorious Way?' And here the god was not angry, nor was he indignant. Dartos said to the prophet, 'Should all forget us, we shall remain only in the words written down in the Book. But do not fear, for I tell you in truth that the Three will never fade from the hearts of man. I tell you that one day, we will come in all of our glory to cleanse this land for the coming of the One, in glorious fashion before the faithful, for the coming of a new era until the One be taken from us again. This we shall do, and therefore we shall remain.'”

“Ah, the One,” Lady Grenna sighed. “Such a disputed prophecy. In the Riverlands, we were of the unpopular opinion Ayers was speaking of the Chosen Mother. Wouldn't it be marvelous to see her? Such a pity that this Artima woman is acting out this blasphemous masquerade.”

“Yes, Mother,” Dienna replied quietly. But was it a masquerade? Artima's claim was becoming more and more convincing every day—the visit to her father, the touch of the gods, the followers she had converted, seeking the supposedly secret Tome. Yes, the fact that she had been aware of the Tome was especially concerning. Not even Dienna had known; her father had kept its existence from her all these years. Yet Artima had known, as had the wizards, although Artima seemed far more intimately familiar with the book than the wizards had been, right down to its exact description. Had Artima ever seen it? Dienna scoffed at the idea. Of course she had never seen it. It had been in her father's possession, it must have been, since the time he received it from his father long before Dienna had been born. How, then, had Artima known? Unless she was in communion with the gods...

“And the prophet Ayers awoke from his slumber with the feeling of having walked through fire with his Lord. He ran to his wife and shared with her this visitation and she wept with joy to know that the gods had taken favor on her husband and vowed to help Ayers spread these teachings throughout Udem. And Ayers went to see his elders and shared with them the tidings of Dartos, urged them to rekindle the flame of worship in those long godforsaken lands of the west. A chapel was planned to be built—”

“The Chapel of Ayers is beautiful, you know,” Lady Grenna interrupted.

Dienna bit back an annoyed remark, reminded herself that her mother was still not feeling well, and continued with her reading.  

“A chapel was planned to be built to further the glory of Dartos, and so it was, completed when Ayers was an old man and after his wife had passed into the glory of the gods. Yet many enemies had Ayers made in the time that he was preaching. There were those who tried to defame him; called him a fraud and a charlatan, that he had never spoken to any god, let alone the god of the sun, whom the people of Udem had considered long dead. Ayers persisted, told his fellows that he spoke in truth. Whenever he was opposed, Ayers stoutly proclaimed his truth and by the grace of the gods, the naysayers would see that truth reflected in the eyes of the prophet, and took him for his word. Ayers would tell them 'He whose walk is blameless and who does what is righteous, who speaks the truth from his heart, shall always dwell in sanctuary and in the protection of the Holy Three. He whose walk is crooked and who does wicked deeds, who speaks naught but lies, shall live always in fear and darkness—”

“'For when judgment come, so these will depart in blood and flame,'” her mother finished the line with a whisper that seemed ominous to Dienna, although she was sure her mother meant nothing by it other than to indicate how familiar she was with that passage. 

“Yes,” Dienna cleared her throat. “That's right.”

Blood and flame to take away the deceitful. Earnestness in the eyes of the prophet. Dienna thought back to when she had seen Artima in her father's chambers, when she had supposedly been urging him to heed the warnings of the gods. How sincere she had seemed, how impassioned and bold. Was this the same truth written about in the Book of the Three? 

“Your father liked that passage as well,” Lady Grenna said with a forlorn sigh. Her breath then caught in her throat and she seemed about to cry, her voice now strained and thin, she said, “I shall never recover from his loss, my dear. I've lost my husband, and my son is a prisoner, probably to die soon as well.” She began to sob in earnest. “I will never see my son again! Sonder—I was too hard on him! He never wanted to be the Keeper; he never wanted to marry! I should have just let him be—”

“Hush, now mother,” Dienna said firmly, taking her hand and looking directly into her watery eyes. “Don't say such things. You raised Sonder like any mother would, and you will see him again, I promise you. We will go home one day. We will make it ours again. We'll put that sorceress in her place and then I shall be the Keeper and you shall by my adviser. I need you to be well again,” Dienna had to fight back her own tears now. “I need you to be well.”

Touched at her daughter's candor, Lady Grenna sighed and squeezed Dienna's hand. “I know, child,” she said tiredly. “And I will be. I have faith. Dartos will see me through this. I pray he will help me through. I pray it, my dear.” 

“That's good, mother,” Dienna said, giving her mother's hand one final squeeze before letting go and standing up. She was tired, and it was time for her to sleep. “I'll call for Endrick now.”

“Very well.”

“Goodnight, mother.”

“Goodnight, dear.”

The next night, her mother's words still haunted her.  For when judgment come, so these will depart in blood and flame. Dienna had been familiar with this verse for as long as she could remember. It was commonly used at ceremonies when speaking about the end of all things, to signify that the gods would remove from the earth all of those things they found unworthy. It had been a long time, however, since Dienna had read those words in context. 

“He who speaks naught but lies, shall live always in fear and darkness,” Dienna muttered to herself as she listened to the sound of the rain thundering down, a ceaseless cascade of dull noise. 

Dienna had lied to her mother. She had lied to Meredith, and to Endrick. She was lying to the world, in truth, just as her father had lied to her all these years. He had never told her of the existence of the Tome, of this secret book of the gods. Was she doomed to live in fear and darkness? Was her father? And all the Keepers before him? Why had they deemed it necessary to keep the book a secret, when the gods so highly valued truth in all things? Who had begun this secret tradition of reading the accursed thing on one's death bed?

Dienna could understand that one might not be ready to learn the more complicated aspects of the Way until reaching an advanced age or until undertaking extensive studies, but needing to wait until one was dying to read the most sacred secrets of the gods...

“And why the secrets?” Dienna pondered, feeling the veil lift back even further. “There are many things we do not know about the gods, but isn't that as it should be?”

What was in the Tome?

For the first time, Dienna wanted to know. 

Her hands were in the pockets of her robes, groping for the the little velvet-bound book with hands that shook. She drew it forth, studied the Tome as she strove to keep her hands still, her heart pounding in her ears. The book was in pristine condition; the binding looking as though the thing had never been opened, though Dienna knew that was not the case. She turned over the little volume, fingers at its corner, poised and ready to open the velvet cover.

“No!” Dienna croaked hoarsely. 

She stuffed the Tome violently back into the pocket of her saffron vestments and began to pace about her living quarters. Thunder boomed in the distance, lightning illuminated her rapidly darkening room. Her curiosity had been piqued; there was no going back. Her inclination to rigid conformity and tradition had held her back thus far, but even those walls were slowly crumbling. She had too many questions now, questions that built and spiraled off of each other, each warranting, demanding an answer that all her years of religious instruction could not provide.

But what if the Tome could?

Ever since she had read to her mother—all that talk of lies and deception, of faith and judgment— but no, it had started long before, hadn't it? Before her father had drowned himself, before he had confirmed the existence of the thing that Artima was searching so desperately for, before she had taken over the Godskeep. It was the fire that had awakened Dienna: the touch of her god. She thought it had marked her as chosen, as a prophet of Dartos, a vessel at his command. She would do great things and hear his words in her heart, speak them for all to hear. But no.

His touch, as she had discovered, was angry, full of rage and seething with displeasure. She was chosen for nothing. She was doomed, like the rest of those under her father's reign, to darkness and despair for so displeasing the gods with their shallowness and vanity. Her prayers, typically formal, had grown fervent in light of the unholy conquest of her home, a fervency they should have always held. 

The thunder boomed. It was too little, too late, as the saying went. Dienna realized now that her father was a mediocre Keeper at best. He kept the traditions of the Way alive as well as anyone, kept the peace between the Prominents, generated revenue for their coffers, and all the while made the most convincing sermons about the generosity of the gods, and how we all should follow suit. She could not unsee it, even if she wanted to. She could no longer think well of her father.

Dienna continued to pace as the elements raged on outside her window, not heeding the passage of time, her thoughts aswirl with memories of her father, of her brother, of the things she had believed that were now starting to crumble—crushed under the enormous weight of unanswered questions. She paced until her legs ached, an hour, two hours? She wasn't sure, but by the time she decided to sleep she realized she hadn't eaten since luncheon and her stomach was protesting painfully. Knowing well that she couldn't sleep in this condition even if her mind weren't a tangle of heavy thoughts, Dienna decided she would go to the mess hall to beg the cooks for a morsel.

She donned her cloak and left her room, heading down the dark hallway, through which the sounds of the storm echoed. Dienna reached the end of the hall and opened the door, bracing herself against the immediate rush of wind and rain that buffeted her face, and walked as quickly as she could across the lawn and into the shelter of the dining hall. 

The cooks were not happy to see her, but they could hardly refuse a couple of yesterday's dinner rolls and a glass of wine for the new Keeper of the Gods. Dienna thanked them profusely, knowing that she looked more than a little disheveled from the storm and knowing that her eyes were still aglow with the inner fever of her mind. She ate and drank quickly, leaving the bakers to their work, before heading out once more into the storm.

She returned to the Repository proper, soaked to the bone but feeling much better for the meal and the exercise. She was just now realizing how truly tired she was. Weary and longing for her bed, she headed down the Hall of the Arts towards her chambers, leaving small puddles of water in her wake. Suddenly she stopped; there were voices. Someone was talking, their tones just audible above the din of the storm, around the corner from Dienna. She crept a little closer, cautious even though she knew she had nothing to fear. Just some wizards for a late night stroll, the same as she was doing. 

“I hope you'll at least consider the possibility.”

Dienna's heart skipped a beat. It was Meredith's voice who spoke, Meredith, whom Dienna had not spoken to for nearly a week.

“I have considered it,” the second voice replied, Endrick's, Dienna thought, “and I have made my decision.”

“But why?” Meredith responded with passion. “What difference should it make? I love you as you are now. I don't care what you've done!”

“Meredith, think of what you're saying,” Endrick's voice returned, flat but imploring. “It is no easy thing to love a wizard. You say you love me as I am, but do you know what that means? Can you fully comprehend what I've decided to become?”

“Maybe not, but with your help I could. If we could just talk about this—”

“We are talking about this.”

“Okay, then hear me out,” Meredith said. They were silent, and for a moment Dienna feared they would not continue. She considered making her presence known, and so began to look around the corner. Meredith and Endrick were standing close, her back to Dienna and Endrick's face semi-obscured by darkness. The corridor had no windows, and was thus dark but for a few of the wizard's orbs of floating light, which shifted and changed direction unpredictably, casting eerie shadows around her two friends. Meredith continued, “You've given up your soul in exchange for the study of magic. You can't feel emotions as much as you should, right?”

Endrick nodded.

“But you can still feel affection, right? You can still know that you do feel for someone?”

“Yes,” Endrick's face was contorted in pain.

“I know that isn't ideal,” Meredith said slowly, as if still working it out in her own mind, “but I don't see why that should stop us, considering the circumstances.”

Endrick sighed, “Meredith, I have seen countless examples of the disasters that await those who attempt to enter into a relationship with a wizard. Even among our own kind, courtship is difficult, but relationships between wizards and non-wizards end in ruin without fail.”

“All of them?” Meredith scoffed. 

“All of them,” Endrick confirmed. Outside, thunder boomed and the ground shook for a moment. When the vibrations had passed, he continued softly, “If you will not believe me, I can show you.”

“How?”

“A spell,” Endrick murmured. He took a step back from Meredith and placed his large, dark hands in front of each of his own eyes, touching his eyelids with each middle finger, and spoke words of magic. Orange light began to shine from beneath his eyelids, through his fingers to the tiled floor beneath their feet. Colors began to swirl upon the tiles, the light danced with shadow, and shapes began to appear. 

“My mother was not a wizard. She and my father grew up together, were childhood sweethearts, spent nearly every hour of every day in each other's company. One day, my mother woke up to discover that her playmate was gone, that he had been spirited away by the wizards in the dead of night.” Dienna watched in fascination as the story played out before them on the tile, as if the memories in Endrick's head were being projected before them, like a play. “They were only twelve then, and they would not meet again until some fifteen years later, when my father returned to his hometown to attend his father's funeral. My mother immediately recognized him. Eredbeth was her name, and she had grown wise and beautiful in my father's absence. My father made no secret that he had been with the wizards, honing his magical knowledge, but neither did he mention the great trade he had made to obtain this knowledge. My mother, having not seen her childhood friend for some time, attributed his more somber demeanor to his now being a grown man. The two began a courtship.

“My father stayed with his kin for some years, during which time he almost neglected his studies entirely, and when he returned to the Repository, he brought his new bride with him. The Archmage at the time would not allow a non-wizard to live on the island on a permanent basis, so instead, my mother lived in Southaven. At first, my father was good about visiting her, saw her every day, especially after I had been born. Yet, slowly, we saw less and less of him. I could tell, even as a small child, that Mother wasn't happy. When he did come, he spoke to her little, never touching her hand, never kissing her cheek. Soon, he stopped visiting altogether. Instead we received letters—short notes asking how I was and making sure that my mother had enough gold to buy us a decent living. Soon, the letters stopped coming too, and then, one day, I heard a terrible noise and found my mother dead—she had hung herself. I was not quite ten.”

The memory was terrible to see, Dienna shut her eyes at the sight.

“My father visited later that day. He looked at her corpse as if it were an animal carcass,” Endrick paused, letting out a small shuddering breath, “and he asked me if I would like to come live with him for a while, to live with my kind.”

“Endrick,” Meredith's voice ached. “I'm so sorry.”

“I am too,” he replied more coldly than Dienna had expected. He slowly removed his fingers from his eyelids, the beams of light growing weaker and weaker until they puttered out of existence. The tile floor beneath their feet once more looked plain and ordinary, the images gone. “This is why I have made my decision. This is why I cannot encourage your feelings for me. Regardless of what I feel for you now. It would not last, for every moment I am detached from the rest of my being, I become less and less human, more and more unfeeling. But it is better this way. My magic is contained, and I cannot do harm to anyone.”

“Only to me,” Meredith said quietly.

“I wish it could be different, Meredith,” Endrick said, placing his hand on her arm and drawing her closer, “but I will not put you through what my mother endured.”

Meredith shrugged away from his touch, “It would be different with us. I know it would be.”

Endrick shook his head, “I would not want to take the risk. Trust me,” Dienna was startled to hear such emotion in his voice, “you would be far better off on your own. Leave me behind, leave everything behind. When this is all over, you can finally live the life you've always wanted, without me to hold you back.”

Meredith scoffed, “You would do anything but hold me back, and I haven't made up my mind yet.”

Dienna's brow furrowed. What were they talking about? She couldn't mean—Meredith would never abandon her!

“There is still time,” Endrick said softly, “but less than you think. Do not wait too long, less your resolve wavers.”

Meredith nodded, “That's what I'm afraid of. It would hurt them so much—Gran, Dienna...”

“They will forgive you,” Endrick replied, beginning to lead Meredith further down the hall, away from where Dienna lurked. “In time.”

“I hope you're right,” Meredith sighed. 

Walking close, Endrick and Meredith turned and headed back down the hall, out of earshot and soon out of sight as they each entered their respective rooms.  Dienna watched them go, perplexed and afraid, as the storm raged outside, the thunder echoing her disturbed thoughts. 
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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“What is it that you wished to discuss with me, Lady Keeper?”

Dienna did not want to ignore the sarcasm in Jerritt's voice as he said this, but she also did not want to put any strains on their conversation. As soon as she had awakened that morning, the morning after the storm, she had risen and asked the first wizard she had come across if they could take her to see Lord Jerritt.

“No idle matter, I assure you,” she replied evenly. She watched as a flicker of amusement lit Jerritt's face, mirth entering his dull eyes and leaving in an instant. His silken gray and black robes made his brown skin look ashen. Dienna shuddered, thinking how lifeless his aspect became once his levity passed.

Jerritt inclined his head and spread his hands wide, “Then by all means,” he said. 

Dienna felt herself tensing as Jerritt's cold eyes met hers, and her determination wavered. He was leaning back in the plush armchair behind his tidy wooden desk, wearing an imposing expression made more severe by the fact that he had pulled his salt-and-pepper colored locs back from his head with a leather cord, making the angles of his face even more pronounced. She must have interrupted him in his perusal of an immense volume which still sat open on his desk, along with a stationery set of the plainest sort. His notes on the volume were written in such a small hand that Dienna could not make them out from where she sat opposite him, although she was doubtful that she could decipher their meaning even if she could see the words. Jerritt cleared his throat.

“Forgive my hesitation,” Dienna started, then sat up straighter in her chair, “but what I have to ask is of the utmost import, and I do not think you will want to answer.”

Jerritt said nothing, only continued to stare at her in expectation.

Dienna fidgeted a moment before realizing she was stalling. “I must know what happens when one decides to become a wizard,” she blurted out. “I must know in detail.”

She had expected the wizard to protest in some way, make some objection to her request to divulge what Dienna assumed were closely-guarded secrets of the arcane order to which he had pledged his life, but Jerritt's expression of expectancy did not change. He simply continued to behold her, arms folded calmly in his lap, silence hanging in the air between them. Thus Dienna was forced to continue, somewhat flabbergasted.

“I have heard rumors, you see, and I wanted to, or rather, I need to know if these rumors are true. I dare not ask the source of these rumors to explain themselves; I don't want to upset this individual,” she raised her gaze to Jerritt, but still he did not seem inclined to speak. Dienna's brow contracted sharply now, her cheeks flushed red in frustration at his cold silence. “Will you tell me nothing?” She snapped haughtily. “Or are you content to let me dither on into silence?”

Jerritt remained unmoved. He might not have so much as blinked since he last spoke.

Dienna was not to be deterred, however, and she swallowed her anger and continued now in earnest, “I am prepared if you cannot or will not tell me the answers that I seek, but I implore you, Jerritt. I have grave concerns and,” she hesitated, “and doubts.”

“Doubts.”

That one word spoken by the stony-faced wizard was enough to kindle Dienna's hope.

“Yes, doubts,” she answered, although he had not said it like a question. “Concerned though I am for the well-being of the wizarding fold, the main reason I am asking you to shed light on these rumors is that they have presented and furthered some existing doubts—doubts that have been on my mind of late, and I find that I cannot decide on our next course of action until this rumor is denied...or confirmed.”

Jerritt was silent for a few moments more, his icy gaze still holding her own fiery one, and Dienna was afraid he would not speak.

“Perhaps it would be more prudent to tell me what this rumor is,” he responded quietly, not with any warmth, but almost with curiosity.

Dienna nodded,“What I have heard is,” she paused to compose herself. “I have heard that when one decides to become a wizard, that a certain Ritual is performed, and that, at that Ritual,” Jerritt's gaze was now piercing, “the novitiate will relinquish their,” she once again needed to pause to gather herself, “that the novitiate will relinquish their soul in exchange for their magic.”

Again, Jerritt's reaction was not one that Dienna had expected; he smiled. It might have been more exact to say that he smirked, but still, Dienna was shocked to see the taciturn man's lips curl into a half-smile, one that was reflected dimly in his eyes. 

“That is not exactly correct,” he responded. “No exchange is made, for the magic is in the blood. The Repository simply teaches young potentials how to access that power. At a certain point, if that novitiate shows promise and wishes to dedicate themselves completely to the magic, they perform the Ritual. And yes,” his face now bore its usual serious aspect, “when the Ritual is performed, the new wizard severs themselves from the very core of their being, from the thing that makes them human, elf, or dwarf.”

Dienna's throat went dry, “So it's true?” she rasped.

Jerritt nodded. 

“Dear gods!”

“I can see you are distressed, Lady Keeper,” again the note of sarcasm in his voice as he addressed her, “but I can assure you that each novitiate is fully aware of the sacrifice they are making to pursue their studies with us.”

“But why do they have to? Why would they want to?”

Jerritt sighed in annoyance and rose from his seat, “I do not have the time to speak to the particulars. Suffice it to say that the pupils we recruit for the Repository are wholly dedicated to their studies. Magic is appealing for many reasons—some pupils desire power over others, power to heal the sick, power to construct, power to conceal, power to do battle, power to better themselves. For some, the sheer desire to know as much about this world as possible is enough to make them part with their humanity.” He paused and looked back at Dienna calmly, “The reason we ask that this sacrifice be made...I believe you already know the answer.”

Dienna frowned, thinking he mocked her, “If I did, Jerritt, I assure you I would not be here right now.”

Again, he half-smiled, “Think back to the Council of the Archmage. I believe my son was on the verge of letting the cat out of the bag as it were. Surely you remember what he was saying about Artima?”

Taken aback, Dienna said nothing. She did not wish to rifle through her mind, through painful memories of the last moments she had spent with her father, but she forced herself now to think back to that day which felt like seasons upon seasons ago.

“I remember,” she began slowly, “I remember Endrick mentioned something about Artima being able to perform great magic without fatigue. I believe he did mention something about her soul...”

Jerritt nodded, egging her on.

“Does Artima still have her soul?”

“Yes,” Jerritt replied gravely. He walked slowly around the desk now, coming to stand in front of Dienna. He placed his glasses, which had been resting on a chain around his neck, onto his face and continued, “The reason we require the removal of the soul prior to any serious study of magic is that, while the magic comes from the blood, it is amplified by the soul. A wizard who is whole is able to cast spells with much greater power than a wizard who has been stripped of their essence.”

“So that's why Artima is so powerful,” Dienna said with sudden, vivid realization. “But how did the Repository allow this to happen? Did Artima not perform the Ritual as well?”

“She did,” Jerritt conceded, “but she did what few have managed. She discovered a method by which she was able to reunite her soul and her body.”

“How?”

“If I only knew,” Jerritt muttered bitterly. His gaze turned once more to Dienna, and he smirked at her apparent discomfort. “Many wizards have attempted to do so. Most who attempt it die most horribly, but Artima was somehow able to reclaim her soul, and live.”

“And that is why she broke from the Repository,” Dienna said, comprehending. “She had to flee because she broke the terms of the Ritual. And that is why you allowed her to live in Astquary; she was too powerful for your wizards to confront.” 

“Yes, at the time, we considered it too risky to oppose her,” Jerritt said. “And so we entered into an agreement of non-aggression, and sent our spy to watch over her. Artima, and those few like her, are the greatest threat to us, to everyone. Their magic is unchecked, bound only by the will of the spell caster. With proper study and training, such a wizard could become powerful beyond comprehension, powerful enough that our combined magics would be unable to stop them, should they decide to use their power for ill.”

“Is Artima unstoppable then?” Dienna demanded.

Jerritt shrugged, “No. Her magic is not what the Archmage fears, though that in itself is powerful. Lady Korina is, at the moment, evenly matched with your rogue sorceress. However we are concerned by her religious zeal, and with her armies of loyal ogres. We are simply too few to be of much help in your fight, physically speaking. But tell me this, Lady Keeper,” here he finally spoke Dienna's title without any hint of disdain, “has my explanation alleviated or furthered the doubts that you spoke of?”

Dienna let out a sigh, “I am afraid your words have only augmented my doubts, and I have many more questions now than I have answers.”

Once again, Jerritt almost smiled, but it was distinctly tainted by some ill humor of his, “That is to be expected. And does your knowledge about our sacrifice change your opinion of us, Dienna?”

Dienna was about to respond that it hadn't, then paused. She thought of Endrick and Meredith, together in the dark of the night, her unrequited love weighing heavily on Meredith's heart. She thought of the story Endrick had told about his father, this man who now stood before Dienna, who had dared to love even though he was unwhole, whose wife had paid the price of his hubris. 

“I can see by your pained expression that it has,” Jerritt remarked coolly. “Who was it that said 'It is best not to judge or you too shall be judged and with the same measure you use' ? Was it Aschor? Urenis?”

“It was Aschor,” Dienna nodded. She felt an odd mixture of regard for Jerritt's ability to cite the Book of the Three and annoyance at his using it against her. “But in truth,” she continued, “it is not something I can easily understand. To me, it seems an abomination.”

Jerritt merely shrugged, “So it is, but it is not without its merits. Again, I am not at leisure to discuss such things, Lady Keeper.”

“I understand,” Dienna responded softly. Her mind was spinning. 

“Do you? If not now, I hope you will someday.” He bowed, walked back to his desk and said, “If you'll please excuse me, I will be returning to my studies. Oh, and needless to say, make no mention of this conversation to anyone. As you can imagine, if the particulars of the Ritual were to be made public, the damage done to our order would be irreparable.”

“I shall breathe no word of this,” Dienna nodded. “Thank you, Jerritt,” she added with sincerity. He did not seem to have heard her, for he was nose-deep in the large volume on his desk, his lips moving as he read its contents. 

Dienna showed herself out of his study and walked quickly down the corridor. She needed fresh air. She had to get out of here. 

She sped past the wizards walking through the halls to or from their studies, who followed her passing with puzzled or concerned expressions. Dienna couldn't look at them, at any of them, knowing what they were, knowing that they were walking, talking, breathing—having given up their soul, the core of their being for magic, magic. She could understand sacrifice. The Way spoke of sacrificing wealth, possessions, status—to further the cause of the Way. She could understand a mother sacrificing herself for her child, a man sacrificing himself for his wife, but the soul? 

“They are all damned!” Dienna hissed under her breath. “There can be no hope of an afterlife for any of them! Not the heavens, nor the pits of hell! There can be only nothing!”

Dienna finally reached a door that would lead her out of the wizard-filled halls of the Repository and out into the sunshine of the island. Last night's storm had blown itself out, leaving the sky a vibrant blue and leaving debris of rocks, driftwood, palms, and coconuts behind. It was the noon hour, so there were few outside. Dienna turned her footsteps towards the white sands of the beach, hoping that the salty spray of the sea and the ebb and flow of the waves would soothe her mind. 

She reached that point where the tide had made the sand dark and clumpy on one side, and light and soft on the other. She tread this line slowly, arms clasped behind her back, and let her mind go where it would. 

She had her answers. At least, she had some of her answers. She hadn't wanted to believe what Endrick said was true, but Jerritt had corroborated the story perfectly. Dienna realized with a shudder why he and his father both had such dull, lifeless eyes—why all of the wizards did! All of the wizards except Artima. Dienna could still remember her eyes vividly; she could remember how cold they were, but zealous and proud. They were not the eyes of an evil sorceress, not the eyes of a malicious witch, but rather of a woman who was confident, in the peak of her power, a woman who was chosen of the gods. She must have been, Dienna saw that now. She must be the Chosen Mother. There was no other explanation for her knowledge of the Tome, for her following, for her claim.  Why wouldn't the gods choose someone like Artima? She was charismatic, strong, and faithful to her cause, aside from her being gifted in magic. Everything she had ever done or said made sense. 

“She tried to warn you, Father,” Dienna said to the green sea where he had met his end. “She tried to tell you of the gods' displeasure, of what she truly was, but you didn't believe her.”

She thought back to her readings with Mother, about truth and lies, about judgment.  He whose walk is crooked and who does wicked deeds, who speaks naught but lies, shall live always in fear and darkness. For when judgment come, so these will depart in blood and flame. Dienna felt fear clenching at her heart—fear that perhaps she was one of the wicked. For the first time, she wondered how she would be judged. It was a cold feeling, thinking of all that she had done in her life, trying to determine if it had all been for good. Surely it had all been to the glory of the Way, but then again, everything her father had done had been for the same cause, and the gods had not looked upon him with favor, in the end. 

A strong gust of wind blew off of the sea, bringing the smells of salt and fish and brine to Dienna's nose and causing the folds of her saffron colored robes to whip about her wildly. She could feel the Tome, that innocuous book, push up against her thigh at the disturbance. The wind stopped, her robes settled, but, although she knew she could no longer feel the book physically in its secret pocket, she could feel it tugging at her mind, begging her to open its pages. 

“I will not, I will not!” Dienna growled and sped up her pace, practically running down the shoreline, leaving the great dome of the Repository behind her. 

