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Chapter One
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Sonder waited at the back of the Hall of Ceremony. The heavy white and black robes of the Keeper of the Gods only partially protected him from the winter chill that seeped in through the many cracks of the ancient and venerated church, and the circlet of the Keeper was uncomfortably tight on his brow.  At his back, he wore his sword, strapped over the ceremonial robes in an archaic fashion. No Keeper had worn a blade in centuries, but that wouldn't stop Sonder from keeping his weapon close. He'd worn a sword every day for the last decade and, priest or not, he wasn't about to stop wearing one now.

Inside, the service had already begun. The Faithful sang, the priests prayed. The children sat, either bored or awed and nowhere in between, and Sonder shifted just as impatiently as they in the alcove at the back of the church. It was a momentous day. Not only for the Faithful gathered in the Godskeep's Hall of Ceremony, but for the Faithful all across Dorneldia. Lives would be changed this day. History would be made. It was enough to make Sonder pace back and forth in the shadows of the hall, muttering nervously to himself and wondering if he had missed his cue.

A voice called from within.

“Let Sonder Darpentus step forward.”

Sonder ceased his pacing, straightened his shimmering robes, and entered the church. His steps were measured, controlled, his eyes staring straight ahead. He barely saw the faces of the Faithful that lined him on either side, barely heard as the Godskeep's choir sang from the loft above and behind. Herel was there, somewhere in the crowd, the great hulking knight Lusidi at his side. Dienna was there too. And his mother. They would be in the front. They would be watching him, staring at him as he made his way down the aisle, eyes at once so full of love and sorrow that Sonder knew he must keep his gaze from theirs. If he looked up, if he saw their faces now—he might forget the whole thing. He might turn on his heel. He might run. 

The winter sun illuminated the stained glass windows that lined the length of the Hall, shone down in visible beams that caught the flight of thousands of motes of dust that floated aimlessly as Sonder walked the endless aisle between the pews. Somewhere in the choir loft, a tenor began to harmonize, raising his voice clear above the rest of the choir. His song elicited a look of bliss from the face of Lord Varent, the Prominent of Seltos, who stood at the front of the dais to which the aisle led. Varent's corpulent form was draped and wrapped in silk of midnight blue and copper, his dark hair covered by a veil of jeweled stars. Fine too were the lavender and silver robes of Lady Amelie, the Prominent of Lantos, who stood to Varent's left, and the crimson and gold robes of Lord Oris, the Prominent of Dartos, who stood to his right.

Lord Oris's face was decidedly less rapturous than his fellows'. He watched Sonder's approach unblinkingly, his gaze intense, unwelcoming even as his mouth was set into a smile. Sonder returned his gaze. He was not afraid. Oris was the reason he was here. Oris was the reason he was about to do what he had sworn so many years ago that he would never do.

He reached the dais. The choir ceased their song.

“Sonder Darpentus?” Lord Varent asked. He hardly needed to. Varent had known Sonder his entire life.

“I am here, Lord Prominent,” Sonder answered. His voice echoed throughout the immense chamber.

“Sonder Darpentus,” Lord Varent said, looking down at him gravely. “You have come before the Faithful, a man who has already been ordained and has had that ordination annulled, asking once again to take up the priestly mantel of Dartos.”

“I have,” Sonder replied.

“And you have also come before the Faithful to claim that birthright bequeathed upon you by your sister, Dienna Darpentus, the former Keeper of the Gods, who succeeded your father, the late Lord Mayrim Darpentus, as it was found by Dorneldian Law that you may reclaim such birthright at any time, regardless of any prior wishes to abdicate it,” Varent seemed slightly out of breath by the time he reached the end of this statement.

“I have,” Sonder repeated.

“Very well,” Lord Varent replied. He turned to each of the Prominents at his side. “Do the gods find him worthy of such station?”

Lady Amelie stepped forward, the next most senior of the three Prominents. Shorter than Sonder, even standing on the dais before him, she looked up from the deep folds of her wrinkled skin.

“Lantos finds him worthy,” she said, and stepped back into line.

Oris stepped forward, and in clipped, almost-angry tones, said, “Dartos finds him worthy.”

“And Seltos finds him worthy,” Lord Varent continued. He raised his gaze to the congregation. “We rely on the help of the gods, and we choose this man, Sonder Darpentus, for the priesthood, and for the Keeper of their most holy Way.”

“We give praise to the gods,” the Faithful replied.

“Sonder Darpentus,” Lord Varent turned once again to Sonder. “Before you proceed to the order of the Keeper, you must declare before the Faithful your intention to undertake this most holy of offices.” He cleared his throat, causing his jowls to shake. “Are you resolved, with the help of the gods, to perform the duties and rites bestowed upon the leader of our faith until your death,” he paused to consider his words, “or other matters, render you incapable of doing so?”

“I am,” Sonder replied, his stomach fluttering. That was a deviation from the traditional script.

“Are you resolved to lead and celebrate the holy days of the gods faithfully, as the Way has demanded they be celebrated since the days of the first Keeper, Lord Kennitch Gorwin?”

“I am,” Sonder repeated.

“Are you resolved to dedicate your life to the gods, the givers of the gifts, the saviors of all humankind, and to emulate their own holy generosity in the salvation of their people, that their souls may be saved from the deepest pits of the darkenworld?”

“I am,” Sonder said. “Gods-willing.”

“Please kneel,” Lord Varent said.

Sonder went to his knees and Lord Varent removed the circlet of the Keeper from his brow. Sonder was reminded eerily of the scene that had taken place two months prior in the Chamber of Justice, when his sister Dienna had removed that same circlet from her own head.

“Your predecessor has marked you for your station,” Varent said, holding the golden circlet aloft for the congregation to see. “And you have thus far professed to be worthy of wearing this token, but, Sonder Darpentus, you must still be proven.”

“I submit to your guidance,” Sonder said, eyes downcast. 

“Then submit to the gods,” Lord Varent said with gravity. “And prostrate yourself before them.”

From his kneeling position, Sonder brought himself to lay on his stomach, arms and legs splayed, head turned to one side. Two acolytes, dressed in robes of blue, green, and purple, approached with a thin sheet of white cloth and proceeded to drape the cloth over him until it covered his entire form. The thing was old and musty, and Sonder was forced to withhold a sneeze as he went under.

“The gods shall confer with Keepers of times past and gone,” Lord Varent called out to the Faithful. “Let us invoke their everlasting presence with song.”

Sonder rolled his eyes beneath the sheet. He had dreaded this part of the ceremony. It hadn't been so bad when he'd been ordained a priest—the Keepers of the past hadn't needed to be invoked for that particular occasion—but being named the Keeper of the Gods required that the entire Litany of Remembrance be sung.

The choir began a majestic, but mournful hymn.

Kennitch Gorwin,

first of his kind

Waltis Gorwin,

with graceful mind,

Mayel Gorwin,

of humble stock

Brennin Gorwin,

no man to mock.

Yallith Gorwin,

stout of heart

Benghin Gorwin,

ever-braggart

Bayyer Gorwin,

the dabbling knight 

Peteir Gorwin,

his son by right.

The choir and the Faithful dutifully droned on through the list of Keepers, their tempo changing abruptly as, three-quarters of the way through, the Darpentus line was introduced, and the rhyming scheme was interrupted. Sonder smirked softly beneath the cloth. Whoever had written the litany had never fathomed that the Gorwin line would come to an end.

Valtur Darpentus,

lion of sun

Toran Darpentus,

lesser than none

Mayrim Darpentus,

martyr sublime

Dienna Darpentus,

not Keeper life-time.

Sonder winced. He could only imagine his sister's face at hearing that line. He supposed it was a better description than ever-braggart, but still—what a way to be remembered. It made no mention of the countless sacrifices she had made as Keeper of the Gods, nor of the countless secrets she had unearthed.

The Litany of Remembrance came to a shuddering end.

“Hear us, O gods, and hear us, O Keepers of the ages,” Lord Varent called out. “Pour out your blessing upon this man. In your sight, we offer him up as a vessel for your teachings, as a tool for your great works. If it be your will, support him with your unfailing duty. By the strength of Dartos, by the wisdom of Lantos, and by the guidance of Seltos, we pray for his success.”

“We pray to the gods,” the Faithful droned.

“So the gods have replied,” Lord Varent said gravely.

Sonder could not see, but knew that the older man had made a gesture to the acolytes, who knelt down on either side of Sonder, and began to pull back the shroud.

“Rise, Sonder Darpentus.”

He came to his feet, again trying his utmost not to sneeze, and stood face-to-face with the Prominent of Seltos, who now held the circlet of the Keeper over Sonder's head.

“Mightiest gods, grant to this servant your dignity. Renew him with the spirit of your holiest generosity, and instill within him the host of your most divine gifts. May he be faithful in serving your people, and may your works live on in his form. We ask this through you, our gods, Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos, and through the intercession of all the Keepers of ages past.”

“Blessings unto them,” the Faithful said.

As previously rehearsed, Sonder turned to face the congregation. Behind him, Lord Oris and Lady Amelie laid a hand on each of his shoulders, as Lord Varent lowered the circlet onto his head.

“Let the gods speak ill if our choice be in vain,” the Prominent of Seltos said. He held the circlet, poised just on his brow, for what should have only been three seconds, but which Sonder could have sworn was ten seconds whole, before Varent exclaimed, “The gods have given their blessing! Behold, all ye gathered, that Sonder Darpentus has been named the Keeper of the Gods!”

The congregation began to clap as the choir struck up a joyous refrain. Now Sonder did look to the crowd. Herel sat several rows back, flanked on one side by Lusidi the knight. Both were watching the proceedings with looks of interest; the boy staring shrewdly at the three Prominents on the dais. Sonder's mother, Lady Grenna, sat in the front pew, tears of joy streaming down her face as Sonder was presented with the gilded copy of the Book of the Three from which he would soon read. Dienna sat next to her, neither clapping nor smiling. She was once again wearing the robes of a priest of Dartos, and her expression was perturbed, haunted as her eyes caught his. Sonder quickly averted his gaze. He wasn't out of this yet. One more thing must be said. One more lie must be told. Then he would be stuck. Then he would be trapped for good.

He opened the Book of the Three to the page that had been marked with a thin red ribbon.

“I accept the gift of Keeper as mankind first accepted the gifts of the gods,” Sonder called out. He didn't need to look at the page. He knew what words to speak. “I accept the gods' everlasting love, and I do so swear to do them worship for the sacrifices they so selflessly made, for the good of all Dorneldia.”

“So shall it be,” the Faithful said.

“So shall we give them praise,” Sonder replied.

The music resumed, now a bracing, gamboling song in the Old Lathaian tongue. Sonder handed the immense Book of the Three back to the acolyte and made his way to the velvet-cushioned chair behind the altar from which he would preside over the rest of the ceremony. So this is what it feels like, Sonder thought as he observed the Hall from its most advantageous view. The Keeper of the Gods. The head of the Way. He wondered if any before him had felt quite so hollow, quite so devoid of joy as he did beholding his flock. Full of faith, full of hope.

Poor bastards, he thought. They deserved better.

“Please kneel,” Sonder addressed the congregation as the song ended. “And let the blessings of the gods wash over you as we pray for their continued presence here on earth. May the light of their heavenly bodies never waver, never fade, and may we, their children, live ever more in the benevolent bounty of the sun, the moon, and the stars.”

“We give thanks to the gods,” the congregation did as they were commanded. Sonder sighed. There was no going back now.

“And they rejoice in your praise,” Sonder intoned. He then nodded to Lord Varent, who stepped forward to the lectern, and began to read the next blessing.

––––––––
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Sonder lingered long after the service was done. He removed with absentminded care the overly-ornate set of robes that had been laid out for him that morning and donned a more simple set of thick wool and warm velvet in the privacy of the Hall's priestly quarters. Lord Varent, Oris, and Lady Amelie had long since vacated the Hall of Ceremony, and were already on their way to the feast that had been prepared in Sonder's honor. He shook his head, trying in vain to suppress the memories of the last feast he had attended—on Elluin, hundreds of miles away, with Antenel at his side.

His lover was still out there, fighting against his own kin for leadership of the elven people. Did Antenel even know what had happened to him this day? Did he have any inkling of the terrible choice that Sonder had had to make? Sonder had written to him, of course. He had penned his heart-felt missive the very night of the last trial, when Sonder had appealed to the Court of the Keeper to reclaim his birthright as Keeper of the Gods. Sonder's hand had shaken, his tears sometimes blotting the ink, but he had managed to tell his lover the tale of all that had happened since they had parted in Astquary—or rather, Sonder had told him most of what had happened. Sonder didn't dare put any mention of the false gods in his letter, knowing that it could be intercepted and interpreted any number of ways, but he trusted that Antenel would be able to fill in the gaps in his narrative well enough. Unfortunately for them both, simply writing a letter did not guarantee its delivery. Astquary and Elluin were once again engulfed in war, and finding the rebel prince who sought to overthrow his father the king would be no easy task for any messenger. Sonder had hand-delivered the scrollcase to the Godskeep's courier with instructions that it must reach the elven lands, but what journey it would take from there, Sonder had no way of knowing.

“Not until he writes me back, anyway,” Sonder sighed. He hoped Ant would understand. And somewhere in his heart, he knew that he would—responsibility was a prince's bread and butter, after all—but nothing would ease the ache of guilt Sonder felt until he read Antenel's response himself. Would he be angry with Sonder? Would he be disappointed? Would he hate his lover and curse his name for ruining all hope that they could ever be together?

He wouldn't blame him if he did.

With an uncharacteristic scowl, Sonder closed the door to the priests' quarters and made to leave the Hall. 

He was surprised to see Herel waiting for him.

The boy leaned against the entryway with obvious impatience. He was resting one boot on the wall behind him, either oblivious or uncaring of the fact that its sole was filthy and sure to leave a mark of mud and snow, and his arms were crossed squarely over his chest. His thin form was draped in a rough-spun tunic and breeches, and a thick cloak hung unfastened from his slowly broadening shoulders. Sharp brown eyes in a soft brown face turned to Sonder as he entered the antechamber, and looked up at him from under a central tuft of wavy black hair.

“Finally,” Herel said, facing Sonder with a scowl of his own. “I thought you'd gotten lost back there or something.”

“I didn't know you were waiting,” Sonder said, taken aback by the boy's presence. He hadn't seen much of Herel since becoming Keeper. The legal battle that had been Sonder's succession and the subsequent end of the Trials of Exile had taken up much of the last two months of Sonder's life. He had been forced to spend long hours each day with the Prominents and Magistrate Malis, who had volunteered her legal services after Dienna had named Sonder their father's one true successor. Cooped up in his study, they had reviewed the list of the accused Disloyalists and had made sure each one of them was released from the Godskeep's dungeons and appropriately compensated for the distress the trials had caused them. In the end, the Godskeep's coffers had been severely depleted, but the Herelites had been allowed to go free—with certain provisions.

“You are not to construct your own temples, nor any other place of worship,” Sonder had read the decree from the pulpit of the Chamber of Justice to a crowd of newly released Disloyalists. “Nor are you to congregate in any number greater than ten. The names Herel of Astquary and Artima of the Plains are strictly forbidden from public speech, as are the terms Chosen Son and Chosen Mother. There is to be no talk of the New Way, nor of the Cleanse, except as pertains to the doctrines outlined by the prophet Ayers in the Book of the Three, and you will all be required to resume attendance to the Way's services on a weekly basis, at minimum.” He had paused, looking at the crowd to ensure his words had been understood, before continuing. “The Way wishes to enforce these provisions in the most generous and godly way possible. Therefore, command of the Holy Guard will return to the Keeper of the Gods, and the position of Chief Inspector, previously held by Lord Gheltin Oris, will be eliminated.” A murmur of relief had run through the crowd. Sonder had set the written decree aside and had continued, “The Way's treatment of those it had deemed Disloyal was, at best, severely misguided. As Keeper of the Gods, I swear to you that no more blood will be shed between our two branches of faith. Any transgressions to these provisions will henceforth be brought to my attention for my own express judgment—out of court—and any punishments dealt will be both appropriate and just.”

It was the best he could negotiate. The Prominents, and indeed, the crown, would never tolerate the Herelites openly practicing their faith. Only in secret could they worship their Chosen Son, only in musty old cellars, in numbers small enough to pose no threat to the integrity of the Way. Oris had fought tooth and nail for the continuation of the Court of the Keeper, and for his position as Chief Inspector, but he had been overruled by both Varent and Amelie. The trials had accomplished all that they could. The Disloyalists had been beaten and battered into submission, had come to fear the Way as designed—its continuation would only sow more unrest in the Golden Valley, only make their own lives more precarious as the Disloyalists rebelled. Better to end it now and let them lick their wounds. Better to give the appearance of mercy long after the damage had been dealt.