Again the wind blew, again her robes rustled and wrapped themselves around her body, caused the book to press impatiently against her leg. 

“I will not,” Dienna began to sob, falling to her knees in the sand.

The water level was rising; the waves were crashing and breaking with strength, coming ever nearer to where she had fallen. Wiping away her tears, Dienna assumed a posture for prayer, but when she began her entreaties, her mind would not speak to her god. The fire burned on her shoulder, that angry touch that had haunted her for months now, the brand of the lord to whom she had pledged her existence, and who had given her so little in return. So little. She had never thought this way before, but now Dienna looked back to her life and saw its uselessness. She had many worldly possessions where she should have had none, she had many adoring followers when she should have been humble, a servant to the Faithful rather than their master. She had presumed to believe herself worthy of guiding them, of shaping their morals, affirming their beliefs—what did she know of such things? She knew only what she had been taught by others who had committed the same sins as she—sins of pride, of gluttony, of sloth. 

So little she had received. The gods had once given of themselves small parts to bring light and wisdom and guidance into the lives of men, but this was many a long year ago, and the gods went on no less mighty for their losses, unhindered by the sacrifices they had made which Dienna had all her life been taught to revere as though the gods had given their own lives, as she had given hers. Dienna felt the Tome in her pocket. Here were words that the gods had given. An apology? An explanation? Dienna did not know. But she wanted to know, and now more than ever. She had been obedient, oh so obedient, for so long. She was done with that now. Now, she would take back something from the gods, would demand it. It was hers to take and now, not when she was dying, not when her father had told her to take it, but now. 

With hands that no longer trembled, Dienna drew forth the little black volume from her robes and slowly, decisively, opened the cover. 
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Meredith slowly closed the cover of the book she had been reading. She was the only one in the non-magical section of the library, which was the only section the wizards would allow her to peruse. The library itself was on the third level of one of the dome's auxiliary buildings, and was kept safe from exposure to damp and mildew by a series of complicated spells the wizards had enacted around the entire structure. Meredith was required to be escorted in and out of the library to avoid disturbing this force-field, although she never actually noticed her wizard escorts doing anything magical as they passed through the door. 

The main reason for her visits was to gather information that might help them in their struggles against Artima. Today, Meredith was reading about the ogres. Most of what she read, she already knew; how the blue ogres had migrated from the cold, cold south through many thousands of years, how they had been promised land by the crown countless times, and countless times were betrayed and left to roam the Wastes of Iador, preying off of the Mulbruhnda peoples and any other Dorneldian whom they happened to cross. She also read how the red and purples had moved from mountain range to mountain range, from the Astquarian to the Enalgath mountains. They moved with the resources, leaving behind vast villages of ogre-holes like pockmarks in the countryside, each centered around the empty crater that once held their monolith, which they brought with them as they moved. 

It told her how ogres had, since recorded history, had the ability to project their poisonous spittle, which burned most other species on contact. This combined with their immense size and strength, made them formidable opponents in close combat. The only thing that Meredith could discover as a weakness for fighting the ogres hand to hand was that they were sensitive to light—since they spend much of their time underground in their ogre holes and had eyes that were rather small in comparison to the rest of their bodies. There had been accounts of the Green Knights, in centuries past, using mirrored shields to glint light from the sun and shine it in the eyes of their ogre enemies, causing a temporary blindness that gave the human knights the advantage in battle.  Meredith hardly considered this a feasible option for their own battles, however, and she found little help in the volumes she read that day. 

Meredith sat back in her chair and looked out the window to the glorious island. Yesterday's storm had passed, but Meredith still felt tumultuous, like the thunder had moved from the sky and into her.

They had been so close, her and Endrick, and she had told him, told him everything. She had thought her feelings would be returned, and maybe they were, but Meredith knew now with a pang in her heart that Endrick would never indulge those feelings even if they did exist. She didn't want to blame him, but she did blame him all the same. 

“He should have just stayed away from me,” Meredith muttered darkly. “He should have just let me be from the start.”

Meredith thought back to all the time they had spent together on their way to the Repository. She should have been scared, out there in the middle of nowhere, but she wasn't. Endrick was there, and they were talking about the books they had both read, about adventures they would some day have. Meredith would watch in wonder as his smile became warmer and warmer by increments, his eyes beginning to bubble with life. They were just moments, but they had made Meredith fall for him, wholly and completely.

“Gods, why did I tell him?” Meredith let her head fall into her hands. She could feel her face flushing. “Especially after he told me what he was. How could I have been so stupid?”

She hadn't seen Endrick at breakfast or luncheon that day, and hoped fervently that their little drama last night hadn't upset him. Not that he should be upset—he had gotten his way after all, had insisted they remain as friends and nothing more.

“And now we're both miserable, I'm sure of it,” Meredith sighed. “First I start to get flirty with my surrogate cousin who turns out to be a fanatic for Artima's crazy new religion and then I fall in love with a man who literally has no soul.”

“You could be doing worse, Mer.”

Meredith turned and saw Dienna standing in the doorway behind her. “Dienna? What are you doing here?” she asked, startled.

Dienna smiled wanly and said, “I was looking for you. Do you mind if I join you for a minute?”

“Uh, sure, not at all,” Meredith replied uncertainly. 

“Thank you.” Dienna sat down across the small table from Meredith. Silence stretched between them, during which both girls looked pointedly out the window, each reluctant to break the ice. 

Finally, it was Dienna who spoke, “I'm sorry, Meredith.” She said, still looking away, “I am truly, truly sorry for how I've been acting.” 

Meredith was surprised by the sincerity in her voice, “It's understandable,” she tried to sound nonchalant. “You've just lost your father on top of everything else that's happened.”

Dienna shook her head and raised large, haunted eyes to Meredith's, “It still does not forgive my actions or my words, Mer. I have treated you unfairly. First with my mistrust of Endrick and then with lashing out after my father died. There is no excuse for it. The only thing I can say in my defense is that I have never felt so helpless in my entire life.” She stared into Meredith's eyes with an anguished expression. “I sincerely mean that. I feel abandoned, lost, like I've been dropped into a huge river and am careening downstream. I've been such a fool.”

Meredith would have called Dienna many things for how she had behaved, but a fool? 

“What do you mean?” Meredith asked, eyebrows contracted. “I'm the one whose made a fool of herself chasing after a man I can't have.” 

In all the long years the two had been friends, Meredith had never heard Dienna laugh as she did in response to that statement. It was cold, self-deprecating, and bitter—a laugh devoid of any mirth or enjoyment. Meredith shifted uncomfortably in the stiff library chair.

“What's the matter?” she asked, frowning.

Dienna's misplaced laughter ended, and she adopted a more serious tone, “I have made myself a great fool, to be sure. Falling in love with a man with no soul is nothing compared to the calamity I've wrought.” 

Meredith's eyes widened,“How did you know?”

Dienna shook her head, “As if your budding romance with Endrick weren't blatantly obvious from the moment you two met.”

“I mean, how did you know about the Ritual?”

“Ah,” Dienna seemed contrite, “I may have overheard the two of you talking last night.”

“You did?” Meredith's blush increased. “Why didn't you say something?”

“I am.”

“I mean earlier. When it was happening!” Meredith said crossly.

Dienna sighed, “I should have, but I was afraid it would only make things worse between us, and I was curious.”

“So you know what he is?” Meredith demanded. 

Dienna nodded her head. Meredith felt pain clench her stomach. Dienna's opinion of wizards had never been great, she knew, so she could only imagine what Dienna thought of them now that she knew the truth. Hoping to avoid any harangue that Dienna might make regarding Endrick's personal decisions or the state of his humanity, she stood up to leave.

“Wait,” Dienna said, catching her arm. She looked up at Meredith almost pleadingly, “I didn't come here to pass judgment on you or on him. I came to apologize.”

“Which you've already done.”

“And to let you know that I've made my decision,” Dienna continued. Her gray eyes were determined. “We're going home.”

“What?” Meredith said, stunned.“Home?”

Dienna nodded.

“How? Why?” Meredith sat down once more, and Dienna took her hand.

“To make peace, Meredith,” Dienna replied. “We've been running for so long now. We've been running from our problems instead of facing them.”

“That's because our problem is a rogue sorceress with an army of ogres who is imprisoning our people in the name of their new religion,” Meredith replied with venom, removing her hand from Dienna's. “You want us to go home to that?”

“Yes,” Dienna replied simply.

Meredith was speechless for long moments. Something had changed about Dienna, something major had happened, but she did not know what. Normally, Dienna exuded confidence, an almost conceited self-assurance in herself and her place in the world that at once repulsed Meredith and attracted her. Dienna was kind, fair, put others before herself—but she had always done so with a self-awareness that often caused Meredith to question whether Dienna was just doing good because that's what was expected of her or if she actually cared to do good of her own volition.  Now, whatever had motivated this behavior before, whatever had fueled her fire, was gone. Or at least changed. She still exuded authority, but that self-assured attitude had disappeared. In fact, when she looked into Dienna's eyes, Meredith saw doubt, and fear. 

“Do you have a plan?” Meredith asked.

“Peace.”

“And if they don't want peace?”

Dienna regarded Meredith sharply, “They do want peace. More precisely, they want us to convert to the New Way.”

“Which we'll do?”

“Perhaps.”

Something must be up. Something had happened to Dienna, but short of being knocked on the head, Meredith had no idea what. 

“Dee,” she said seriously. “Are you okay?”

Again Dienna laughed that sardonic laugh that Meredith had never heard before, “I have never been better, Meredith.”

“If you say so,” Meredith frowned. “Don't get me wrong, I'll be glad to return home but—”

“No, you aren't,” Dienna interrupted.

Meredith was taken aback, “I—what makes you say that?”

“I heard you say as much to Endrick last night,” Dienna replied. She did not appear to be upset, though she wore a sad, tired smile. “You want to leave the church don't you?”

Meredith swallowed, unsure at first if she should answer, before nodding her head.

Again that sad smile from Dienna.

“I am touched that you considered my feelings in your decision,” Dienna said softly. She lifted her eyes to Meredith's. “You can rest assured I would never despise you, never think less of you for breaking with the Godskeep.” 

Meredith didn't know what to say. She would never have expected this in a thousand years, that Dienna would be so open, so at peace with her best and only friend going her own way. On the one hand, she was glad that Dienna wasn't angry with her, but on the other hand, she wished that she had at least shown some distress. After all, if Meredith gave up her duties as an acolyte, she would have no reason to live at the Godskeep, no reason to cross paths with Dienna. The rift that had already begun to grow between them might become impassable. 

“I haven't made up my mind yet,” Meredith said. She turned her gaze to the window, to the open sea beyond the island's shores. “But if I do leave, it would be for good.” 

“I know,” Dienna said.

Meredith turned sharply to face her again, “How? How could you know Dienna? I don't understand it myself.  Why are you suddenly so, so—” Meredith gestured about her, unable to think of the word. Dienna's expression turned to one of pity, which only upset Meredith even more. “I just wish you would tell me what's going on.”

“We're going home,” Dienna replied firmly. “That's what's going on. We're going home to ask for peace, for an end to this conflict.”

“And what happens after?”

Dienna shook her head, “I do not know.”

The two were silent for long moments, each lost in their own thoughts, each staring out the window once more. 

“Meredith,” Dienna started quietly. “I will miss you, when you go.”

Meredith said nothing, chilled as she was by the certainty in her friend's voice, and Dienna did not seem to be expecting a reply. The priestess stood, and made for the door.

“I must be leaving,” Dienna said. “We sail tomorrow at first light, so if there is anything you need to do here before we leave, I suggest you take care of it now.”

“Alright, Dee,” Meredith said. She watched with anxious eyes as Dienna opened the door and was gone in a flurry of crimson robes. When she was once again alone, Meredith sighed deeply and placed the books she had been reading back on their shelves. She then returned to her window seat, where she sat and stared at the sea for the rest of the evening, leaving only once the sun had long set beyond its horizon. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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This was the worst Sonder had ever felt. His eyes were dry and puffy, his head hurt from spending nearly the entire night crying, but these things were nothing compared to the emptiness of knowing his father was dead. 

It had been different when Sonder was a prisoner. He had only suspected that his family might have been in mortal danger. Knowing was much worse. Gods, Sonder couldn't even remember the last conversation he'd had with his father—they'd hardly spoken after Sonder abdicated his position. 

The guilt he felt at this realization had kept Sonder awake and in tears all through the night. He finally drifted off into a restless sleep near dawn, in which he dreamed that he was drowning as his father looked on, watching and doing nothing to save him. Then, right as Sonder was about to die, the dream changed and suddenly it was he who was watching his father drown. He woke screaming.

“Shh,” Antenel comforted him, settling an arm over Sonder's back and immediately falling back to sleep. 

Sonder was at first confused to find the elf in his bed, but soon the fog of sleepiness cleared, and he recalled that Antenel had been with him throughout the entire night, and must have fallen asleep next to him. He remembered the elf singing softly to him, and stroking his hair as Sonder wept and howled and cried. He remembered Antenel holding a handkerchief to his eyes, wiping away the tears with a gentle hand and a somber face before Sonder fell asleep in his lap.

Now too awake to return to sleep, Sonder watched the blue elf's form as he slept, how his chest rose and fell, how he cradled his head to one side. Sonder found it calming, soothing to observe him. At least, it kept his mind off of his father. Morning light just barely touched Antenel's face as he slept, dabbed his lips and brow with its golden hue, made it seem like he was gilded, lacquered, like he was a statue and the sculptor had drawn a line down his subject's face, neck and chest with molten gold. It was enough to make Sonder sigh, and turn away. After a time, Antenel woke, stretching and yawning in the sunlight. When he noticed that Sonder was already awake, he snapped into alertness.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

Sonder could only shake his head in response.

“Do you need anything? Water? Wine? Food?”

Again Sonder shook his head.

Antenel frowned, and moments passed.“Do you want to talk about it?” He asked hesitantly.

“My father is dead.”

“I—I am sorry to hear that. I had no idea,” Antenel's face was full of concern. “What happened?”

Sonder saw no use in hiding anything, “He drowned himself. I have no idea why. Morr—Dartos—made it seem like he deserved it,” he practically spat the words.  “He said my family was at the Repository, plotting to take down Artima. I mean, that would make sense. They don't know that she's the real thing. So now my little sister is the new Keeper of the Gods and she's still trying to take back the Godskeep, and Dartos wants me to make her convert to the New Way or he'll...”

“Kill her?”

Sonder nodded.

Antenel let out a low whistle. He was sitting so close to where Sonder lay that his head was practically in the elf's lap again. Sonder didn't mind. He had suspected for a long time that Antenel felt the same way that he felt about him, and he would reciprocate those feelings if only Sonder could feel anything right now aside from the pain and shock of loss.

“Why would he do it, though?” Sonder mused. “My father was flawed, sure, but he was never one to have fits of despair.”

“How do we know it was an intentional drowning?” Antenel asked.

“Morr said so. He said they had informants at the Repository.”

Antenel nodded, “I am sure it's true then.”

Sonder winced at this response. He lifted himself to a seated position and faced Antenel with a scowl.“Does it have to be true just because he said so?”

The elf seemed taken aback, and frowned, “He is a god Sonder. You've seen it yourself.”

Sonder scoffed, “I know what I've seen, but I also know my father, and I know what I've been taught my entire life about Dartos and the other gods. Something isn't right here. I believe that my father is truly dead,” he paused to collect himself, to stop the tears that threatened to overflow, “there would be no reason for him to lie to me about that, but he is lying or hiding something about the circumstances.” 

Antenel was shaking his head, “What he's said is what he's said. I'm sure you knew your father well, but Morr is a god.”

“I'm not so sure he is.”

Antenel looked like Sonder had slapped him in the face.

“What do you mean?” he said once his shock had passed. 

“I'm not so sure he is a god.” 

Antenel's shock turned to confusion, and then to anger, “You saw what he did to my people. You saw how he murdered them—how he murdered all of Hastos' elves! You saw him transform, heard him speak, just like I did, then and in Artima's throne-room! How could you possibly doubt him?”

“I don't know, but I do,” Sonder returned with a sigh of frustration. This was all too much. Maybe he just wasn't thinking straight. He'd been awake most of the night after all, and he wouldn't be surprised if he were still in a state of shock. How could he forget the feeling of childlike awe and wonder he had felt when Dartos first revealed himself to him? Or the grace and peace he had then felt in his presence?

“It's just little things, you know?” Sonder continued. “The gods are supposed to be merciful, yet he killed your brethren and was less than sympathetic about my father. Hell, he wanted to ambush the Crescent Isle and kill more elves without even giving them the chance to convert to the New Way. Sure, I can believe in righteous anger to a point, but Morr just seems too quick tempered. Not to mention he's been acting as a literal executioner...”

“Isn't Dartos supposed to be the god of the sun? The bringer of fire?” Antenel pointed out, still beholding Sonder with disapproval. “Isn't he supposed to be the 'hot-headed' one?”

“In a manner of speaking.” 

“And what about Artima?” Antenel continued. “You can't doubt her power. You've seen her magic. If Morr were some kind of charlatan, she would know.”

“Unless they were in cahoots,” Sonder muttered darkly. He sighed again. His head felt like it was being ripped in two, and he couldn't think straight. Everything he had seen or heard about Morr told him that he was indeed one and the same with Dartos, the god to whom Sonder had dedicated his life, but his gut was telling him otherwise. Sonder still had too many questions about this Weaponsmaster who claimed he was a god. What was Morr doing at the Pretty Priestess back in the Golden Village that night? Why did he bother playing dice with Sonder, but made no mention of who he really was or give any indication of the calamity that was about to befall them? Was he just keeping an eye on Sonder?  Was he just toying with him? 

“And he expects me to lead his armies,” Sonder said bitterly. “He wants me to cause more death and destruction. And I agreed to it.”

Antenel touched his hand to Sonder's shoulder, “You did what you had to do. I understand that better than most.”

Sonder winced inwardly at the pain in Antenel's eyes as he drew nearer to him. Memories of the night they had tried to escape flooded his mind, of exhilaration and death, defeat and awe, and memories of the night Antenel had lead a meeting of his comrades and had convinced them, with Sonder's help, that escape was the better option, that they were no longer safe, that they must leave and warn their people. Sonder hung his head.

“Antenel, I never meant for all of this to happen,” he said, trying to suppress a sob. “Your people. Milus, Kiari—I am to blame.”

Antenel shook his head and placed his hand on the back of Sonder's neck, “No. I am their prince, not you. I failed them utterly. You were only a pawn in Dartos' game. You believed what he wanted you to believe, did what he wanted you to do.”

“What he wanted me to do was murder,” Sonder said darkly, meeting Antenel's gaze once more. “Surely you must hate him even more than I for what he's done.”

Antenel sighed, and let go of Sonder, settling back down on the bed, “Hate is not the right word. I don't think it's possible to hate a god. I certainly resent him.”

“Resent?” Sonder frowned. “That's it?”

Antenel looked deep in thought, his arms behind his head, staring up at the ceiling above the bed with a troubled expression. 

“Yes, that's it,” he answered at length. “After all,” he turned to look at Sonder, “I am a servant of Roshan, as you are a servant of Dartos, and if I begin to hate your master, I may begin to hate you. As it is, he is a god, and as such he is too far above me to be my enemy. I will leave him to Roshan.”

Sonder turned away and shook his head, “It's just not right. You should hate him. I don't care even if he's a god. Neither you nor I like what he's doing or how he's doing it.”

“But the Chosen Mother—”

“To hell with the Chosen Mother!” Sonder snapped. “Since when did you become an expert on the Way anyway? Have you spent your entire life studying it? Having it forced down your throat? I gave up my future as Keeper because I took issue with the morality of it all; I'd have no qualms about leaving Artima's service for the same reason.” 

“Sonder, you can't,” Antenel sat up again, alarmed, “They'll kill you if you try to leave. Do you want to end up like my people? The moment you speak a word against them, you'll find yourself on the wrong side of Morr's halberd, with your head on the executioner's block.”

Sonder was about to say that that was fine by him, but he swallowed his words. He looked into Antenel's eyes, large with hurt and fear, and let out a sigh. 

“You're right,” he said. “It would be pointless to openly defy them, but I can't just sit back and do what they tell me to,” Sonder clenched his fists in frustration. The morning light now fully illuminated the room, no longer concentrated into golden beams, but was rather a diffused, hazy glow that framed Antenel, whose back was to the window, in a halo of light. Sonder looked away, “I'll play their game. I'll be their general, and do what they ask, but I won't just let this pass, I won't take part in their Cleanse or their games of war. I need to find out everything I can about Morr, and Artima.”

“How?”

“I don't know,” Sonder admitted. “I'll watch them carefully for a start, at meetings and everywhere else. I'm sure Ophie knows more too. I can use our lessons to my advantage.”

Antenel smirked, “Good luck getting anything out of her.”

Sonder returned his smirk with one of his own, “Heh, yeah.”
Sonder watched with fascination as Antenel's blue skin flushed deep purple, as his eyes flicked up shyly to catch his own. His stomach felt light all of a sudden, and Sonder felt the urge to pull Antenel close, but he resisted. His head was in no place for that right now. He pulled away from Antenel, and stood up next to the bed. 
“I, um,” Sonder started with a blush, “I hope you've forgiven me for what I told them about you. I know I made it seem like you were—”

“Your pet,” Antenel supplied evenly, though his accent made the word sound harsh. “I was upset at first, but I do realize now that you only said that to save my life, though I'm not sure how much longer I'll be alive with you poking into their business.”

“Antenel, I,” Sonder hesitated. “I know you're afraid of them, and you should be,” he added hastily, hoping the elf didn't take it the wrong way, “Hell I should be afraid but I'm too disturbed at them to be, so I don't blame you if you don't want to get involved with my little investigations.”

Antenel shook his head, “You're right, Sonder, I do fear him, this god I have never worshiped.” Sonder was glad to see Antenel's eyes harden with determination. “But if you truly believe he could be an impostor, I will help you find the truth. If he be no more than a man,” here the elf looked cold and deadly as when Sonder first met him, “Then I will hate him, and I will take revenge for my kin.” 

“Agreed,” Sonder nodded. The gesture caused his headache to flare painfully, and he put his hands to his head with a grimace. “I think I may need to rest some more.” He said weakly.

The harshness left Antenel's eyes immediately. He stood and guided Sonder to a nearby armchair and handed him a blanket. “Here. Sit and I'll get you something to eat and drink. The servant hasn't been by yet, so I'll have to step out.”

Sonder nodded again, and began to feel the full effects of his nearly sleepless night. His head spun, he couldn't think clearly, and he was starting to get the early tingles of that familiar burning sensation again in his back and arms. Now that he thought about it, it had all started the night he had unknowingly met Dartos at the tavern so many months ago. Artima had told the congregation at the Midsummer Festival that it was the angry touch of a displeased god, that all the Faithful felt it. He wondered if his sister had felt it, if his father had. How could anyone but the gods do such a thing? Who was causing this pain, if not Dartos?

The pain grew and intensified until it felt like it was burning his entire body. Sonder cried out in pain, called for help, but Antenel was already gone, and nobody heard him. The sensation lasted for several agonizing minutes before it finally dissipated, ending as abruptly as it had started, allowing Sonder to fall into a deep sleep.
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Sonder wasted no more time in mourning. Distraught as he was over his father's apparent suicide, he knew his energy was better spent doing what he could to undermine Artima and Morr's plans. 

Artima had been showing for some time, but her pregnancy was almost at its end, and a large portion of her army was scheduled to leave the Godskeep as soon as she finally gave birth. The war council was still trying to figure out the logistics of moving her vast forces down the Yonga River, which ran North to South, parallel to the Astquarian Mountains, so that they could board the vast fleet of ships which had been “generously donated” by the City of Astquary, which was situated at the river's end, and which was deep in Artima's area of influence. Sonder had attended several war meetings since news had reached him of his father's passing, and now that his suspicions had been aroused, almost every action that Morr or Artima made further condemned them in Sonder's eyes. He knew that in reality, they were as they always had been, but the veil was starting to lift, and Sonder had begun to notice some strange things indeed.

One of the first things he noticed was that Morr's appearance had the tendency to change. He was always tawny-colored of skin, always had thick, braided dark hair and a bushy beard, but his face sometimes seemed younger. That was the best way that Sonder could describe it, anyway. He always bore the same scars on his face, but sometimes those scars were crisscrossed with deep lines and wrinkles, and his eyes were more hooded, droopy, and deep-set. Sometimes his skin looked worn and leathery, and other times it was glowing as much as the mother of his child's. At first, Sonder thought he was just imagining these changes, after all, he had never noticed them before, but he asked Antenel to try to observe the Weaponsmaster as he was walking to and from his suite of rooms, which were relatively close to their own.

“He looks a whole ten human years older today,” Antenel mentioned one evening as Sonder returned to their chambers. “Yesterday he looked no more than a man of thirty. The day before that he looked old enough to be his own father.” Antenel paused, uncertain, “What does this mean?”

Sonder shook his head, “I'm not sure. We'll see what he looks like tomorrow.”

Another thing that Sonder noticed was Morr's growing impatience with, well, everything. The ships weren't being readied fast enough, the troops should have left weeks ago, how were thy supposed to cleanse the world of the unworthy if they sat around waiting for the child to be born? Whereas Morr was once the most silent party at the war table, he was now the most vocal. Nothing could placate him, nothing was good enough to please him. Sonder watched those dark eyes of his spark with flame any time he was told of the slightest delay in his plans, saw the veins in his forehead begin to protrude. He would explode in almost desperate anger, an anger that the ogres were loath to abide. They gave Artima weary glances as they bore her lover's tirades, leaving Sonder no doubt that their true loyalties lay with her, not with her god.

The most grievous news of all came to the war room one blustery day in the beginning of autumn.

Large, narrow stained-glass windows took up almost the entire wall of the eastern side of the council chamber. Sonder often stared at these windows during their meetings, saying little, even when he had the opportunity. Thanks to Ophie's continued lessons on the games of war, which Sonder would have once given anything to study but which now made him distinctly uncomfortable, Sonder was able to follow the conversations and plans of the other generals. Yet, he offered no plans of his own, even when he saw a better way, a faster route. He only spoke when he thought Morr was being too strict or too hasty. For whatever, reason, Sonder was the only one who dared to speak back to him. This day, however, not even Sonder could say anything to pacify the Weaponsmaster.

“We have the troops ready at sundown week next,” Impeh, one of the ogre generals, was saying after much deliberation. “That give us six weeks to get to the coast, one more week to get to Crescent Isle.”

“And one day to slaughter elves!”  Urish said with a grin and a laugh, which was shared by much of the rest of the table. 

“If they don't agree to convert, that is,” Sonder added. He felt like he was always adding that. It was practically all he said at the war meetings nowadays. 

The ogre waved his big meaty hand dismissively, “They not convert. They not like ogres, don't want any part of us, and don't follow Chosen Mother. They not convert.”

“We'll see,” Sonder replied nonchalantly.

“Now,” the Chosen Mother herself spoke, one hand on her ever growing belly, “for the matter of sailing routes—”

Ophie burst in the room, her long, ginger hair a blur about her pale face, her black robes fluttering behind her furiously as she approached the head of the table, where Artima sat. Sonder had been wondering where she was; she was usually one of the first to arrive at their meetings. 

“Lady Artima,” she said gravely, her normally spidery voice now almost at a normal volume for once. “I have terrible news from the scrying glass.”

“And that is?” Artima returned, still calm.

“The Green Knights are preparing to march on the Godskeep.”

Sonder could hardly hear his own thoughts above the din that followed. Everyone was talking at once, shouting, thundering, pointing fingers.

“Silence!” Artima commanded. She was standing now, and though her frame was small and swollen from the child quickened in her belly, she maintained the same raw, hungry demeanor she had always displayed. Her cold eyes swept over her generals with disapproval before she said, “Continue, apprentice.”

“I have seen vast armies, a great encampment, settled in the plains around the Godskeep. The entirety of the Riverlands is crawling with King Philibert's men,” Ophie continued, her loathing apparent. 