That was all fine by Sonder. Anything to stop the growing hatred between the Old Way and the New, anything that brought an end to the senseless imprisonment of people whose greatest crime was to have been deceived by the gods, was right by him. Who of them hadn't been deceived by the gods? Or by Artima of the Plains? Who of them hadn't misplaced their faith? The only difference between the Faithful and the Herelites was that the Way had misplaced its faith in the gods, and the New Way had misplaced theirs in the son of a god.

“You shouldn't be out on your own, kid,” Sonder frowned at the son of a god in question. “Where's Lusidi?”

“I am here,” a voice spoke so suddenly that Sonder jumped. An immense form emerged from the shadowy corner behind Herel—a woman dressed in a full suit of emerald green armor with a broadsword at her hip—who nodded grimly at Sonder as she came to stand behind the boy.

Sonder shook his head wryly, “How a knight of your stature manages to conceal herself so well, I'll never know.”

“Maybe your eyes aren't what they used to be, Uncle Sonder,” Herel groused. His arms were still crossed, and he shrunk away from the lady knight, as if afraid she carried some foul disease. “A blind mountain dwarf could have seen her a hundred miles off.”

“Very funny,” Sonder replied in kind. He looked to the rotund knight, but she did not seem the least bit offended at this remark. Lusidi's small mouth was set in a stoic line, her eyes darting about, looking for potential threats and eavesdroppers from long years of habit. She had once been bodyguard to the King and Queen. Vigilance came with the territory. “I have perfect vision, I'll have you know. Not as good as an elf's but,” Sonder stopped, angry with himself for inadvertently invoking his absent lover, and continued. “But I doubt you came here to comment on my eyesight.” 

“No,” Herel agreed. His eyes were still downcast, and he shifted under Sonder's glare. For a moment, it looked like he would say something more, but the boy remained silent.

“Well then?” Sonder prompted. Herel had never been talkative, to be sure, but he hadn't acted this distant since Sonder had first brought him out of Astquary. That seemed so long ago now. Artima's summons, the journey to Sivarr's Keep, leaving Antenel...so much had changed in such a short time. Sonder had deviated from the plan, had brought Herel to the Godskeep instead of Omkett—into a nest of vipers rather than the safe haven his mothers had planned for him. Posing as Alrick the squire, the boy had been thrown into the middle of a deadly witch-hunt, and had come to see firsthand how those who worshiped him and his mother were treated outside of their colony in Astquary.

And he had been appalled.

Herel had grown up a god, dressed in silk and crowned in flowers. He had been paraded through the streets of Sivarr's Vale, the object of worship and praise and song the likes of which would make a king blush. Herel of Astquary. The Chosen Son. First and only begotten son of the Almighty Dartos and Artima of the Plains. He had been revered, doted upon, loved—and for what? The boy, for all that he had inherited his mother and father's magical prowess, was not the miracle-maker that High Priest Cormin had made him out to be. No, behind the facade of the Chosen Son was an angry, confused child who heard praise in one ear and whispered threats in the other. The High Priest had been using him, grooming him into the centerpiece of their cult until such time that he could be disposed of—sacrificed—all part of the gods' great plan, all part of the Cleanse as foretold.

The threat of impending sacrifice had prompted Herel's mother, Artima of the Plains, to take action. Although she was strong in her magic, she had been ill, dying, and unable to protect her son from High Priest Cormin's plotting. Thus she had summoned Sonder and Antenel and, in return for information about Antenel's father, King Hastos, had requested they take her son away.

Furious at Artima's news of his father's transgressions against the elven people, Antenel had returned to Elluin to confront Hastos, but Sonder had not returned with him. No, Sonder had accepted Artima's offer instead, and had subsequently spent several months on the road with Herel, acting as escort as they had traversed from Sivarr's Keep, bound for the ogre colonies far across the Wastes of Iador. He had come to know the lad better than he'd ever expected. A surly child, often cross, often brash—but also compassionate. Herel had seen the terrible mistreatment of the Herelites in the Golden Valley and had almost immediately made up his mind to end it. He had supported Sonder's efforts to stop the trials, had helped him search through countless volumes and books on law until a solution could be found. Not that the kid was perfect. He had also berated Sonder's sister to the point that she had nearly flung herself from a third-story window—but Herel wasn't solely to blame for that. Dienna had been navigating the unsteady grounds of the Trials of Exile for months, and the fiery brusqueness Herel had inherited from the god of the sun had been just enough to push her over the edge.

“I've been trying to talk to you for weeks,” Herel explained, eyebrows furrowed. “But you're always surrounded by those goons.”

“The Prominents,” Sonder corrected, feeling guilt in the pit of his stomach. He hadn't meant to avoid Herel. His duties had just kept him occupied. “Not the company I'd prefer to keep, but, you know, they come with the position. What did you want to talk about?”

Herel gave Lusidi a poignant look, and the bodyguard quickly took the hint.

“I will be at the door if you need me, Master Alrick,” she said, her tone flat, and she moved with silent footfalls to the front of the antechamber.

Sonder raised an eyebrow, “Something wrong kid? Anything you can say to me, you can say to Lusidi. Well,” he paused, “almost anything.” Lusidi had no idea who it was she had actually been charged to protect. Not a squire, but a demigod.

“It's none of her concern,” Herel scoffed. Did he look embarrassed under that curly mop of hair? “I just wanted to ask you,” he continued, avoiding Sonder's gaze, “about the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.”

Sonder frowned, “What about it?” The holiday was fast approaching, and indeed talk of Lady Seltos' feast was in no short supply at the Godskeep. 

Herel turned his head even further away. Now he was definitely embarrassed. “Can you...tell me about it? We,” he swallowed, uncomfortable, “We didn't celebrate it back in Astquary, and I have no idea what it entails.”

“Oh,” Sonder blinked, taken aback. Of course. Dartos and his son were the main players of the Herelite cult. They wouldn't be expected to observe the festivals of the other gods. “Sure. What did you want to know?”

Herel's gaze was sharp, “Everything.”

“Alright,” Sonder replied evenly. He took a breath and pondered where to begin. “It's the festival that honors Seltos and her gift. There's a service, a feast, lots of candles, lots of singing and prayer—”

“Yes, yes,” Herel interrupted with a wave of his hand. “But what makes it stand out? What makes it so special?”

“Special?” Sonder said in confusion.

Herel nodded, “The people at the Godskeep talk like it's the highlight of the year.”

“Well, I don't know about that,” Sonder replied mildly. “It's certainly the highlight of the winter, at the very least. The masks make it pretty unforgettable.”

“Masks?” Herel asked, probing.

“Star masks,” Sonder confirmed. “That's how the Faithful participate. Everyone wears a star mask to honor Seltos's gift. The Faithful pretend to be the stars she made from the shattered pieces of her heart.”

Herel pulled a face, “Everyone does this?”

“All the Faithful,” Sonder nodded. “From the youngest children to the oldest priests. Everyone puts on a star-shaped mask and attends the service. They're well-made too. Lots of sparkle, lots of twinkle.”

“It must be quite a sight,” Herel groused. 

Sonder shrugged, “It's the same every year. Although I haven't seen it since before you were born.”

“I see,” Herel appeared lost in thought, leaning once more against the wall of the antechamber. 

Hoping that Herel's curiosity had been satisfied, Sonder continued softly, “Kid, why didn't you just ask Lusidi about the festival? Or Dienna. She would have known.”

Herel shook his head, “I don't think your sister wants to see me.”

“She's been under a lot of pressure lately,” Sonder explained, fastening his cloak tighter across his chest. “But I'm sure if you were to visit her and apologize, she wouldn't turn you away.”

“Apologize?” Herel scowled, now donning his cloak as well. “For what?”

“For what you said to her.”

Herel's expression hardened. “I don't regret what I said. She was completely incompetent. She let a man die. One of my own people.”

“Oris was responsible for that, ” Sonder replied wearily. “And the King.” He had been through this before with Herel, but the boy still didn't seem to understand. In his eyes, Dienna had failed utterly to protect the Herelites. The fact that she had been able to keep the peace for over a decade before his arrival at the Godskeep meant nothing to him. “I know it's difficult to understand when you're still a child but—”

“I'm not a child,” Herel snapped. He flicked away a tuft of hair from his face. “I'm thirteen now. I'm as good as grown.”

Sonder chuckled softly as he began to walk to the door, “Is that so? Well, I guess I can't call you 'kid' anymore can I?”

Herel considered this a moment, “Under normal circumstances, I would say no, but...” Herel's eyes came to rest on Lusidi, who stood to one side of the door, eyes alert as she stood her watch. She did not know his true name. Only Sonder did, and Dienna, and Herel could trust no one else to know this secret.

“But for the moment, I see no reason to change,” Sonder responded as cheerily as he could manage. He gave Herel a bracing clap on the back and a teasing smile. “Kid.”

Herel ignored the barb. Halfway to the massive double doors, he looked up at Sonder and said thoughtfully. “You said everyone wears a mask for Seltos's service?”

“All the Faithful,” Sonder reiterated. “The priests wear a more modest design, the acolytes too—but the Faithful's masks are the real crux of the holiday. They spare no expense. I've seen masks of silver and gold. Masks with pearls and gemstones—even diamonds. The Keeper's mask has diamonds,” Sonder said, his mind suddenly flooded with images of his father, Lord Mayrim Darpentus, wearing the ancient, ornate star mask that had been made for Erioned Gorwin centuries ago. It too had been gilded, and each eye had been rimmed with a starburst of yellow diamonds. “Lord Varent's been reminding me for weeks to get it out of the vault and have it cleaned. In fact,” Sonder opened the door and stepped out into the cold, snow-covered bailey, “he's been harassing me about the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars ever since the trials ended.”

The winter sun was low in the sky. The Godskeep's three towers cast long, dark shadows across the glimmering snow. Acolytes were already lighting torches at intervals along the walls facing the Godskeep's courtyard, and priests and guests alike were walking in huddled groups toward the castle's dining hall.

“Why?” Herel asked as they began to tread the path through the snow. Lusidi shuffled behind at a respectful distance.

“Seltos is Varent's patron,” Sonder answered. “And the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars is her festival, the only one she gets all year. Dartos has the Festival of the Spring Sun and the Midsummer Festival, Lantos has the Feast of the Harvest Moon and New Moon's Night, but Seltos has only one—and Varent takes it very seriously.” He was careful to keep his voice down as he spoke, although he was certain no one could hear him above the clang of the bells that rang the hour. “He wants seven different songs of worship to her this year. Seven!”

Herel frowned, “That could be a problem.”

“Yes, yes it could be,” Sonder replied. He didn't dare say more, even with Lusidi several paces behind them. She couldn't know the reason why Varent's demand for worship made Sonder's throat constrict and his blood boil, couldn't know what that meant for the well-being of the world. Seltos, the Lady of the Stars and one of the three gods of the Way, was no god at all. She was a woman, a human wizard who, along with two others of her kind, had cast the Spell of Invocation Transference—which had allowed them to live for over a thousand years with only the Faithful's belief as sustenance. Any time a true believer uttered their name, any time they gave them their praise, the false gods' lives were extended, their powers increased. The praise and worship harvested at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars was sure to bring Seltos' powers to an annual zenith, and Lord Varent was only aiding her by his request. Not that he knew this, of course. Dienna, who had discovered the truth of the gods through the Tome, had once tried to share its contents with the Prominents, but had been rebuked, her claims dismissed as the ramblings of a daughter grieving for her recently deceased father. She, Sonder, and Herel were the only ones currently at the Godskeep who knew this terrible secret, and there were only a handful of others outside of its walls who shared in their burden—the wizards of the Repository, Endrick Arelo, Meredith Hauvish, Artima of the Plains and her apprentice Ophie, and Sonder's elven lover, Antenel. The rest of the kingdom of Dorneldia, and indeed, the Faithful all across the world, had no reason to doubt that their prayers fell upon the ears of the just and generous gods they had been raised to worship.

But Sonder knew better.

“So what are you going to do?” Herel asked, his tone haughty. They had nearly reached the entrance to the dining hall and were about to step inside the dark corridors of the Godskeep. “Are you letting him have his seven songs of worship to that old witch?”

“Watch your mouth, kid,” Sonder warned, seeing several priests of Lantos glance their way before continuing down the hall with looks of silent disapproval. “And I'm not sure. We're still debating it, but I haven't got much of an argument other than it'll make the ceremony run long.” 

“So you're just letting her regain power?” Herel asked, unimpressed, as he stood in the doorway. There was a contempt on his face that reminded Sonder of his father, Dartos, the god of the sun whom Dienna had long ago slain. He had been reckless, wild in his endeavors to garner more worship. He had spent too much time in human form, had overexerted his powers in his attempts to cause chaos in the world, and had thus been too weak to defend himself from the simple blade Dienna had thrust through his heart. “You sound like your sister.”

Sonder grimaced, “I'm doing the best I can.” He paused, looking around to make sure Lusidi was not too close, and continued in low tones, “Herel, being the Keeper doesn't mean that I can just tell the rest of the Faithful what to do. I'm on thin ice as it is. Oris is furious that I succeeded Dienna, and I can't rely on Varent or Amelie to remain loyal to me if I put them to the test. I have to be,” he paused, realizing how much he sounded like Antenel, “diplomatic about these things.”

Herel scowled, “The gods aren't diplomatic. Neither is Oris. Those trials were a farce.”

“I know, kid, I know,” Sonder replied. “But this festival happens every year. Every winter, Seltos increases her power.”

He wished he hadn't said that. All this talk of Seltos was making him uncomfortable. He still hadn't told Herel the true reason he'd brought the boy to the Godskeep. He'd given him some excuse that he'd known his sister was in danger, and that they'd have to get to the Godskeep as soon as humanly possible in order to save her, but that was only half the story. Seltos herself had been the one to alert Sonder to the plight Dienna was in. Seltos herself had appeared before him and had demanded that he bring the Chosen Son to the one place he should never have been brought.

And Sonder had agreed.

At the time, he had been thinking only of his sister. Seltos had promised that Dienna would be dead before the year was out, and Sonder had had no reason to doubt the prophetic goddess. As it turned out, Dienna had been in mortal danger, and Sonder had been able to avert it. Still, there was a nagging suspicion in the back of his mind that Sonder had been duped. Whatever reason Seltos had had for bringing Herel to the Godskeep could not have been good. Had she hoped for the boy's identity to be discovered? That would have certainly caused a fair amount of chaos, just the right kind of uproar that would increase the Faithful's desperation and prayer. But as much as Sonder tried to tell himself that that had been her only ploy, he knew there must be something else the goddess had yet to reveal. But he did not know what.

“Well, maybe this year will be different,” Herel said. They lowered the hoods of their cloaks as they entered the corridor that led to the dining hall. Sonder could smell roasted meat and fish, and the sweet spice of cider—uncommon at a luncheon, but not uncommon to celebrate the Ordination of the Keeper of the Gods.

“Lord Keeper,” a voice called from the dark stone hall behind them.

Sonder turned and forced a smile, “Lord Oris. Whatever are you doing here? I thought you'd left for the feast ages ago.”

Oris, a man of middle years, with a handsome, if perpetually false, face, approached with crimson robes billowing behind him, “I have been looking for you, Lord Keeper. The guests are impatient. We cannot begin the feast until you say the blessing.”

Sonder adopted a look of shock, “By the Book, I had completely forgotten. Forgive me, Gheltin, I have seen so little of my squire, Alrick, lately that I had taken the opportunity to check on the progress of his training with this good knight,” he gestured easily to Lusidi and Herel behind him, who both beheld Oris warily.

Oris did not appear impressed by this excuse. “Well, if you are sufficiently caught up with your secular duties,” his nose wrinkled, “perhaps it would be best if you attended to your more sanctified obligations?”

“Well said, Gheltin, well said,” Sonder conceded with an amicable smile. “Come,” he placed a hand behind Oris's shoulder and began to lead the Prominent of Dartos down the hall. “Let us not keep the Faithful waiting any longer. Patience may be a virtue, but we all know that it is far better to avoid sin than to ask forgiveness, do we not?”

“I suppose so, Lord Keeper,” Oris replied stiffly. He glanced back at Herel and Lusidi, eyes narrowed. “And how are your squire and his tutor getting on?”

“Oh, splendidly, Gheltin, thank you,” Sonder returned tightly. He didn't like the way Oris looked at the boy. Like he suspected something. Like he knew who the kid really was. “Two peas in a pod those two, two kittens in a basket. Although I do wish he'd remember to keep his sword on him, the cheeky lad.” Sonder inclined his head meaningfully at the sword slung across his own back. “One never knows when they'll need use of it, eh Gheltin?”

Oris' face was cold in the face of Sonder's taught smile, “No, Lord Keeper. One does not. Perhaps I should follow your good example and carry a blade myself?”

“Why, there's a thought, Gheltin!” Sonder clapped the man's back again, allowing his face to light up with false delight. “You, carry a sword. What a novel idea. But you know what they say—dark times and all that. Perhaps we should return to the Way as it was in Bayyer Gorwin's day, and arm each and every one of our priests in preparation for holy combat. I think you might be on to something.”

“That remains to be seen, Lord Keeper,” Oris answered sourly as Sonder led him firmly down the hall, his voice echoing as he prattled distracting inanities that he hoped would keep the other man's mind away from the veritable child of the gods they had just left behind.
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Chapter Two
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“Oh, I've always wanted to visit the Godskeep,” Perrick cooed as they plodded across the plain. They had had just enough gold to purchase three dependable mares from a merchant in Rosmat, and the steeds had served them well as they had made their way across northern Dorneldia. Perrick rode in the front of the group, more-so because he had difficulty controlling his horse's speed than by design. Meredith and Etia shared the mare in the middle, and Endrick rode at the back, ever watchful of their surroundings. The priest of Lantos turned to look at them with glee, “I can't tell you how excited I am! Do you think we'll see it today?”

It took all the will Meredith possessed not to roll her eyes. Perrick had been expressing his excitement every day for the seven weeks they had spent on this journey, traveling from the shores of the Dezhartan Sea into the lands just south of the Enalgath Mountains. She almost wished they hadn't offered Perrick their hospitality. He was loud, rude, and often failed to complete the simplest of tasks when they made camp—and yet Meredith knew they must endure it. The priest's expertise in searching the heavens with his telescopes had proven invaluable in their battle against the Great Wyrm, and they were greatly indebted to him because of it.

“Weather permitting, yes,” Endrick answered. His form was covered by one of the thick cloaks they had purchased in Romstead, for the clothing they had worn on the tropical island of Iolimi did nothing to keep out the chill of winter as they approached the Golden Valley. Snow had fallen two nights before and still lay inches thick, halfway up the stalks of the tall reeds and grasses that covered the flat-lands.

“It's not going to snow again, is it?” Etia asked from the front of Meredith's saddle. The eleven-year-old was just small enough to allow them to share the large mare. Her dark, opalescent skin was starkly contrasted against the white fur-trimmed hood that encircled her small face.

“Not unless the wind changes,” Endrick returned, dark fabric occluding dark features. “The clouds move swiftly. We will be dry this night; and in the halls of the Godskeep.”

“Praise to the moon,” Perrick said happily.

The others did not reply. Meredith could feel Etia's discomfort at the priest's words—Lantos was the girl's father, and Lady Seltos, her mother. A fact that the priest had not yet learned to accept. It was strange, Meredith thought, to be returning home with the child of the gods. She had left Gran's funeral last year with the thought that she might never see the halls of the Godskeep again. And now she was here—with Etia—bringing the girl to the place where Meredith's own mission against the gods had begun. She had tried to prepare her, had told her much of what went on at the Godskeep—the daily routines of the priests and acolytes, the ceremonies and services, the schooling and research—and Etia had seemed, on the surface, unperturbed by their imminent visit, eager even. Meredith only hoped she wouldn't be too disappointed when they at last arrived. Solemn, dogmatic, strict, the Godskeep was nothing like the tiny village chapel that Etia had known as a child.

“Do you think they'll know about me?” Etia had asked some weeks ago as they had made their camp. They had still been in the warmer-climed Running Province, and had been able to travel with relative ease along the kingdom's northern coast.

Meredith had been about to reply, but Perrick the priest had cut her off.

“At the Godskeep?” the man had asked harshly. He had pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and had brushed some of the graying blond hair from his face. “I should hope not. I was responsible for sending all communication from Iolimi to the Keeper herself, and I am certain that I made no mention of you or your blasphemous claims. Think of the scandal if I had!”

Meredith had raised an eyebrow, “How can you be sure? Iolimi is part of the northern trade routes. Merchants come and go from that place at will.”

“Merchants,” Perrick had nearly spat the word in disgust, “do not have the privilege of being in direct communication with the Keeper of the Gods. Oh, I'm sure word of this,” he had paused, as if choosing his words carefully, “child has escaped the island on which she was raised, but do not presume to think that Dienna Darpentus or any of her kind at the Godskeep has been apprised of her situation.”

“Did you apprise Dienna of the Great Wyrm?” Endrick had asked the other man solemnly.

Perrick had flushed, his mouth tightening into a grimace, “No. That I did not.” Seeing Meredith's dubious glance, the priest had continued, visibly flustered. “I did not want her to think me mad,” he had explained, indignant. “Can you imagine? Me ranting and raving about a monster from the sea that dragged the Iolimians under the deep and spat them out again as true believers of the Way?” He had scoffed, “Not something I could have just inserted into my quarterly goodwill reports.”

“No, likely not,” Meredith had agreed, and all conversation had summarily ended. Meredith hadn't minded. She didn't enjoy Perrick's company, as a rule, although she could see the sense in what he had said. It was a fantastical tale, and Perrick didn't even know the half of it. The Great Wyrm had indeed been a plague to the Iolimian shores, converting the Unfaithful of the islanders by force, bringing them into the fold of the Way by means of a strange undersea ritual—but stranger still was the fact that the Great Wyrm had been a creature of the gods, and that Etia was the gods' own daughter.

They had visited their daughter often, when Etia had still been young. Lantos and Seltos would come in secret to the island of Iolimi to meet with her, talk with her, play with her, and they had gained her love and her trust as any parent would with ease. They had planned to make Etia the Chosen Daughter to rival Herel, the Chosen Son, and together the two children of the gods were to be pitted against the old Way, were to cause such struggle and strife between the Faithful that the false gods' power would increase by turns unfathomable. Just as Herel had used his magic to ensnare the Herelites in Astquary, so Etia was to use her abilities to win the peoples of Ruith and the Dezhartan Sea in the north. There was, however, a flaw in the gods' plan.

Etia had no magic.

Daughter of the two most powerful wizards currently in existence, Etia's lack of magical ability had come as a shock to her divine and revered parents. Disgusted and displeased, they had been forced to abandon their grandiose schemes for their daughter, opting instead to enact another of their many plots. Lantos had then created the loathsome, terrible creature known as the Great Wyrm, instructing it to scour the shores of the Dezhartan Sea, attacking villages and ships and dragging its victims down into the ocean's depths. The victims of such attacks would be brought to an ancient underwater relic called the Pillar of Mantesh, where they would be converted to the Way by force of magic before washing ashore, shouting praises to gods they had not known before.

The gods had told Etia of this plan, or at least, they had told her a part of it, and they bade the girl to warn her people of the Great Wyrm's coming. The Iolimians, however, had not believed her. They had laughed, jeered at the young outcast. There was no such creature, they had said, and there was no reason for it to attack them, besides. They were following the Way closely enough; they had no need of such divine intervention. 

The very next day, the Great Wyrm had attacked.

Yet, rather than abhor the Wyrm, the Iolimians had revered it. They had feared its coming even as they had given praise to the gods for bringing it to their shores. Etia had been suddenly regarded as a prophet, and the gods of the Way had told her again what to say. She was the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, she had told the Iolimians. The Daughter of the Lantos and Seltos. That is how she had known of the Wyrm's coming, that is how she had known it would attack the Unfaithful.

The cycle of prayer and destruction might have continued indefinitely, had Meredith and Endrick not intervened. They, along with Renna Goldcrest and her wizard crew, had been shipwrecked on Iolimi after one such Wyrm attack, and had, over the course of the summer, unraveled the mystery surrounding this child of the gods. Or at least, they had unraveled part of it. They knew now that she was indeed the flesh and blood daughter of Lantos and Seltos, knew now why she had been cast aside, but still they had no explanation for her strange appearance, nor for the affinity she had had with the pod of magically flying whales that had helped them defeat the Wyrm.

Just thinking of them made Meredith's heart ache. They had been close with the girl, had been friends in a way that Meredith would have never thought possible, yet that was not the most impossible thing about them. Their ability to fly, the magic they created—Meredith still had no idea how any of it was possible. She had recorded their behavior in the Chronicle, but they had yet to visit the Repository to discuss their findings with the Archmage. Meredith gripped the reigns of her horse tightly. That had been a heated argument. Renna, whose ship they had sailed from Iolimi to Rosmat, had been flabbergasted that they were going to sail right past the Repository, the island of the wizards, and not drop in for a visit.

“Meredith cannot go to the Repository,” Endrick had reminded Renna coolly. “Her magic must remain a secret.”

“I'm not saying we should go there and announce she's a renegade,” Renna had countered with a snort. Her eyes had sparked with fire beneath the dulled expression that all wizards wore. “As long as no one says anything, she'll be fine.”

“I'd rather not take the risk,” Meredith had said, feeling more than a little betrayed at Renna's flippancy. It was all well and good for her to visit the Repository, but for Meredith, it was almost suicide. “If they find out, they'll kill me.”

“Maybe you should have thought of that before you stole their spellbook,” Renna had muttered.

Meredith had not responded. She had once considered Renna a friend, one of the few she had had in this world, but Meredith's clandestine knowledge of magic seemed to have opened a great rift between them. It hurt her to admit, but Meredith was glad that Renna had left them in Rosmat. The wizardess had had no desire to come with them to the Godskeep, and had needed no convincing to drop them off at the port with hardly a goodbye.

Meredith shrugged off the memory. It hadn't been all bad, this journey to the Godskeep. She might have lost one friend, but she was soon to regain another. Dienna Darpentus was at the Godskeep. Meredith hadn't seen her in almost two years now, and her last visit had been a brief, sorrowful reunion marked by her Gran's death. It would be nice to see her in, well, not happier times, but in a time when Meredith could at last relay some useful information to the Keeper of the Gods about their mutual enemies. How long had Meredith and Endrick been fighting this fight? How many years had they spent hunting down the gods? How many hours had they spent, slowly trudging after them, desperately searching, desperately hoping to find some clue as to how to bring about their destruction? Meredith did not know, nor did she want to. Her life may have been utterly bound to the ones she despised, but at least she would be able to say, at the end of it all, that she had spent her time on this earth seeking justice for those whom the gods had wronged. It would make her rest all the sweeter.

Endrick brought his horse even with theirs.

“Our journey's end lies just ahead,” he pointed with his plain wooden staff to a high slope that rose from the snow-covered plain some dozen yards before them.

Meredith gave a small smile. She remembered this place. They had, long years ago, been led down this same path from Romstead to the Godskeep by one of King Philibert's Green Knights, a pompous man by the name of Sir Gallad, who had been tasked to guide them to the site of what would later become the Battle of the Godskeep.

Perrick was far ahead of them. “Praise be!” The middle-aged man cavorted as he urged his mare into a mad gallop up the hill. His worn lavender robes streamed behind him and whipped about his slight form as he brought his steed to stand at its apex. “The Godskeep!”

Meredith and Endrick's own horses soon caught up to his, and Etia let out a small gasp as the castle came into view. The hill overlooked the entire floor of the Golden Valley. A bowl-shaped vale, covered in snow, led from where they stood clear to the Enalgath Mountains, and silhouetted against their purple and blue splendor was the Godskeep, perched high on the Holy Hill, overlooking the valley like the deities it honored overlooked the whole of the world. It's three towers rose above the triangular walls that connected the castle's perimeter, and within could be seen the top of the Hall of Ceremony, the largest of the Godskeep's free-standing structures.

“It's not as big as Sivarr's Keep,” Etia commented. “Or maybe that's just because it's not floating?”

Meredith smiled, “I think you're right on both counts, Etia.”

“Come,” Endrick beckoned them to the south side of the hill, where the path was well-trodden and easy for the horses to descend. “We must make haste if we wish to arrive by nightfall.”
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They made good time, reaching the base of the Holy Hill while the sun was still traveling across the sky. It was just warm enough to cause the snow on the much-traversed Holy Road to melt into muddy slush as dozens of carts and hundreds of pilgrims descended the wide, sloping path that led from the Godskeep's mouth to the valley.

“So many people,” Perrick remarked, still riding in front as they began their way up the road, seemingly the only ones headed in that direction. He arched an eyebrow above his spectacles. “Is this typical Miss Hauvish?”

Meredith shook her head, her own brow furrowed. “No, it's not.” If anything, she would have expected to see people pouring in to the Godskeep for the upcoming Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. “I wonder what's going on.”

“Perhaps we should stop someone,” Endrick suggested. His voice was hardly audible above the din of the passing travelers. He was wearing his full set of wizard robes—black trousers covered by a long, black skirted tunic, tight in the sleeves, over which he wore a long thick vest of gray wool. He had also donned a dark cloak, the cowl of which was drawn up over his face, a dark figure against the otherwise shimmering white landscape. People stared openly at him as they rode, many making the sign to ward off evil. Wizards were not well loved by the Faithful. They were tolerated at best, openly persecuted at worst. Perrick Underton seemed to be the exception to this rule. He and Endrick had become friends during their stay on Iolimi, bonding over the priest's interest in tracing the movements and patterns of the stars, which Endrick found immensely useful to his spellcasting. 

“An excellent idea, Endrick,” Perrick said, and without further delay, he rode up the path and came to stop before an elderly couple, who rode on the back of a donkey, the nose of which was led by a young boy. “Hail, good people!”

The old couple seemed startled for a moment, but the man soon responded, “Hail, priest of Lantos.” His voice was gnarled like an old tree. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“Yes, good sir,” Perrick replied, looking down at them from his much higher mount. “We have only just arrived at the Godskeep after several long weeks of travel, and we are surprised to find so many good people fleeing the very same castle we are headed for.”

“We do not flee, good priest,” the old woman on the donkey replied. “We leave well-rested and fed after a night of celebration. Although some may not call it so.”
“Celebration?” Meredith asked, having now caught up to the priest. “Of what?”
“Why, the Keeper's ordination,” the old man said. He scratched his head, “Or haven't you heard?”

“Ordination?” Fear caught in Meredith's throat. Dienna had been ordained years ago. If there had been another ordination, that must mean—no. Dienna was fine. She must be. “We,” Meredith faltered, “No, we hadn't heard anything about the Keeper's ordination.”

The old man nodded, “You must have been far away from these parts not to have heard.”

“Oh, too far,” Perrick groused before Meredith could stop him. “I was stationed at a mission in Iolimi for far longer than I care to remember.”

“Iolimi?” the old woman gasped.

“Yes, but I—”

“Perrick,” Endrick said softly, bringing his own mount into view. He shook his head slowly, “We had better let these people be. They have a long journey ahead of them, and the light is swiftly fading.”

“Ah, yes, quite right,” Perrick returned, his expression at once contrite and self-important. He turned back to the old couple. “I thank you for the information, gentlefolk, and I would not dream of delaying your return home any longer.”

“You are most welcome, good priest,” the old man said, already motioning for the boy to resume leading the donkey.

“May the moon light your path,” Perrick called to them as they went.

The old couple did not reply. The Holy Road was wide, and as they had been conversing, many more travelers had circumvented the group at a distance, casting wary glances. Meredith was keenly aware of their eyes, and of the feeling of uncertainty that seemed to hang in the air around them. An ordination...a new Keeper...what was going on?

“What's an,” Etia piped up from the saddle before Meredith, “...Ordination?”

Meredith shook the dark thoughts from her head, “It's when a person takes their priestly vows. Or in this case, when a priest is made the Keeper of the Gods.”

Etia looked back at Meredith, her impossibly blue eyes wide with confusion, “I thought you said your friend was the Keeper of the Gods? Dienna Darpentus?”

“She is,” Meredith assured her, ignoring the feeling of uncertainty in her own heart. “She must be.”

Endrick, his horse now trotting alongside them as they followed the sloping road up to the Godskeep, frowned. “I would not be so sure, Meredith.” His voice was gentle, “I fear we may have arrived at an unpleasant time.”

She did not reply. Logical as it was, Meredith did not want to entertain the thought that the ordination of a new Keeper meant that something must have happened to Dienna. No. Everything was fine. Maybe the old man was mistaken. Or maybe they had misunderstood. Maybe, maybe—Meredith's heartbeat quickened, and she felt herself grow heated with the oncoming panic. After all they had been through, after all the heartache and loneliness of the thirteen years they had spent hunting down the gods, Meredith wasn't sure she could take such a loss. Dienna was the only friend she had left in this world. If she were gone—

So caught up in her own thoughts was she that Meredith did not notice the figure in a bright orange cloak walking straight for them.