“How long have they been there?” Artima inquired, still composed.

Ophie shrugged, “Weeks, days. It makes no difference. Cormin indicated that it was a gradual deployment, one which has left our collateral outnumbered.”

Artima did not respond; her eyelids flickered as she exchanged glances with Morr, who sat further down the table. His expression was murderous. Humans and ogres alike adopted wary, uncomfortable expressions. 

“And what about our collateral?” Morr said in a voice that was likely to explode at any moment. “That little ponce of a prince is still in our possession.”

“He is,” Artima nodded. 

“We promised his head if that pompous bastard tried to interfere.”

“We did.”

The tension between the sorceress and the Weaponsmaster was almost palpable. Sonder looked between the two of them, first to Artima, then to Morr, then back to Artima, then Morr. Neither one of them so much as blinked. 

Morr's dark eyes glittered as he broke the silence, “We must make good on our promise.”

“And lose our leverage?” Artima countered, she placed her hand on her round belly. “We may yet be able to convince the King to call off his troops if we show mercy.”

“The time for mercy has passed Artima,” Morr bellowed. “Our threat failed. If we don't make good on our promise to kill the Prince now, we will have jeopardized all we've worked for.”

Artima looked like she wished to respond, but angrily held her tongue, her composure slipping just a fraction, just enough for Sonder to see the hate in her eyes as she looked at Morr. Sonder kept his gaze away from the Weaponsmaster. He wasn't sure, but he had the suspicion that the god within would be able to see what Sonder was thinking—whether through divine omniscience or by human intuition. 

“I know we've been preparing to invade the elves for a long time,” Sonder continued diplomatically, “and the timing was made ripe by the, er, uprising of King Hastos' elves. But we can't let the crown take away what's now ours.” Sonder disliked phrasing it this way, for the Godskeep was certainly not rightfully Artima's, but he must make sure that they were convinced of its worth if he was to save the elves from the impending invasion. He could save them, and if the Green Knights truly were on their way to the Godskeep, then his home would be once again up for grabs— and he would make sure it fell into the right hands this time. “I say we abandon the preparations we've made for the Crescent Isle, and keep our forces, all of our forces, here at the Godskeep.”

Artima's cold gaze did not waver now. She stared at Sonder so intensely and with such clarity that Sonder thought she might see through his deception. If she had any doubts about Sonder's desire to abandon the elvish invasion, she did not voice them.

Sonder took this as an opportunity to continue, finally daring to look at Morr, “Speaking as the resident expert on the Way, the Cleanse as foretold in the Book of the Three says that 'one day, we will come in all of our glory to cleanse this land for the coming of the One, in glorious fashion before the faithful, for the coming of a new era.'”

“Aye, that it does,” Morr replied impatiently.

“Well,” Sonder continued, nonplussed, “How can we bring forth the child in glorious fashion before the faithful if we lose the Godskeep? Who will be there to witness its coming? We don't have the time or the resources to cleanse the Crescent Isle and defend the Godskeep from the King before the Chosen Mother is ready to bestow us with our new young deity. I say we amass all of our might here—”

“We needn't go that far, lad,” Morr cut him off, “but you have the right idea. I say we send our forces in Astquary ahead to the Crescent Isle, and keep our main forces here to show the Green Knights we mean business. At the same time, we'll have a celebration for the faithful in the Golden Valley to honor the arrival of my son. It will strengthen our ties with the people; they've been slipping of late.”

“And the matter of the Prince?” Artima said, still standing at the head of the table. She spoke to Morr, not to Sonder. 

Sonder thought he saw the cunning of the god in Morr's war-scarred face before he adopted a humble expression and shrugged, saying, “Whatever the Chosen Mother thinks fit.”

Artima narrowed her eyes at his sudden mollification, “Then we shall give the King one last chance to call off his dogs. If not, Prince Fucian's head will be the first to roll.”

“So when should the generals prepare their troops?” Ophie asked from her side.

Sonder's heart froze as Artima's eyes found his, “Immediately.” 
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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The last few weeks were a blur to Meredith. They had said their short goodbyes to the Archmage and Endrick's father, and had once again boarded a small boat sailed by Renna and her crew, making land at the coastal city of Southaven. Much to the delight of Lady Grenna, who was still not quite herself after her husband's death and certainly not capable of difficult travel, Dienna hired a carriage to take them as far south and west as possible, though she was plainly unhappy to have accepted the charity of the Repository coffers.

“I shall return the favor,” Dienna had vowed as she took the purse full of gold from Archmage Korina the morning of their departure. “I shall.”

The Archmage had smiled expansively, her already plump cheeks growing rounder, “It is a gift, Lady Keeper, as were the robes of your station.” The Archmage had also presented Dienna with a set of white and black robes, newly sewn in the traditional style worn by the Keeper of the Gods, to replace her Dartonian vestments, and a new circlet to replace the one that had been lost with her father. Dienna had looked singularly moved by this gesture, almost to the point of tears, which had surprised Meredith at the time. Korina had seemed to understand her emotion, “May your journey be swift and successful. I only wish we could aid you more.”

“You have done a tremendous amount for us already,” Dienna had responded gravely. There seemed to pass between the two women a kind of understanding, some secret shared between them that Meredith did not understand. It hurt to be outside of the Dienna's confidence. She had watched the two part with something like jealousy in her stomach, until Endrick had approached and presented Meredith with a potion that would alleviate the effects of her sea-sickness. She had taken the potion gratefully, and had enjoyed the boat-ride to Southaven much more than she had the last time she had been a passenger on Renna's sloop.

The hired carriage met them in the Southaven plaza. It was a large, but practical looking vehicle pulled by four horses and driven by a wizened old man with a long beard who did not seem to speak Dorneldian. They strung their meager belongings to the top of the carriage, and filed in—Dienna and Meredith on one side, Lady Grenna and Endrick, who still administered calming droughts to Dienna's mother regularly, on the other.   Although Endrick sat across from Meredith, he was quite good at avoiding her gaze as much as possible and was given to staring out the tiny window with a forlorn expression that made Meredith's heart ache when he wasn't reading from his spellbook. Dienna was almost as bad; she did little else than flip through the oldest version of the Book of the Three that Meredith had ever seen. Its pages were edged in gold, its pages illuminated beautifully in an archaic, though still pleasing, style, its ink faded almost into illegibility. Meredith wondered at the wizards ever letting such a precious volume leave their library. When she had asked Dienna about it, she replied that it was just another gift from the Archmage to her. 

“She said it came to them from the Godskeep,” Dienna explained with a half-smile, “and to there it should return.”

Meredith simply nodded and returned to her own reading, another book on ogres that the wizards had no qualms about parting with. She had spent the majority of the carriage ride searching its pages for some advantage they could use to best the ogres who held the Godskeep. Although Dienna was now advocating that they try to make peace with their captors, Meredith doubted that the creatures would cow and let bygones be bygones. For that matter, Meredith had no idea what kind of resolution Dienna was hoping to achieve by asking for peace. They couldn't share the Godskeep with Artima and her ogres, with the followers of the New Way who had turned traitor to Dienna's father and to their old faith. The two groups would be perpetually at each other's throats if they did. Dienna must have something in mind, but Meredith did not have the slightest clue of what that would be. 

After several weeks of travel, they arrived at Romstead, a town about thirty miles southwest of Drelwood and about sixty miles west of the Godskeep, on the outskirts of the Riverlands. 

“I thought Romstead was a small town,” Dienna remarked with a frown as their carriage approached its wooden fortifications. “Why are there so many people?”

Endrick shook his head, “These are not villagers. They're soldiers.”

Meredith peered out the window as well. He was right. The town, which sat on a low, flat hill surrounded by a high wooden fence, was surrounded by hundreds of soldiers wearing green and silver garb and armor that was worked into a green sheen.

“Gods!” Meredith exclaimed. “It's the Green Knights!”

Dienna frowned, “Are you sure?” She leaned across Meredith to try to get a look, but soon sat back in frustration. “I can't make them out.”

“I've never seen one before,” Meredith replied, elated, “but they're wearing green from head to toe.”

“I have seen the Green Knights before,” Lady Grenna croaked, a touch groggy from the calming drought. “There is no mistaking them. King Philibert has sent us his armies at last!”

––––––––
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Romstead was normally home to a few hundred villagers plus the members of House Laris who lived at Romstead Keep. Now, it had swelled to five times its size. A village of tents spread out like a web from the city proper, their green and silver flags blowing lazily in the crisp fall air. Each and every flag was emblazoned with the royal crest of King Philibert—the rose and sun of Dorneldia punctuated with two lances crossing behind. Meredith could see the trappings of war as they passed through the encampment and into the city. Common folk, merchants, and soldiers bustled all about in the shadow of Romstead Keep, which overlooked the village from its high perch on the craggy plateau with a stern-looking facade. 

Their carriage was stopped at the front gate by a knight with great, swooping mustaches and a stuffy West Dorneldian accent.

“Good morrow to you all. What business brings you to these parts?” He asked, peering with eager eyes through the carriage's tiny window. 

Dienna replied sharply, “Our business is peace, Sir Knight, but I see that we have arrived too late for that. What is the meaning of all this?”

The knight peered deeper into the depths of the carriage, “Begging your pardon, miss, but all this is by order of the King himself. Haven't you heard? We'll be taking back the Godskeep.”

“You will?” Dienna remarked, but Meredith was certain her unusually sarcastic tone was lost on the knight. “And if I disagree?”

The knight regarded her suspiciously, “And who would you be to disagree with the King?”

At a nod from Dienna, Meredith announced, “She is Lady Dienna Darpentus, the Keeper of the Gods and rightful heir to the Godskeep.”

The knight was surprised right down to his mustaches, which hung well past his chin and at which he now tugged in contemplation.

“Step out of that carriage,” he commanded, his brisk tone betrayed by his mystified expression.

Dienna sighed, “If we must.”

One by one, the four companions filed out of the carriage. The knight looked uneasily at Meredith's blue and green acolyte robes as she emerged, and soon adopted a baffled expression as Endrick followed, staring at his gray and black robes and wooden staff with comic disbelief.  Next came Lady Grenna, who stepped out of the carriage with the help of Endrick's guiding hand, looking dazed but perfectly austere and elegant in a dress loaned to her by the Repository, followed at last by Dienna, who was a vision of power and grace in the unmistakable vestments of the Keeper. 

“A cleric, a mage, a matron, and the bloody Keeper!” the knight whistled. “Well I'll be damned. Ho, Ajup, come and see—”

Dienna held up her hand in protest, “Please, Sir Knight. As I said, we are here to try to resolve this conflict with as little bloodshed as possible. Where is your commanding officer? Who is in charge of this army?”

Apparently the knight was amused by this question, “Who's in charge? Well, aside from the King, General Tommus is the highest officer around.” He was trying to catch the eye of another knight who stood a few hundred feet away, but the other man was currently occupied by the arrival of some farmers who had come to town to sell wares, and did not see his companion.

“Would you take us to him please?” Dienna said.

The knight laughed, “I would, miss, undoubtedly, but the general's already in the Golden Valley with the rest of the troops. We are just the reserves here.”

Dienna looked alarmed, “Just the reserves? How many more troops are already at the Godskeep?”

“Well I typically would not divulge such information to civilians, but given the circumstances, I would have to say another seven thousand or so,” the knight puffed up a bit as he said this, and began to stroke his long mustaches again. His expression fell when he noticed that none of the quartet was impressed with this statement—Dienna least of all.

She looked to Meredith, then to Endrick, then to her Mother with a determined, but questioning expression. 

“Dee,” Meredith started, then corrected herself. Dienna wasn't just her friend any more. “Lady Keeper. I believe we should find this general. We have come this far. If your goal is still to end this without further conflict—”

Dienna nodded, “It is.”

“Then let's rest here, and we'll carry on tomorrow.”

“Agreed,” Dienna said, then she turned back to the knight. “And we will need a guide and liaison to the general. What is your name Sir?”

The knight's pride re-inflated at Dienna's offer, “I am called Sir Gallad, Lady Keeper. ” He bowed low. “And I would be happy to take you to the general.”

Sir Gallad proved to be a more tolerable guide than Meredith had expected. After admitting them into the city of Romstead, Sir Gallad had presented them to Umber Laris, the Lady of Romstead Keep and, thankfully, a follower of the Way who had been to the Godskeep on many occasions and who recognized Dienna and Lady Grenna instantly. Dienna informed Lady Laris of her hope to speak with the general, and she was more than happy to provide them with fresh horses and more provisions for the final leg of their journey. After spending the night as her guests in Romstead Keep, Meredith, Dienna, Endrick and Lady Grenna met Sir Gallad at the gates to begin their way back to the Golden Valley.

“They're holding Prince Fucian hostage, you know,” the knight informed them on the second day of travel. They were each mounted on one of Lady Laris' swiftest horses, Sir Gallad riding in the front of the group and Endrick riding at the back, with the three women riding abreast in the middle. They were currently riding through the grassy, flat plains that stretched between the Riverlands and the Golden Valley, which had begun to turn from green to yellow with the chill of autumn.

“Are they?” Dienna asked, frowning. “What will happen to him now that King Philibert has sent his armies?”

Sir Gallad shook his head, his mustaches swishing about with the movement, “I do not know. I wish I could say that we had a way to rescue the Prince, but the King seems more concerned with the Godskeep than about Fucian.”

Meredith raised an eyebrow, “Why? Doesn't he care about his own son?”

“Maybe he does, maybe he doesn't. I, alas, cannot speak for royalty,” Sir Gallad said with more pomp than necessary. Meredith rolled her eyes but said nothing more. Sir Gallad did not notice and continued, “Oh, and speaking of sons—my stars! I forgot to tell you—they say that Lord Sonder Darpentus was also being held prisoner but, mark this, he's now working with the sorceress and he's become one of her generals!”

“Sonder?” it was Lady Grenna who spoke, a bit bewildered. “He's not dead?”

“No, Mother,” Dienna turned to her with a stern look, “He was Artima's prisoner. I saw him through the mirror, remember?”

Lady Grenna ignored her daughter and addressed the knight, “But you say he's working for that witch?”

“I'm afraid so, my lady,” the knight returned. 

“Oh, my son,” Lady Grenna whispered. 

“Sonder would never work for Artima,” Dienna replied mildly, “at least, not unless he were coerced. I am sure he would not turn against us.”

The knight shrugged, “I've heard it said from multiple sources that he's been promoted to one of her top generals. I do beg your pardon for saying so, Lady Keeper, but that does not sound like coercion to me. We may end up fighting him on the battlefield.”

Dienna shook her head, “All the more reason for us to settle this conflict peacefully.”

She then resumed the same brooding silence that Dienna had borne since leaving the Repository. Meredith still did not know what she was planning, and had begun to doubt that she even had a plan to begin with. Anytime Meredith or Endrick tried to broach this subject, Dienna would only shake her head and tell them that she knew what she was doing, and that everything would be alright. Meredith had quickly grown tired of hearing such vague assurances, and eventually stopped trying to reason with her, but Endrick, for his part, seemed intrigued, rather than annoyed, by her evasiveness, and seemed to be far closer than Meredith to understanding whatever it was Dienna was going to do. 

The grasslands gave way to soft hills which rolled downward into glens and valleys, and soon the Enalgath Mountains could be fully seen, their purple peaks hazy in the distance. It had been so long since Meredith had seen those peaks from the south, she almost cried when she realized how close they were to their home. Finally, after five more days of travel, they rounded the top of a foothill and saw, stretched below them in a wide valley, a sea of emerald green and silver tents. They had found King Philibert's army at last. 

“What a sight,” Sir Gallad said proudly as they stood gazing down upon the encampment, which was easily five times as big as the one outside of Romstead. “My stars, there are more than I thought!”

“And there's the Godskeep,” Lady Grenna pointed to the horizon, where they could make out the diminutive silhouette of the castle. 

Dienna barely glanced at her home, “Where is the general?” She demanded. “I would speak with him as soon as possible.”

“Yes, of course, Lady Keeper,” Sir Gallad replied. Meredith couldn't tell if he was mollified or offended by her urgency. He pursed his lips and said, “Follow me.” 

He led them under the graying sky down the rest of the hill and through the camp. Sir Gallad was apparently not a high-ranking knight, for he often had to salute his fellows before they would salute him back, many of whom were several years his junior. Their party was met with many looks as they passed. Meredith thought she heard whispers of “the Keeper” and “Darpentus” escape the lips of some of the knights who had paused in their work to observe them, but she wasn't sure. In truth, Meredith hardly noticed the onlookers for how fast her heart was beating at the sight of her home in the distance. She was so close to her family, to Daela and Gran, so close to being reunited with them that her heart felt light and joyous—until she remembered that she was returning home only to leave it again. What would Gran say? What would she do, when she learned that Meredith intended to leave the Way? Would she forgive her? Or would she hate her? Meredith feared that rejection more than anything—anything except, perhaps, wasting the rest of her life as an acolyte. Yet what could she do? She couldn't go on living a life she hadn't chosen for herself. She wasn't denying her faith, only the fact that her life was so wrapped up in it. Surely Gran would understand that. Surely, when next Meredith saw her, it wouldn't be to break the old woman's heart.

They came at last to a tent that was larger than the rest. Though it was still green and silver, and bore the royal crest, this tent was much grander in detail than any other—bedecked in small but brilliant beads and embroidered with lush silver thread. It reminded Meredith of the tents erected for the Midsummer Festival, though this was even more excessively decorative than those had been. 

Sir Gallad summoned the assistance of several stable boys with a flurry of gestures, and their horses were lead away, forcing the visitors to stand awkwardly in the muddy ground at the heart of the camp. “Now wait here while I introduce you,” he said.

They waited for a good twenty minutes, during which only bits and fragments of the conversation taking place within could be heard. Dienna's face was a portrait of impatience. She would have been pacing, Meredith was sure, if not for the mud, which made even standing in one spot a messy endeavor. They said nothing, avoided each others eyes, all seemingly lost in their own thoughts. 

Sir Gallad eventually emerged from the ostentatious tent and cleared his throat.

“Ahem, the Ladies Dienna Darpentus and Grenna Darpentus, Meredith Hauvish, acolyte of the Godskeep, and Endrick Arelo, Wizard of the Third Class,” he called out. 

Dienna hurried through the open tent flap, her robes fluttering behind her, before Sir Gallad had even finished his heraldry. Meredith followed, feeling a moment of panic at how dark the interior of the tent was compared to the gray light of the autumn evening outside. It took her eyes several seconds to adjust to the scarce light emitted by a solitary lamp set in the back. The tent certainly looked lived in, Meredith thought. There were several trunks stacked one on top of the other, old things with busted edges and scrapes and scuffs.   Meredith wondered what they held; probably armor of some sort, or maps, or supplies. The trappings of war were scattered throughout the tent—weapons, stray pieces of armor, and maps furled and unfurled set on upturned crates. Meredith found it particularly odd that only a handful of the maps she could see in the dim light were of the Golden Valley, and nowhere was there a map of the Godskeep. The majority of them were of the Riverlands, the Port Cities, even of Lidau and Lathai.

Meredith had little time to ponder this, however, as her attention was drawn by a man standing behind a table at the back of the tent. He was immensely round, though short, wider around the middle than Meredith had ever seen a man grow, yet for all his girth, his legs were small and sprightly, as were his arms, at least, from what was not hidden by his military garb. His face too was round, and excessively pale. Meredith wondered if the man were sick or had some sort of disease that made his limbs frail compared to his rotund form.

“Good ladies and gentleman,” Sir Gallad called from the entrance of the tent, “I present to you General Tommus of Eldin.” Sir Gallad hesitated a moment, then, at a gesture from the General, bowed and left the tent to the five of them.  

The General inclined his head, “Well met all. And to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Lady Darpentus?”

Meredith saw color rise to Dienna's cheeks before she responded, “Lady Keeper, if you don't mind, General. My father has died and as you see, I now wear the robes of the Keeper of the Gods.”

General Tommus again inclined his head and continued indulgently, “My apologies, Lady Keeper,” he said, “but I am unused to this sudden and...unorthodox change. I must admit, we were not sure where the Darpentuses had disappeared to after Midsummer's Eve.” The general's pale eyes were merciless, probing, but Dienna betrayed no inclination to elaborate.

“I can regale you with tales of our exploits some other time, General,” she returned coldly. She sat straight-backed in the canvas chairs the general had provided for them. Her jawline was severe, the pronouncement of her high, long nose more angular than usual. “Suffice it to say that I have come here at great length and peril to demand a stop to this madness.”

“I can assure you, Lady Keeper, that we will eradicate those heathens and have the Godskeep under control again within the fortnight.”

“Allow me to rephrase myself,” Dienna said unblinkingly. “I demand that you lay down your arms and allow me to end this matter with diplomacy.”

“Lay down our arms?” General Tommus exclaimed, his girth wobbling. He looked around as if worried that his booming voice had been overheard, then continued in a fierce whisper, “Are you mad? After what they've done to us? To the realm—and to your family!”

“Yes, I am quite aware of what they've done to my family, thank you General,” she replied.   

Despite her icy countenance, Meredith could detect fire in Dienna's words, though she doubted the others could. Lady Grenna had not said a word since their admittance in the general's tent, but her eyes spoke of pain at being once again in the Golden Valley, of fear and bewilderment too. Endrick had not been offered a chair, whether for being a man or for being a wizard, Meredith was unsure, but he stood in the shadow of the tent's entrance, somewhere behind Meredith, a presence felt but not seen. Dienna continued, “But I will not be altered. This is a difference of opinion between two groups of people of the same religion. I am their leader, so I will attempt to resolve this difference of opinion the best way I see fit. I will not have any further blood shed over the Chosen Mother or the so-called New Way.”

“With all due respect,” the general said without a trace of respect in his thin voice, “the crown would never agree to such a thing. We can't simply have a nice philosophical chat with them and hope that they decide to let bygones be bygones. People have died since that fateful Midsummer's Eve, your people and the King's. Faithful Dorneldians. We can't just let them die unavenged.”

Meredith turned and caught Dienna's eye. Sir Gallad had not mentioned anything about killings. If this was news to Dienna, her face did not betray it. 

“Vengeance will do us no good,” Dienna said calmly. “The dead are still dead. I mean to ensure that no more die because of what my father was too blind to see.”

“And what would that be?” General Tommus replied, leaning his massive girth forward in his canvas chair, which strained under him, giving Dienna his full attention for the first time since they had entered his tent.

Dienna hesitated a moment before answering in a tight voice, “Never mind his shortcomings, General. They are many and multi-fold.” General Tommus' interest fell; he sat back in his chair and adopted an expression of tried patience. Unnoticing, Dienna continued, “But I do implore you to at least allow me the opportunity to speak with the other party, to parley for peace.”

The general's expression did not change, and he did not speak. After a few moments he cleared his throat and addressed Lady Grenna, “And what do you think my lady? Was your husband as foolish as your daughter says? Is this something that words can fix better than the sword?”

Lady Grenna's eyes widened, clearly not expecting to have been consulted. “I—I hardly think him a fool, yet I—I—” She stammered into silence. “I agree with my daughter, the Keeper,” she continued, at last taking control of her voice. “It would be such a shame to cause any more harm, if it can be avoided. Though I may not be quite as sure as the Keeper is in the other party's willingness to parley.”

The general nodded, “And what about you?” He addressed Meredith now, and she felt her own eyes widen in surprise.

“Well,” Meredith cleared her throat, recovering quickly, “I can readily admit that I have no idea what the Lady Keeper is planning to do if peace is achieved, but I do believe that it is possible to achieve it, with little to no bloodshed. As she said, this is a matter of differing beliefs. Her father was adamant in his refusal to acknowledge Artima as the Chosen Mother, and it cost him greatly. I believe that our current Keeper is hoping to offer them flexibility instead.” To Meredith's surprise, Dienna turned and smiled sadly at her, their eyes meeting for a few moments. Meredith returned her smile, feeling for a fleeting moment, the spark of their old friendship returning. 

The general nodded again and then addressed Endrick, his expression hardening his round face, “And you, mage, who hides in the shadows. What have you to say on this matter?”

The three women turned to face Endrick. It was plain that General Tommus had the same general mistrust and dislike for wizards as most Dorneldians, for he looked at Endrick like he was a bit of scum on the bottom of his boot, and Endrick, for his part, seemed uncharacteristically wary of the large man. He stood with his arms crossed in front of his chest, his plain wooden staff nestled in the crook of his arm, and he wore his hood up to obscure his face from the General's probing, uncanny bright eyes. Meredith thought she could see sweat on his neck and hands, and his deep black skin looked clammy and ashen. 

“I agree with the Keeper,” Endrick said in his gentle voice. “This matter should not be settled with the sword. To do so would only create more chaos, more violence, more fear.”

“Fear is not always a bad thing, wizard,” the general replied, a grin spreading over his broad, moon-like face, “but I see your point. Fine, Lady Keeper,” he addressed Dienna again, “you will have your parley, so long as the other party agrees. I will send the missive in the morning. It is already late, so I must ask Sir Gallad to find you some spare tents to spend the night in. They are humble accommodations, not fit for fine ladies such as yourselves, but you understand, I'm sure.”

Dienna stood and bowed to the general, “Of course. Thank you, General Tommus. I await the response to your missive eagerly.”

“Oh, not at all, Lady Keeper, not at all,” Tommus stood, and Meredith was once again struck by how impossibly round he was, how spindly his limbs were, and how hungrily he leered at Dienna from the semi-darkness of his tent as he bid them a good evening. The moon was hanging low in the sky as they took their leave of him, full but partially obscured by a fog, lending an eerie light through the camp as Sir Gallad guided them along its muddy lanes.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The women spent three days, bored and wet, in a tent that was far too small for the three of them. Meredith didn't think it was so bad, although the mud was stubbornly pervasive. Endrick was gone so often from his own tent that Meredith never seemed to find the opportunity to ask him to use his magic to help them wash up, so they wallowed in their filthy, mud-caked clothes. Dienna resumed the odd, distant calmness that she had exhibited throughout most of their travels since leaving the Repository. She spent her time reading from that old volume of the Book of the Three, although she did make sure to leave their tent at least once a day to visit General Tommus. Whenever she returned from these visits, she was in a worse humor than when she had left. Lady Grenna, who was becoming more and more her usual self now that they were so close to home, tried to comfort her daughter in the way that Meredith imagined mothers did; she would caress her daughter's shoulder, stroke her hair and offer to braid it for Dienna, to keep it out of her face and away from the mud. Dienna would shrug off these admonitions each time without fail, leaving Lady Grenna to frown and sulk in her own corner of the tent.

On the fourth day of visiting General Tommus, Dienna returned, looking pleased. 

“We are summoned to a parley tomorrow,” she announced.

“We?” Meredith questioned. She exchanged glances with Endrick, who was visiting their tent to check on Lady Grenna's progress. He also looked perturbed, his thin brows furrowed. Meredith looked back to Dienna, “We are invited too?”

Dienna nodded and smiled wanly, “Of course. You are my advisers. We are to meet with the leaders of the Godskeep at dawn.”

“Will Cormin...?” Meredith began to ask, but blushed in confusion and anger and fell silent. Maybe she didn't want to know the answer to that question after all.

Dienna shook her head, “General Tommus did not say who will attend from the other side. I'm not sure he knows himself. Cormin has most certainly been left in charge of the administration of the New Way, but I do not know if he has aught to do with the Godskeep's defenses.”

“I suppose we'll have to wait and see,” Meredith conceded, ignoring what she knew were probing glances from Endrick. They had discussed her childhood affections for Cormin, briefly. He must know what she was thinking about. Embarrassment, betrayal. A few inquiries with some of the Green Knights told Meredith all she needed to know about Cormin's position in the New Way. He was now called the High Educator, and was responsible for harassing the inhabitants of the Godskeep who were still loyal to the Old Way until they converted, and had even been responsible for holding executions of the most stubborn loyalists. Meredith's blood had boiled upon hearing this news; she felt disgusted with herself for ever having admired him, both in her youth and at the Midsummer Festival. She couldn't believe someone raised in her own house could turn out to be so...evil. 