“Meredith?”

She looked up, and gasped in surprise. It was not Dienna who stood before her—but her own cousin.

“Daela!”

A young woman pushed through the crowd of travelers and stood, beaming, before them. Her complexion was darker than Meredith's, her black, braided hair was pulled back at the top, leaving the rest to hang long past her elbows. She was young, only twenty-nine compared to Meredith's thirty-five years, and in her arms she cradled a baby, wrapped in a vibrantly colored quilt.

Meredith dismounted her horse, and pulled Daela and the child into a careful embrace.

“What are you doing here?” Daela asked, pulling away. Her eyes were hurt and confused beneath her dark lashes, “After Gran's funeral, I didn't think you'd ever come back.”

“I know,” Meredith swallowed. She still felt guilty for how she'd treated her family. They'd been so important to her, so crucial to the early part of Meredith's life—but when she'd discovered the truth about the gods, when she'd learned that she'd spent twenty-two years of her life devoted to beings that were no more divine that she, Meredith had found she could no longer remain with Gran and Daela. Gran had been the sole proponent of Meredith's education at the Godskeep, had forced her grandchild to enter the ranks of the acolytes, and she had been devastated when, after the Battle of the Godskeep, Meredith had announced her intent to leave that order. Meredith had tried her best to explain that she no longer believed in the gods, leaving out entirely the truth of their falsehood, but Gran had not bent her will in the slightest. In the end, Meredith had simply gone, a note of her promise to visit left on Gran's favorite chair.

Gran had not lived to see her granddaughter again.

She had passed away in her sleep the spring before last, and Meredith had taken a brief respite from godhunting with Endrick to pay her respects, and to console her grieving cousin, whom she had left broken, bereft, and alone in Gran's shabby old home.

Well, Daela certainly seemed to be doing better for herself now. Almost two years since Gran's passing, Daela now stood with a calm and confident demeanor that brought relief to Meredith's otherwise guilty conscience. Daela stood straight and firm before them, her rather expensive-looking gown and cloak falling neatly about her as she cradled the freckled babe in her arms.

“Oh, er,” Meredith stumbled as the babe reached out one tiny hand for hers, pouting when she did not immediately take it.“Is this...?”

“My son, Vallern,” Daela said proudly. She flashed Meredith a winning smile, “I was married last winter.”

“Oh,” Meredith blinked. That was news to her. “Congratulations.”

“And what about you?” Daela peered eagerly around Meredith's taller form, trying to catch a glimpse of her companions. “Who's the girl? Your daughter?”

“No,” Meredith replied, giving a nervous grimace. “Daela, this is Etia of Iolimi. Etia, this is my cousin, Daela.”

“Well met, Etia,” Daela said brightly, reaching a hand out to the girl, who had been staring down at both her and the baby with eyes wide and full of wonder.

Etia took her hand and shook it briefly, “Pleased to meet you.”

Meredith introduced Endrick and Perrick as well, both of whom seemed wary of the young mother and child, choosing to remain on their horses rather than dismounting.

“Daela,” Meredith interrupted their pleasantries in hushed tones, leading her away from the others. “We came to visit Dienna. We heard there was an ordination. Has something happened to her?”

Daela's face was suddenly drawn in sorrow, and Meredith's heart sank.

“She's alive,” Daela said lowly, “but she's not the Keeper anymore.”

“What?” Meredith frowned. “Then who is?”

“Sonder,” Daela explained. “Her brother.”

For a moment, Meredith was too stunned to speak. “Sonder?” she asked, incredulous. What was going on? Wasn't he supposed to be with Artima's son in Omkett? Artima had mentioned he'd gone off-course, but the Godskeep was a far cry from the Wastes of Iador no matter which way you looked at it. “How is that possible?”

“He presented his case to the Court of the Keeper,” Daela said, her tone hushed. She looked surreptitiously about them, as if afraid of being overheard, but none of the travelers on the road seemed to be paying them any attention. “The Prominent of Dartos was furious, but Sonder held out. He's been acting as Keeper for months, and it was just made official today.”

“The Court of the Keeper?” Meredith repeated, scandalized. She had read of Altarion's incarnation of Court of the Keeper in her studies on the ancient texts of the Way, but she had no idea that such an outdated system of justice had once again been organized.

“Formed by the King's own command,” Daela murmured. Baby Vallern squirmed in her arms, but she quieted him with a rhythmic shaking. “The Disloyalists were becoming a problem, he said. He wanted Dienna to deal with them, and deal with them she did,” Daela said darkly. “Some say too harshly, me included. She sentenced a man to death.”

“What? No, she couldn't have,” Meredith protested, distressed. Dienna wasn't capable of such a thing. There must be some mistake.

“I could hardly believe it myself,” Daela muttered. Her expression was careworn, “I told Ivor as much when it happened. I never knew Dienna all that well,” she didn't sound particularly bothered by this fact, “But I knew that you could never be friends with someone so cruel-hearted. I guess I was wrong.”

Meredith frowned at her cousin, “I'm sure there's more to it than that.”

“Of course. A lot has changed since you were here last,” Daela replied, gently rocking her baby in her arms, unperturbed by Meredith's ire. “You should probably talk to Dienna yourself. It's a long story, and not one for me and Vallern to tell out here in the cold.”

“No, no of course not,” Meredith said. The gatehouse was close behind them, and the calling of the guard seemed to upset Daela's baby, for he began to whimper and sob at the harshness of their cries and the clang of their armored boots. Daela was quick to lean down and give him a reassuring kiss on the forehead, whispering soft words and bobbing his small form gently up and down until his babbling ceased. Meredith's heart lurched. Here was the only family she had left. Here was the last of her kin. It was surreal, seeing her cousin, now a mother with babe in arms, standing just before the mouth of the mighty Godskeep, the place Meredith had once called home. Much had changed since Meredith had left, and apparently even more than she had expected.

“We were just leaving for home,” Daela said, still rocking baby Vallern. Her face was suddenly aloof, reminding Meredith of the petulant young woman she had left behind. “Greenheight Street, Brockridge Manor. You should visit.”

“We will,” Meredith promised, making a mental note of the address. “After we see Dienna.”

Daela gave a sad smile, her eyes lingering on the figures of Etia, Endrick, and Perrick behind her. “It must be something important, to bring you back here again.”

Meredith set one hand on her shoulder, “It is, Daela. I'm sorry. I'll call on you as soon as I can. I promise.”

“You better keep that promise, Mer,” Daela said, her expression still distant.

“I will.”

Daela tucked baby Vallern more closely into his quilt, gave a shallow curtsy to Endrick, Perrick, and Etia, and continued on her way down the Holy Road. Meredith watched her go with a growing dread. Daela, a mother, married—Sonder as Keeper—how much else had changed since she'd been away? 

Meredith climbed back into the saddle of her mare. The winter sun was falling fast, the distant horizon already purple and dotted with stars as Meredith turned to her companions.

“Let's go,” she said. “The sooner we know what's going on here, the better.”
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Chapter Three
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Dienna sat alone in her chambers. She did not fidget, did not stir. There was no book in her hands, nor any other form of distraction. She simply sat and stared out the window, her gray eyes contemplating the gray and white world beyond. What thoughts lay hidden beneath the surface of her vacuous expression were a jumbled mess, a tangle of doubts and fears. She had not yet fully recovered from her incident in the Keeper's Suite, when she had, in a fit of despair, attempted to throw herself from the third story window at the behest of the whispered voice that had been calling her to that very spot for years. Her half-mad plans had been thwarted by Sonder, and even now, she found it difficult to look her brother in the eye. She had been weak. She had given up. She had lost all hope.

Still, she was glad he had saved her.

Beneath the light of the moon he had held her, had whispered soothing assurances in her ear until she had at last come to her senses. He had promised that all would soon be right, that she would soon be free from the imprisonment of her betrothal to Oris, free from the burden of acting as judge in the sham that had been the Court of the Keeper.

And he had delivered on that promise.

Sonder had arrived at the next day's trials with a host of magistrates and an unsuspecting book of law, and had proven beyond a doubt that, as Lord Mayrim's eldest son, he still had a claim to the Keeper of the Gods. Dienna had been floored, aghast, and, somewhere in the back of her mind, angered. How dare he? The Keeper of the Gods was Dienna's right as much as his. He had given up that role. He had cast it aside, and Dienna had been more than happy to take it in his place. Even after learning the secrets of the gods, Dienna had never dreamed of abandoning her people. She was their leader. She was the one—the only one—in all of Dorneldia who could protect them. She hadn't needed to be rescued by her brother. She had had it under control, she had—

She had let a man die.

Executed by her own decree, Dienna had been horrified that Eythen Nat had died under her reign as Keeper. True, Oris had threatened her own life, had intimated in more ways than one that if she did not comply with the persecution of the Disloyalists, she would be removed from her position and replaced with Oris instead. It had been a terrible choice. Eythen's life or many. One man, or countless hundreds more.

At the least, Dienna's engagement to Oris had ended along with her role as the Keeper. Sonder's ascension had left Oris with no reason to continue the charade, and he had made the announcement publicly a few short days after the last trial. So too had ended the overt abuse of the Herelites, although Dienna feared that the restrictions placed upon their modes of worship would only serve to increase their ire. When Dienna looked back at the long road that had brought them here, she could not help but wonder at what point she had led them all astray. Herel of Astquary had accused her of being a coward, a woman too afraid of action to prevent the disastrous trials. Would Sonder, if he had not abdicated all those years ago, done any better? He had thus far been successful in relieving the pressure placed upon the Herelites, but she attributed this success more to the people's willingness to see Dienna gone than anything particular to Sonder.

“Or perhaps I'm being unfair,” Dienna said to no one. She wrapped her crimson colored shawl closer around her shoulders. She had been allowed to remain a priest of Dartos, as had Gavril Gorwin when his elder brother had been reinstated as Keeper all those centuries ago. The Prominents had not allowed her to return to her priestly duties, however. The jury was still out on how capable she was of performing the rites of that order, and she had been placed, on paper, on a temporary leave of absence while they debated her future in the Way. Dienna had begged them not to cast her out, had pleaded that she be allowed to remain ordained as a member of the clergy. Sonder had seemed surprised at this, as if he had expected her to turn on her heel and leave the Godskeep as soon as he had taken her place.

“I have nowhere else to go,” Dienna had explained quietly, one night alone with him in his chambers. They had precious little time together, with Sonder's duties as Keeper. “You and Mother are the only family I have. Perhaps I would join Meredith and Endrick if I could, but I do not know where they are, or if they would even have me.”

“I'm sure they would,” Sonder had replied in a worried tone. Dienna had already begun to notice a change in him. His brow had become more lined, and his eyes had already taken on a reddish, sleep-deprived tinge.

Dienna had shaken her head, “What they seek, what they're trying to do—I have no power to help them. What use could I be in their hunt for the gods? I have no magic, no skill with a blade. I would only be a burden.”

“You discovered the Tome,” Sonder had replied, his expression serious. “And you risked your life to share it with Artima. You brought an end to her hold on the Way.”

Dienna had frowned, “Which is why I need to stay here. The truth drove Artima away, but it cannot keep the peace between the Faithful and the Herelites. I need to be here. I need to do what I can to keep them safe, even if it's only as myself, not as the Keeper.”

Sonder had shaken his head, pain briefly visible in his eyes, “If I were you, I would have already left. I would be long gone.”

“You have a home to return to,” Dienna had said sadly. “An elflord who loves and admires you. A life outside of the Way. I have none of these things. The Godskeep is all I know.”

“All the more reason you should leave,” Sonder had urged. He had taken his sister's hands in his, and had continued in earnest, his brown eyes warm with care, “Dienna, you've spent the last thirteen years giving and giving and getting nothing in return. This is your chance to escape. You could go anywhere, you could do anything, and you wouldn't have to answer to anyone. Not the Prominents, not the gods, not the Faithful.”

“But I would still have to answer to myself,” Dienna had answered, unable to reconcile his point. “And what about you?” Sonder's eyes had widened slightly. “You have also given of yourself these last thirteen years. You deserve to rest just as much as I, Sonder. But when will your day come?” Her words had sounded bitter even to her own ears. “You are now bound to the Way for life. You will never return to Astquary. You will never see your lover again. And I am to blame.”

“Dienna,” Sonder had sighed, his eyes downcast. His hands had been shaking in hers, his jaw clenched. “I'll do my best to let you stay, but only because you want to. If it were up to me—”

“I know, Sonder,” Dienna had interrupted. She had let go of his hands, “And I thank you. I only just got you back in my life; I don't want to lose you again so soon.”

Sonder had seemed touched by this sentiment, but had been ultimately unable to convince the Prominents to let her remain as a full-time priest. Thankfully for Dienna, the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars was currently of greater importance in the minds of the Prominents than she, and Dienna had enjoyed relative peace and quiet as she awaited their final verdict. Connal still stood guard outside her door by her own orders, and Dienna received only Sonder and her mother as visitors. Lady Grenna, for her part, was still much chagrined that her daughter's betrothal had ended. She would, at times, read with Dienna from the Book of the Three or else take turns with her down the chilly stone halls of the Godskeep, Connal at their side, to discuss the latest news or gossip about the castle, but Dienna did not relish these times. She preferred the rest and quiet reflection of her chambers to her mother's not-so-subtle implications that Dienna was to blame for what had happened with Oris. Still, Dienna could tolerate the selfishness of her mother better than the wickedness of Oris and his trials, and Dienna had, overall, found her condition much improved since that dark time.

Yet there were moments when Dienna felt that something was not right.

Something seemed to be stuck at the back of her mind, a nagging, lingering feeling that she had overlooked some important detail. Every time she thought of the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, a voice on the edge of her consciousness seemed to scream, a warning bell seemed to clang, but Dienna hadn't the least idea why. Certainly, the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars would bring more power and praise to the goddess Seltos than any other time of year, but that was only to be expected. It was the same every winter, and nothing to be alarmed of. The Faithful would don their sparkling masks of copper and gold, their voices would be raised in song-filled praise to the Lady of the Stars, and they would give thanks to the heavenly being who had shattered her heart to create the thousands of guiding lights that dotted the sky. No, there must be something else, Dienna thought, that made her head ring with alarm and frenzy anytime she thought of the upcoming festival.

But even so, Dienna had no idea what that might be.

As the light was fading over the distant, snow-capped peaks of the Enalgath Mountains, Dienna was finally roused from her reverie by the sound of muffled conversation from outside her door.

“The Lord Keeper wishes to see you, Lady Dienna,” Connal's voice called from without.

Dienna was startled, but soon recovered, “Now?” It was not yet supper, and Sonder was certain to be knee-deep in preparations for the next ceremony.

“Yes, Lady Dienna, in his study,” Connal replied, cracking open the door but not peering in. “I can take you to him as soon as you're ready.”

“In a moment,” Dienna replied, somewhat despondent. This couldn't be good. Had the Prominents at last made their decision? Were they going to send her away? Oris had apparently suggested missionary work for her, much to Dienna's ire. He had wanted to send her as far away as Lathai, there to spread the Way to the peoples of the northern kingdoms. Sonder had, of course, turned the idea down, but the thought of it still made Dienna's blood boil. Oris wished to dismiss her, to cast her out of her own home for having foiled his plans—and Sonder was little better. Telling her to leave, telling her to go out into this world that had so long been kept away from her. She would never, could never leave. There was too much to do, too much to protect here at home. The Faithful still needed her. The Herelites still needed her, and no matter what Sonder said, she would remain at the Godskeep to defend them.

Composed and resolute, Dienna straightened her red and gold robes and opened the door to a nervous-looking Connal.

“Connal?” she said quizzically, “Whatever is the matter?”

The young man shook his head, “I'm not sure it's my place to say, Lady Keep—er I mean, Lady Dienna.” He was holding the hilt of his still-sheathed sword with far more force than was necessary, and his eyes were strangely alight beneath his fringe of dark blond hair.

“You look like you've seen a ghost,” Dienna remarked, perturbed. Connal was an anxious lad, but this was a bit much, even for him.

“Not seen one, no,” Connal replied. He gestured to the torch-lined hallway with a mystified expression. “Better if we move quickly.”

Perplexed but knowing she would get nothing more from her overly-nervous guard, Dienna nodded her head, and the two began to walk with rapid steps down the corridor. 

Sonder's study was not far away. Indeed, it had, until recently, been Dienna's study, and they arrived at the chamber in scant minutes. The stone frame on each side of the wooden door was engraved with the Mark of the Way, and the door itself was decorated in a fanciful carving of the gifts of the gods—the eye of Dartos at the top, the belly of Lantos in the middle, and the heart of Seltos at the bottom, all surrounded by depictions of adoring Faithful. The Keeper's Study was located at the end of its respective hall, and thus there was no foot traffic to speak of that might disturb its intended inhabitant. Dienna had opted not to use the room in her own time as Keeper. She, much like her father, preferred to work from the privacy of her own chambers. Sonder, however, seemed to prefer to get out of his chambers as much as possible. He had remarked to Dienna, after his ascension to Keeper, that the only thing he managed to do in his own room was sleep, and thus needed to leave that chamber if he ever hoped to get anything done. The council chamber was for meetings, the Hall of Ceremony was for preaching, the libraries were for research, and the study was for everything else.

Connal knocked on the door with the back of his hand. There was no guard posted. Dienna thought she could hear a mixture of voices from within.

“Lord Keeper?” Connal asked, again with that note of uncertainty. “I've brought Lady Dienna.”

“Dee?” a voice, not Sonder's, replied from within. Dienna froze. No. There was no way. It couldn't be her. It couldn't be—

“Meredith?” Dienna breathed.

The door to the Keeper's Study was flung open and there, in the doorway, stood Meredith Hauvish, beaming.

“Dienna!” Meredith let go of the door and flung her arms around her.

Dienna returned her embrace, breathless and bewildered, joyous and full of doubt. What was she doing here? How could this be happening? What was going on?

“Meredith,” Dienna repeated, feeling tears sting her eyes. She held her close. “What in the name of the gods are you doing here?”

“It's a long story,” Meredith said ruefully, and Dienna could feel the other woman's tears on her own cheeks as they embraced. “All that matters is that we're here, and you're safe. Sonder told us everything. I'm so glad you're alright.”

“Us?” Dienna pulled away, wiping at her tears. “Is Endrick with you?”

“Yes, and others,” Meredith answered. Dienna took in her friend's appearance. She looked like she had been traveling: the blouse and breeches she wore beneath her thick woolen cloak might have been the same Dienna had last seen her wear to Gran's funeral nearly two years ago—and her dark, coily hair was kept free of her face by a colorful scarf. “Come inside. We've been waiting to see you.”

Dienna gave a quick nod of assurance to Connal, who had been watching their exchange with obvious relief, and allowed Meredith to lead her inside.

The study was comprised of two floors. The door they had just entered opened to a small lofted balcony, which connected to the main floor by way of a single flight of stairs. Meredith led Dienna down these stairs and into the heart of the study, where Dienna could see several figures gathered around the large, heavy desk at its center. Sonder sat behind the desk, looking down at a thick, leathery volume that appeared to contain both words and sketches, as Endrick Arelo, wizard and friend to Dienna, stood behind him, gesturing to the book's contents and speaking in hushed tones. Behind Sonder's other shoulder stood Herel of Astquary, who also appeared enraptured by the book's contents, and across the desk were two other figures whom Dienna did not recognize. One, a priest of Lantos, unmistakable in his robes of lavender and silver, with graying, balding blond hair and spectacles that seemed to perch precariously at the end of his nose, and the other a girl whose appearance was, to Dienna, completely baffling. She was darker even than Endrick, brown skin and hair almost black in the light of the fire, which seemed to dance and play about her, caused the high points of her face and arms to glow an otherworldly array of blues and greens—like some kind of gem. Did she have elven blood in her? Her ears were not pointed; her eyes were not especially large. What then caused this opalescent beauty? And where had she come from? Dienna's heart whirred in her chest as their eyes met. Blue. Vast, abysmal blue, set beneath dark lashes. A strangeness tugged at Dienna's stomach, and she felt suddenly afraid as the girl's eyes seemed to beckon her forward...

“Dienna,” Endrick said, looking up from the book he had been showing to Sonder.

Dienna blinked, turned her gaze away from the girl, and approached the wizard with a smile. “Endrick,” she answered, offering her hand. He brought it to his lips and bowed low over it.  “I am happy to see you,” she continued.

“And I, you, Dienna,” Endrick replied, although Dienna could detect no pleasure in his voice. His words may have been warm, but his eyes were not, and when Dienna returned her hand to her side, she couldn't help but suppress a shudder. Endrick raised an eyebrow, seeming to notice her behavior, “It has been thirteen years, has it not? You are much changed.”

“Am I?” Dienna said, uncertain and suddenly uncomfortable. His brown eyes lingered just a little too long on her face, held her gaze just a little more than was natural. Had he always been this way? Or was his wizardly condition worsening?

“No more than either of us,” Meredith said reassuringly. She set a chair between the strange girl and the priest of Lantos, and gestured for Dienna to sit down. “And maybe less than Sonder.”

“Nonsense,” Sonder said from behind the desk. “I'll have you know I'm every bit the same rapscallion you knew and loved from your days as an acolyte, Meredith.” He lifted his gaze from the book and gave an offhand smile, “Although perhaps I've grown a tad less careless.”

Herel snorted in annoyance next to him, “I doubt that, Uncle Sonder.”

“Why do you keep calling him that, boy?” the priest of Lantos demanded with an indignant look at the Chosen Son. “And why do you refuse to introduce me to your sister, Lord Keeper?” He turned to Sonder, “Am I to break the rules of propriety myself? Are you so engrossed in that woman's notes that you forget your holy duties?”

Sonder gave the priest a bemused look before standing and making a welcoming gesture between him and Dienna. “Perrick Underton, this is my sister, Dienna Darpentus. Dee,” he said, “this is Perrick. He's a friend of Meredith and Endrick's.”

“How do you do,” Perrick also stood and bowed low before Dienna, his face a mixture of disdain and pity that made Dienna's heart race with fury. Sonder must have told them about the Trials. She almost wished he hadn't.

“I am well,” Dienna lied through clenched teeth, taking her own seat. Between them, the girl with the strange appearance sat silently, apparently too embarrassed or shy to speak up. Meredith stood behind her, her hands resting on the back of the chair.

“Not from what I hear,” Perrick said critically. He held his nose up in the air, “The last I had written, you, madame, were the Keeper of the Gods. Not this man,” he made a face at Sonder. “No wonder I received no reply to my missives. It seems much has transpired since I was sent to Iolimi. Much that I would not have anticipated.”

“Iolimi?” Dienna questioned, realizing now why his name had sounded familiar.  She had been filing Perrick's reports of the mission in Iolimi with the other matters of little importance when she had been Keeper. She turned to Meredith. “Is that where you've been? What on earth were you doing up there?”

It was Endrick who replied. “Many things. Things we would greatly like to discuss with you Dienna,” he gave Sonder a pointed look. “Alone.”

Sonder seemed to take the hint, although Dienna herself was not sure what that hint was. “Er, yes, Endrick, that we shall do.” He stood and gestured to the priest of Lantos, “Well Perrick, I've contacted Lady Amelie and made all the necessary arrangements. You'll have access to our services and libraries, and a room with several others of your order. Connal is waiting outside the study. He'll ensure you are squarely settled, just give him this.” He handed the man a single piece of parchment, unsealed, across which a note had been hastily scrawled.

Perrick pulled a face in protest, “But Lord Keeper, I have yet to tell you of our great deeds on Iolimi.

“We'll handle recounting our great deeds, Perrick,” Meredith said dryly. “After all, they're our deeds to recount.”

Perrick's mouth opened and closed, fish-like, seemingly caught between his own desire to stay and his obligation to obey the Keeper of the Gods. He looked back and forth between Sonder and Meredith, apparently unable to form a cohesive argument.

Endrick intervened. “Perrick,” his voice was surprisingly soft from the darkness of his hooded form. “Do as he says. The Keeper is an old friend, and we would only bore you with our reminiscing should you stay.”

This seemed to placate the man. His expression dignified, Perrick gave a short harrumph before taking the note from Sonder's hand and bowing low before him.

“As the Keeper commands,” he said.

Dienna watched as the priest ascended the stairs, unsure whether or not she felt sorry for him. Only when they heard the door of the study close behind him did Sonder clear his throat. 

“Well, now that he's gone,” Sonder turned to Meredith, “Would you mind telling us exactly what in all the realms of darkness and light you've been up to these last thirteen years?” He sounded more than a little bit harassed. “And who is she?” He gestured to the girl sitting next to Dienna.

“Yes, I would like to know as well,” Dienna said, turning to the girl with a hesitant smile. Dienna never knew how to act around children, but she had learned, during her many visits to the First Public School of the Golden Village, that they tended to respond to simple kindness. “My name is Dienna Darpentus. What is yours?”

“Etia,” the girl responded. “Of Iolimi.”

“Well met, young Etia,” Sonder said from behind the desk.

“And what about him?” Meredith said with a meaningful look at Herel. “Isn't it a little late for your squire to be here? Shouldn't you send him away?”

The boy scowled. “I'm not a squire,” he said. He flicked a stray tuft of hair out of his face and regarded Meredith haughtily. “I'm a wizard. My name is Herel of Astquary. The Chosen Son of Dartos.”

“Herel of Astquary?” Meredith recoiled, eyebrows shooting up her forehead. “Ah. Well,” she looked to Sonder with a knowing smile. “I see you never made it to Omkett did you?.”

“You knew about that?” Sonder asked, brow furrowed.

Meredith nodded, “Artima told us.”

“You saw my mother?” Herel demanded, eyes wide. “How was she?”

Meredith turned to the boy, her expression a mixture of pity and anger, “Not well. She still suffers the curse of Seltos.”

“Curse?” Sonder frowned. “She told me she was ill. She never mentioned anything about a curse.” He turned to the girl, Etia, with a questioning glance. “And what about her? Does she...know what we know?”

“Everyone in this room knows the true nature of the gods,” Endrick interceded with an impatience that Dienna was not used to hearing in the wizard's usually calm voice. She thought once more of the Ritual, and of the separation he suffered from his soul.

“Then perhaps you had better tell us what brings you here from Iolimi,” Dienna said, her tone firm but kind. “And we can at last understand one another.”

Meredith hesitated, giving Herel one more look of uncertainty, before beginning to explain their tale. It was extraordinary—a creature sent by the gods, converting the denizens of the Dezhartan Sea to the Way by force—the girl, Etia, whose strange powers allowed her to fly a group of magical whales to counteract the Great Wyrm and bring about its end. When Meredith came to describing the final battle with the creature, Dienna could only stare at her friend in shock.

“But that's not possible,” Dienna said. “You've never had magic!”

Meredith's glance was contrite. “But I do have it, Dee. I always did. The Repository never detected it.”

“So what does that mean?” Dienna frowned, a sudden fear flitting through her stomach. She dared not mention the Ritual, not knowing if everyone in the room was privy to that information, but she was certain that Meredith would understand her true meaning—what would happen to her soul?

Meredith shook her head and sat down next to Etia, “I don't know.”

“But you said you saw my mother,” Herel interjected. He sat on the edge of Sonder's desk, legs dangling. His gaze was sharp, “When?”

“We saw both your mothers,” Endrick murmured, “when we visited Sivarr's Keep.”

Endrick then began to relay more details of their story—the soul lamp they had created, Artima's threat to detain them, their flight from Astquary and their conversation with Lantos himself after the Wyrm had been destroyed. Dienna could hardly believe what they had discovered. Another child of the gods! A Chosen Daughter meant to rival the Chosen Son, cast aside by her falsely divine parents for failing to inherit their magical ability—yet still able to command the strange legion of whales that seemed to flock to her and her alone.

“Why wouldn't Artima tell me about the curse?” Sonder mused aloud after Endrick was done. The Keeper sat back in his chair, hands behind his head. His face was drawn in confusion, and the circles under his eyes were suddenly all too apparent. Dienna frowned. She had done nothing but rest since being removed as Keeper; Sonder seemed to be doing anything but.

“She probably didn't trust you,” Herel groused. “I can't blame her, all things considered.”

“But you knew?” Sonder looked to the boy, brow furrowed.

“Of course,” Herel shrugged. “My mothers tell me everything.”

“And did she tell you when she would attempt to break the curse?” Endrick intoned from where he stood. His face was partially obscured. The fireplace had mostly burned out, leaving half the room in a pall of darkness.

“When the planets align,” Herel answered him confidently. “When she can draw upon their power to aid her own.”

“That time is soon upon us,” Endrick said. “Perrick has allowed me to study his charts, and his calculations show that all five of the outer planets will be imminently aligned with ours in three weeks' time.”

Herel nodded, breathless, “Yes.”

“What will she do if she succeeds?” Endrick asked the boy, his voice a whisper.

Herel seemed surprised by this question, his face scrunched, “What do you mean?”

“She was supposed to meet you in Omkett,” Endrick reminded him.

Herel frowned, seemed to realize what he was getting at, “And she doesn't know I'm here.” He turned to Sonder, “Thanks to you.”

Sonder gave a sheepish smile, “You wanted to come, remember?”

“I didn't think we'd stay so long,” the boy huffed. He looked to Endrick, and asked, somewhat hesitantly, “Is she worried about me?”

“I am sure that she is,” Endrick replied. His mouth quirked into the faintest of smiles. “She did mention a wish to cast a mighty curse of her own after Sonder's little...deviation, but be that as it may, I would be happy to let you contact her via mirrorcom once the critical day has arrived. That way you may see that she is fine, and she will know where you are.”

“Why not now?” Herel asked, disgruntled.

Endrick's expression darkened, “She was weak when we left her. Terribly weak. And the Spell of Self-Scrying is not an easy one to cast. I would not recommend making contact until she is fully recovered.”

“I suppose so,” Herel grumbled. Dienna watched his eyes flicker to Etia, who had listened to all the talk surrounding her, her whales, and her life as the Daughter of the Moon and Stars with a tired and worn silence. “So she and I are...cousins?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

“Hm?” Etia blinked. Her dark skin flickered green and purple and blue in the light of the dying fire. She turned to the older boy, who still looked down at her from where he sat on the desk. “Oh. A cousin? I've never had a cousin before,” Etia said matter-of-factly. She seemed to consider a moment before continuing. “Yes, I think I'd like that.”

Herel nodded, his own expression a touch wary. “Good. Well met, cousin Etia.”

“Yes, er, well met, cousin Herel,” Etia floundered. She looked over to Meredith and said in a loud whisper, “Do I have to actually call him cousin? Can't I just call him by his name?”

“No!” Dienna and Sonder both answered in panicked unison.

Etia blinked, “Oh. I'm sorry. I can call him cousin Herel if I must...”

“It's not that, little one,” Dienna explained gently.“You cannot call him Herel at all. That name must not be spoken here, for if it were,” she took a shuddering breath, “it would spell disaster.”

“Oh, because of the Herelites?” Etia asked. “I remember now. Your brother told us about that earlier. It made me sad,” her small lips frowned, and she looked up at Dienna, her expression suddenly changing to one of pain heavy and profound. “The gods' plans are strange, aren't they?”

Dienna stopped, taken aback by how deep the sorrow shone in the girl's too-blue eyes. She knew what it was to have one's world shattered by an unexpected truth. She knew just as well as Dienna. “Yes, Etia,” Dienna answered lowly. “Yes they are strange indeed.”

“That reminds me,” Meredith spoke up. “Sonder.”
He looked up from the desk, “Yes?”
“We heard about the elven rebellion in Astquary,” Meredith started, eyes soft. “Does Antenel know what happened here? I mean,” she hesitated, “you can't give up the circlet of the Keeper anytime soon.”

“No,” Sonder's wistful smile only thinly hid the pain Dienna was certain he felt. “No, I'm afraid the choice I made was a rather permanent one. I've written him a letter, but the rebellion is too heated, too dangerous—I don't know when he'll receive it. If he ever does.”

“I'm sorry,” Meredith replied. “For both of you.”

“Yeah, well,” Sonder stretched where he sat, trying to appear unaffected. “Dienna's safe and the trials are over. Mission accomplished.”

“For you, perhaps,” Endrick spoke from the shadows. He had one hand on his plain wooden staff, still standing to the side of the desk. “But I am afraid that Meredith and I have not yet completed our own mission. The gods still roam free to wreak havoc on this world. They have had thirteen years to increase their power, in which time we have hardly managed to weaken them.”

“That's why we're here,” Meredith explained. “We wanted to ask for your help.”

Dienna turned to her friend in confusion, “I'm not sure what help we can give. There is little we can do from here.”

“On the contrary, I believe you have already been of great help,” Endrick answered her softly. “You have found one child of the gods, while we have found another. How fitting.”