“Yes, we shall see,” was Dienna's response. 

The rest of the day passed in unease and silent brooding which was broken only by Endrick's departure for his own tent and by a visit from Sir Gallad. He stood awkwardly among the three women, whose reading he had interrupted. Dienna gave the knight such a withering stare when he presented himself that Meredith could see him visibly recoil, his mustaches bristling.

Dienna closed the ancient volume of the Book of the Three with serenity and fixed her gaze on the quivering knight. “Can I help you with something, Sir?” she finally asked.

Sir Gallad cleared his throat and ventured, “I thought you might like to know, Lady Keeper, that there's been talk about the parley tomorrow and, well,” he hesitated, clearing his throat, “there are many in camp who say that your brother, Lord Sonder Darpentus, will be among Artima's ranks.”

“So you said on the journey from Romstead, Sir Gallad,” Dienna snapped. “I will believe it when I see it.”

Lady Grenna looked about to speak, but Dienna silenced her mother with a look.

Sir Gallad looked genuinely upset, and a rare glint of intelligence touched his face when he responded, “It is a poor faith that requires seeing, Lady Keeper.”

Meredith had expected anger, affront, contrition, anything out of Dienna at such a remark against her faith, but Dienna only smiled grimly, with neither ill-will nor humor.

“Indeed, Sir Gallad, it is,” she said. “Now please leave. We have a trying day ahead of us.”

The knight did not need to be told twice. He bowed stiffly and took his leave. The next day, the three women rose in the dark and helped Dienna dress in her Keeper's robes, and adorned her with her ceremonial circlet. They met with Endrick, and the four of them together walked to the north edge of the camp, where General Tommus, that big ball of a man, was already sitting atop his horse, surrounded by a host of soldiers. 

“Good morning, Lady Keeper,” the General said as they approached. 

“General Tommus,” Dienna coolly inclined her head and joined him at the edge of an outcrop which overlooked the final plain between them and the Godskeep.

Meredith fell in between Lady Grenna and Endrick, saying nothing. The Golden Valley stretched out below them, blue and purple and brown in the almost-dawn light. Birds fluttered and zipped from bush to tree, sang their morning songs as small creatures scurried on the ground of what may soon become a battlefield. Meredith sighed, then jumped in fright as Endrick, most unexpectedly, placed his hand on her far shoulder and gave a reassuring squeeze. She turned to him with a questioning look, but his eyes met hers with an expression Meredith could not read. Regret? Affection? It was so hard to see beyond the dull luster of his soulless eyes, beyond the dark, mirror-like irises. Why should he be showing her any tenderness after he had gone to such lengths to spurn her? She wouldn't have it, not at such a critical moment in their journey, not when she felt so vulnerable. Meredith turned away from him and directed her attention instead to Dienna and the General, who were saying something about them all needing horses to reach the parley point. 

Within a few minutes, a mount had been found for everyone. General Tommus led them down the side of the hill whereon resided his camp, to the plain below. Was it her imagination, or could Meredith see tiny figures on the other side of the grassy field approaching through the early morning fog? Moment by moment, the sun began to break over the horizon, and the fog began to lift, revealing a party of eight: four red ogres, one woman, and three men. The woman was not familiar to Meredith, but she had a witch's look about her and wore her long ginger-colored hair loose to blow about in the wind. In the middle of the group was another she did not recognize, a man with bronze skin and a bushy mess of brown hair, a face crisscrossed with scars. Meredith's heart sank as she saw who flanked him. At the man's left rode Cormin, looking regal in a tunic of red and purple brocade, and to the man's right rode Sonder, dressed in leather armor, a sword at his hip. 

The expression of calm that Dienna had managed to maintain since leaving the Repository was replaced by alarm. She stared at her brother openly, mouth slightly agape in bewilderment. She looked almost as if she would break the neat line of horses their party had made and rush out to meet him, but at a sharp look from the orbous General Tommus, she forced herself into composure. Lady Grenna, too, was visibly affected by the sight of her son; she raised her hand to her face, looking as though she might start to sob.

Of the group of eight, Cormin was first to urge his horse forward to meet them. 

“Greetings to you all. I have been appointed by Lady Artima, the Chosen Mother, as the steward of the Godskeep in the Keeper's absence. My name is Cormin, and I am the High Educator of the New Way,” he said in his deep voice. Though he kept his face neutral, there was an arrogant edge to his tone that made Meredith want to grind her teeth.“You claim to have the right to take this, the hub of our faith, away from us?” Now he looked confused, theatrically so, as if they were all players and not real people here to discuss a very real problem.  “On what grounds do you presume to do so?”

Dienna rode forward to greet him, though her eyes seemed to stray to her brother, “I would claim that right, Lord Cormin. The Keeper is no longer absent; she stands before you.”

“Ah,” Cormin smiled expansively, “I see, Lady Dienna, that you have donned your father's robes, but you misunderstand me. The Old Way is done, finished. With the coming of the Chosen Mother, a New Way has begun. The Keeper of the New Way is, shall we say, on the way?” He looked to the woman with the ginger hair and smirked. She smiled coldly in response. 

General Tommus now rode to Dienna's side, “If you do not turn over the leadership of the Godskeep to the Darpentuses, the crown has authorized us to wage open war on your New Way until there are none of you left to hinder its recovery.” He seemed to relish this prospect. His pale eyes gleamed as he snarled at Cormin.

The High Educator was unaffected, however, “We are prepared to defend what is now ours, General Tommus,” Cormin said, still smirking. Meredith, beholding his twisted features, could hardly believe she had once found the man attractive. “Lord Mayrim was warned, several times, of the consequences of ignoring the New Way. He refused to acknowledge the Chosen Mother, and by doing so he incurred the wrath of the gods. Now the son of Dartos is nearly upon us. Once the child is born and grown, he will take his place as the new Keeper, nay, as a Prince of the Gods!” Cormin's fervor was reflected to some degree in the faces of all of his party except for Sonder, who was avoiding his sister's probing looks by staring firmly down at the ground. 

Cormin continued, “Besides, General, the Godskeep is still in possession of the Darpentuses,” he gestured to Sonder, “there sits Sonder Darpentus, the eldest of the late Keeper's children, the rightful heir to the Godskeep. And as for the King giving his leave to attack this hub of holiness, well, perhaps Sonder would like to tell you himself? It was his plan, after all.”

Sonder flushed in embarrassment as all eyes turned to him. Meredith was shocked at how different he looked. He sat slightly hunched over, as if burdened with a great weight, and his eyes were deeply shadowed, as if he had hardly slept since the last time they had seen each other, many months ago now. 

“Prince Fucian has been our prisoner since Midsummer's Eve,” Sonder began, his voice rough and gravelly. “It was Lady Artima's intention to keep him hostage in return for the King's non-involvement—to kill him should King Philibert decide to try to eradicate what is now hers.”

“So you have killed the Prince, Sonder?” Dienna called out to him quietly, her eyes full of sorrow. “Are you a murderer now, my brother?”

Finally Sonder met his sister's eyes, “No, Dienna. I am the one who suggested that the Prince be kept alive to give you all one last chance to call this off, and to leave us be.”

“That is all we want!” Dienna cried in frustration, her calm demeanor finally cracking. “To end this without conflict. Can you not see that to fight, to kill, over our beliefs is folly?”

“No, it is a folly to cling to the past, Dienna Darpentus,” the man in the middle spoke, the man with the bushy beard and scar-ridden face. “Your father left his sins on you. If you hope that we will let you and yours back into the Godskeep with open arms, you're madder than my Aunt Middie.” 

Dienna bristled, “I will not be judged by my father's sins. If I could but speak with Lady Artima, to address our differences head on, we may find some common ground to continue the Way without all this fighting.”

“Lady Artima is indisposed,” Cormin stepped in. “She is very near her time.”

“All the more reason that I must speak with her, Lord Cormin,” Dienna pleaded, looking wild as a gust of wind blew about her, caused her long hair to break free of the braid she wore and her robes to whip about her. “If you could just tell her—I have what she was looking for. The Tome. It was not lost when my father died. That is why she was after my family—she knew one of us would have it. She asked you about it, didn't she, Sonder?”

Sonder raised his eyebrows, “She did. Dee, you have it?”

“Yes.”

Sonder looked to his companions, particularly to the scar-faced man, who looked troubled at this news.

Sonder rode forward now, stopping mere feet from his sister. He spoke to her in a low voice, “Dee, would you consider trading this book for the life of Prince Fucian? If you were to give Artima what she was seeking, I'm sure she would grant the Prince's freedom.”

“I would, Sonder, in a heartbeat, but,” Dienna sighed and smiled sadly, “what comes next? I would be glad to save the Prince—he is innocent in all of this—but that still leaves us here, outcasts of our home, persecuted by the Chosen Mother and all who believe in her. I fear,” she drew close to her brother, “I fear this will cause a divide between us, Sonder, a great rift between those who believe in Artima's claim,” she paused, “and those who don't.”

Sonder now looked as desperate as his sister. He glanced back at his comrades, and lowered his voice so that Meredith, a horse's length behind Dienna, could barely hear him, “Dee, I—there are so many things I've seen—about her and about him,” his eyes shifted towards the man with the scarred face. “I don't quite know what to make of it anymore, but Dee, there was a time when I believed her. And I might still.”

“I have also seen things, Sonder,” Dienna countered, with understanding in her voice, “and I have read things,” her eyes never left his as she said this. “The Tome, what Artima has been seeking,” she lowered her voice to a breath of a whisper, if Meredith had not been able to see Dienna's lips, she would have had no idea what she said, “Let's just say that it sets the record straight.” 

“Oy, what are you talking about there?” Cormin called out with ill humor.

“Just trying to negotiate the Prince's release,” Sonder called back, urging his horse away from hers and back to his own side of the parley, “but we haven't made an agreement. We never did get along, me and my sister,” he smirked at Cormin with as much ease and confidence as Meredith recalled him having before Artima's coup. He made a convincing liar. 

“We will take a few moments to consider Lady Dienna's proposal,” the woman with the ginger hair and dark robes called out.

“And we shall do the same,” General Tommus replied.

Both sides turned away from each other and brought their mounts in a circle. 

“Is this a jest, Lady Keeper?” General Tommus demanded as soon as they were all huddled. His round face was turning impossibly paler, was practically white. “This was your great plan?”

Dienna looked taken aback, “I had no great plan, General Tommus, but once I realized we were dealing with a hostage—”

“The Tome is far more valuable than some second son of a cowardly king,” the General snarled. 

A look of suspicion crossed Dienna's face, but it passed quickly, “You may be right, but we must try to save him, to save all of them.”

“What do you mean, he may be right?” Meredith could keep silent no more. She had had enough of Dienna's lies and half-truths.“We're talking about a man's life! And you said that thing was lost!” 

Dienna turned to her, “I know Meredith, and I am sorry. When this is all over, I hope you'll understand.”

“What is there to understand?” Meredith demanded. She looked to Endrick, who was now staring at General Tommus with the same suspicion in his eyes as she had seen flicker briefly in Dienna's. Was she missing something? Why didn't Endrick share her anger?

“I think Dienna has the right of it,” Lady Grenna interjected. “No one wants Prince Fucian to have to suffer and, after all, you wanted this resolved with as little bloodshed as possible.” The way she spoke made Meredith think that perhaps Lady Grenna wouldn't have minded a bit of bloodshed. She at least seemed to be upset that Dienna had concealed the return of the Tome from them. “It is perfectly reasonable to offer something in exchange for his safe return, but the Tome is most precious,” she looked at Dienna with eyes that were wide and haunted, “I am disappointed that you did not tell us it was in your possession, my dear.”

Dienna frowned and shook her head, “I have my own reasons for what I did, good, solid reasons. We have time for neither explanation nor argument. Is there anything else we can offer Lady Artima aside from the Tome to ensure Fucian's safety?”

She looked to each one of them, but no one said a word. Even General Tommus was silent. He had begun to stare across the field to where Artima's diplomats were gathered, also still deep in discussion, with a ponderous expression on his wide, white face. 

His eyes still fixed away from them, he said in his thin, high-pitched voice, “Then we must give them the Tome, but I warn you, I would not entrust something so precious to anyone aside from Artima herself.”

Endrick raised his eyebrow and asked, “And how exactly did you become familiar with the Tome, General Tommus? You are a military man; surely legendary texts are not a field you study?”

Now General Tommus did direct his gaze back to them, “One hears many things, in the soldier's life. Don't make the mistake of thinking you wizards are the only ones who are educated on such matters.”

Endrick did not reply, but his expression only grew darker. 

“So we give the Tome to Artima. That still doesn't solve anything,” Meredith began, frustrated. “We get Prince Fucian back and then what? Wait for him to demand that his father send more troops to depose her? I thought we were trying to end this without any more conflict!”

Dienna nodded, “I agree. Getting the Prince back is not enough.”

Lady Grenna said, “But we have nothing else with which to bargain for peace. Oh why will they not see reason and let us return to our home!” She made a sign with her hands as if to ward off evil spirits. “Cursed be their names. And poor Sonder! My child has been corrupted by that witch!”

Meredith continued, ignoring Dienna's mother, “You must speak with her, with Artima. Ask her to prove, one more time, that she is the Chosen Mother. If she can convince you, we'll give her the Tome and become followers of the New Way, and Prince Fucian will be freed.”

Dienna shook her head and said, “I very much doubt there is anything she could do to convince me of that anymore, but I agree that we must meet with Artima herself in exchange for the Tome, and no one else.”

Meredith felt once again in the dark. They had spent months, months, slowly learning, the likelihood of Artima's veracity slowly increasing the more they learned about her, about the Tome, about the late Keeper. After her father's death, Dienna had seemed almost resigned to the fact that Artima might be telling the truth, but now, when push came to shove, she was back to complete disbelief. 

Meredith was sure she was missing something now. Something had happened to Dienna, she was certain. Something had happened to her right before they had left the Repository; when she had visited Meredith that time in the library, perhaps. She had seemed so strange then. But what was it? What had happened?  Meredith felt the urge to shout at her friend—her once friend—and demand to know why Dienna refused to rely on her, refused her help, refused to share what she knew. Instead she turned away from her and fixed her gaze on the Godskeep, which sat stern and disapproving on the Holy Hill, framed by the somber peaks of the Enalgath Mountains, willing herself to stay silent.

Soon both sides were finished with their deliberating. They squared off their horses again, and the demands were made. They would not release Prince Fucian without the Tome. Dienna would not give them the Tome unless they delivered it personally to Artima. They would not allow Dienna or her people into the Godskeep on the grounds that they were all blasphemers and enemies to the New Way. Dienna requested a chance to be converted, as Meredith had suggested, if only she could speak with the Chosen Mother. They finally agreed, on the conditions that Artima would receive the Tome either way, and that, should Dienna be unconvinced of Artima's sanctity, she would be taken prisoner. It took the better half of the morning to hammer out the details, neither side enjoying the others' company, but none willing to be overly hasty in their negotiations. After all, this was, as Dienna so often reminded them, a difference of opinion, and nothing that a war should be fought over. 

When they were finally done, and their business for the morning was concluded, Dienna gave her brother a lingering handshake and a sad smile that, Meredith thought, also contained a bit of pride. Lady Grenna, on the other hand, was too distraught over seeing her son on the opposing side to even consider reaching out to him. She simply stared at him with lips wobbly from holding back tears and turned her horse around with the sound of a suppressed sob. They fell in line behind General Tommus as they left the field and headed back to camp. Dienna once again became cold and distant, but Meredith did not despair. She was now convinced beyond a doubt that Dienna was hiding something from her, something aside from being in possession of the Tome, and she was determined to find out what. 
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Chapter Thirty
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Cormin allowed them two days before the exchange was to be made. Meredith tried her hardest on the first day to question Dienna. Why did she lie about the Tome? What else was she hiding? What would she do if she wasn't convinced by Artima? What would she do if she was? But Dienna had suddenly become very interested in the minutia of General Tommus' camp, apparently, and allowed herself to be lead around by Sir Gallad, who no doubt explained to her every aspect of war-making as they went. Meredith would stumble across them from time to time as she walked about. Dienna's boredom was more than evident, but Sir Gallad took no notice. He gestured grandly, spoke loudly. His mustaches bristled and his cheeks flushed with pleasure as he showed the best facets of the Green Knights to the Lady Keeper. 

Meredith knew what she was doing, and she hated her for it. Dienna knew that if she allowed Meredith to corner her, she would have to reveal herself, divulge her secrets and her plans. Clearly, she did not want to, so much so that she subjected herself to the company of their most loathsome acquaintance among the Green Nights, after General Tommus. Meredith did not like that man. If Dienna had fallen cold in the past few weeks, General Tommus was frigid. His every glance, every word, were icy daggers. While he managed to show Dienna the respect she deserved, if even just barely, he was not so courteous to Endrick. There seemed to be something brewing between the two men, an unspoken mutual suspicion, even hatred, and Meredith was determined to know why.

It all seemed connected. She felt like Dienna, Tommus, Endrick—all but herself had discovered something, or were about to discover something. She felt like she had the pieces to whatever puzzle they were trying to solve, but she had yet to put them together. Maybe she'd been too distracted by her feelings for Endrick to see how the pieces fit. Meredith did not like to admit it, but he had been foremost in her mind since leaving the Repository, and she had foolishly hoped that she was foremost in his. She doubted that now. Meredith was beginning to realize that in dwelling on what could never be, she had fallen behind on what was to come.

But she would catch up. 

After several hours of wandering around the camp, too frustrated to ask any of the soldiers where he might have last been seen, Meredith finally found Endrick sitting on a tree stump on the fringes of the camp. His face was huddled deep in his cowl for warmth against the autumn chill, his back arched as he leaned down to read the old leather book in his hands—his spellbook, Meredith recognized—his large lips were visible in profile, moving slowly as he mimed the words he read on the page. 

“So this is where you've disappeared to,” Meredith called out as she approached him. “It seems everyone is avoiding me today.”

Endrick closed his spellbook.

“Everyone is...trying to prepare for what is to come,” he said. He stood and began to walk away, as if to put an end to their conversation, but Meredith grabbed his elbow as he passed by, forcing him to stay and look at her.

“What is to come, Endrick?” She demanded. “You know something, don't you?”

Endrick hesitated a moment. His eyes did not meet hers as he said, “I know nothing.”

“But you guess something, right?” Meredith shook his elbow when he did not answer. “Right?”

“Mer...”

“Don't call me that!” she spat. “You want nothing to do with me, remember?”

His brown eyes looked wounded, their depths full of emotion for once, not cold and distant as they usually were. Somewhere in the surrounding patch of yellowing trees, a lark called out to its mate.

“I'm sorry, Meredith,” Endrick murmured, “but you know it has to be this way.”

“I'm not here to talk about that,” Meredith asserted. Why did he have to make this about him? “I'm here because there is clearly something going on that I don't know about, and I won't let you keep me in the dark. Please, Endrick, whatever it is, you can tell me. I—I can handle it!”

Endrick's eyes flitted away to the camp, then back to her. His dark skin was blueish with the cold, and his hair, normally shaven away, was just starting to grow back in tight black coils, as was the stubble on his face and neck. Suddenly Meredith's anger dissipated. How could she not have seen it? The ashy circles under his eyes, the lines of worry grown deeper between his brows and at the corner of his down-turned mouth? He was frightened.

“Endrick,” she said more softly, loosening her grip on his arm. She raised her eyes to his, “Please. If you know something that could help us, or hurt us—”

“You won't believe me,” he replied softly. He took her in his arms, gentle, always gentle. “And truly, Meredith, I know nothing. I can only speculate, I can only trust my intuition, my feelings...”

Meredith laughed bitterly, “I thought you had no feelings.” All the same, she buried her face in his rough gray and black robes and inhaled his scent. His warmth was intoxicating, deep and sturdy.

With a start, Endrick backed away. “You're right,” he said. “I don't.”

Meredith relinquished her hold on him and frowned, “I would also like to know why you've stopped taking care of yourself. If you can't tell me what in the gods' name is going on, at least tell me that.”

Endrick shook his head, “The reasons are one in the same.”

Meredith laughed her short but musical laugh, “Nothing is worth taking such poor care of yourself, Endrick.”

He raised an eyebrow at her, “Not even lies, chaos, new world orders?” He did not allow her to respond before continuing. “No, I'm sorry, Meredith. I've said too much, and I wouldn't want to worry you unduly if I am wrong. It is best that you find out in the natural course of time, if what is about to happen really will happen.”

Meredith's voice shook,“So you don't think I can handle it?”

Endrick turned his face to her and now his eyes were full of very real fear. “Meredith I am not sure I can handle it. In fact, I would wager that I can't.  No, I will not burden you with this. I would not wish anyone to know.”

He nodded curtly to her, then turned on his heel and began to stride out of the clearing. 

“Wait Endrick.” A voice called out.

Meredith turned, both distressed and pleased to see Dienna entering the grove of trees from the western side. Dienna's face was paler than normal, a white diamond in the depths of the black velvet cloak that she wore over the white and black robes of the Keeper, but there was also color in her cheeks, and a brightness to her gaze that Meredith had not seen in some time. 

She strode closer to them, “You are wise to try to spare Meredith what you know, and kind.” She smiled grimly at Endrick, who had halted at her approach. “But I'm afraid I must break the silence I've been keeping for too long already.”

“Dienna—” the wizard began.

She held up a hand, “No protestations, Endrick, I beg of you. Meredith and I are old friends, though I'm afraid I've been a pretty terrible friend to her of late,” she said, giving the other girl a sheepish look. “I hope you can forgive me for that, Mer, and for what I'm about to tell you.”

Meredith did not respond right away. She wasn't sure if she could forgive her; she wasn't up to it at this moment, at the very least. Still, she was tired of being in the dark, tired of being the last to know. If this was one step closer to their goal, one step closer to regaining what they had lost, she would be a fool not to take it. How bad could it be, after all? She looked Dienna in the eyes and sighed “Just tell me.”

Dienna nodded, and turned to Endrick. “I need a spell. The one you used to show Meredith your childhood back on the Repository.”

“You saw that too?” Meredith frowned.

“I did.”

Endrick looked slightly alarmed at this suggestion, “If you deem it necessary. However, I fear I should be conserving my strength for...what is to come.”

“Your fear is justified, but I believe we have time,” Dienna said. “You may not believe what I say, if I use words alone.”

“Very well.”

With that, Endrick came to stand behind Dienna, placed the middle finger of each of his hands gently on each of her eyelids, and spoke the words of his spell. Light began to shine from Dienna's eyes, through Endrick's hands, orange and haloed, hitting the earth before their feet. Colors began to swirl upon the dirt, the light danced with shadow, and shapes began to appear.

“Now, think upon what you wish us to see,” Endrick was saying. “And we will see it too.”

Dienna thought of that day on the beach, when they had still been at the Repository, when her curiosity, doubt, and resolve and reached their pinnacle, and she knew without seeing that her thoughts were being projected from her mind to the mud at their feet, that what she felt, they felt, what she read, they would see and hear in their minds.

––––––––
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....With hands that no longer trembled, Dienna drew forth the little black volume from her robes and slowly, decisively, opened the cover...

––––––––
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There seemed to come a gust of wind off of the ocean as she did so. The sand at her feet seemed to grab her, seemed to hold her firmly to the beach as if to make sure that she could not run from this betrayal, to make sure she was witness to her own crime. Worst was the noon sun. It beat down upon her as she read. It dried her throat, blurred her vision, burned her skin. It had been hidden by the storm the days before, but now the Isle of the Repository was ablaze with its light, and Dienna was its unsheltered victim.   

Heedless, she read on.


Year 145 I.O.J Fifth day, sixth month.



I am putting this quill to parchment against my better judgment, not knowing how else to make our great feat known. It seems I must put it down somehow, else our accomplishment would mean nothing. I doubt this will be useful for any but one gifted in the magical arts, and even then, what myself and my cohorts have done is beyond the scope of anyone likely to find this text in their possession.



The reader is likely pondering as to the writer's identity, thus, I identify myself. I am called Yorn of Thoru. I am the son of a peasant, a keeper of sheep, and one who was so prematurely ripped from that livelihood, as all of my order are, by wizards in the dead of night. To the accursed island they took me. At first, full of hope and eager to learn their ways, I took great heed of their teachings, made myself the best pupil I could, until I began to understand what price they asked for their magicks. Immediately upon this discovery, I ceased to display any outward aptitude for the magic. I made myself look a fool, the better to hide what I knew, and I began to hope they would send me away, send me away and leave me be, and I could go back to the sheep-ridden hills where I could practice the art in peace and in wholeness. My plot was successful. I made of myself such a dunce, all my former prowess with the magic was forgotten, or considered lost, and I was dismissed forthright from the Repository. My books taken, my dove's quill, my parchment, my ink, I was sent back to my mountain homeland, there to meet my father. I had been gone not two years, a young lad of eleven, and at first my father did not recognize me and even after recollection allowed him to know my face, he cast me out, called me a witch and bid me never again to come to his door.



And never again did I come to his door. Instead, I stole into his house in the dead of night by way of the window, smothered him with a pillow, took all his valuables, and fled into the night. I know not what happened to my brothers and sisters—I have acquired new siblings, so it matters little to me now. I wandered the mountains and valleys of my country for nearly a decade, making and selling the simple potions I had learned to make at the island. It was not a happy living, and I could feel myself slipping away into anonymity. I would have slipped entirely out of all knowledge if not for a chance encounter with a man of twelve years my senior. A strange man with a curious demeanor, to whom I had tried to sell my potions in a tavern one evening. 



“I do not need that horse piss you're trying to sell me,” he said with a dismissive wave of his oddly slender fingers. 



Offended at the affront to my perfectly brewed, perfectly magical potions, I grabbed him by the sleeve and said, with the heat and pride of youth, “Horse piss? I'll have you know this potion will cure any ailment of nose, ear, or throat! I learned it under tutelage of Master Whithess of the Repository.”



I still remember how his eyes gleamed at me, how his mouth curled as he leered, “Did you really?”



“Yes, sir. I did.”



“That is very strange,” the man mused. “I wonder if things have changed.” I could tell he was mocking me, but I wasn't quite sure how. I pressed him, and he continued, taking a large dram of ale. “I did not think they let young men like yourself leave that place with their souls still quite attached to their bodies.”



My heart nearly stopped in that moment. Was he from the Repository? I had heard rumors that such wizards existed who roamed the lands looking for and killing renegades. How foolish had I been to declare my learning so boldly, to openly peddle my magic when it was forbidden by a cast-out like myself. The man's wide, pale mouth opened in that moment into a hideous smile, but somehow, that smile made me less afraid. There was camaraderie in it, understanding. Here, I thought I had found a wizard watchdog, but had, in fact, found a fellow defector.



He was called Rollis, of the Riverlands, and he became my mentor. He too had escaped from the Repository, but unlike me, they were searching for him, had put a bounty on his head. Rollis had done what none had done before—he had undergone their damnable Ritual, had removed his soul and placed it within one of their accursed vessels, and had, years later, stolen it back from them. He told me how it was done, told me too how much more powerful the magic burns when it has the soul to fuel its flame. He taught me four years, until we were joined by our final companion.



A woman in her late maidenhood, Jezla of Drelwood, had heard rumors of the two of us, sought us out, found us when none from the Repository could. She was a thief. With the rats in the gutters and filth she slept, and she could speak to them, and to the spiders and mice as well. It was no wonder how she found us. She had magic, she knew, but had never been instructed on its use. 



“The wizards never came for me,” Jezla said with an affronted air. She beheld me with the composure and mien of a queen. “Teach me what you know. I wish to show them the diamond that has formed from the mud.”