“I don't know if found is the right word,” Sonder mused wryly.

“You didn't have to accept my mother's offer,” Herel shot with ill humor.

“A joke, kid, it was a joke,” Sonder reached to ruffle the boy's hair, but Herel dodged his hand with a scowl.

“You're right, Endrick,” Dienna said softly, ignoring the interruption. “It is fitting. Almost too much so.” Dienna had been overjoyed to see her friends again, but she couldn't help but feel that their meeting had been orchestrated by a hand unseen. For both Herel and Etia to be in the same place at the same time under completely different circumstances was uncanny. And at the Godskeep no less. “But what do you hope to find here? What could possibly help you in your fight against the gods?”

“The Godskeep's libraries for one,” Endrick intoned. “Now that we know that the gods have two children, there are certain...possibilities that need researching. Texts on religious canon are in no short supply here. Myself and Meredith are both eager to explore your resources on this topic.”

“That can be arranged,” Dienna replied, still uncertain. “If you truly think it will help.”

“It will,” Endrick nodded, eyes seeming to linger on Herel. “And there is other research to be done as well.”

Sonder cleared his throat and stood from the desk. “Well, as someone who has spent a fair amount of time at the Godskeep's libraries, I wish you the best of luck. But,” he motioned for Herel to remove himself from the desk, which the boy did reluctantly, and continued, “as much as it pains me to say, I do have an early morning meeting with the three oafs who run this castle tomorrow, and you do not want to see what happens to this face when I miss my sleep.”

Herel scoffed, but Dienna couldn't help but smile.

“It really is terrible,” she said in a loud undertone to Meredith, taking the rare opportunity to tease her brother. She couldn't resist. “A horrible sight.”

Meredith laughed,“I'd see it in my nightmares, I'm sure.”

“Or in your dreams,” Sonder countered with a roguish grin. “I'm usually in people's dreams.”

“Not mine,” Meredith teased.

“Not yet.”

The two bickered amicably as the rest of the party stood and began to file up the stairs and out the door. Dienna walked beside them, heart lighter than it had been for months. It felt so easy, so natural to be traversing the Godskeep's halls with Meredith and the others at her side, and when they left Dienna at her door with the promise of returning in the morning, she couldn't keep from smiling and embracing them each one last time. Then, alone in her chambers, her friends' voices fading down the hallway, Dienna at last allowed the emotions she had kept bottled up the whole of the evening pour violently out. 

Finally.

Finally.

After all these years, after all this time—after all the weight she had been forced to carry with not a single soul to share the burden—she was no longer alone.

And she never wanted to be alone again.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Four
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Dienna's chambers became a hub for gatherings. Meredith and Endrick would arrive early each day, young Etia in tow, and Herel and Lusidi were always soon to follow. They would fetch meals and remain together long into the night, sharing the news and stories of the last thirteen years that they had yet to recount, conversing freely and enjoying each other's company after so long a time apart. Dienna did not consider Perrick, the priest of Lantos, as part of their number, but he too visited at intervals, although their conversations were significantly stifled when he was present, and Dienna always waited impatiently for him to leave. He would rattle on to Endrick about the positions of the stars and the phases of the moon, the two poring over the heavenly charts he would bring with him to one side of the room. Thankfully, Perrick had been assigned to active priestly duties for the duration of his stay at the Godskeep, and could only spend so much time in their company. He was often turned out by midday, when he claimed he must begin preparations for the afternoon service. Indeed, the only one who did not regularly visit was Sonder, who was still in the midst of his newfound duties as Keeper. 

Dienna was not alarmed by this. She remembered all too well what it was like to coordinate an event as large as the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars—to be the one in charge of everything from how many candles should be used to light the Hall of Ceremonies to how many acolytes were needed to guide the pilgrims back to their lodging once the ceremony was over. Sonder was unused to such minutia. If anything, Dienna wished she could be at his side, letting her knowledge and experience ease his burden, but her forced leave of absence made that hope impossible. Instead, Dienna did her best to simply enjoy her friends' company—and let their mother and the Prominents educate Sonder in her place.

Dienna was soon to discover that she was not the only one who had felt alone and isolated these last thirteen years. She listened quietly as, one afternoon, Meredith relayed the more sorrowful aspects of her ever-changing relationship with Endrick over steaming hot cups of tea. They spoke in hushed tones by the bedchamber window while Endrick himself entertained the children, showing them one of the star charts Perrick had left from an earlier visit. Lusidi and Connal could be heard chatting just outside the door, their exchanges often punctuated by laughter: his a nervous flutter, hers a loud chortle that belied her normally stoic and composed demeanor. Dienna was happy that they had found an excuse to further enjoy each other's company—their respective duties often kept them apart— but she hoped that the two guards still paid as rapt attention to their surroundings as they did to each other. Dienna did not feel nearly as threatened now that the trials were over, but Oris still roamed the Godskeep, wounded and hungry to regain the power he had lost to Dienna's brother. It was best to keep them close.

“I think Endrick and I have finally come to an understanding,” Meredith explained. Her honey brown eyes darted to where Endrick and the children sat at the other side of the room. There was longing in her gaze, and sorrow.

Dienna frowned, “An understanding?” That did not sound entirely romantic, not that Dienna was any judge. “What do you mean?”

Meredith gave a slight smile, “Things have never been easy for us, Dee. Whether it was the gods or the Ritual—there's always been something to contend with. But now,” she paused, seeming to choose her words carefully, “that might have finally changed.”

“Yes?” Dienna prompted.

“There was more that happened at Sivarr's Keep than we told you,” Meredith said with an apologetic look. “You know the crux of it, but Endrick did withhold a certain conversation that we swore we would never repeat.”  

“Swore to whom?”

“Artima,” Meredith replied, her eyes coming to rest on the sorceress's son. He was listening with rapt attention as Endrick spoke across the room. “And that is an oath I would not dare break.”

Dienna sat back, gripping her tea tightly, “I don't follow. What could she have said to change your relationship with Endrick?”

Meredith was silent for long moments, her eyes never leaving the boy. They were narrow, contemplative. Dienna frowned. What had Meredith promised to conceal? And what did Herel have to do with it? 

“She told Endrick,” Meredith said in a low whisper. “Told him how...how she retrieved her soul from the Repository.”

“Truly?” Dienna gasped. She could hardly believe it. If it were anyone but Meredith telling her such a thing, she wouldn't believe it. She leaned in closer to her friend, keeping her own voice low. “Why? And how?”

Meredith shook her head. “I won't say the particulars, but I can say with absolute certainty that Endrick will never be able to follow in her footsteps. What she did was,” she collected a breath, “too horrible to be repeated. Too horrible for Endrick to even consider. He will be lost to me,” Meredith's jaw was locked in a hard line, as if trying to prevent its quivering. “He will never recover his soul.”

“I'm sorry,” Dienna said with feeling.

“Don't be,” Meredith's smile was bittersweet. “Endrick may be lost to me in one sense, but he will never be lost to me in another.”

“Does that mean you are,” Dienna blushed, uneasy at talking of such things, “still courting?”

“Not exactly,” Meredith answered, contemplating the tea in her cup. “There have been moments when his condition was not so apparent, when we have held each other or kissed each other,” she shook her head, “but they never last long. I catch sight of his face and see the,” she swallowed, “hollowness in his eyes, and, well, that's usually the end of things.”

“So what understanding have you come to?” Dienna asked, somewhat horrified at this description. It didn't sound like they had come to any sort of understanding at all.

“That we won't abandon each other,” Meredith replied, suddenly resolute. “That, for better or worse, we are bound to each other.” Her face and hair were silhouetted by the light of the afternoon sun streaming in through the window behind her. “Love is just one of many things that binds us. We share the same knowledge, the same hope, the same fears. The gods' destruction keeps us close; it's the reason we rise each day. And each day we choose to continue to seek the gods' destruction—together.”

“But the Ritual,” Dienna rebutted. “If its effects have only worsened, what if it becomes...unbearable?”

“If he can bear it, so can I,” Meredith answered, pain evident in the strain of her voice. Dienna frowned, but Meredith's eyes were large and imploring. “You don't understand, Dee. He was forced to give up his soul under circumstances no child could ever understand; he has no choice but to bear it.” Her expression hardened, “Call me a fool, but I want to stand by him as he does.”

“So you'll remain friends?” Dienna asked. Meredith had described them as such on her last visit to the Godskeep.

“Friends, lovers, partners in crime,” Meredith smiled sadly now. “It doesn't matter what we call it. He may not be able to feel his love as much as he once did, but we both know it's still there.”

Dienna thought back to the letters she had received from Meredith many years ago, when they had first officially ended their courtship, “You used to tell me you deserved better than half-love.”

“I do,” Meredith replied, her eyes coming to rest on Endrick's angular profile. He was now showing Etia and Herel a map that depicted the kingdom of Dorneldia in the days when it was still young. “We both do.” She paused, and continued determinedly, “But we have each other's love still. It's not exactly like the love we once had, but it's a love all the same.”

“Isn't there,” Dienna hesitated, again uncomfortable with the subject but determined to understand her friend's plight, “anyone else who might be able to love you better?”

Meredith shook her head, “I have no wish to be with any other man.” Her smile turned bitter. “I would have no time even if I did. The gods are still out there, and until they're defeated, we cannot rest.”

A chill ran up Dienna's spine. Everyone but she still seemed to be caught up in their own struggles with the gods. Sonder with running the Way, Meredith and Endrick with ending its creators. And what had Dienna been doing? Sitting here in her room, her mind a tangle, her heart steadily filling with despair as the Prominents decided her fate. How had she let herself come to this? Why had she let everyone else fight the battle that she herself had started? She had been the one to find the Tome, she had been the one to share the terrible truth of its knowledge. Why then was Dienna the one to rest on her laurels while Meredith, Endrick, and Sonder carried the flame?

“Dee?” Meredith called her from her thoughts with a concerned frown. “Are you alright?”

“I'm fine, Mer,” Dienna lied. She gathered herself and continued, “You know me,” she gave a small smile, “I know nothing of matters of the heart. I am sorry for the despair his condition has caused you, but it sounds to me like you are willing to make the most of it.”

The other woman nodded, “We are.”

Dienna's smile became more genuine, beholding her friend. She had seen her but briefly when Gran had died the spring before last, and her appearance had not changed much—her brown skin still glowed with its usual vibrancy, her eyes its match. She looked, perhaps, a little older than when she had last seen her—but something inside Meredith seemed different now. She still held the same sorrow she had borne since Dienna had shared the contents of the Tome, but there was something else there too. Something born of success, of having faced a great trial and come out the other side—hope, confidence, capability. All that Dienna felt keenly lacking in her own self. Meredith's quest for vengeance and justice had by no means led her down an easy road, but she had, in the defeat of the Great Wyrm, experienced a victory that Dienna herself had not yet felt. The thumb of the gods was still strongly pressed on Dienna, but Meredith seemed to have almost shrugged it off.

She did not fear them.

Was it her magic that made her unafraid? Compared to the gods, Meredith was less than a dabbler. She was self-taught, her knowledge of the arcane gleaned from a spellbook meant for the youngest of Repository students. Yet she, unlike them, still had her soul, and her magic was all the more powerful for it. Dienna worried about this. Meredith had tried to appear undaunted by the prospect of the Repository discovering her secret knowledge, but Dienna knew her friend, and she knew that, beneath the surface, what Meredith lacked in fear of the gods was made up for in fear of the Repository.

“This one doesn't show Mages' Peak either.”

Dienna was suddenly pulled from her thoughts by a disappointed cry from Herel.

The boy was addressing Endrick, who sat in his customary chair, while Etia and Herel took the foot of Dienna's bed, the map Dienna had noticed earlier laid across their laps. Herel wore a face of abject frustration, while Etia's was scrunched in confusion.

“Do not despair, young one,” Endrick regarded the Chosen Son with care. “Many maps there are in this world, and not one of them will show such a secluded place as Mages' Peak. Although I am surprised to hear you speak of it.”

“It was in the Tome,” Herel replied, still hunched over the map, examining it closely. “Not by name of course, but it was mentioned. Or rather, the cave was mentioned.”

“Cave?” Meredith asked, turning from Dienna. “Where the wizards lived before they became gods?”

“Yes,” Endrick answered from across the room. “The place where the wizards who became Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos performed the Spell of Invocation Transference, and where the Tome was left prior to its discovery by an unknown wizard from the Repository.”

Dienna suppressed a shudder. She didn't often reflect upon the words she had read in the Tome. She did not need to. She was all too aware of their portent. Indeed they were still burned into her mind like a deep, charred cicatrix.

“Our cave was deep in the Mountains of Enalgath, a treasure trove of magical invention known only to us,” Dienna quoted. She looked to Herel, “That is the only reference made to the gods' dwelling in the Tome, although Dartos—your father—did mention the cave in his recounting of the Tome's history.”

“Why did they live in a cave?” Etia asked, turning to Herel with a wrinkle in her brow. Dienna looked between the children, aware as ever of the strange dynamic that had begun to form between them. Etia, as the younger of the two, seemed to defer to Herel's choice in simple matters such as what activity they should do or what story they wished to hear. Yet there were times when Herel would give the islander sidelong glances, looks of uncertainty, and other times still when Etia would look with disfavor on him. For though she was younger, Dienna had observed that Etia was the more composed of the two, and something in the way she reacted to Herel's own exuberant antics reminded Dienna of herself and Sonder.

“To practice their magic in secret,” Herel replied sharply, looking up from the map. “And it wasn't just any cave. It was a place of wonder.” The boy's eyes became lost, unfocused as he described it, as if envisioning it in his own mind. “Its entrance is guarded by a mountain constructed of magic and earth and clay. It's exactly symmetrical, a perfect pyramid on all sides. It's not on any maps,” Herel continued, gesturing to the map in his lap with disgust. “No one seems to know its exact location, not even my Mother. It's supposed to stand north of Lake Morwal, but no one's ever found it.”

“That is because it is warded by blood magic,” Endrick said calmly.

“Blood magic?” it was Etia who spoke. 

Dienna heard a rustling next to her as Meredith unpacked the massive journal that she had called the Chronicle from her rucksack. It was one of two copies. Its twin sat behind a glass column at the Repository, Meredith's writing appearing in its pages just as soon as she wrote them in her own.

“Yes,” Endrick answered the girl. “And it is just as unpleasant as it sounds. The Repository has sent several of its own Second and First Class Wizards to find the cave described in the Tome, thanks to Dienna sharing her knowledge of its words with us.” He gave Dienna a small bow where he sat and continued, “But none of them have known success. As Dienna said, the Tome only implies that their cave was someplace deep in the Enalgath Mountains. The Repository has attempted, through a series of spells, to search that range of peaks for any traces of magic in an attempt to better pinpoint its location, but to no avail.” He continued solemnly, “This has led many of us at the Repository to believe that the gods used blood magic to ward the peak after the Tome was stolen.”

“How does it work?” Herel asked.

Endrick raised an eyebrow, “One's blood must be given, although in the case of the gods, they would have each needed to give, for they have no true relation to each other, although they call themselves brothers and sister.”

“Yes, but what spell is used?” Herel prompted, his gaze hungry. He seemed on the edge of his seat, his eyes bright with interest.

Endrick shook his head, and his normally soft voice was stern. “It is not my line of study. I could not give you the particulars.”

Herel muttered an oath and sat back, disappointed.

“We are true relations to the gods,” Etia said quietly. She looked to Meredith, who was making notes in the Chronicle next to Dienna. “Would blood magic work on us?”

Meredith seemed startled by this question, and looked to Endrick, “I'm not sure.”

Endrick was silent, his gaze inward. Dienna noticed a line of confusion appear between his brows, saw him shake his head ever so slightly before giving his response.

“I don't see why not,” he said. He looked to Herel, “The blood of Dartos flows in your veins, and the blood of Lantos and Seltos flows in yours,” he said, looking to Etia. His voice was a murmur, “It may well be that the wards they placed against their home would not repel you. I doubt that they anticipated having children when they cast their ward of protection.”

Herel's eyes lit up, and he looked to Etia, smirking, “We should find it then. I've always wanted to see it. Their treasure-filled cave, the magic mountain. Mages' Peak would be like nothing I've ever seen.”

“There is more to Mages' Peak than mere treasure,” Endrick's voice was flat.

“What then?” Herel turned back to the wizard. “What else is there?”

“The spellscroll.”

All were silent a moment, seemingly unsure of what he meant. It was Meredith who broke the silence.

“For the Spell of Invocation Transference?” she asked, frowning. The feather tip of her quill rested contemplatively on one cheek. “How could that be?”

“The spell the three wizards used to make themselves into gods was a powerful one,” Endrick explained softly. “Dartos, the wizard Yorn, mentioned in the Tome that he recorded the particulars of the spell in the latter pages of that same book,” he turned to Dienna, “Is that not so?”

Dienna nodded, “It is, but I admit that, when I perused those pages, I could make out little of what they said.”

“There is no need to be ashamed, Dienna,” Endrick replied evenly. “His notes were written in the language of magic, although, undoubtedly, with a smattering of old Lathaian mixed in. I doubt that even I could have interpreted their meaning in the short time you had the Tome in your possession. However,” his gaze once again turned inward, “I very much doubt that these three all-powerful beings were reading from Yorn's notes in what would later be called the Tome when they were casting the spell to make themselves immortal. No,” he whispered, “It has long been my belief that the gods' ritual was performed with the aid of a spellscroll and, considering that they, in the immediate aftermath of their success, had been foolish enough to leave the Tome behind, it is not too far a stretch to imagine that they would have also left behind any components that helped them to cast that spell.”

“So you think there's a spellscroll just sitting around in the cave below Mages' Peak?” Herel asked dubiously.

“Not sitting around,” Endrick said gently. “No I believe it too must be warded. Foolish though they were in leaving their mountain cave unprotected for the first decade of their godly existence, they did, eventually, return home to safeguard it.”

“That's when they found the Tome was missing,” Meredith supplied.

“Yes,” Endrick nodded. “And, although they played that misfortune to their advantage when it was eventually recovered by Kennitch Gorwin, the gods would not have been so foolish as to leave their other valuables unprotected.” He shook his head, “I very much doubt the spellscroll to be easily accessible, but I do believe it remains where it was used—and under the greatest of magical protection.”

Dienna considered this. Her knowledge of magic was severely limited, but she knew that, if a spell were too complex to recite from memory, a wizard may choose to undertake the laborious process of writing it out on parchment. That way, when the time to cast the spell arrived, they could more easily ensure that it would be cast with success.

“If this spellscroll contains the steps for casting the Spell of Invocation Transference,” Dienna said carefully, hardly daring to hope, “could it be used to unravel that same spell?”

“Yes.”

There was a pregnant pause, then Herel spoke. “What would that mean for the gods?”

“If the Spell of Invocation Transference were broken,” Endrick said, his whisper growing louder if not more emphatic, “then Seltos and Lantos would no longer be able to draw upon the thoughts and prayers of the Faithful. The keywords they selected to transfer power unto them would cease to work—they would return to human form.”

“And die,” Dienna said, her tone flat. She thought of Dartos. He had, thirteen years ago, used so much of the energy he had garnered from the Spell of Invocation Transference that he had been forced to return to his true, all-too-human form. Even if Dienna hadn't run the blade of Artima's knife through his heart, the impossibly old man that was the wizard Yorn could not have lived long without the Faithful's beliefs to sustain him.

“Yes,” Endrick nodded. “And die.”

“Is there no other way?” Etia asked after several moments had passed. There was distress in her small voice, and she looked to Endrick with pleading eyes. “Do we really have to kill them?”

The harsher lines of Endrick's face smoothed, and when he spoke, his tone was gentle, patient. “Do not fret, little one. We speak only of theories. The gods are, for the moment, quite safe.”

This seemed to relieve the girl. She nodded, pulling herself together with a visible effort, her eyes once again filled with determination. Next to her, Meredith watched Etia with an expression that Dienna could not quite name. Frustration? Anger? Etia did, at times, seem to express hesitation at the idea of destroying the gods. Dienna could understand. Lantos and Seltos were, after all, Etia's parents, and they had been kind to her for a time. Still, Etia was young, and had seen little of the destruction and chaos on which the gods thrived. Although she had fought with them for the lives and livelihood of the Iolimians, Etia did not yet know the true extent of the gods' malice.

But she would learn.

Both Etia and Meredith were quiet the rest of the day. They seemed to listen halfheartedly to Herel and Endrick as they exchanged their knowledge of Mages' Peak in more detail, and as Endrick taught the young wizard the finer points of constructing and using spellscrolls and how they might best, some day in the future, be able to recover the scroll they suspected was in the cave beneath the mountain. Dienna found their open, almost casual talk of the gods' destruction comforting. How long had Dienna wished to share her secret knowledge of the gods? How much would she have gained if she had had even one person to confide in? How different would her time as Keeper have been? She would have felt less alone, to be sure, less isolated in her clandestine beliefs. But who could she have turned to? Dienna trusted no one at the Godskeep to understand the gods' secrets, save herself. Yet here sat Herel, who could have confided in his mothers, Meredith, who could have confided in Endrick, and Etia who could have confided in them both. Perhaps she should have left the Godskeep, Dienna thought bitterly. Perhaps she should have gone with her friends. At least then she wouldn't have been alone. At least then she would have been actively pursuing the gods' destruction.

By the early evening, Endrick and Herel had all but exhausted their shared knowledge of the geography of the Enalgath Mountains, and speculation of the location of Mages' Peak drew to a close. Meredith had recorded this information in her Chronicle at Dienna's side, contemplative but dutiful, her face still drawn in that same expression she had worn when Etia had professed her sorrow at killing the remaining gods of the Way. Herel began to talk instead of summoning a servant to bring them their evening meal, when suddenly Connal's voice could be heard greeting someone outside.

“That must be them now,” Herel said, getting eagerly to his feet. “Thank the gods, I'm starving!”

Dienna frowned, “That is not a servant. It sounds like—”

“I will not stand to be treated this way,” a voice Dienna had come to dread demanded from the hall. “I have urgent dealings with the former Keeper and I must ask that you stand aside.”

Dienna stood and made for the door. It was Oris, and by the sound of it, he was furious.

Lusidi's voice came muffled through the door, “I am under the direct employment of Lady Dienna. I answer neither to the Prominents nor to the Holy Guard.”

“You traitorous lunk,” Oris practically screeched. Dienna had just reached the other side of the door and was about to pull it open. “Do the King and Queen even know of your change in occupation?”

“They do, sir,” was Lusidi's calm reply. “I ended my employment with them on good terms.”

“And yet you still wear the armor of the Green Knights,” Oris replied as Dienna opened the door from within. The Prominent of Dartos stood not inches from Lusidi's face, looking up at the tall knight, face red and sweating with rage. His normally tidy, dark brown hair was disheveled and sticking up at odd angles, and there were dark bags under his eyes, as if he had not slept well in some time. “Why do you still wear your emerald green plate if you have left them?”

Lusidi was unmoved, “Armor is expensive,” she answered flatly, “I do not yet have the means to buy a new suit. I have removed the royal sigil,” she clanked one fist against her breastplate, which had indeed been scraped clean of the royal Dorneldian crest and the insignia of the King's Green Knights. “And I can assure you that, as soon as my resources permit, I will have a less distinguishing suit of armor made, so that there can be no confusion regarding the status of my employment.” The King and Queen had, in truth, discharged Lusidi from her role as their personal bodyguard on suspicion that the knight had betrayed their intentions to remove Dienna from power. They had not parted on good terms. They had, in fact, tried to have Lusidi killed, but the warrior woman was too adept at her craft to be bested by her fellow knights. She had lived, and she had sought Dienna and the Godskeep for protection from the royals' displeasure. Dienna had no reason to believe King Philibert knew she was here, but with Oris poking into her affairs...

“You came to see me, Lord Oris?” Dienna asked coolly. 

Oris turned his attention from the large knight to Dienna. His anger only seemed to intensify at seeing her. His eyes grew more fervent, his lips curled into a snarl. So alarming was his expression that Connal, who stood guard opposite Lusidi, took a step toward Oris, hand on the hilt of his sword.

“Do not dare make a move against me, whelp,” Oris snapped at the young man. He eyed him up and down, “I may no longer control the Holy Guard, but I am Prominent still. If you so much as unsheathe that blade, I will have you thrown in the dungeons.”

“You could do no such thing, Lord Oris,” Dienna reminded him calmly. “The Court of the Keeper is dissolved. Lord Sonder has all judicial authority now, by the Prominents' own decree.”

“By Amelie and Varent's decree,” Oris spat. “I certainly did not vote for that arrangement.”

“Oris,” Dienna huffed, already weary of his presence. Being away from him was one of the few blessings she had found in her forced leave of absence. “What are you doing here?”

The impertinence of her tone did not escape him. He blinked, and continued in a fury, “I am here because I have just been informed that you are harboring a wizard in your chambers. A male wizard.” He whispered.

Dienna checked a sigh. She had been prepared for this; they had not exactly been careful. All had seen Endrick enter the Godskeep with Meredith, Etia, and the priest of Lantos. Oris was bound to hear of him.

“He is an old friend, Lord Oris,” Dienna explained. “Endrick Arelo. You might have heard of him; he fought alongside the Faithful at the Battle of the Godskeep and rescued me from the dungeons under Artima's reign.”

Oris blinked in surprise, but his anger soon returned. His brows lowered severely, and he adopted a grave expression, “Be that as it may, you cannot allow a man to stay in your private chambers. It is ungodly.”

“He does not stay here,” Dienna snapped. She knew his ignorance was willful, knew he was just twisting the scenario to justify his own actions. “He has a room of his own, as do my other guests.”

“Other guests?” Oris's eyebrows now raised halfway up his face in shock. He peered past Dienna and into the room beyond, no doubt able to see the other guests in question. “You have yet other guests in your chambers?” He shook his head, “My dear Dienna, the entire point of your leave of absence was to induce within you the quiet reflection and isolation one would normally experience as they await divine judgment.”

“Like a prison?” Herel had come to stand behind Dienna, seemingly uncaring to show himself now that Oris knew they were all within.

Oris eyed the boy, “Very like. And what do you do here, squire Alrick? Your liege will be unable to train you in the art of the sword for some time, I fear.” His eyes flicked back to Lusidi, “Was she not to train you in his absence? And yet I see no sword on your belt, no cuts nor bruises that would tell me you had been recently practicing.”

Herel's face turned pink, and now Oris's anger was mirrored in the boy. Before he could reply, Endrick himself came to stand next to Dienna, and held out his hand to the priest.

“I fear I am to blame for the boy's inattention to his studies,” Endrick intoned. “As I am to blame for us not properly being introduced. Endrick Arelo, Wizard of the Second Class.”

Oris took his hand dubiously, “Gheltin Oris, Prominent of Dartos. Well met, Endrick Arelo.” He let go of his hand and took a step back, as if suddenly realizing how feeble his own powers were against two armed guards and a Repository mage. Nonetheless, he continued, “And what business brings you to the Godskeep?”

“I am here to visit my friend, Dienna Darpentus,” he replied calmly, “whom I have not seen in many years.”

“Your timing is most unfortunate,” Oris said, his anger cooling to disdain. “Dienna has been through trials enough in the last year. She does not need any more undue influence on her character.”

Endrick's expression did not change, “I am not sure what you mean by that, sir, but you can rest assured that her character will not be adversely affected by mine in any way.”

“And how long will you and your party stay?” Oris asked.

“A few weeks,” was his reply, and Dienna's heart sank to hear it. So soon? Would they really leave her so quickly? Endrick's voice was almost diplomatic, “And in that time I hope to have access to the Godskeep's many libraries and rooms of study. Perrick Underton, who is also of our party and a most esteemed priest of Lantos, is assisting me in research of the celestial bodies that the Faithful may find useful.”

Oris sneered openly at this, “We do not need a wizard's help to study the heavenly bodies. The Way has an expert knowledge of the movements of all the gifts of the gods.”

“Perhaps I will appeal to Lord Sonder,” Endrick replied, caressing his plain wooden staff idly. “And see if he would allow me access instead.”

Oris seemed mortified at the implication that he would go over his head. “There will be no need,” he snapped. “You and this Underton fellow have my leave to use our resources for the duration of your stay, but do not expect the Faithful to welcome you or your studies with open arms.” He half-turned to leave, “And there is not to be, under any circumstances, any practicing of magic within these sacred walls, and Lord Sonder will quite agree with me on that point, I assure you.”

Endrick gave a small bow, “Yes, I believe he will. I thank you, Lord Oris.”

Oris gave them all one last look before turning and stomping off down the hall. Was it Dienna's imagination, or had the man's eyes lingered on Herel's face, still visible from where he stood in the doorway, for half a second longer than he ought? Herel seemed to notice as well, for when Dienna turned to face the boy, his eyes were slightly wide with fear.

“Perhaps it is best if we return you to your chambers, Master Alrick,” Lusidi remarked once Oris' footfalls had faded.

Herel, at first, did not reply. He seemed lost in thought, panic visible on his young face before, with a long intake of breath, the Chosen Son regained control of himself, and his expression once again exuded the arrogant confidence Dienna had come to expect from the boy.

He flicked his dark curls with a shake of his head. “Fine,” he snapped. “And maybe you can show me some tricks with that great big sword of yours while you're at it.”

“If you wish,” Lusidi replied evenly, although Dienna could see the intelligent gleam in the knight's eyes. Oris had come close to calling their bluff. Did Lusidi suspect something as well? She must know, must be aware that the boy she had been charged to watch was no ordinary child—and certainly not an aspiring squire.

“I do wish,” Herel groused, stepping out the door and waving carelessly behind him by way of parting. “But not until I've had something to eat. I've had nothing since breakfast.”

“Yes, Master Alrick,” Lusidi replied, following after the boy, her large, armor-plated form dwarfing Herel's. Dienna did not miss the irony in Lusidi's echoing voice when she continued, “After all, a squire must keep up his strength.”
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Chapter Five
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“I tell you that the Lady of the Stars will be most displeased,” Lord Varent argued, leaning his corpulent form over the table. It was too early for this, Sonder thought. He had gotten little sleep since the arrival of their friends two weeks before, and he felt entirely unprepared for the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars this evening. The cold winter sun was just shining in through the high, narrow windows of the council chamber, causing the myriad of jewels in the Prominent of Seltos's midnight blue veil to sparkle and shimmer. Beautiful as the veil was, it did nothing to deter from Lord Varent's petulant, peevish expression. “She has asked that no fewer than ten songs of praise be sung to her on this most holy of nights.” 

“Ten songs?” Lady Amelie chimed. She looked to the Prominent of Lantos at the other side of the table and said, “Last week she had demanded only seven.”

“And last week I made it clear that that would be impossible,” Sonder replied, his voice decidedly less kind than Amelie's. Really, this was getting out of hand. What Varent was requesting was ridiculous.

Varent's face flushed darkly, “You do not know what you say, Lord Keeper. You do not know the depths of my goddess' anger.”

“Anger?” Oris said from across the table. His expression was one of false scholarship, his eyes bright and alert although it was only just sunrise. “Over the number of songs to be sung? I mean no disrespect, Lord Varent, but I think we can all agree that that is a bit fickle, even for her.”

Varent's eyes bulged, his mouth hung open in a sputter, “Fickle? Lady Seltos? She who gave of her heart to create the guiding stars of night is anything but fickle Lord Oris, and I am surprised to hear you say so.”

“My dear Lord Varent,” Oris said with an air of sympathy. “I only meant to say that Dartos has never requested such a thing,” he smiled falsely, “but the god of the sun and the goddess of the stars are as different as day and night, are they not?”

Varent's expression was still wounded. “I speak not of differences, Gheltin. Sun, moon, or stars, we owe our very modes of life to the gods—a fact that Lady Seltos has not allowed me to forget. She fills the whole of my heart and mind, and her every visit leaves me shaken to the core to have her presence so sorrowfully taken from me.”

“Visit?” Sonder frowned, looking at the man in a new light. No. There was no way. Seltos couldn't be appearing to the Prominent. She'd been too weak to show herself fully to Sonder on the Wastes of Iador, and it hadn't even been four months since that fateful night.

“Yes, Lord Keeper, visit,” Varent replied, his voice now quiet. There was humility in his eyes, awe on his wide face as he continued, “I have been most fortunate. Our Lady of the Stars has blessed me with her presence three times these last three weeks. Even last night, her resplendent form filled my chamber with starlight most holy, and she spake with a voice made of the stars themselves.”

Oris and Amelie exchanged glances, apparently impressed at this speech. Sonder's own look was grim.

“And it is during these visits that she has demanded more worship?” Sonder asked.

“Yes,” Varent intoned. He still appeared lost in his rapture, “She reminds me that she has only one opportunity each year to receive the full extent of the Faithful's exultation. She also reminds me,” Varent's expression darkened, “of what happened the last time her anger had been made known to the world.”

Oris raised an eyebrow, “The last time?”