And so Rollis instructed us. We learned what those dimwits at the Repository feared to teach—that magic came from the soul, and so long as one may be in tune with their soul, their magic would know no bounds. We had only our own minds to overcome, had only to work out the incantations, form the words, make the signs needed to make the magic do our bidding. And so it did. Not in shadow form, not watered-down and weak, but full-force and potent. Those fools chose to run from the power, but we embraced it, swore undying loyalty to it, and to each other. We would never forsake the magic, and we would never forsake each other.



And so we were for decades; a troupe of clandestine practitioners of magic. We were fairly harmless in this time, being more concerned with finding to what lengths we could push the magic, our heads deep in our experimentation. I will outline some of our more laudable accomplishments in pages to come, including our much used and much improved Spell of Displacement, which allowed us to travel great distances in mere seconds and at little risk to ourselves, as well as our Spell of Multiplication, which helped keep us fed and clothed with little contact with the world at large. 



But the more we experimented, the more ground we covered, the more we yearned. Age was advancing upon us, and there was so much we three yet wanted to do. The well of good intentions was drying, the knowledge was reaching a terminus, and the will to act upon that knowledge was growing among us. We were, without argument, the most powerful practitioners of magic that had ever been, and what good was that power if we hid it all away? We must share it somehow, we must use it the benefit of the world, to mold it, shape it, as we saw fit. We had every capacity to do so. We had spells of the mind, of attack, of defense, of travel, of communication. We could bring down empires, create enemies, raise nations, if we saw fit. The contemptible elves, the barbaric ogres, the nettlesome Mulbruhnda, the odious dwarves, could be eliminated, and we exalted. All was within our grasp. We only needed more time. 



Time itself became our focus. How to stop it, how to grow it. We quickly determined that it was not possible to alter time—things came and they went, and that was that. We turned our focus instead to the prolongation of our lives. We were approaching old age, and were beginning to deteriorate. It terrified us. Of course, we had been performing spells to modify our appearances, to transport our bodies, to convert our physical forms into beams of light to escape the pains and indignities of old age for some time, but, powerful and whole as we were, such spells took great effort, great energy. We agreed that it would not be possible to prevent aging, but that this last spell, that of transforming into light and thus being free of the physical body, would be the ideal state of being now that our bodies had begun to fail—if we could only find a way to sustain it beyond the mere minutes we were able to sustain at the time.



We worked tirelessly, stretching our magic to the utmost limits and beyond until we finally reached a breakthrough, until we finally discovered a way to modify an existing spell to solve our need for more energy. 



The Spell of Invocation Transference.



It is designed to allow the spellcaster to transfer energy from another creature to themselves without any need of a physical link to the desired energy source. The only connection needed to establish this conduction of energy is that the source of energy be pointed to the recipient, the spellcaster, by way of a keyword. I could take energy from any person who spoke a certain keyword of my choosing. This keyword would direct all of the proffered energy to my being, and my comrades' keywords would direct energy proffered to them to their own beings. 



Yet, having this spell in our arsenal was only half of the problem. What good was it to be able to siphon energy if one did not have any hosts to siphon energy from? We three have always lived in isolation, whether by choice or necessity. Our cave was deep in the Mountains of Enalgath, a treasure trove of magical invention known only to us. There was not a single person who would be able to speak our keywords within a hundred miles of our cave, and, hungry as the Spell of Light's Being is, we would need hundreds, possibly thousands of hosts to siphon enough energy to free us from our physical bodies on a permanent basis. We needed to devise a plan that would allow us to access a large number of hosts once the Spell of Invocation Transference was cast, else it would be a devastating waste. 



But how to reach so many people? How to make so many hundreds of people speak our keywords continuously? And with power? How to make absolutely certain that once the keywords began to be spoken, they would never stop? For if the keywords stopped, so would our energy stop, and if our energy stopped, so would our Spells of Light—and we would be forced to take corporeal forms again. The thought is not so terrifying in the short term, but in the long term—if we are able to sustain our Light forms beyond the expiration of our physical bodies, and if we run out of energy after that time, then we would be forced to materialize as corpses, or near enough to corpses to make no difference. Death would still be the swift and sorry outcome. 



We pondered for months before the idea came to us.



Gods.



We would make our keywords the names of gods. Beyond that—we would assume those same names, become the gods ourselves! Would it not be so easy to live forever if we had a hoard of worshipers continuously speaking our names? Were not our intentions already to shape the world? To better it in ways of our choosing? To non-magical folk we were already as good as gods, so powerful were we. This would be a natural progression. No longer would we have to hide ourselves away, our magical abilities going to waste among ourselves. We would take Light forms in perpetuity, and with enough energy, we could even materialize in new ways, in new forms! With no fear of needing to revert back to our old bodies, no fear of dying. We would be worshiped, adored, loved! Our names would be spoken by every person of every race on every continent in the world, and as they spoke our names, we would take just enough of their own power to augment our own, trimming the sheep of their wool, allowing them to produce yet more for future taking. 



It was Jezla's plan to appear before a member of her hometown, for she knew Drelwood to be a godless land, where worship of the old gods had long since died out, and where, she hoped, they would be susceptible to our admonitions. We shall appear and ask that a chapel be built to honor us, tell some poor country soul that we are the true gods, that we will smite him down if he does not obey. It is a good plan, and even should it fail, it is one we may try at least a few times until the seed we plant begins to grow. Once we attain devotees, they are sure to speak our names, to sing them, to pray them in their hearts. We will have infinite energy, and life eternal!



The Spell of Invocation Transference has been written down on parchment, encoded so that only our eyes may decipher the necessary spell components, as we do with all of our research. Thus what I now write will be the only account of our works in modern Lathaian. We have now only to wait for the stars and planets to align before we begin our spell. Thus do I write, for now I may finally rest from our calculations and preparations.



I hesitate to sign this account in my given name, for once the spell is complete, I have decided to call myself Dartos, from the old Lathaian for the sun. I will fashion myself as the god of that heavenly sphere. I will become the deity of fire, lust, and flame. The god of strength and war, scourge of the heavens, giver of day and of life. Rollis and Jezla have followed my example, naming themselves Lantos and Seltos, for the moon and stars. Thus we will construct our pantheon. Thus we will inspire the minds of these mortal fools to worship what has always been before them. The sun, the moon, and stars. 



Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos. 



These same three names will be the keywords invoked in the spell. Intertwined, intermingled so that worship of one is worship of all. Every song, every prayer, every thought directed towards our godly personas will multiply our energies, and give us more life, more vigor, more power.



I must now rest. The Spell of Invocation Transference will take all our efforts to perform, and we have mere weeks to prepare. I shall attach our notes forthwith. With any luck, these will be the last lines I write as a mere mortal.



Yorn of Thoru, hereafter

Dartos





...Dienna let her thoughts come back to the present as Endrick began to slowly remove his fingers from her eyelids. 

No one spoke. The larks in the grove chirped and sang, the autumn wind howled, and the brown and red leaves rustled and fell, but neither Meredith, Endrick nor Dienna found the courage to break the silence. Endrick sat once more on the tree stump, gathering his spellbook and his wooden staff in his hands, his face downcast and his hood drawn up against the wind. Dienna stood stone still, hardly blinking, still staring at the spot on the muddy ground where her memories had just been displayed, deep in thought and more vulnerable than Meredith had seen her in a long, long time. Meredith's gaze went from one to the other. Her mind was both numb and more alive with thought than it had ever been before. Thoughts came and went in such rapid succession that she could scarcely follow them as they lead her further and further down the hole into the abyss of comprehension. 

All at once, Meredith began to laugh. She laughed ugly, deep belly laughs until her sides hurt, and she fell to her knees, still laughing, until tears stung her eyes, and until she could laugh no longer. 
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Sonder stood next to Artima's throne, sweating even though the autumn day was chill and blustery. Artima sat on her throne, heavily pregnant, but resplendent in a revealing dress of black velvet, her strong, lithe arms visible in contrast to her round belly. She wore a humble circlet of silver at her brow, though the throne's sunburst headrest counteracted any humility the simple headpiece afforded her. She shifted in her seat in annoyance. 

“This damn thing is not fit for sitting in for more than two minutes,” Artima scowled.

Sonder looked around, not sure if she was speaking to him, and caught Antenel's eye—the elf looked at him expectantly.

“Er, yes, Chosen Mother,” Sonder replied. “That throne does seem rather uncomfortable. You ought to have it remade.”

Artima looked down at him, amused, “I will do no such thing, Sonder Darpentus. It was commissioned especially by Morr, so it will have to do.”

“Yes, Chosen Mother,” Sonder said. 

Silence fell on them. He looked once more to Antenel, who stood at Sonder's left, but the elf simply shrugged his shoulders and turned his gaze to the front of the Hall. It was just the two of them and Artima. Morr had disappeared somehow or another. Sonder hadn't seen him since the parley and good riddance too. Sonder was absolutely sick of the man—god or no god. He had taken to stalking the hallways of the Godskeep at odd hours of the day and night, making no effort to quiet his footfalls or silence the jangle of his ever-present armor. He haunted the corridors like some ghost or specter, pacing, striding ceaselessly, as if in a trance. Sonder had come upon him once in one of these fancies, and had nearly been mowed down by the man. 

“I'm sorry, sir,” Sonder had stammered after being nearly crashed into in the east wing. 

The Weaponsmaster had paid him no heed, only glared at him with little recognition in his beady black eyes. His face had been blotchy and drenched with sweat—his human face, his normal face. Sonder's revulsion grew, as did his suspicion. Since the arrival of the Green Knights, there had not been one single demonstration of the god inside the Weaponsmaster. Was it the stress of his child about to be born? Or was it the impending threat of their enemy at their doorstep that made him seem so pitiful all of a sudden? Sonder had felt no awe for this man, whom he had once been so sure was the Almighty Dartos, in several weeks. 

He had told as much to Antenel last night, and the elf had merely pressed his blue lips to Sonder's and said, “Tread careful, my love.” It was the first time that Antenel had ever called him that, the first time he had ever truly kissed him. Sonder still couldn't believe it was real, and he still didn't know if they had any right to be together considering all that was going on around them, but he supposed it was too late anyway. He had returned Antenel's kiss fiercely, and had awakened in his arms this morning, his advice still very much on his mind. 

Sonder was trying to tread careful. He had tried as hard as he could to look at his doubts, to determine how he truly felt about Morr, about Dartos, but he always came to the same problem—He had seen him, the god, with his own eyes. How could he doubt what he had seen with his own eyes? And then his sister turned up, and his mother, and Meredith, out of the blue, safe and sound and demanding that they be allowed to reenter their home. Of course Sonder was glad to see them, especially Dienna. He had hoped, foolishly, that maybe Dienna would have it all figured out, that she would ride up to him and say, “Brother, I'm sorry. I seem to be on the wrong side. Artima really is the Chosen Mother, and I've come to pay my respects to her and apologize.” But she hadn't. She still did not believe, and Sonder was all the more puzzled by it. If his sister, who was usually the indisputable expert on such things, was not convinced of Artima's veracity, how could Sonder be? 

And now it was Dienna's last chance to accept Artima, and by extension Morr, though she had no inkling as to who he was or who he claimed to be, and Sonder was terrified. He was terrified for her, obviously, as he had no desire for his sister to face the same imprisonment he had once faced, or worse, but he was also terrified for himself. If she still did not believe, what would happen to him? She may be close-minded and even petty at times, self-righteous, sure, but if there was one person Sonder trusted implicitly to be able to tell a charlatan from the genuine article, it was Dienna. 

The Moon-side doors of the Hall of Ceremony were flung open with a loud clang, followed by the sound of someone ascending the stairs, and in stepped Ophie, her black robes and ginger hair billowing about her like wisps of smoke.

She stopped before Artima's throne and made a low bow, “Chosen Mother, the dissenters are here,” she said.

Artima nodded, “See them in.” 

Ophie walked the length of the hall again, and admitted the 'dissenters.' Dienna strode in, her walk solemn but confident. Her golden hair was loose, fell down to her elbows in silky columns topped by the golden circlet of the Keeper. Her white robes looked clean, pristine even, and Sonder wondered how she had been able to keep them free of any dirt or stain during their travels. Meredith came behind Dienna, her green and purple acolyte's robes just as clean, her brown coils of hair bouncing with each step. Last came his mother, walking with the help of the wizard. She might have aged five years since he had seen her last. It made his heart ache. For her, and for his father, whom he would never see again. 

The quartet stood before Artima, Dienna ahead of the rest, with her hands at her side. If she had brought the Tome, it was nowhere visible. 

“Lady Artima,” she said. She did not bow. 

“Dienna Darpentus,” Artima responded evenly, “and guests,” she nodded to the others. “So you have indeed donned the late Keeper's robes.”

“That is correct,” Dienna said, her face betraying no emotion. 

Artima looked down at her, almost kindly, saying, “You know the Way is no more, thus there is no longer a need for the Keeper. The New Way is now championed by my faithful servant, Cormin.” She placed her hand on her swollen stomach, “And soon by my son.”

“With all due respect, Lady Artima, the Way still lives on,” Dienna replied coldly. “However, I agreed to this meeting to bargain for Prince Fucian, not to argue with you. Where is the prince?”

Artima snapped her fingers, and suddenly two men materialized to the left of the throne. One of them was Cormin, still dressed in the stately robes of the High Educator, but the other—Well, Sonder thought, if that was the Prince, he had certainly changed since the last time he had seen him. The man held fast by Cormin's grip looked haggard and lean, more than half-starved. His royal face was covered with an unruly beard and his hair had grown into dirt-covered mats. He stared about the Hall of Ceremony with a glazed expression, as if he had gone years without seeing the light of day.

“And how are we to know that that is indeed Prince Fucian?” Dienna asked. Her nose wrinkled at his foul odor, “I knew him but briefly, and I do not recognize him now.”

“If I may,” their mother spoke. With a nod to Endrick indicating she did not need his support, she stepped forward. “I have seen Prince Fucian many a summer since he was in swaddling clothes. If I may be permitted to examine his features a bit more closely?” She looked at Artima with unusual timidness as she stood before her, her shoulders slumped but her expression eager. The loss of her husband had done more to her than Sonder thought was possible.

“Very well,” Artima said. She made a gesture at Cormin, “Bring the prisoner forward.”

Cormin obeyed, practically carrying the emaciated man to the front of the throne room. Lady Grenna brought a slightly shaking hand to the prisoner's face and gently brushed the disgusting hair aside. Sonder felt a lump rise to his throat. Something about the tenderness in his mother's eyes made him want to weep. 

“Open your eyes, dear,” she said.

The prisoner whimpered, then did as he was bid. Sonder saw his mother sigh with relief and smile. She turned to Dienna, “It is him.”

Dienna nodded, “Then I must give you this.” She withdrew the Tome suddenly from the pockets of her robes. Sonder couldn't suppress his gasp of surprise. So she was telling the truth, not that he had doubted her, but how, and when, had she gotten it? When he had spoken to her through the mirror, she had seemed so genuine, so firm that she had hardly even heard of the Tome, much less owned it. But there it was—the small black velvet-bound volume that Artima had once described to him. “And you must give me the Prince.”

“There was another part of this deal, Lady Dienna,” Cormin said harshly. He sneered at her. Sonder was sure he enjoyed being above Dienna now, being in charge of that castle where he was once too lowly to go. “Don't forget. You have refused to accept Lady Artima as the Chosen Mother. We will not stand for such blasphemy—”

“So I have one last chance to be convinced of her divinity,” Dienna interrupted. She answered Cormin's contempt with a look of pity, “Yes I know.” 

“And if you do not accept her now?”

Dienna nodded, “Then I will take Prince Fucian's place in the Godskeep dungeons.” She turned her attention to Artima and shrugged her shoulders. Sonder was surprised at her sudden flippancy. “Well, I'm ready when you are my lady. Convince me. Make me believe you are the Chosen Mother. That the One as foretold by Ayers is in your womb. Make me believe that the child you are carrying is the son of a god.”

Sonder watched Artima with his breath held. Next to him he could hear, could nearly feel, Antenel's breathing, his anticipation. Artima opened her mouth to speak, but just then there was a loud bang and the doors to the Hall of Ceremony were flung open. 

“Yes, Artima,” came a deep voice. “Make her believe.”

All heads turned to see who the intruder could be. Confusion flooded the faces of the dissenters, but Sonder was filled with dread as he saw Morr walking down the hall towards them. Dienna watched the Weaponsmaster with annoyance as he strode past them to Artima's fanciful throne, coming to stand next to her on the opposite side of the throne to Sonder. He looked at her with a challenge in his eyes. Artima, however, returned his gaze with deadly calm.

“She has already seen great feats of magic,” she said, “and she already knows of the signs of the gods—the nearness of Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos manifested in the Faithful. Would you have me quote scripture at her? I am sure that she is already familiar with what the prophets have had to say about the child's coming.” 

Sonder turned to her, feeling murderous, “So you will do nothing to try to convince her? What was the purpose of this meeting, then?”

Artima smiled crookedly, leaning forward towards Sonder, “Why, to obtain the Tome, of course. Sonder Darpentus, you cannot expect me to pass up this opportunity to take what we have so long been searching for?”

Sonder stepped up onto the dais and exclaimed, “I expected that you would at least attempt to convert my sister to the New Way! Or was it your plan to detain her no matter what she says she believes in?”

“Sonder,” Dienna called out softly. He ignored her.

“You were never going to let her walk free, were you? This was all just a ruse!” He snarled at Artima, and for a moment he thought he would strike her. His hand was half-way to her face when his arm was restrained by Antenel.

“Sonder, no,” the elf whispered. He then took Sonder by the shoulders and urged him down from the dais, saying, “Remember yourself.” The concern in his eyes brought Sonder back to reality. He looked at Artima and cleared his throat.

“Forgive me, my lady,” Sonder said. “I am simply distraught that my sister will not be given the opportunity to change her mind about you.” His voice was clipped, nearly broken. 

“On the contrary, Sonder,” Dienna now spoke directly to him, “she's right. I've been given multiple chances to change my mind. I have shunned them all.  I do not believe that the Chosen Mother has come to this world, nor do I believe the child she is carrying is the One as foretold. There is nothing she could do now that would make me think any differently.”

“You can't mean that!” Sonder cried.

Dienna remained calm, “I do.”

Overcome with grief, Sonder said nothing. He couldn't let her do this. He wouldn't let them throw his little sister in the dungeons for the crime of not believing in these charlatans—but he could only watch helplessly as Dienna strode towards Artima and handed her the Tome.

“Here is what you wanted, Artima,” Dienna said solemnly. “Here is what you took so many lives and spent so many months searching for. When this began, I had not the faintest idea of its existence, or of its importance to you and your New Way. But now I do...and I urge you to do one thing, Artima.”

Artima was poised with her arm outstretched, fingers twitching as they waited to finally touch the object of her desires. “And what is that?” The sorceress asked with a caustic smirk, her hand hesitating. 

“Read it.”

Dienna's seemingly simple request caused some kind of rupture in Artima's cool countenance. Her brown eyes suddenly grew wide with fear and confusion, and she beheld Dienna with something like awe as she handed the Tome to her. So dumbfounded was Artima that when her fingers at last did touch the Tome, she did not even seem to notice. She said nothing, and lamely set the book in her lap, her expression lost and unfocused. 

Cormin, oblivious to his lady's distress, began to shove Prince Fucian towards the dissenters, pushing him with cruel force at where Meredith and the wizard were standing.

“One book for one prince!” Cormin called out mockingly. “And one blasphemer!”

Meredith caught the Prince before he fell and helped to keep him propped up between herself and Endrick. She looked at Cormin with a murderous expression. There was no love lost between the two.

“How are Daela and Gran, Cormin?” She asked with venom. “Are they locked up in the dungeons too?”

Cormin flushed an ugly purple, “Silence! I am the High Educator, and I will not be spoken to in such a way. They had their chance to convert as much as you did, and they made the same choice.”

Meredith did not immediately respond, her eyes were wide with shock and her hands trembled, as if she had not expected Cormin to answer in the affirmative. When she spoke, it was with fury,“After she took you in—fed you, clothed you, and raised you like her own—you just lock her away?” Meredith laughed with ill humor. “She brought you up on the Way, didn't she? If not for her, you'd still be a street urchin, a beggar, or worse!”

“If not for her?!” Cormin returned, his handsome features contorted in anger. “Gran gave me a home, but she never gave me what I wanted. You were her favorite; you were the real grandchild, and I was just the charity child she took in because her faith told her to. You got to go off to the Godskeep and learn and study and make yourself into something while my mind was wasted. No, Gran had little to do with my success. She was not my salvation, but leaving her behind was. She can rot in the dungeon for all I care, and that's exactly where she is.”

Meredith looked like she might burst into tears, her lip was quivering, her shoulders were shaking, but she managed to collect herself and say, “You'll be in her shoes someday, Cormin. You'll be locked up for all eternity, and I will personally turn the key.”

Ignoring her threat, Cormin grabbed hold of Dienna and gave her a sharp pull, “Come, Lady Dienna. Your cell awaits you.”

“No!” it was Lady Grenna who cried out, her voice cracked and shaking. “You can't! You never gave her a chance to change her mind!”

Dienna looked at Cormin coldly as he manhandled her, then, with what Sonder thought must be false bravado, she turned to Lady Grenna and said, “I'll be fine, Mother. Just promise me that you'll take care of yourself while I'm gone.”

Lady Grenna sniffed, “I will,” she said with resignation, her voice still shaking. Dienna nodded and let herself be led away by Cormin, who shoved her roughly past Artima's throne.

“And what about you?!” Sonder exclaimed. He took an accusatory step towards Morr, but the Weaponsmaster returned Sonder's fury with an even expression. 

“Do something! Make her believe!” Sonder shouted.

Morr's expression did not change. “You heard it yourself, Sonder. She will not believe, so there is nothing I can do to convince her otherwise.” His dark eyes twinkled.

“Wait, Sonder—” Dienna started to say, but then her eyes met Morr's and the confusion on her face turned to clarity. 

“She will not believe,” Morr repeated, but now Sonder saw a glimmer of fear in his eyes. “Will she?”

“No,” Dienna said solemnly. “I will not.”

Cormin, impatient for this exchange to be over, pushed Dienna forward with a rough shove. “Come on,” he said. “No more bothering the Weaponsmaster. It's time that you are acquainted with your new living accommodations.” He barked in mocking laughter and led Dienna away, out of the Hall of Ceremony. Sonder stared after her helplessly, feeling nothing but failure and the squeeze of Antenel's hand in his as he watched them take his sister prisoner. And he was to blame. He had suggested this mad exchange. He should have known that it was a trap, that they would never let her walk away from the Godskeep again. It was just like Hastos' elves all over again.

Artima was regarding the Tome as if she was just now seeing it for the first time, was passing it between her fingers and turning it over in her hands, eager, it seemed, to break its binding and read its pages. Morr was watching her intently, the spark of fear growing in his eyes as he saw her toy with the book that she had so long sought after. Why was he so afraid all of a sudden? And why, why if he really were the god he said he was, did he do nothing to try to convince his sister that Artima truly was the Chosen Mother? Why did he not reveal himself to her, as he had to Sonder? Had Dartos truly given up on the Keepers, and was Sonder the only Darpentus left that the gods trusted? The Weaponsmaster looked hungrily at the book in his consort's hands, like a wolf being teased with a strip of fresh meat. 

“Artima,” he commanded. “Show it to me.”

Artima regarded him with a sidelong glance, raising her eyebrows but saying nothing. Then, after a moment's deliberation, she handed the small velvet bound volume into the gnarled hands of the Weaponsmaster. 

The relief on Morr's face was plainly visible even from where Sonder was standing on the other side of the throne. As soon as the Tome touched his fingertips, a triumphant smirk broke on his weathered face, and he quickly pocketed the book. With a nod to Artima, he turned and swept out of the Hall of Ceremony as well, leaving Sonder, Antenel, Ophie, Artima, and the dissenters, who were watching the whole proceedings and seething with despair. Sonder longed to call out to them and explain everything, but he dared not. It had taken so long to be freed from the cells; he did not want to be thrown back into the dungeon along with his sister. No, he couldn't help her from there. He must stay quiet. There must be something, something he could do, but not now.

Artima stood, indicating the meeting was over, “Ophie, see our guests out.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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The next day, Sonder was called to duty in the ogre encampment beyond the walls of the Godskeep. He was to make sure that his troops, who resided with the ogres even though they were largely a human regiment, were sufficiently prepared should the Green Knights decide to attack. Despite his inner conflict over serving Artima and Morr, Sonder found that the only thing he could do to keep himself alive and well in their wasp's nest was to go about business as usual. He tried his best to keep Antenel close at his side as he went about his general duties in the Godskeep, for fear that Morr would change his mind about having spared the elf, but Antenel was not allowed outside of the castle's gates on Artima's orders. The sorceress knew full well that if not for this stipulation, the two might take it to their heads to run off together under the guise of doing her work. Hence, Sonder was always alone whenever he left the Godskeep proper. It was not work that Antenel would have enjoyed helping with in any case—making sure his troops were well-armored, well-weaponed, and well-adjusted to their unit. Sonder had the feeling that being in the midst of the war camp would only bring back painful memories for Antenel, memories of his now dead companions, with whom he had spent five years in Artima's military service.

Her army had certainly grown since her initial attack on Midsummer's Day. The tiny tents and ogre-holes stretched for miles around the Godskeep—they now had some twelve-thousand troops by Ophie's latest calculations—and Sonder was in charge of only a small portion of them. Artima was not fool enough to trust Sonder with any important military assignment, so Sonder had found himself a general to three of Artima's most rag-tag regiments, which he had half-fondly termed the Saboteurs, if only in his mind. 

He had taught them well, his troop of farmers and orchard workers, for he had no wish that they should die when they reached the battlefield. Still, Sonder had been careful to teach them a disproportionate amount of defensive maneuvering to offensive maneuvering. It helped him feel less responsible for the inevitable bloodshed that was to come, and gave him hope that his soldiers would actually live to see the end of this conflict. If it ever ended.

It was windy again, as was typical of autumn in the Golden Valley, though this day was warmer than the previous. Sonder sweat in the sun as he walked down the gently sloping Holy Road from the mouth of the Godskeep and through Artima's encampment. Her ogres seemed to be in good spirits—they chattered in their version of Dorneldian about the arrival of the Green Knights, eager at the prospect of finally getting to fight in a real battle after so many months of standing about. 

“Uriish not have any fun since Midsummer!” One red ogre proclaimed as Sonder passed his tent, polishing a massive battleaxe on his lap. “Uriish can't wait to slice some knight-head off!” He leered at Sonder as he walked by before he and his ogre buddies began to guffaw loudly.

Sonder liked to ignore the ogre troops when he could, so he continued on his way without comment. Not long after, however, he was stopped by a small voice calling his name.

“L-lord Sonder?” 

Sonder turned and saw, much to his surprise, “Connal!”

The lad was leaning against the spout of a makeshift well in one of the camp's clearings, with a sword on his hip and wearing the armor of Artima's soldier's. Sonder's heart sank. 

“You look well,” Sonder lied, coming to stand next to him. The boy's face had deep, red cuts at his cheeks and a huge welt on his forehead. If he hadn't called out to Sonder, he would have walked right past Connal without recognizing him.

“Yeah?” Connal replied, unsure. He was filling water, and had two more buckets to fill from the looks of it. “I haven't been in training long. They only just let me out of the,” he swallowed and continued more quietly, “Out of the dungeons.”

“I'm surprised you're not in any of my regiments,” Sonder said conversationally. 

“Why's that, milord?”

Sonder coughed, “Oh, no reason Connal, no reason. So they have you on water duty?”

Connal nodded, cheeks flushing, “That's right. Guess I haven't made much of an impression on them. But,” the boy's face brightened, “they let me handle the ale.”

Sonder frowned, “What do you mean?”

Connal switched a full bucket for an empty one and lowered it down, “Well,” he grunted, “whenever they run out of ale in camp, they have to fetch it from the Pretty Priestess. Me and a few other lads get sent every couple of days with a push cart and we haul it back.” He was now struggling to haul up the bucket from the well, sweat dripping unattractively down his round face. “I don't mind it. It's nice to get away from,” he inclined his head toward the rest of camp.

Sonder rubbed the stubble at his chin and murmured, “I'm surprised they let you go so far on your own. These other lads, they're like you, aren't they? No ogres?”

Connal nodded, “No, no ogres, milord.”

“Strange,” Sonder contemplated, coming to sit on the low stone edge of the well as Connal worked. He turned to the boy, “They aren't concerned that you'll run off?”

Connal looked scandalized, “Oh no, sir. There's not been a single deserter's got away free. Lord Cormin,” Connal spoke his name almost reverently, though his eyes were wide with fear, “is very particular about catching runaways. They always get the block.” He gave Sonder a meaningful look, which Sonder returned with a grimace. 

“I can imagine,” he said.

“But,” Connal had now successfully filled both buckets and was fastening them to the yoke he used to transport them. “I have nowhere else to go anyway.” Sonder was surprised by the lack of bitterness with which he said this. 

“Well Connal,” Sonder fumbled for words, standing up as the lad was preparing to leave. A plan was forming in his mind, but he needed more time to work it out. “Do you mind if I accompany you? To deliver your water, I mean.”

“Of course, milord,” Connal's brow furrowed in confusion. “But why—”

“Call me Sonder, please,” Sonder interrupted, coming into step next to the lad as they started off across the camp once more, water occasionally splashing out of the buckets and onto Sonder's person. “I thought we were friends.”

“We are, mi— Sonder,” he replied sheepishly. 

They delivered Connal's water to one of the larger, communal tents intended as a medical unit. It was currently occupied by a sole patient—a human male who complained loudly of a cramp in his leg that would not go away. The medic, a woman in her middle years, accepted the water gratefully, and instructed Connal to bring it through to the back of the tent. Sonder assisted in removing the yoke from Connal's shoulders and together they placed the buckets as instructed. As Connal went to leave, however, Sonder grabbed hold of his forearm and drew him through the medical tent's back exit.

“Sonder?” Connal asked.

“Sh,” Sonder warned as he looked about. The back of the medic tent faced the back of four other tents, forming a kind of circle in which a trunk and a few other miscellaneous belongings had been left. Aside from the medic and her patient, whose complaints could likely be heard by half the camp, there was not a soul around. He sat down on the large trunk and gestured for Connal to do the same.  “How would you like to help me out?”

“I'll do what I can, milord, er, Sonder,” he replied, looking uncertain.

“Good man,” Sonder said softly. “I'm not asking much, mind you, but it is a task I feel I can entrust to you, considering our friendship.” Sonder tried to smile winningly, but Connal still looked apprehensive. 

“Sonder,” he hesitated a moment. “You abandoned me when the Godskeep was attacked.”

Sonder blinked, “Did I? Oh Connal,” he turned and set a brotherly hand on his shoulder, “I would never abandon you.”

“Then what do you call running off and leaving me on my lonesome while ogres rained from the sky and started attacking me?” Sonder had never seen him look so upset—his eyes were huge and watery, his brows sharply contracted. 

“I,” Sonder stuttered. He had not expected this, least of all from Connal. “I was looking for my family. For my mom, and my sister, and,” he swallowed, “and my dad. I found my sister and helped her escape, but I was overwhelmed and taken prisoner not soon after.”

“You said not one word to me!” Connal said, tears now flowing. “Not one word! You were just gone!”

Sonder was astonished. He had honestly forgotten that Connal was even at his side at the Sunset Ceremony. When Artima had attacked, Sonder's only thought was to rush to defend his loved ones. Some friend he was. He hung his head. “Connal, I am so sorry,” memories of the failed escape came, unbidden, to his mind. How many had died? How many more people would he let down? What if Connal had died in the attack? How many lives had Sonder failed to protect that had been placed in his care? Now his sister was wasting away in the dungeon, despite all of his efforts. Why did he even bother trying to protect them at all?  He had thrown away his responsibilities once before, so why had he burdened himself with new ones? He clearly wasn't cut out for leadership.

He thought of Antenel, a prince, the weight of his people on his shoulders. Ant had failed them too, had led them into a trap with Sonder's help, yet he still held his head high. Sonder knew it upset him, disturbed him beyond words that so many of Hastos' elves were killed in their attempted escape, but Sonder had never heard him say a word against himself, never heard him express any doubts about the choices he had had to make. He had mourned, of course, but he had never wallowed. “I wish I could divulge from the path laid before me,” Antenel had once told Sonder, “Yet I cannot. The path is enclosed by walls that are impossibly high, walls built by Roshan himself.” Sonder wished someone would set him on a path, wished someone would appear and tell him what his life's purpose was and how to achieve it—but he had had that once, hadn't he? He had been set on the path to become the Keeper of the Gods since birth, and had been given all the tools he had needed to make that happen. And what had he done?

“I ran,” Sonder sighed. “But I don't regret it. It needed to be done.”

This statement, though not intended for Connal to hear, seemed to satisfy the lad. He began to dry his tears and replied, sniffing, “It's alright, milord. You had other things to worry about.”

“I did,” Sonder said softly. “I'm sorry you weren't one of them.”

“Milord?”

“Sonder, please, Sonder.”

“Sonder, you were going to ask me a favor?” 

“Yes,” Sonder sighed again. He paused before turning to face Connal and continuing, “I'll need your help to get a message out to my friends, that is, to Meredith and my mother, in the camp of the Green Knights.”

“But Sonder—” Connal protested.

“I won't need you to do it now,” Sonder said reassuringly. “But I'll need you to be ready when the moment arrives.”

“I,” Connal swallowed, “sure. Of course.”

“You know which side is the east wing, yes?”

Connal nodded.

“Good,” Sonder continued briskly. “I want you to start checking the window that is three stories up on the rightmost side of the facade every evening when you get off of duty. One night, and I don't know when this will be,” Sonder cautioned, “but one night you will see either myself or a blue elf standing in the window, with a message in a scrollcase. One of us will drop the scrollcase down to you,” he was thinking fast now, the full plan forming in his mind as he spoke, “and you will hide that scrollcase until the next time you're asked to go to the Pretty Priestess to get more ale, only you won't go to the Pretty Priestess—you'll take that scrollcase to the Green Knights, and ask for Lady Grenna and Meredith Hauvish. Understood?”

Connal looked about the little clearing in the tents, making sure no one was around to hear his answer, before finally looking Sonder directly in the eye and nodding, “Understood.”

Sonder patted him roughly on the shoulder, “Good man, Connal.”

“Begging your pardon mi—Sonder,” Connal whispered, his round face wide in concern. “I didn't know which side you were on in all of this, but I have to say, I'm not as big a fan of Artima as I am of your family. I don't mind being an errand boy,” he said earnestly, “but I don't like the way the Educators go 'round kicking and slapping people who have their own opinions on matters.”

“Nor do I, Connal,” Sonder replied grimly. “Nor do I.”

It was well past the time Sonder was supposed to have met with his own troops, and Sonder soon bid Connal a hasty goodbye. Thankfully, being a general meant that the men in his regiment could say nothing negative about his tardiness, so Sonder was able to meet with them and return to the Godskeep without incident. 

When Sonder returned to his chambers later that evening, he shared his plan with Antenel, recounting what he and Connal had discussed, and what Sonder had proposed.

“We'll notify the Green Knights as soon as Artima goes into labor,” he explained. “They'll have the best chance at taking back the Godskeep while she's out of commission. As soon as she's out, we'll make the signal for Connal to come to our window, and we'll lower him the scrollcase with our message to attack, which he'll deliver to the Green Knights when they let him go for ale-duty.”

Antenel frowned, “I am not sure about this, Sonder.” He sat on the low, padded sill of the window in question. There was not much room to walk around the perimeter of the Godskeep before the Holy Hill gave way and began to slope sharply downwards. Anyone looking to stand directly under their window would have to sidle along the walls from the front of the building, or else climb the rocky face of the hill itself. It was dark now, and the ledge that Connal would have to traverse to retrieve their message was just barely visible in the moonlight.

“Oh,” Sonder replied, surprised. He sat down in the windowsill across from him. “The ledge is narrow I grant you, and Connal doesn't strike me as the most graceful of individuals, but he and I actually returned home that way once before—”

Antenel shook his head, “That's not what I meant. I do not think we should be attempting to contact the Green Knights. If this Connal is caught, or if he betrays us—”

“He won't.”

Antenel looked grave, “You don't know that. Besides, how will we know when Artima goes into labor? What if they keep it a secret?”

Sonder shook his head, “They won't. It's what everyone's been waiting for isn't it? The Chosen Mother giving birth? The coming of Dartos' son?”

Antenel looked away, muttering something in elven.

Sonder took Antenel's hands in his, “Antenel, I,” he hesitated. Antenel turned back to face him with a reluctant expression that made Sonder's heart ache. He cleared this throat and continued, “I know that I've been an accessory to quite a few disastrous operations.”

“Sonder, the elves were my responsibility.”

“I know,” Sonder replied. He took a deep breath, “I know. There was a point today where I felt like giving up again. I've spent all this time thinking that I gave up being the Keeper of the Gods because it wasn't the right path for me, and in a lot of ways, that's true. My heart wasn't in it. But something Connal said made me realize—the reason, the real reason, I gave it up was because I was afraid I would make mistakes, let people down. I gave it up because I thought, well,” he bit his lip, “I thought it was better to cut my losses, disappoint everyone on my own terms.” He sighed, “But that didn't help anything. I'm still terrified of anyone depending on me, terrified I'll let them down.”

Antenel held his hands in his gently, lifted his eyes to Sonder's, “And you will. Everyone does at some time. Look at me,” the elf smiled bitterly. “I have led my brethren to doom. Not just my fellow hostages, but the people of Elluin as well. Artima's forces in Astquary will soon be marching for our settlements on the continent, if they have not done so already, and then they will sail for the Crescent Isle. They will wage war on my people,” he took a deep, shuddering breath, “because of me. But I do not despair, for I know it will do me no good. I will make every effort to set it right.”

“I know,” Sonder murmured. He squeezed Antenel's hands, “And I've realized that, whether I'm a priest, or the Keeper, or a soldier, or a general—I can't escape this fear. I have to try to face it. And I've also realized,” Sonder blushed, “that maybe I would have actually been a good enough Keeper. I'm glad that I'm not,” he added hastily, “because then you and I would never...”

Antenel smiled, moving his hand to Sonder's cheek, stroking his dark curly hair out of his face, “Go on.” He encouraged.

Sonder's blush deepened, and he cleared his throat, “I think I would actually have enjoyed parts of it. I think I actually like this sort of thing. Being in charge, being responsible for people's well-being.” He thought of Connal's tears, his accusations that Sonder had abandoned him, and continued, “even though I may fail sometimes.”

Antenel reclaimed Sonder's hands in his own, kissed the backs of them slowly, tenderly. “And when you do fail?”

Sonder shuddered at the feel of the elf's lips on his knuckles,“I will do what I can to make it right.” With a regretful sigh, Sonder freed his hands from Antenel, and the elf stopped his attentions with a questioning glance. “Antenel,” Sonder began. “It was a mistake to work for Artima. I don't care if she is or isn't chosen by the gods. As for Morr,” his expression darkened, “my feelings are unchanged. I can't explain it, but he can't possibly be Dartos. He can't be.”

Antenel frowned as he always did whenever Sonder broached the subject of Morr's divinity. He remained convinced that he truly was a god, for how else could he do what he had done? What other possible explanation was there for the awe-inspiring being that had appeared before them on multiple occasions, to whom even Artima, as powerful as she was, bowed? Antenel said nothing for long moments, his gaze turned now to the window, to the stars and moon beyond. Sonder could probably guess what he was thinking of—his mother, and the Tale of the Horned Stallion. A god had once appeared before her, changing the course of her life and willing his into existence—molding it, shaping it, setting walls around it. Could he doubt one god but not the other? In Sonder's mind, the three gods of the Way were in an entirely separate category from the gods of old, but he was sure that that made no difference to Antenel.

“Perhaps,” Antenel broke the silence at last. “Perhaps not.” He turned back to face Sonder, his expression once again pained, and shadowed. “This is your territory, Sonder, but I still think it would be foolhardy to openly defy either of them; we would only be met with swift ends.”

“Agreed,” Sonder nodded. “But I need to rectify my mistake. I can't sit idly by while my sister rots in our dungeons. I cannot allow Artima to have her way, and I cannot allow that horrid man to call himself a god!”

Antenel did not reply at first. He looked deeply conflicted, and Sonder could not blame him. He had made a similar decision, had decided to help his people escape from Artima's service under the impression that she had broken the treaty with Hastos, and had paid for that decision with his people's lives. Now Sonder was asking him to move against Artima once again, but on an even larger scale. Freeing Dienna was only a part of it. Sonder planned to give the Green Knights the best possible advantage in their attack, planned to utterly betray her to them, so that the Godskeep could be reclaimed. “If that is how you feel,” Antenel murmured.

“It is.”

Antenel sighed and stood, “Then you must do what you feel is right.” He held out his hand to Sonder, who accepted it and allowed Antenel to help him to his feet. The elf regarded him shrewdly, “But your plan needs some work, I think.”

“Oh?”

“Yes,” Antenel said, leading Sonder over to a table at the other end of the room and gathering parchment and ink. “Get me a map of the Golden Valley, including this tavern of yours, what was it called? The Pretty Priestess? And something that details the guards on duty at the gate. I may have an idea.”

Sonder frowned, “Ophie may have something, but I doubt she would give anything like that to me.”

Antenel smirked, “Then you shall have to get creative, my love.”

Sonder blushed, then sat down across from Antenel, who was already beginning to scratch some notes on a piece of parchment, “Oh, right. I can do that.”

“Good,” the elf smiled. “Until then, let's see what we can do.”
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The two stayed up half the night refining Sonder's plan, and with every minute that passed, Sonder was more and more grateful that Antenel had decided to help. Finally, when the candles burned low and dawn was stretching its fingers over the peaks of the Enalgath Mountains, the two retired to bed. Sonder had no meetings or any other particular duties to attend to the next day, so he did not rise until it was nearly afternoon. Antenel was already awake, and was busy once again making notes at their makeshift worktable. He reminded Sonder that he still required the map and information on the guards, so Sonder soon found himself headed toward Ophie's office on the other side of the Godskeep. 

Under normal circumstances, Sonder would have gone to one of the Godskeep's libraries to borrow an atlas, but these days, the libraries were the central hives of Cormin and his Educators, who were currently at work “amending” all of the Godskeep's religious texts. He had run into Cormin on several occasions as he was out and about in the Godskeep on some business or another, and Sonder despised these encounters even more than his encounters with the Weaponsmaster. Cormin still looked at Sonder the way he had when he'd visited Sonder in the dungeons—like a cat playing with his food just before eating it. It made Sonder shiver, and he made a point to stay well away from the man and his cronies as much as possible. Going to any of the libraries was out of the question.

Thus, Sonder knocked on the door to Ophie's study, bracing himself for what he knew would be a sharp reply from the ornery woman.

But none came.

Sonder knocked again, this time a little louder.

Still nothing.

Sonder's heart pounded. He checked one way down the hall, and then the other. There was no one around, not a soul, in this part of the castle. His hand hovered over the door handle, poised, ready to pull it open, when suddenly the thought occurred to him that it might be magically locked. He closed his eyes and tried to remember if he had ever seen Ophie enter her study, but he couldn't recall any time that he had arrived at her study before she was already there. The handle certainly didn't look magical, but he supposed that was to be expected.

“Dartos above, I can't believe I'm doing this,” Sonder muttered under his breath as he pulled the fabric of his sleeve down over his hand, to protect his skin if nothing else, and wincing, opened the door inward. To his surprise, Sonder felt no pain. Thinking perhaps the gods truly were watching out for him, Sonder slowly crept into Ophie's study, which first opened into a small antechamber where the apprentice had placed a low settee and table. Her true study was past the antechamber to Sonder's left. Knowing that she would not keep anything useful in the antechamber, Sonder turned to head into the study proper, but stopped when he saw that Ophie's desk was occupied—not by Ophie, but by Artima.

Sonder froze. He was still in the antechamber, some fifteen feet away from where Artima sat. Her head was bowed as she read, but if the sorceress looked up, he would have no place to hide from her. Sweat began to bead on his face, his heart started beating wildly in his chest. Sonder shifted his eyes to the door behind him—it was still open. He should leave, now, while he still could. He took half a step back towards the door but stopped when he noticed what Artima was reading. 

The Tome.

The diminutive volume looked small even compared to Artima's petite frame, its black velvet cover fragile even in her delicate, supple fingers. She was deeply engrossed in her reading. Her nose was nearly touching the pages, her brow furrowed deeply, as if displeased with what she read. Her long black hair, usually pulled tightly away from her face, was left loose, thick and disheveled, and there were deep shadows under her down-cast eyes, as if she hadn't slept since her audience with the dissenters. What was she doing with that thing anyway? Morr had taken the Tome from her not two days ago. Sonder doubted the Weaponsmaster would have just changed his mind and given it back. No, she must have stolen it, must have taken it without his leave.

Sonder was about to take another step back toward the door when he noticed that Ophie's case of maps, which she had often used during Sonder's lessons, was out on the desk, near Artima's right elbow. He swore inwardly. He couldn't just leave. 

Hardly thinking about what he was doing, Sonder reached for the door handle behind him and swung the door fully open again, and strode as loudly as he could toward the study.

“Ophie?” Sonder called out, intentionally avoiding Artima's gaze as he approached the desk with feigned annoyance. “Did you forget about our lesson today? Ophie—”

“Sonder Darpentus!” Artima thundered, shoving the Tome into her lap and out of sight. Sonder had faced her anger many times, but he had never seen her like this—her nostrils flared, her brown eyes were wide and wild, her small mouth set in an uncertain line. She almost seemed more afraid than angry.

“Lady Artima?” Sonder said with pleased surprise, outwardly ignoring the state she was in. He stopped at the edge of the large desk, his left hand resting just in front of the jewelry-box sized case where Ophie kept her scrolls of maps. He even dared to chuckle, “What are you doing here?”

“That is none of your concern,” Artima hissed. She did not rise from her seat as Sonder might have expected, not wanting to expose that the Tome was resting somewhere between her pregnant belly and her knees. “What are you doing here? Ophie has been sent to the Village. She will not see you today.”

“To the Village?” Sonder replied with real surprise. He shook his head and sighed with annoyance, “Ah well. I wish someone would have told me.”

“Indeed,” Artima glared daggers at him.

“I guess I'll go check on,” Sonder faltered as he place a hand on the map case, “Er, something else.” He smiled charmingly as he picked the case up with his left hand, which was just barely large enough to lift the thing, and surreptitiously removed it from the desk, holding it behind his thigh and out of  Artima's sight. “I'll just be going then.”

“Yes, you will,” Artima agreed quietly. Her anger had dissipated, her gaze was no longer fixed on Sonder, but was abstracted, fixed inward. 

Sonder made a hasty retreat to the door, too afraid to stop or look back at her. As he closed the door, he called out, “Gods blessings go with you!” And was soon sprinting down the hallway with the stolen map case in hand.
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The news came two weeks later. Sonder was just returning from the encampment. Thankfully, General Tommus of the Green Knights had not been foolish enough to attack the Godskeep yet, and much of the army's initial fervor following Artima's audience with the dissenters had died and turned to unrest. Sonder found his normally placid troops had begun to mutter darkly behind his back—heard things like “traitor” and “double-crosser.” Since many of the men in Sonder's regiments were ex-members of the Holy Guard who were coerced into joining Artima's forces, Sonder couldn't be sure if they suspected Sonder had betrayed Artima or if they thought he had betrayed his people by serving her. Either way, Sonder checked in with his troops only when necessary, and for no longer than he had to, leaving most of the work to his ogre underlings, who needed little help to keep the prisoners-turned-soldiers in line. 

Sonder spoke with Connal only as often as he dared, had seen the lad twice since their initial meeting, to confirm that Connal was still watching their window every night. The lad looked worn and tired—Sonder suspected he was watching the window for longer than he truly needed to, and gave him permission to stop watching an hour after midnight. Connal seemed grateful for this, and when Sonder took his leave of him, Connal wore a look of smart determination.

Not long after this second encounter, as Sonder was walking up the gently sloping incline of the Holy Road to the mouth of the Godskeep, he noticed that the guards at the gatehouse were in some sort of frenzy. Sonder approached one, an older gentleman named Eerin who had worked at the gate as long as Sonder could remember—and who had graciously supplied Sonder with a rough outline of who was on watch which nights and what they liked to drink—and asked what the commotion was about.

“It's the witch, sir,” Eerin had shouted over the uproar. “She's laid up in bed. Her labor's starting.”

Sonder looked beyond the gatehouse to the inner bailey of the Godskeep and was amused to see a number of the Educators, designated by their purple cloaks, running hysterically back and forth and shouting with excitement while the ogres and other free members of the clergy beheld them grimly. 

Sonder smiled and leaned in to whisper to the old man, “Thank you Eerin, and be ready for tomorrow.”

The old man grinned conspiratorially, “Aye, sir.”

The missive was written by Antenel, for Sonder's hands shook too much when he tried to put his quill to parchment that evening, and was placed reverently in a plain leather scrollcase, tied securely to the end of a length of rope. Sonder went and stood by the window, having snuffed out all but one large candle, which he kept at the windowsill with him, making sure that Connal would be able to distinguish it. The sun set. Hours passed. Antenel sat at the foot of the bed while they waited, occasionally speaking to himself in his native tongue, occasionally glancing at Sonder with a worried expression. Finally, at just about midnight, Sonder heard a faint rustling, and noticed that the shrubs that grew over the ledge at the Godskeep's side were moving. Connal emerged after several minutes, out of breath and clutching at the wall of the Godskeep as if his life depended on it. Wordlessly, Sonder began to lower the rope, praying that no one on the floors below him was looking out of their own windows. 

The rope reached its end, and Connal grabbed the scrollcase and stuffed it into his boot. With a final nod to Sonder, the boy crept slowly back into the bushes, and disappeared from sight.
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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Dienna accepted her fate with all the grace and patience she had been raised to exhibit since her girlhood. She sat in the dark, dank cell with neither complaint nor prayer escaping her lips, receiving no visitors, expecting none. She was not foolish enough to think that Artima would allow her brother into the dungeons to visit her, so she simply sat and waited for—what? Dienna wasn't entirely sure herself what they planned to do with her. Would they let her starve? Would they keep her there forever, a prisoner for life? Would they ever again try to convert her to the New Way? She slept seldom, and ate what she could of the scraps of food they threw at her through the bars. Once, she would have refused the food out of a saintly inclination towards religious fasting, but now—

Dienna stilled her thoughts. That was done with. That chapter of her life was over, and there was no returning to it. Better that she accustom herself to her new reality.

How much time passed, she had little idea. Long enough that she had finally felt the need to partake with relish in the disgusting collection of previously rejected gruel that had been growing by increments behind the bars of her cell. Long enough that she had begun to feel utterly weak and consumed by her squalor. Still she did not pray, and, Dienna noted with some interest, she had ceased to feel the burning pain in her shoulder, had not once felt the touch of her god, angry or otherwise, since she had been taken to her cell. 

Dienna had never had much interest in the Godskeep cells, and indeed she was not aware that they had ever held any prisoners in her lifetime. As far as she could tell, she must be several floors below ground level, in the most isolated section of the dungeon. She could hear no one, no other prisoners or guards, save for the occasional ogre who came to deliver her meals. Dienna became terribly lonely in that isolation, but found she could not despair too much. She had had too much of that, ever since that day at the Repository, ever since her world had changed irrevocably. No, despair was passed, and in its place she felt a growing emptiness, a void that she feared would never be filled. She knew Dartos's face; she had recognized it in the face of the one they called the Weaponsmaster, and his words echoed in her mind, were daggers to her heart. She will not believe, there is nothing I can do to convince her otherwise. No. She would not be convinced, could not be convinced, of Artima's claim. Her only consolation, her only glimmer of hope, was that Artima would read the Tome, as Dienna had. She smiled to herself in the darkness.

The secrets of the gods had been laid bare in those pages. Her smile turned to a grimace, and her breath caught in her throat, a sob nearly escaping, but no, she would not waste any more tears. She stilled herself. What was done, was done. 

One day, night, morning, whatever it was, Dienna finally did hear footfalls, smaller sounding than those of the ogre jailers, hurrying down the corridor. More alarming than the footfalls, though, was the occasional booming sound that she had begun to hear, which was always accompanied by a shaking so violent that even down here in the dungeons it made the chains on the walls rattle and the bars on her cell door sway alarmingly. 

“She must be somewhere in this block. Antenel, you take that way, I'll go this way!” It was Sonder's voice she heard rising above the din of the rumbling. What was going on? Was the Godskeep under attack? Dienna hastily tried to stand, but she had been sitting in the darkness so long that it was nearly too much of an effort. When the light of her brother's torch came around the corner, it stung her eyes and made her wince in pain.

“Ah!” She cried out, falling back down to her knees as another boom shook the dungeon. She caught herself with one hand and held the other over her eyes.

“Dee?” Sonder soon followed the light around the corner. “Dee!”

He rushed to her, eyes wide and glossy with tears.

“Sonder? What-what's going on? Why are you here?” She stammered, too stunned to even return his smile. 

“To get you out of here,” Sonder replied, his expression far more tender and serious than Dienna had ever seen.  “Take my hand,” he said, helping her to her feet through the bars. “Antenel's got the key, and we haven't much time. Stay right here,” he said, and ran off down the corridor. Dienna steadied herself against the wall of the cell and waited for his return, her heart racing wildly in her chest.

A few short moments later, Sonder returned, sprinting to her cell with the blue elf she had seen at the audience at his heels. The elf nodded at her as he wordlessly inserted a bronze key into the lock on her door and gave the thing a jerk and quarter turn. Dienna heard the audible click of the mechanism releasing, and pushed the barred door open with what little remained of her strength. 

“Easy there,” Sonder scolded, catching his sister in his arms. She had already overexerted herself, it seemed. 

“I'm fine, Sonder,” Dienna replied, annoyed at her weakness. She straightened herself and continued, “What's going on out there?” Another boom resounded in punctuation of her question. 

Sonder smiled grimly and urged her to begin walking down the corridor, “The perfect storm,” he said. “Artima's time is here. She's been bedridden since yesterday. I got a message to Mother and Meredith. Told them to attack while she's still in labor. And then I was able to get the guards at the front gate drunk—”

“It was all Sonder's idea,” the elf supplied proudly.

“Yes, well,” Sonder continued. Dienna was fairly certain he was blushing, “Antenel is the real hero. He was able to get the keys to the dungeons so we could make sure to get you out of here before the battle gets too heated.”

Dienna stopped and looked at Sonder critically, “So you're not on their side?”

Sonder exchanged glances with Antenel, “Well,” he frowned, “it's more complicated than that, but at this point, no, I'm on your side.”

“But you believe in Artima?” Dienna prompted.

Sonder winced, “I did at one time but,” Sonder clenched his fists then and scowled, “Not any more. At first I thought it was all a ploy, that she was just a crazed sorceress. But then there was her power, and Morr. You saw him, Dee. The grisly man with all the scars. He says he's—”

“I know,” Dienna lifted her hand in a gesture to stop. “He is Dartos.”

Sonder's eyes grew comically wide, and Antenel glared at her critically.

“How do you know what he's claimed?” the elf asked. 

Dienna smiled sadly, “I read the Tome.”

“You did?” Sonder exclaimed. Another boom shook the dungeon corridor.

Dienna nodded, “Yes.”

“But he can't possibly be—”

“That is exactly what I say too, Sonder,” Dienna managed a small, bitter smile. It was nearly time to tell him. “I'm sorry you had to go through all of this. I know how it feels when one starts to question their faith, but for you to be living in such close quarters with that...man.”

Another resounding boom brought a halt to their conversation.

“Come on,” Sonder urged, pulling on her arm once again. “We've got to get out of here.”

“Wait. Where's Artima?” Dienna asked, shaking her arm free from his grip. 

“Artima? In the Keeper's suite, in labor for all I know,” Sonder said, brow furrowed. “But no matter about her, we've got to get you out of here!”

Another boom.

“We've all got to get out of here,” Antenel corrected. “The trebuchets won't hold out forever. We do not want to be around if the ogres gain the advantage.”

Sonder pulled Dienna's arm, “Come on, Meredith and the wizard are waiting for us.”

Dienna decided it would be best to say nothing more for the moment, and she let Sonder lead her and Antenel out of the dungeons. They raced as fast as Dienna's malnourished body would let them, occasionally stumbling and falling as the ground shook with the tremors of war. They encountered no resistance in their flight, all of the guards seemed to have been called to fight the approaching Knights, and all the cells they passed were already empty.

Dienna raised her eyebrow in question as they passed by.

“I couldn't leave them all behind,” Sonder explained as they ran. “I know it slowed us down, but we still got to you in plenty of time, I think.”

Dienna smiled so quickly it hurt her cheeks, “Sonder,” she said proudly, “Of course you wouldn't leave them behind.”

Sonder looked pleased and surprised at her praise, but said nothing, saving his breath. Soon, they came to the wide set of stone stairs leading up into the bailey. At the top of the stairs stood Meredith and Endrick. Chainmail was visible under Meredith's acolyte robes, and she held a dirk in her hand. Endrick was dressed in his usual robes, but held a ball of flame in his left hand, poised to throw the magical fireball at any who approached the stairs from the other side, holding his wooden staff in his right. They both turned as their friends drew near.

“Dee!” Meredith exclaimed. She rushed down the stairs to throw her arms around her. Dienna eagerly returned the embrace. Meredith glanced up and down, “You look terrible. Endrick! Come at least clean her up. Surely you could spare the magic? We'll be leaving here soon enough anyway.”

Endrick looked apprehensively out the opening at the top of the stairs, then nodded, and he too came down the stairs. With a simple gesture, he snuffed the fireball in his hand and performed the spell. Dienna felt her spirits lifted as the magic swirled around her, cleansed her inside and out, left her white and black robes pristine and her body clean and refreshed. 

Now it was time.

“Thank you, Endrick,” Dienna said fondly, grasping his hand and smiling into his flat brown eyes. “But I'm afraid we won't be leaving quite yet.”

They all regarded her questioningly.  Meredith looked about to speak, but Dienna shook her head.

“No, as much as I am indebted to you all for coming to rescue me, I must ask you to put yourselves in harm's way again,” Dienna said. She drew herself up to her full height, set her shoulders back, and continued, “I will not run from the Godskeep. I will not run from my home, even though it is overrun by our enemies and controlled by those who wish to eradicate us. I must see Artima. I must settle this. Now. For good.” 

They all looked a bit in awe of her, all except Meredith. True to form, she was the first to try to recall Dienna to her senses.

“Dee, I know how badly you want to stay,” she pleaded. Another boom. “But there's no guarantee that General Tommus will win today, or ever.”

“I know that.”

Meredith frowned, “We came all this way to get you out of here! If you're captured again, we won't have another opportunity to save you!”

The ground shook once more.

“There won't need to be another opportunity,” Dienna replied calmly. “Please, Mer. I can end this all, I know I can. I'm the Keeper of the Gods. I won't run away.”

Meredith considered this in silence for a moment, then sighed, “But what will you tell her? Surely she won't believe unless she's read—”

“What I have to say is for Artima's ears alone,” Dienna said with a meaningful glance at Sonder and Antenel. “For now at least.”

“You expect us to risk our lives for you, but you will not tell us why?” Antenel protested as the ground shook with another ominous boom.

Sonder turned to him with a frown, “She's the Keeper, Ant, and my sister. I say we do as she says.”

Dienna gave him a small smile, “Thank you, Sonder, but he is right to question me. I know I've made some...questionable choices in the past, but please,” she addressed all of them now, “give me a chance to set things right. If you don't come with me, I will understand, but,” Dienna's tone became tired, and her shoulders slumped, “I will never make it on my own.” They could all hear quite clearly the clash of iron on steel, the death cries of humans, ogres, and horses just outside the dungeon doors.

Meredith sighed in resignation and looked at Endrick, who nodded. She turned to Dienna, “Okay,” she said, then her expression softened. “If you really must do this...”

“I do.”

Meredith nodded, “Then we're coming too.”

Dienna had little time to be pleased, however, before another boom, even louder than before, caused the party to nearly topple over. 

“Then let's get going,” Dienna said, her heart already starting to pound uncontrollably at the thought of running out into battle.  She put on as brave a face as she could and continued, “Sonder, you and Antenel lead the way. Meredith and Endrick, you stay close behind me.”

They nodded and Sonder only hesitated a moment before unsheathing the sword at his hip and pushing open the double doors that lead out of the dungeons with his foot. Swiftly, he peered around the corner before motioning for the others to follow. Dienna was surprised to find it was twilight outside, the purpling sky growing dark around the fringes of the three high walls of the Godskeep. They emerged to a scene of chaos. The inner bailey was crawling with ogres, blue, red, and purple engaged in fighting at least three human knights each. The ogres tried desperately to project their deathly acidic spittle, but were not having as much luck as Dienna would expect. The knights were keeping their distance—attacking with the lance and the crossbow so as to keep out of their range. Still, the Green Knights were falling, skulls bashed in by the ogres' clubs or bodies melting grotesquely with their deadly projectiles of venom. To Dienna's shock, she also saw centaurs fighting among the knights, attacking the ogres with throwing lances and longbows of beautiful and ancient design. Tears filled her eyes at the sight of them. Had Endrick been able to call them to their aid?

Sonder lead them quickly through the carnage, charging ahead with a fearlessness that Dienna had never known in him before. At first, they were lucky. All of the nearby ogres already had their hands full with the Green Knights. Dienna stuck close to him, and Meredith and Endrick stuck close to her, and they made it nearly a third of the way across the bailey before a huge blue ogre turned and aimed a swing at them. 

“Duck!” Sonder commanded, and Dienna did just in time to feel the whoosh of the creature's club skim the hair on her head. 

“Ufkas pretty quick,” the ogre grossed cockily, turning away from his other opponent. His throat began to make the churning noise that meant he would spew poison on them any moment. 

“Quicker than you!” Sonder replied, and swung his sword at the creature's feet, slicing clean through its leather boots and causing a spray of blood as the ogre began to howl in pain.

“Ooowwwuuuuu!” the ogre cried as he clutched his foot, his deadly spray aborted.

“Come on!” Sonder shouted, and they ran passed the unfortunate creature, who was too busy checking to see if he still had all of his toes to notice that the knight he had been facing had recovered and was about to thrust his sword into his back. 

They only made it a few more yards before running into another obstacle—this time two human soldiers wearing Artima's purple insignia—mercenaries hired by the Chosen Mother. They were poised some feet away with crossbows of their own, the mechanisms somehow audible over the din of the battlefield. Too late, Sonder grabbed Dienna's shoulders and shunted her downward, but the bolts were already released, and fear gripped her heart. They were headed right for Sonder! Time seemed to slow, and she couldn't breathe, could only watch as they sped nearer and—

“Asklali morsikeh sakoma!” Endrick's low voice boomed from behind them, and suddenly two fireballs flew overhead and collided with the bolts, which disintegrated in the heat of the magical flame. 

Before the crossbowmen could react, Antenel, with a cry of rage, sprinted towards them, then at the last minute slid to one side, coming up behind the mercenaries before swinging his spear like a bat at the back of one, then pulling the weapon back and stabbing the other through the spine. It happened so fast, Dienna barely registered the bile rising to her throat as Sonder then ran his sword through the other mercenary. 

The man's eyes met hers as he died, and she screamed a hideous scream. The sound wrenched from the core of her being as she saw the life leave him. It horrified her; paralyzed her. Sonder tugged at her sleeve to urge her forward, Antenel tried to push her, but even when the mercenary's body fell, and his eyes held hers no more, Dienna remained frozen where she stood, overcome with the terror of battle. It was horrible, too horrible! All of this—this was what she was trying to prevent! She had tried to end this conflict with no more bloodshed and here she was, surrounded by death. She could feel the rage that she had been trying to suppress for long weeks building beneath her emptiness, could feel it growing and reeling and careening through her blood. But she was not angry with Artima, not any more. She knew the truth now, and it was time that she make the truth known.

“Dee!” Meredith was screaming at her, trying to get her to move. “Come on! We have to get out of here! It's—ah!”An arrow narrowly missed Meredith's head. Dienna came back to her senses with a start.

“Yes, let's go,” Dienna said with a nod, and followed Sonder the rest of the way across the bailey. 
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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The party flew up the steps in single file, twisting and spiraling up to the third floor, headed to the Keeper's suite. It was surreal to Dienna. She had climbed these stairs a thousand times, had ascended sullenly after a long day of studying, had sprinted up them at the prospect of eating a favorite meal with her family. But her family was no longer waiting for her at the end of these stairs. Artima awaited. The Chosen Mother. 

Sonder led the five of them to the top of the spiral staircase, to the door that led to the Keeper's suite, and paused with his ear to the door, the others waiting behind him on the stairs. He frowned, apparently hearing nothing, then gestured for Antenel to try as well. The elf nodded and obliged, silently putting his long, pointed ear to the door. He turned back to Sonder and shook his head. He heard nothing either. Sonder was about to place his hand on the doorknob, then stopped as it began to glow with a dull, reddish light. Alarmed, Sonder looked back and saw that Endrick was casting a spell, for his own dark fingers were glowing with the same red light as the doorknob. He stepped back and let the wizard complete his spell. After a few whispered words of magic, the door began to slowly, silently, open. 

Dienna shivered. The room was exactly the way she had seen it last—large and open with a few decorations here and there. The gold clock, the white bear rug, and the ornate mirror were all in their usual places. Artima had not changed a thing. Dienna might have just been returning home after a service, might just be expecting her father to appear from around the corner at any moment, greeting her after the day's hard work, asking how her studies were going. Dienna's eyes began to water in spite of herself, in spite of the danger they were in. She felt a touch on her shoulder and flinched, but it was only her brother. He had come to stand next to her, a gentle smile on his face, understanding in his eyes. 

“We must go,” he said.

“Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “She should be in father's bedchamber.”

“Lead the way,” Meredith urged from behind them. 

“Right.”

Dienna and Sonder hurried across the main living quarters to a small corridor with several doors on either side, heading for the last one on the right. The sounds of the battle outside were still audible, and the ground still shook with the occasional boom of the catapults and trebuchets—the cries of death and the clash of swords both chilled and warmed Dienna's blood. She turned to the door to her father's bedchamber, ready to have Endrick dispel any enchantment Artima might have placed on it, when she realized the door was already open. 

She exchanged glances with her brother. He looked just as surprised as she was. Swallowing her fear, ignoring the sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach, Dienna stepped into the room.

“Artima!” Dienna called out in challenge. 

Although the dimming, purplish light of the setting sun filtering through the room's solitary window made it difficult to see her, Artima lay in the enormous bed Dienna remembered from her childhood. Those were her father's quilts and furs resting atop her swollen body, the outline of her belly visible under those many layers. Her long hair was left undone, was spilling in dark rivulets off the side of the bed and onto the floor. She seemed to be breathing heavily, the sound ragged and harsh in the air.  Dienna took several steps toward her, and the sorceress did not protest. Behind her, Endrick, Meredith, Antenel, and Sonder entered the chamber, her brother coming to stand next to her, the others standing behind.  Artima lifted her head at the commotion, and her dark eyes fixed on Dienna.

“You?” Artima croaked. She seemed almost afraid, “I should have known you would escape. I should have known your good-for-nothing brother would free you.”

Dienna stepped closer to the woman, “And yet you did not stop him,” she said evenly. “Why?”

Artima grunted, “I have more pressing things to be concerned with.” As if on cue, her body gave a great convulsion, and the witch closed her eyes tight in a grimace. “One obstinate little upstart is nothing to me now.” She rested a deathly white hand over her belly. Dienna did not know much about pregnancy, but Artima's womb seemed unnaturally enlarged, as if she were carrying not one, but several children within. She was dying, she realized.

“Yes, I suppose you do have much on your mind at the moment, but not so much to forget that my brother was sure to free me from my imprisonment at the first opportunity,” Dienna continued, her voice edged. “Artima, I think you wanted me to escape. I think you wanted me to come here.”

“Why would I want that, you silly girl,” Artima could hardly get the words out through her pain. Her handsome face was contorted with the strain of it, dripping in sweat. 

“Because you read the Tome,” Dienna returned softly, “didn't you, Artima? And you wanted to know, wanted to confirm, that I had read it as well.”

Artima did not respond other than to gasp once more in pain. Dienna continued her confrontation, taking slow but sure steps toward the sorceress's bedside.

“Well I did read it, Artima,” Dienna continued, whisper-soft over the din of the battle through the window. “Against tradition, against my faith, against my father's wishes, and against my better judgment, I read the Tome before my time. I'm sure you know, Artima, that it was meant only to be read by the Keeper of the Gods, and only when the Keeper believed they were dying. It was a reward for their years of long service. Before they could pass into the Next, they were granted the gift of knowledge, the right to crack open that little book and read its secrets—the secrets of the gods.”

Artima gave another groan, this time loud and heart-wrenchingly painful. Out of the corner of Dienna's eye, she saw Meredith clasp Endrick's hand.

“The secrets of the gods,” Dienna repeated, and she was now right next to the bed. Slowly, she sat down on the edge of the mattress and, bending down, grabbed a wet cloth from a bucket on the floor, left there by some absent midwife. Dienna lifted the cloth to Artima's brow and tenderly began to dab away the sweat. Artima neither hissed nor flinched away from her touch.

“Dee...” Meredith spoke questioningly from behind them, but Dienna did not look up, nor pause in her administrations. 

“Now you know their secrets too,” Dienna continued, beginning to wipe away the filth from Artima's neck and shoulders. “Don't you?”

Artima finally seemed about to respond, her eyes focused on Dienna's and her expression changed from pain to despair. She looked as if she would begin to cry, her eyes growing large, her lips quivering. Just as she was about to speak, Dienna suddenly felt a flash of mind-numbing pain in her shoulder.

“Aaah!” she cried out, falling to the floor. Her skin burned, flamed, was on fire. It was the same burning sensation that had started earlier that summer, but it was now much stronger than it had ever been. In the peripherals of her mind, she heard someone, Antenel, shout Sonder's name, while Meredith shouted hers. 

“Yes, Artima,” came a deep voice from behind them. “You know our secrets now, do you not?”

Dienna was dimly aware of footsteps and a pair of black leather boots entering her vision. With agonizing effort, the pain still unbearable, she lifted her head and was unsurprised to see that it was Morr who had spoken, Morr who had so suddenly appeared.

The Weaponsmaster was currently looking down at Sonder, who had also fallen to the floor, with a bemused expression, “So you do still believe, do you, boy? After everything? Well,” Morr shook his head wryly, “I would say that I'm surprised, except that I am absolutely baffled by your sister.”

Just as suddenly as it had begun, the burning sensation stopped, and Dienna gulped down lungfuls of air, her body left feeling unnaturally cold. 

“Wh-what do you mean? What about my sister?” Sonder said as Antenel helped him back to his feet. He must have also felt the same burning sensation that she had—the agonizing touch of the gods. Dienna lifted herself from the floor, but only enough to kneel and rest her head against the mattress of Artima's bed.

Morr adopted a more casual expression and shrugged, “Her faith is unwavering.”

“Well she is the Keeper,” Sonder returned coldly.

Dienna at last found the strength to stand, and she too turned to face Morr, flushed and furious.

“My faith was unwavering is what you mean,” she snarled.

“I meant is, girl. I know what I said.”

“Then do you not know what I've done?” Dienna continued, her voice nearly hysterical.

“Yes, I know exactly what you did,” Morr said soothingly. He took a step towards Dienna but both Sonder and Antenel stepped in front of her protectively, Sonder's hand on the hilt of his sword and Antenel's hand gripping his spear tightly. “Relax,” Morr said, nonchalant, showing his empty hands. “And who do you think trained you how to use those silly things, eh?” He rested his eyes on Dienna and continued, “I know what you did, but I also know that you are still faithful to me.”

“No, I—”

“Do you want to know how I know?”

“Aaaah!”

Dienna crumpled in pain again, clutching her shoulder as she began to scream. Meredith was screaming again too, calling out her name as Dienna writhed on the floor. Thankfully, the burning fit did not last long, and she was soon released from the world of pain, her ragged breathing blending with Artima's mostly-forgotten moans of labor as she tried to recover.

“It's just as you were told at the Midsummer Festival,” Morr groused. “Those who are the most faithful can feel the displeasure of the gods. You and Sonder are apparently the only ones in this room who truly believe in me. Well, I wasn't trying to hurt Artima,” his grin turned even more twisted, “that wouldn't be good for the baby, if I were to try.”

“But that's impossible,” Dienna gasped. She was on her knees again, slumped against the side of the bed with one arm resting on top. “I read the Tome. I know you aren't...aren't...”

“A god?”

Dienna nodded.

That was when Morr began to laugh. It was a hideous laugh, low, growling, monstrous as it grew into a cackling—a mocking sound that Dienna wished to never hear again—and Morr began to transform. Light surrounded him, filled the room with its brilliance as the man that stood before them bathed in it, became it. 

“What are you then?” Antenel demanded.

The light creature, what Dienna would have once called a god, turned to the elf, and when it spoke, its voice echoed as though he were speaking into a well, was full of whispers and layered with other voices than his own. 

“I am Dartos.”

No one spoke for a moment. Antenel turned to look at Sonder with a grim expression, both with hands still on their weapons. Endrick was holding on to Meredith, almost propping her up as she stared at the figure with fury, wonder and, yes, disbelief.

“No, you aren't,” Meredith exhaled.

Again Dartos laughed, sounding like Morr and not like him at once, “This is why I have no power over you, child, and never did. Your prayers were weak, your heart longed for other things. You never wanted to serve me, or my siblings. I very much doubt that you have any faith left in you at all, you useless thing.”

Meredith bristled, “Useless?” Then, to Dienna's surprise, she laughed, “Because I refuse to feed you energy? Because I refuse to speak your, what did you call it?” She smirked, “Your keyword?”

“He won't answer you, Meredith,” Dienna said, glancing at the other girl. “He's afraid of revealing his secrets to so many.”

“Silence, girl,” Dartos commanded sonorously, and made Dienna fall to the ground once more. She grasped at her shoulder and cried out before once again slumping down in exhaustion against Artima's bed. She could not take much more. The next attack from him was sure to be the last. Her thoughts swirled, her heart raced, as she thought of what he had said—he was only able to hurt her because she still believed in him. But she didn't believe in him, not any more. 

Did she?

She had read the Tome, long weeks ago. She had wrestled with its words, had doubted them at first, had read and reread them until she had learned them all by heart. She had at length come to terms with them. Why then did he still have this power over her? How could he see, in her heart of hearts, that small, tiny candle of belief? Its flame had been reduced to mere embers, but the embers still glowed. Why? Why? With what felt like the last of her strength, she raised her gaze to meet his own, looking the false god directly in his glowing, blindingly brilliant eyes—and for the first time, she saw through them.

The candle snuffed out.

Dartos gathered even more light to himself and continued in a fearful voice, “I am afraid of nothing. I am the Sun-giver, the Bringer of Light, the Giver of the First Gift. It was I who brought the sun into existence, who lifted you pathetic humans from despair and darkness!”

“You lie,” Dienna barely whispered.

“You blaspheme!” Dartos bellowed and raised his hand to her, but this time there was no cry of pain. Dienna did not writhe upon the floor, did not grasp at her afflicted skin, did not wipe tears from her cheek. She knelt by Artima's bedside and beheld Dartos with a grim smile.

“No,” Dartos was muttering. “That can't be! You lose your faith in me even as I stand before you?!” His voice filled every space in the room.  

“Yes,” Dienna was now bringing herself to her feet. She continued to smirk as she gasped out between her distempered breathing, “I thought I lost it...when I read the Tome, when I learned what you truly are, what all the gods are, but now, seeing you try your damnedest to convince me, with smoke and mirrors...it is laughable.” 

“You dare—”

“Yes, I dare,” Dienna said, now drawing herself up to her full height. Her white and black robes seemed to absorb some of the light shining off of Dartos, like the moon absorbing the rays of the sun. “I dare to tell everyone here what you are. And not only will I tell everyone in this room, but I will make sure that each and every Faithful is made to see what lies, what horrible deceit you have inflicted on this world for centuries, for over a millennium!”

Again Dartos reached out his arm as if to summon his godly powers, to cause her skin to flame and flesh to burn, and again Dienna was unaffected.

“You are a wizard,” Dienna breathed.

“No!” The veil of light suddenly dropped and there stood Morr again, drawing his sword and swinging it as if he would slice off Dienna's head. Before she could register what was happening, Dienna found herself surrounded by a barrier of purple light, and the sword glanced harmlessly away while Morr fell to the floor.

“Endrick?” Dienna looked to him with wide eyes, thinking he had cast the protective spell.

“No, Lady Keeper, not I,” Endrick responded, aghast.

“Then who?”

“It was me you silly girl,” Artima half spoke, half croaked from her position on the bed. She moaned loudly and shifted under the covers. Morr lay on the floor, his body still and surrounded by a purple aura of magic. “I did read it—I read the Tome—and you are right. He's nothing more than a glorified wizard. I should have known it from the start, but now look at me. Dying in childbirth! I thought I would be the mother to a god, instead I'll be the late mother to some mewling whelp of a wizard.”

Morr was getting to his feet now, shaking off the magic cast on him as if it were water, “That's right. You will die bearing my son,” vehemence filled his human voice. “It was always meant to be this way, Artima, whether you believe in my divinity or not.”

“Oh don't play your games with me,” Artima groaned in pain. “I read the blasted thing. Now I know why you wanted me to find it so badly,” she made a noise like a laugh. “That thing's a firsthand confession—a bloody diary of how you and your two pals stumbled upon the only magic in this world that could make someone immortal—”

“Artima!” Morr barked.

“You cast a spell that allows the user to keep themselves alive, but only as long as they receive energy from others in return.”

“Stop or I'll—”

“What? You'll hurt me? I'm dying anyway and you wouldn't hurt the baby. All of this was for him, right?” Artima was laughing like a madwoman now, “Faith has been declining for decades! And the fewer people pray, the less energy you receive to continue your pathetic existence. So you and Lantos and Seltos put your heads together and asked yourselves what would make this secular society believe in their gods again? War is always good. People tend to pray in times of war—soldiers pray before going in to battle, wives pray every day that their husbands return, children pray for peace as they go to sleep, for daddy to come home.”

“Silence!”

But she continued,“Yes, you would start a war, but that's been done before. It works for a while and then, inevitably people return to their old ways. So you needed something big, something new. You needed—” 

“An heir,” Sonder said with comprehension. All eyes, including Morr's turned to him. “You needed something for everyone to get excited about. A new god—a child god—and a New Way.”

“And you couldn't implement your New Way while Lord Mayrim was Keeper,” Meredith continued, “He had enough brains to see that something was the matter, and he would never allow a new sect to be created, nor anyone to worship your son as a new god.”

“So you decided to dispose of Lord Mayrim and his family by attacking the Godskeep on Midsummer's Day,” Endrick said, “simultaneously allowing Artima to take control of the religious capital of Dorneldia, to prepare it for the coming of her child and the initiation of the New Way.”

“And you kept Sonder close by to try to legitimize the whole thing to the Crown,” Antenel said. “In case the King came snooping. Unlucky for you, Sonder is more loyal to his family than to his god.” 

Morr was on his feet again, looking every bit like a frightened, cornered animal, down to the gleam of desperation in his eye. Sonder and Antenel began to slowly inch closer to him, sword and spear at the ready. 

A wheezing started in Morr's throat that grew to a hideous laughter. He once again drew light to himself, not so blindingly bright as before, but enough to make Morr's form disappear into that of Dartos. Sonder looked to Antenel uneasily, apparently reluctant to try to fight him in this state. Behind her, Dienna felt Artima shift and move on the bed, and something solid and cold was suddenly slipped into Dienna's hand, it felt like—the hilt of a knife! Alarmed, she glanced back at Artima, who faintly inclined her eyed, her eyes narrow and dim. 

“You are right,” Dartos spoke, his ethereal voice choked with sordid mirth. “All of it is true. Damn you and curse you, my children, but you are right!”

“We are no children of yours,” Dienna swore from where she stood by the bed, making sure to keep the knife hidden behind her.

“Oh, not in the sense you were raised to believe, child, but you, and this world, have all been shaped by me, born to me, dedicated to me!” Dartos thundered. “And it was all a lie! You've devoted yourselves to nothing! Nothing more than a renegade wizard who feared death and sought power so he created your faith from the corners of his imagination—thinking it to last for a few years, a decade when lo! A thousand years pass and I am still fed by your prayers, your devotions, your songs and services!” Even speaking of such things gave the wizard more power. The light intensified, his voice amplified to an unbearable pitch. “Such fools you have been! To kill yourselves and your kin in my name. The Sun-giver, the Light of the Earth, He Who Scarified Himself has truly given you nothing, and you slave your lives away in return! It's preposterous! It's hilarious!”

His laughter split Dienna's head, his words pierced her heart. She reached out for her friends, but she could see nothing but the light emanating from Dartos. It was as if she were alone in the room, alone with this mad man. 

“And I gave you a way out,” Dartos continued, no more soberly. “We recorded our works, like any good wizard, in a journal of our findings—as proof of our success or failure—and when we did not fail, so ecstatic, so caught up in my newfound power was I, that I left the damn thing behind!” Dartos laughed maniacally. “At first, we cared not. We had encoded our notes on the spells. We were certain that none but the most gifted could decipher them. But after appearing before Herel, that Drelwood dunce, after our small following began to grow, we realized the implications of anyone finding the Tome. We returned to the cave that was our home, only to discover that it had been stolen! We know not by whom, but we know that it ended up in the hands of the Repository,” Dartos spat the name like it was poisonous. “An Archmage of the second century came into its possession and, realizing that it belonged with the Way, not with the wizards, the Archmage presented it to the High Priest of the Gods at the time, Lord Kertis Gorwin. He read it of course,” Dartos said with a sinister grin, “He was shocked, aghast at what we had written. In those days, we gods still made appearances before the public, and he came to me to air his grievances in person.

“'What fools you take us for!' He had shrieked. 'The world will not stand for such deception!' I took no bother. The faith at that time was strong and ran deep, 'Go on,' I told him. 'Tell your friends, your family, your parishioners. See what good comes of it.' So he did just that. He told the congregation and the town, he traveled from here to the shores of the West and back, claiming he knew the truth, dispelling me my siblings everywhere he went. Few believed him, precious few. In the end, he grew so desperate that he hung himself. As a token of good will, I gave the Tome, which he carried with him in his journeys, to his young son, Kennitch. I told Kennitch, who was still a boy and knew little of his father's efforts to reveal the truth, that he was to take a new position in the Way—the Keeper of the Gods. He was to guard the Tome from all others, keep its secrets safe, until such time he believed he was at death's door. Only then could he read its contents, so that he could depart from this world with all the secrets of the gods in his breast.” He laughed again, “Perhaps it was all a bit cruel, but I thought it best to hide the Tome in plain sight, surround it in a little mystery to ensure that it was well-cared for. I didn't even need to suggest leaving the Tome to the next of kin. Kennitch did what I asked. When he reached adulthood, he rose above his fellow priests and named himself the Keeper. By the time he had reached his twilight years, he had shared the existence of the Tome with his son, and when Kennitch passed away, the son had no doubt in his mind that it should belong to him next, and that he must do the same.

“Now my own next of kin is finally to be born, and as we three began to implement our plan to bring him into existence, we began once more to fear the words contained in the Tome. The task was given to me, as its creator, to obtain the accursed text and destroy it—and such a task it was! I had given Artima explicit instructions that Mayrim Darpentus was to be detained at the Godskeep when we attacked at Midsummer, but, damn his eyes, he escaped, and to take it before the attack would have arisen suspicion in the old fool. Naturally, I advised Artima to search for all of you, knowing it was entirely possible he had already passed it on to either of his children, and only recently did one of you,” he inclined his head at Dienna, “return it to me. Though I must confess, I did not immediately destroy it, vanity has ever been my weakness, but you can rest assured that it is now well and truly gone from this world. Nothing can stop our plan, and nothing can stop my son from his glorious entrance to this world. He will be the catalyst that will restore the dying faith of this land! He will ensure that our lives are extended for all of eternity. For who does not love a child? Who does not love a doting father? This I will be to my first and only begotten son, who will capture the world with his innocence, his youth, and his glory.” Dartos paused here, then continued pensively. “We shall make his birth even more prolific, yes. With the passage of blood, the rite of sacrifice. I have the means right before me.”

The light surrounding Dartos suddenly gave out, leaving a purple and brown afterimage in Dienna' sight. When her vision cleared, she gasped. The figure of light was gone, but it was not Morr who stood in its place, but another man whom Dienna had never seen. The man was dressed as a wizard, with a small, stooped frame and long bone-white hair, but his face!—his face made Dienna shudder! It was covered with a myriad of wrinkles deep and profound, a man on the verge of death, with deep-set eyes that bulged unnaturally from his sockets, and a nearly toothless mouth that sneered at them. Dienna's stomach clenched. In his hand, the man who had been Dartos held a ball of light, deadly and flickering with untold energy. 

“I'm afraid I cannot abide such naughty, disobedient children,” the old man whispered in Dartos' voice. “Like you, Sonder. So suggestible for all your rebellion against your father. He was a far wiser man than you will ever be, and he was a fool for all that. But I shall always be most incensed by your dear sister,” he turned now to Dienna and continued, his voice deadly soft, “She has been the true thorn in my side. One of my most devoted, the pinnacle of faith. So eager to follow me, always, and from the first. Yet you did not heed my warning, you pitted yourself against me, and found what I had so long sought to recover. But you weren't content with simply possessing the Tome, no. You forsook your faith, disregarded a thousand years of tradition, and read our secrets before your time. This is one sin that cannot be forgiven.”

Dienna clenched the knife tightly behind her and faced him with her head held high, her shoulders back, “I would not ask for your forgiveness. I will ask nothing of you ever again.”

“So be it,” Dartos replied through gritted teeth. His aged face contorted in fury, he reached out his hand, poised to let the magical ball of light strike her when, with a strength and fury borne of a lifetime of shattered devotion, Dienna struck him with the blade, stabbing the old man's chest until she was wrist-deep in blood.

“Good gods!” Sonder swore.

Dienna wrenched the knife free, looked him in the eyes as she did so, and was satisfied to see the pain and shock therein, the blood gurgling from his mouth. As she watched, the light in the old man's hand winked out of existence, and he fell first to his knees, then to his face, lying in a pool of his own blood. He did not rise. 

Meredith rushed to her side, “Dee! What—what happened? Is he—”

“I believe he is dead,” Dienna responded softly, her eyes not leaving the corpse. Endrick had crossed the room as well, and was currently examining the body. 

“Of course he is,” Artima croaked from the bed. “That was my blade.”

“You killed him?” Antenel asked, coming to stand by Artima.

“No,” Dienna explained, “Artima gave me the knife, but I was the one who stabbed him. I did not expect it to work.” She looked at the corpse worryingly. 

“That is because he had grown too used to his immortality.”

Sonder jumped and Antenel let out a cry as another figure of light materialized next to them, a female-looking figure. At first glance, Dienna would have thought the intruder was an elf by the grayish-purple hue of her skin, but her height ruled out that notion. She was nearly a foot taller than Dienna, and seemed even taller due to the large headdress she wore. The hat was immense and dome-shaped, the same color as her skin, and was adorned with seemingly thousands of strands of shimmering silk that hung down past her head and shoulders, almost entirely obscuring her face. Dienna could see that, beneath the veil, she had small, delicate features, but their detail was lost to the ever-moving shroud of silk strands and beads that flowed from the headdress. It reminded Dienna absurdly of a jellyfish she had once seen in a book. 

“His folly has come to naught,” the veiled woman said, gazing down at the old man's body. “Just as we foresaw.” Her voice was low and musical, and she clasped her hands in front of her elaborately beaded gown. 

Endrick looked up from his examination of the body, “My lady?”

The woman did not reply. Her gaze remained on the god's corpse.

“My lady, who,” Dienna intervened warily,“who are you?”

The woman turned to face Dienna, causing the countless beads dangling from her headdress to clink together in a commotion of noise and twinkling light. She smiled faintly behind the veil.

“You are truly most fortuitous, my child,” she replied with mirth. “Meeting two gods in one day. Unlucky, though, to have killed one of them.”

Dienna felt more resigned than shocked, “Lady Seltos. I expect you wish for me to apologize for what I've done, but—”

Seltos held up her small hand, “There is no need.” Her voice was sonorous, powerful. “My brother was too intent on himself. His spell has been diminishing for centuries. It was only a matter of time before he overexerted himself.” She tutted, “Not even shielding his body from physical attacks. Such an embarrassing end for the Giver of Life.”

“What about you?” Dienna stepped forward. “You are a wizard too. Is your own spell weakening?”

“While it is true that I am a wizard, the same as he,” Seltos replied quite calmly. “My own spell has never been more powerful. I may not be as popular as Dartos was in the Golden Valley, but I have a substantial following of my own. Even now, they are singing my praises, raising my name to the heavens.” She smirked, “I wouldn't expect you to be able to stab me with a common blade any time soon, my child.”

“I am no child of yours,” Dienna replied coldly, “as I told him. I will expose you too, Lady Seltos, if that is even still a name I should call you.”

Seltos grinned, “It is a name I am surprised to hear you speak. You have read the Tome. You know it gives me power to speak my name. But do still call me by it if you like.”

Dienna flushed with anger, “It will only give you power if I speak it in faith, and I have no faith left in you.”

Seltos smiled unpleasantly, and her gaze grew sharp, “Then tell the world of our true origins, Dienna Darpentus. You will find dissuading the Faithful an arduous task. Especially without the Tome.”

Just then, Artima emitted another loud, painful groan.

Seltos turned to face the bedridden sorceress, something like pity touching her veiled face. The goddess waved her hand in a slow arch. There was a soft, musical sound, and a mist as of morning dew, and Artima promptly fell asleep.

“What did you do to her?” Dienna demanded, looking at where her once-enemy lay fearfully.

“A favor,” Seltos replied, smirking. “Her labor will be much easier now, and we want the child to live. Consider it a reward for disposing of the weak link in our chain. But I have stayed too long. Time with mortals is very taxing.”

“Wait!” The same cry from everyone in the room.

Seltos looked around them, regal, ethereal, and bemused. “Yes?” She asked innocently.

“Did you want him to die?” Sonder asked. “Dartos, I mean.”

“Not necessarily,” Seltos replied. She looked down at the corpse once more. “But he has let us down on several occasions—his clumsiness with the Tome was just one of many failures. We certainly do not mind that he is gone.”

“Why not kill him yourself?” Antenel asked, his voice slightly shaking. “If he was becoming a nuisance.”

“Blood is thicker than water, young elf,” she said. “And though we are not blood brothers and sister, we have been each other's family for a long, long time. I could never have, myself, destroyed him.”

“Where is Lantos?” Meredith blurted out. “Was he in on this too?”

Seltos turned to face her, again causing her headdress to clink and twinkle with light, “He is outside, in the bailey, celebrating his victory over the ogres.”

There was stunned silence, then Meredith gasped, “General Tommus?”

Seltos nodded.

Meredith frowned, “But you said you weren't trying to kill Dartos. Why would Lantos lead an army against him if—”

“War is good for our longevity,” Seltos said, her expression hidden behind her headdress. “Lantos and Dartos have been opposing sides of the same coin. They fight each other as players fight on the stage. Behind the scenes, they would be laughing, celebrating the glorious battle that took place today, reveling in the blood shed on both sides, in the dying prayers of the fallen. No, Lantos will not be pleased when I tell him what has occurred to our brother.”

Dienna hesitated, then asked, “Should we fear him?”

Seltos turned to face her, and this time Dienna could see her eyes, deep, endless black pools behind the veil—and as their eyes met, Dienna felt a weight like a thousand stars beating down on her, suppressing her, taking her breath away. “Yes,” Seltos replied softly. “But I will say no more. He is my brother still, my companion in the nighttime sky.” She smiled terribly, then walked past Dienna to where the body of Dartos still lay. Seltos held out a delicate hand, and, slowly, the body faded into nonexistence, leaving nothing but the lifeblood that had been spilled on the floor, behind. 

Seltos turned to face them all. “I must go,” she said. “Farewell, you mortals. I am sorry to have lost your faith, but perhaps we may meet again someday.”

Dienna was blinded by a flash of light, and then the goddess was gone. 
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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Dienna stood alone in the Hall of Ceremony. Her hands rested gently on the altar, fingers lightly caressing the polished stone. She still wore the white and black robes of the Keeper, still wore the circlet of gold at her brow, but no longer did she wear her hair long or loose. She kept it fastened in a knot at the nape of her neck, and secured it with a simple, unadorned comb. The absence of faith had made her more severe, somehow. She supposed it had something to do with the yawning chasm that had opened inside her. Her faith was gone, and it had left a great rift in its stead. She would have preferred to feel freedom or relief—anything but this terrifying void—but it was not so. The abyss was growing within her, and she feared it would one day swallow her whole.

So much had happened since what came to be known as the Battle of the Godskeep. General Tommus had lead his Green Knights to victory, but had vanished nearly as soon as the last sword was sheathed, leaving one of his commanding officers to sort out the aftermath in his stead. In the end, they had decided to leave a sizable portion of the Knights at the Godskeep, for enhanced protection, while Artima recovered from giving birth to her son, whom she had named Herel, after the poor man to whom the false gods had first appeared a thousand years before. She had convinced her ogres to lay down their arms and to retreat to the orchards north of the Godskeep, where they still waited for their Chosen Mother to lead them back to Sivarr's Keep far in the East. They didn't seem too distraught at their loss. As long as Artima was alive, they would follow her every command, even if that meant turning tail and running. 

Sonder spent most of his time with Antenel. The pair of them were constantly in the company of the Knights, fraternizing, trading stories and news. If Dienna didn't know her brother as well as she did, she might have made the mistake of thinking he was back to his old ways, but there was a gravity to Sonder now that he had not previously possessed. When he looked at his lover, it was with more tenderness than amusement, and he had stopped frequenting the Pretty Priestess. Perhaps most telling for Dienna was that, for all the time he spent with the Green Knights, he no longer wished to join them. Sonder had filled Dienna in on all that had happened at the Godskeep while she was away and, if she had to guess, the two lovers would soon be leaving for the Crescent Isle. The elves were still under threat of attack by the ogres of Astquary, and Sonder and Antenel wished to be there to defend them. Dienna had been only mildly shocked to discover her brother's relationship with the elf—it certainly helped explain why Sonder had turned down engagement after engagement with otherwise eligible maidens throughout his youth—and she was ultimately happy for him.

Still, she wondered if he fully understood the choice he was making, walking from one battlefield to another. At least, Dienna thought, he did not walk alone. She did not see Antenel very often, but he seemed like a good companion for her brother. She did worry, however, about his being a prince. Surely their situation was complicated enough without royalty entering into things. Still, if Sonder decided to leave with the elf, Dienna would not stop him.

Another couple had formed as well—Meredith and Endrick. At least, Dienna was fairly certain that they were a couple now. While Dienna was busy dealing with the aftermath of the Battle of the Godskeep, she would catch glimpses of the two together, often reading or looking at maps, hands intertwined. She was unsurprised when Meredith came to Dienna's chamber one night, in her simple sleeping tunic and her hair wrapped up in silk, to tell her that she was leaving.

It stung Dienna more than she thought it would, to finally hear her friend's decision. “Where will you go?” She shifted on her bed, making room for Meredith to sit next to her. 

“The Port Cities,” Meredith said. “For now at least, to seek out my parents.” She hesitated, then continued more softly, “I don't know when I'll be back.”

Dienna flung her arms around her, “Meredith!” Tears began to steam down her cheeks. “I know I've been distant ever since all of this started. I hope you understand. I didn't know what to think of it all myself, and then when I read the Tome, it only made things worse!”

Meredith returned her embrace, then pulled away, wearing a serious expression. “I won't pretend I wasn't hurt, Dee. You pushed me away. You made me feel like I didn't matter to you anymore.”

Dienna's heart lurched, “Mer, I'm so sorry.” She took Meredith's hands in hers.

“I am too,” she said wearily. “But that's over and done with. I'm grateful you eventually clued me in. If I had been in your position, I know it would have been difficult to handle.”

“What do you mean, if you were in my position?”

Meredith sighed, and pulled back her hand. “Dee, I never had the faith you did. Finding out the Way was a lie has been upsetting, but I feel more...freedom than anything.”

“Freedom,” Dienna mumbled. “I envy that. And I envy your leaving. If I could just ignore my responsibility to these people, I would go too.”

Meredith eyed her critically, “Your responsibility to be the Keeper of the Gods or your responsibility to try to tell them the truth?”

“Does it matter?” Dienna smiled bitterly. “Either way, I'll be here, trapped.”

“At least your mother is,” Meredith fumbled for her next words, “able to take better care of herself now.”

“Both a blessing and a curse,” Dienna replied darkly. Still, she was determined that her parting with Meredith would end on a pleasant note. She shook her head and allowed herself to smile, though she was sure she must look tired and false. “I'll manage,” she said. “This is the role I've always wanted. I can't let circumstances, or a terribly inconvenient truth, stop me from performing my duties. If you ever make your way back to the Golden Valley—”

“I will.”
“You had better stop by. And write—”
“Every chance I get.”

“And think of me as often as I'll think of you,” Dienna finished, hoping Meredith couldn't see the tears starting to well up in her eyes again. The two embraced once more, and then Meredith rose and bade her a good night. The next day, both she and Endrick were gone, and a letter had been been slipped under her door. It read:

––––––––
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My Dear Lady Keeper, 


I have no reason to doubt that Meredith was prudent enough to conceal the true nature of our departure. While it is true that we go to parts abroad to seek out word of her parents, our long-term objective is to find the other two remaining 'deities' and expose and destroy them. While Meredith wished to spare your feelings, for surely you would (and should) be concerned for our well-being as we undertake this endeavor, I feel it best that you know what we plot. You, of all people, know firsthand what may happen to this world should we be successful. Take this note as a friendly word of warning in that regard. 



Yours in truth, 

Endrick.



––––––––
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Dienna had immediately cast the note into the fire, and had sat down to a solitary breakfast. She had permanently dismissed her servants. It didn't seem right to keep them, somehow, so she helped herself to last night's dinner rolls with jam, which she had brought up from the kitchens the night before. She was surprised at Meredith and Endrick's intentions, and she did fear for them, quite fiercely if what Endrick said was true. The only reason they had been able to defeat Dartos so easily was that he had been overexerting himself for so long—he had become weak over centuries of declining praise and months of taking corporeal form. How exactly did Meredith and Endrick plan to destroy Seltos and Lantos, who so rarely showed themselves on this earth, who had hordes of followers in Dorneldia, who every day gained in strength?

She didn't blame Meredith for not telling her. In fact, she almost hated Endrick for telling her the truth. It would be difficult enough for Dienna to be parted from her oldest friend, but now she feared for that friend's life. Still, she shouldn't begrudge the truth. She must learn to live with things as they truly were, even if the change were unpleasant, intolerable.

For all her worries over her friend's quest, what most kept Dienna up at night and drove her to madness during the day was what hadn't changed. Seltos had been right—it was impossible to dissuade the Faithful. Even if Dienna still had had the Tome, she doubted it would do her any good. The priests, novices, acolytes, and laymen who lived in the Godskeep and had believed in the Way all their lives would not suddenly lose their faith just because their Keeper was going through, what they had termed, an 'identity crisis.' Dienna had tried, oh how she had tried! She had started with the Prominents, with Lord Tevinan, Lord Varent, and Lady Amelie. Surely, she thought, they would believe her. After all, there were so many witnesses, so many to whom their secrets had been revealed, and when had they ever known her to tell a falsehood? She had called them into the Council Room and told them everything—about the Tome, about her father, about the wizards, Dartos' confession, Lantos' alter ego, Seltos' apparition. Tevinan had twiddled his fingers and thoroughly avoided her gaze throughout her whole speech, Varent had become belligerent, and Amelie had clucked and tutted at her with pity and said she must be such a 'poor thing, grieving for her father and now barking mad.'  Dienna, having foreseen at least some disbelief, had called on Sonder, Meredith, Endrick, and Antenel to corroborate her tale, but nothing she could say would change their minds.

Giving up on the Prominents, Dienna turned to those priests and acolytes that she had once considered too individualistic—dangerous thinkers. Surely they would be easier to persuade. They were all polite enough to listen to her whole explanation, and even asked educated questions, but none had seemed to take her words to heart. The least she could hope was that she had planted the seed of doubt in their hearts. Perhaps it would grow into the truth with time. 

As for the hundreds of other Faithful who lived or worked in the Godskeep, they had been through enough, either remaining staunchly faithful to the Way or clinging desperately to the New Way, despite the fact that Artima had grown uncharacteristically subdued in her post-natal state. Still, it didn't stop people like Cormin, who lived in the Godskeep under house arrest and was constantly monitored by a rotation of Green Knights, from trying to rouse the followers of the New Way against Dienna. He was partially successful, given that word of Dienna's 'grief induced madness' had gotten around, and while he had some support, no one, priest or peasant or farmer from the Golden Valley, wanted another war on their hands. The last Dienna had deliberated with the former High Educator, they had agreed that, as soon as Artima was well again, he and the sorceress would take all of the followers of the New Way with them to Astquary, to start a religious colony devoted to their sect. He had not consulted Artima on this matter, but he seemed confident that Artima would come with them all the same.

It was she whom Dienna awaited tonight.

The bell at the northeastern corner of the Godskeep rang out the hour, and the doors of the Hall of Ceremony opened quietly. Dienna felt their opening more than she heard it, a rushing in of cold, autumn air making her turn to face the visitor. Or visitors, she should have said, for Artima did not come alone, but rather with her apprentice, Ophie, who held Artima's newborn son in her arms. The women approached the altar, and Dienna noted that Artima's face was still marked by exhaustion, the bags under her eyes were puffy and dark, her aging skin was taut over her cheekbones, as if she hadn't been eating. Even so, the sorceress and her apprentice both walked proudly, and tall.

“Greetings, Artima, Ophie,” Dienna bowed to each, “and to you, little one.” She smiled hesitantly at the baby.

“Greetings, Dienna Darpentus,” Artima responded, taking the baby from Ophie's arms and cradling it in her own. “This is your first time seeing him, is it not? He looks more like me than his father, thank the gods.”

“Yes,” Dienna replied, as she stepped forward to get a better look at little Herel, a bit taken aback by Artima's choice of words. Dienna was never one to coo over children, but she did have a particular interest in this one, being the son of the god she had devoted her life to. No, not a god, just a man. It was surreal enough, what she had endured, and even more surreal to behold this tiny being, this little offspring of her once beloved, now hated, Dartos. His eyes were curious, roving, framed by dark lashes. As she stared at him, the little wrinkly thing, one tiny, tawny hand kept trying to grab at a stray strand of hair that had come loose from its binding, finally managing to tug at it with innocent vigor.

Dienna grimaced and gently disentangled herself from the miniature hand before stepping back. She gave Artima a small smile.

“He is full of life,” she said.

Artima nodded and stroked the child's brow, “Yes, he is. He will be a great wizard some day.”

Dienna frowned, “Lady Artima...”

“I know,” she replied sharply, bringing her cold brown eyes to Dienna's once more. “That's why you summoned me here. You know the secret to my power. It's the same secret that allowed Dartos and his kin to wield such strong magic as they did.”

Dienna nodded, “You still have your soul.”

Artima sniffed, “Of course I do, and so will my son. Such a barbaric, unnecessary practice. I will never allow those buffoons from the Repository to take my son away from me and rip out his soul so that they can teach him their safe, watered-down version of the magical arts. He is destined for greatness. Although his father, may his soul freeze in the coldest circle of the darkenworld, made me into the greatest religious flop of the century, he was, nonetheless, a powerful wizard.”

“He was,” Dienna agreed. “That's why I ask you and your apprentice to keep your son under check. I don't want to have any more of your ogres appearing out of thin air where it is politically convenient, and I don't want to hear of you stirring up any more trouble in the name of the gods or—”

“I understand,” Artima interrupted. “I've all but settled my vendetta with the Repository and I've tried my hand at being a religious figurehead—I'm not entirely sure what I'll be doing next, but I'm sure it will involve taking care of my son far away from here. Dartos' deception has caused me no less distress than it did you, Dienna Darpentus,” her gaze softened and hardened at once, as if she were both letting Dienna in to her thoughts and throwing her immediately back out. “His greed, his lust for power, you saw what it turned him into. That shell, that hideous...thing. If losing this war was good for anything, it allowed me a glimpse into my own future, and showed me what I do not want to become.”

Dienna regarded Artima with stunned silence. She had not expected such profound wisdom from the mouth of her former enemy, from a woman who had always struck Dienna as hellbent on amassing power. 

“You're willing to give up the adoration of your followers? You're truly setting aside being the Chosen Mother? And the New Way?” Dienna probed. 

Artima laughed, causing the baby to look up at her with restless uncertainly.

“I am setting aside that silly, ill-begotten title, yes,” Artima said, starting to rock Herel gently back and forth in her arms. “As to the New Way and my followers. I don't think I can make them leave me or my new religion any more than you've been able to convince your Faithful to do the same for you.” 

“No, I don't suppose you could,” Dienna agreed. “But you will discourage them?”

Artima nodded, “I will try, but people will believe what they believe,” she said dismissively. Her eyes met Dienna's once more, and Dienna was sure that she saw remorse therein, “I am sorry for what happened to your father. I thought I was...if not entirely in the right, I at least thought I was the Chosen Mother. I was so sure of it, I sacrificed my better judgment to accept it, live it. I have been a fool.”

Dienna swallowed, but continued with the words she knew she must say, not out of religious obligation as she might have thought before, but because she knew it was right. Artima was another victim in all of this. Nothing would come of holding a grudge against her.

“I accept your apology, Lady Artima,” Dienna replied, trying not to be as stiff as she felt. “In the end, my father's actions were his own, and my mother is already beginning to recover from her grief.” 

It was a lie, though a small one. Lady Grenna had been recovering up until the Battle of the Godskeep. Dienna had foolishly rushed to tell her mother all that had happened, including the truth about the gods and their centuries of deception, and she had stoutly refused to believe it.  Instead, she had become furious with Dienna—accused her of blasphemy, treason, and only settled down at the intervention of Sonder, whom she now seemed to favor due to his martyr-like imprisonment in the dungeons. Lady Grenna had begun to take over her normal duties as the Lady of the Godskeep again, and, although she was performing her work satisfactorily, she was irritable, strict, almost totalitarian in her upkeep of the castle, not to mention, she had tightened the reigns of her faith.

Before Midsummer, Lady Grenna would turn a blind eye to a priest taking a dram of whiskey from the kitchens for a night cap, or to a stable boy and scullery maid becoming acquainted with each other in some shadowy corner. Now, it was straight to the Hall of Ceremony for a confession and a night of fasting, immolation even. She also seemed in complete denial about Sonder's relationship with Antenel, though neither he nor the elf made any attempt to hide it from her. Lady Grenna always referred to Antenel as Sonder's elf friend and while Sonder never corrected her, Dienna could see the tension at the corner of her brother's mouth each time this happened, as if he were going on the defensive, waiting for her to lash out. Dienna wasn't sure how long he could keep it up, and knew that one day soon they would leave, just as Meredith and Endrick had left, and Dienna alone would have to deal with their mother—and with everything else.

Artima smirked, “I would pray for her speedy recovery, but...”

Dienna smiled nervously, “I understand,” she then continued more seriously, “And I think we are at an understanding.”

The sorceress nodded, “It certainly seems that way.” She handed Herel carefully back into the arms of her tall, lanky apprentice. Artima reached out her hand, “Until the next time we meet, Dienna Darpentus.”

“Take care of yourself, Lady Artima,” Dienna replied, taking the woman's hand in hers. It was an odd phrase, one she had never used before, but it was the only secular goodbye that she could think of. “And of your family.”

Artima withdrew her hand and laughed, “My family? I suppose we are one now. Take care of yourself and yours.” She started to turn away, then changed her mind and said, “If your wizard friend ever wants to explore his options, he would be welcome at Sivarr's Keep.”

Dienna was surprised by the remark, but nodded all the same, “I will let him know,” she lied. He had left with Meredith several days ago. “Thank you, Lady Artima.” The three women then bowed at each other, and Artima walked down the long aisle of the Hall of the Ceremonies, followed closely by Ophie, who carried the squirming child in her arms. Dienna thought she could hear the baby babbling with excitement at the myriad of colored splotches the setting sun was making through the stained glass, but it must have been her imagination. The child was just an infant, there was no way it should be babbling yet, Dienna was sure. 

As sure as the passage of time, the sun's rays shone lower and lower in the sky, and the Hall of Ceremony grew darker with its descent. Soon, people began to file in for the evening service. Old women, old men, peasants all came to kneel on ragged knees before the altar, praying the prayers they dared not leave until after the ceremony. Dienna watched them from where she sat behind the altar. She shouldn't be sitting there prior to the ceremony, she knew, but she no longer cared. The Faithful, for their part, never lifted their bowed heads from their hands long enough to notice her premature presence. It wasn't until the Hall of Ceremony was half full that attendees began to look at her askance, shake their heads, mutter a discouraging word to their neighbor. Why was she not at the back of the Hall, waiting, hidden, to process in when the first hymn was sung? 

The bell tolled, and the Faithful stood from their knees to face the center aisle. An acolyte led the procession as the choir sang aloft. The youth held a bowl of incense in her hands as Lord Varent walked behind, the dying light glinting off of the diamonds in his netted headdress. Lord Tevinan shuffled in slowly behind him, supported by one of his grandchildren, followed by Lady Amelie, who was resplendent in robes of lavender silk. They bowed before the altar in perfect unison and took their places at either side of Dienna, as if she hadn't just snubbed the opening processional and hadn't been sitting in the Keeper's chair this whole time. 

Dienna stood and addressed the congregation, “The grace of the gods be with you.”

“Blessed be the gods, for they bless us.”

She smiled grimly, “They do indeed, and so we must love them. That is what today's service is about—loving our gods. As Perl of Bocktree wrote in her letters to the beleaguered citizens of Running, 'If you but love the gods with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength, the gods will bless you in return with truth and prosperity.”

“So it will be.”

“And so we will pray for the gods to continue to reveal their truths to us,” Dienna continued. “For we are truly their people, their chosen, their most beloved. We are the ones for whom they gave of themselves: the sun, the moon, and stars. They gave us these things in great sacrifice. Why would this be, if not for love?”

“We Keep the Way,” the congregation replied. “And we are loved.”

“And now let us bow our heads, and pray for the gods' blessing.”

And so Dienna spoke the ceremonial words, made the ceremonial motions. And so the congregation responded, as they always had, and always would. And as they spoke, and as they sang, and as Dienna led the service for the gods she no longer believed in, the sun dipped lower in the sky, and the Hall of Ceremony was soon lit only by candles. 
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