“The Midsummer Festival, thirteen years ago,” Varent said to him. He lifted his chin with pride, “I alone had voiced the growing concern of my goddess with the lack of praise from her followers, and had suggested our efforts be increased, but Lord Mayrim took a different opinion on the matter.” His tone was bitter, “If only he had heeded my word—Lady Seltos may have seen it fit to prevent the great calamity unleashed by Artima of the Plains upon the Way. As it is,” he shook his head, sighing, “she did not. And the Way has suffered the consequences ever since.”

“Indeed, Lord Varent,” Sonder replied carefully, hoping to steer the conversation away from the man's disturbing encounters with the goddess. Seltos would have never stopped Artima from attacking the Godskeep—she had been in on that plan, had helped orchestrate it. If she had told Varent anything different, it was for the sole purpose of twisting the man to do her bidding. And it seemed that her bidding was to garner even more praise at her festival than originally planned—but to what end? “I am glad to know of your newfound communion with Lady Seltos, and your dedication to fulfilling her wishes is exemplary.” 

Varent nodded graciously to Sonder.

“But the fact remains,” Sonder continued with a frown, “that we cannot abide them. The ceremony will run long as it is. Seven songs would put it at an hour and a half, ten songs would make it two hours whole.”

“Then let it be two hours whole,” Varent answered with an impatient wave of his hand. “What is another three songs more than originally agreed?”

“Five songs,” Sonder corrected with a grim smile. “I never agreed to your last proposal, Varent, and I'm not going to agree with this one either.”

“But Lord Keeper—”

“Now, see here, Lord Varent,” Lady Amelie spoke up from across the table. She and Varent were friends outside of their duties, and were often of the same opinion. When they did disagree, it was never long before one of them would convince the other to see reason. Her tone was sympathetic, “At least the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars is being fully celebrated. The Feast of the Harvest Moon was cut short by the Trials of Exile.” She shook her head sadly, “Lantos was, I fear, dissatisfied for a short time, but he has, in the intervening months, come once again to look upon his people with favor.”

Varent looked to Amelie with disdain, “Is it not our wish to avoid the displeasure of the gods?”

“Yes, but—”

“A nice, long ceremony may actually be good for the Faithful,” Oris remarked contemplatively. He sat back in his chair, hands resting on his lap. “After all the hardships of the Trials, it would be well-advised to remind them of why they are here in the first place.”

“Which is?” Sonder asked. His mind was still stuck on the fact that Seltos had paid not one, but three visits to Lord Varent since he had last seen her on the Wastes, and he hadn't considered his words before speaking them.

“To thank the gods for their most wondrous gifts,” Oris replied slowly, scandalized. He looked to Varent and Amelie as if to say I told you so and sat back in his chair again. “Or had you forgotten that, Lord Keeper?”

Sonder cleared his throat, quickly recovering. “Of course I haven't forgotten. I am well aware of the reason for the Way's existence, and your remark only proves my point, Lord Oris. We gather to give thanks to the gods, not to supplicate ourselves before them. Lord Varent,” he turned to the Prominent of Seltos, “is there no other way we can show our thanks to Lady Seltos that will not affect the run time of the ceremony? Two hours is unheard of for the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.”

“I would not say unheard of,” Varent grumbled.

“No, maybe not,” Sonder conceded, “But it is excessive. The Faithful will be asleep in the pews. I'm sure I would rather beg Lady Seltos' forgiveness than jeopardize the participation of the Faithful. She is a most forgiving goddess, is she not Lord Varent?”

Varent frowned deeply, his eyes clouded with conflict. Sonder had him now. He knew that Varent prided his goddess for her endless mercy. He need only play into it.

“You are right, Lord Keeper,” Varent said at length. “Our Lady of the Stars is a most forgiving goddess, and she has forgiven us time and time again for the many shortcomings of our far inferior hearts. But,” his dark eyes met Sonder's, “this time, I will not back down. She has visited me, Lord Keeper; done what she has for few others in her infinite existence for the sole purpose of telling me that she is displeased, and that only the greatest form of prayer, that which is sent to the heavens in song, will reconcile us to her.”

“And if we refuse?” Sonder asked, his own expression just as somber.

Now it was Varent's turn to look scandalized. “You cannot mean to defy her,” his jowls seemed to quiver at the thought. “You cannot be serious. Have you not communed with your own god? Has Dartos not shown you the fires of his anger? Lady Seltos is a most merciful goddess,” his face was flushed, and the jewels in his veil clinked as he moved his head, “but she will not tolerate insolence in any of the Faithful, not excluding the Keeper of the Gods.”

“I don't mean any insolence,” Sonder was quick to reply. He might have pushed his luck too far.  He was, after all, still the wayward son, returned home after a long period of absence. The Prominents' faith in him was wary at best, floundering at worst. “I only meant that it's simply not possible to fulfill all the demands of all the gods all at once. What if I told you that Dartos has demanded less worship of Seltos on her sacred night?” Sonder arched an eyebrow at him, “What would you say then? Or if Lantos came to you, Lady Amelie,” he glanced at the woman, “And asked that, in retribution for having his own ceremony cut short, Lady Seltos' ceremony receive the same treatment?”

Oris looked skeptical, “Has Dartos asked for such a thing?”

“I have not brought it to his attention,” Sonder replied, trying his best to appear earnest. He continued, “But I may still. There are three gods of the Way, and—the last I checked—the Book of the Three calls them all equal. To show such blatant favoritism for Lady Seltos would throw the Way into imbalance. And what message does it send the Faithful? That Seltos is more important than her brothers? That the Lady of the Stars deserves ten songs of worship when the others deserve only three?”

This finally seemed to quell the growing suspicion in Oris's eyes, yet the cold anger in Varent's still burned.

“You have made your point, Lord Keeper,” Varent said, his voice clipped. “But please allow me to reiterate. Lady Seltos demands this worship, and we would be foolish to refuse her.”

Sonder checked a sigh and nodded, “I understand. I will bring it to Dartos.” The lie felt almost sickening in his stomach. How had Dienna managed to keep her facade of piety for so long? And why was Seltos making such demands? Why was she using her limited power to visit Varent of all people? Something wasn't right. “And I will ask that his mighty hands lead us to the path of truth.”

“So be it,” Varent snapped. He was silent a moment, before another thought seemed to strike him, “At the very least, have you managed to retrieve Erioned's Star Mask from the treasury, Lord Keeper? Have you ordered that the ceremonial rugs and tapestries be removed from the Chamber of Justice and cleaned in preparation?”

“I haven't,” Sonder grumbled. Why was Varent so insistent about that mask? It was the third time in two days that Varent had asked him about it, and Sonder was sick of hearing about the damned thing already. “I'll talk to the acolytes after we convene. We still have nine hours before the ceremony.”

“That will not do,” Varent replied, his expression dark. “They must be prepared immediately. I will go speak to them myself, if I must.”

Lady Amelie, looking back and forth between Varent and Sonder in confusion, intervened, “Really, Varent, there is plenty of time. I remember some years where the preparations were made the very hour before the ceremony, and all was fine.” Her nervous chuckle was not returned by either Varent or Oris.

“My Lady is most demanding,” Varent repeated sullenly. “We would do well to adhere to her wishes.”

Amelie then turned to Sonder with a pleading expression. Sonder sighed. It wasn't worth it to argue. If Varent wanted Sonder to get the mask this morning, then he would get the mask this morning—and begin the preparations, although the ceremonial trappings would only sit unused until the evening service began. Still, what was the harm in it? He couldn't afford to be stubborn. That had nearly gotten his sister killed. Sonder stood, “I will ask the acolytes to begin the preparations now, if it so please Lady Seltos.”

“It does,” Varent eyed Sonder critically. “And what of your squire?”

Sonder frowned, “What about him?”

“I daresay we need all the help we can get with the preparations for the ceremony,” Varent continued. He cleared his throat, “He and that she-knight would be most appreciated if they were to report to the Hall of Ceremonies this afternoon. The acolytes are spread quite thin—”

“Fine,” Sonder said, wishing to be done with the entire conversation. He waved his hand, “I'll send for them. They'll be happy to help.”

“And Erioned's Mask?” Varent asked.

It took all of Sonder's will not to roll his eyes, “Yes, that too.” He looked around the long council table. The Prominents all looked distinctly uncomfortable, as if there were an ogre in the room that everyone could see but no one wanted to address. Sonder raised an eyebrow, “Is there something else?”

“There is,” Oris replied coolly. “So please, do resume your seat, Lord Keeper. We will try to be brief.”

We? Sonder didn't like the sound of that. He sat, propping his arms up on the table and frowned, “Well?”

It was Lady Amelie who cleared her throat and began in a delicate tone, “As you know, I have made special arrangements for the courier to deliver all news of the more political nature to my chambers directly. It is only natural, considering my experience,” she gave a falsely modest smile, “that I be the first to know of such goings on in the world, and from thence share my opinions on such matters as needed. So it was in Mayrim's time, and in your sister's.” Lady Amelie was the daughter of Hitoff Lemusa, a wealthy land-owner from Amberath, and as such still kept connections to many of the noble lords and ladies in her former circle. It was she who arranged, each year, the comings and goings of the gentry who visited the Godskeep, her connections surpassing even Lady Grenna's, who had been the stewardess of the Godskeep since her marriage to Sonder's father. 

Sonder nodded impatiently, “And?”

“And last night I received a missive from Astquary.”

Sonder's eyes widened, his heart seemed to stop. “Yes?” he could barely manage to say.

“The Gantares Rebellion is over, Lord Sonder,” Varent said somberly. “King Hastos is dead.”

“Dead? How? Is Antenel..?” he couldn't bring himself to continue.

Oris regarded him coolly from his seat, “The elf prince is still alive and well. It is the Gantares name that now rules the Crescent Isle.”

“But how? How is that possible?” Sonder asked, dazed and irritated in the back of his mind that Amelie had shared the contents of this letter with the other Prominents before him. 

“I'm afraid we don't know the particulars,” Amelie said, not unkindly. She produced a small scroll of parchment from her vestments and passed it down the table to Sonder. “This is all the news my dear Violetta has sent.”

Sonder quickly unfurled the scroll. The parchment was sturdy and blanched almost completely white, and the script within had been penned with a fine hand.

––––––––
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Dearest Amelie,


The City of Astquary is in absolute uproar. We are told that the old elf king is dead, and all fighting between the island and the colonies has summarily ceased. We assume, for we have had no word to the contrary, that the young Gantares son now sits the elven throne.



I have urged Mayor Wolst to send a delegate to the Crescent Isle as soon as possible, the better to understand what has happened and what it will portend for Dorneldia, but he is slow to move as always. At least I am able to warn you and my sister at Philibert's court by post. How this will affect our trade with the pointy-eared ones, I do not know, but I hope that the import of silk is not too badly stricken by it, else half the city may be put out of business, myself included.



I will follow with any further news.



Yours, etc.

Violetta Touring



––––––––
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Sonder scanned the letter twice before handing it back to Amelie. So that was it. Hastos was dead, and Antenel now sat the throne. And what of the Tale of the Horned Stallion? What of the prophecy? 

Sonder shook his head, hardly daring to consider what this meant. Roshan, the god the elves had worshiped since the dawn of time, had singled out Antenel's mother, Queen Letiir, to bear the son who would become the next king of Elluin. The only trouble with that was the half-dozen older brothers from Hastos' first wife, Queen Vlaseris Fanthol, who were in line to rule before him. All of Elluin had taken the prophecy to mean that each of Hastos' other sons must die before Antenel could take the throne. Sonder drew a shuddering breath. Did this mean that they were wrong?  Or were the others....dead? The proud and aloof Johlun, the kind and sympathetic Thural, the even-keeled Dith, the conflicted Meeral, the young and impressionable Navol? Prince Zeem had been slain thirteen years prior, when the Second War for the Continent had just begun—had his brothers now joined him? Sonder sincerely hoped not. Johlun and Navol would have certainly taken the side of Hastos in the rebellion, but the others...Sonder had heard rumors that even Meeral had joined Antenel after discovering their father had scorned Artima's offer of peace. He had no reason to wish him dead, nor Thural or Dith, who had both shown Sonder kindness in his time on Elluin.

But if the Fanthol brothers were still alive, how had Roshan's prophecy been fulfilled?

Or perhaps it hadn't been.

Sonder had little reason to believe in the god of the elves. True, Antenel's mother Letiir had shown uncanny powers—the horn that grew from her head gave her the ability to float above water, and her vision had been blessed by Roshan to see the future in the reflecting pool of the Jade Palace—but these powers could, for all Sonder knew, have been related to the same kind of magic that Endrick and Meredith and all the other wizards could perform. Their powers came from the blood, not from some ethereal being that went around prophesying things and meddling in people's lives. If anything, Queen Letiir's abilities reminded Sonder of what Endrick and Meredith had said about that girl, Etia, and her whales.

“This is wonderful news,” Sonder managed after several moments.

All three Prominents gave him looks of stern disapproval.

“Given certain,” Lady Amelie gave an indelicate cough, “rumors about you, Lord Sonder, I can understand how you might feel that way, but I believe my friend's letter more correctly conveys our concerns.”

“King Philibert was an ally to Hastos,” Varent explained, his veil moving slightly as he turned to face Sonder. “Not a great ally, for Philibert has never pledged him any support of the military kind, but Dorneldia has been a great trading partner for the Crescent Isle, particularly through the City of Astquary.”

“Violetta deals in silk,” Amelie added. “Her family supplies more than half the fabric needed to make the vestments of the Way for the entire kingdom. If this rebellion has jeopardized any part of King Philibert's trade agreement...”

Sonder dismissed her concerns with a scoff, “I'm sure Antenel has no intent to change any of his father's trading policies with King Philibert.”

“Be that as it may,” Oris interjected with impatience, “our fears still stand. King Philibert is not certain to take to your elf king with mercy. A king who deals kindly with rebels is aiming an arrow at his own back. What sort of message does it send his subjects to treat Gantares as an equal?”

“So you think Philibert will resist this change?” Sonder replied. “He won't acknowledge Antenel's rule?”

“Very likely not,” Amelie said, with sympathy.

“And that is precisely why we wished to warn you, Lord Sonder,” Varent continued, his tone deep and grave, “that any partiality you have to this elf must be severed completely.”

Sonder looked to the Prominents in confusion, “Of course. I am Keeper of the Gods. How can I even attempt to be partial to him? I've been re-ordained for goodness sake.”

“This includes any communication,” Oris sneered, clearly enjoying himself. “Of any sort. We know you have sent him one letter already. I'm afraid that will have to be the last.”

“Is the Keeper of the Gods not supposed to commune with the heads of the other kingdoms?” Sonder raised an eyebrow, trying his damnedest to remain calm. This was ridiculous. They couldn't keep him from writing to Ant. It was all he had left. “My father kept communication with Hastos, surely, and with the kings and queens of the kingdoms to the north as well.”

“He did,” Amelie replied, “Although not without some supervision, I assure you. Oh I'm sure he wrote his own missives that I was unaware of, but the majority of his dealings with the nobility were filtered through myself or old Tevinan.”

“And so you see,” Oris smiled unpleasantly. “Even your father relied upon his Prominents to assist him in such matters. It would be unwise to go against his own methods, wouldn't you agree, Lord Sonder?”

Sonder cursed him inwardly. If they wanted to end his communication with Antenel, they could bloody well try. He'd sent plenty of secret letters in his time. Sonder had every confidence he would figure something out. He would just have to bite his tongue, and wait for an opportunity to present itself.

“I can see the merit of your words, Oris,” Sonder replied. He gave the man a charming smile, “Dartos has surely imparted his strength unto you, for you do so well stand your ground in all matters of importance.”

Oris seemed confused by this compliment, and his smug facade cracked just a fraction, “Thank you, my lord.”

Sonder let his eyes encompass all three of the Prominents, “To you, my closest advisers, I must be truthful. I am glad for the outcome of the elven rebellion. Antenel is very dear to me, and I was not at all impressed with his father, who had had the chance to prevent a great catastrophe and chose, in spite and grief, to squander it.” Varent seemed about to say something, but another look from Sonder silenced him. “However, I am willing to set my personal history with the elves aside in favor of protecting the interests of Dorneldia, and, more importantly, the interests of the Way.”

“Well said, Lord Sonder,” Lady Amelie was beaming.

“Thank you, Amelie,” Sonder said, his own words like poison in his mouth. He cleared his throat, and took to his feet, “Well, you've given me much to think about, my lords and lady, and there is, as Lord Varent reminds me, much to accomplish before the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars begins. We will reconvene the day after next, and I will see you all this evening.”

The Prominents stood, bowed, and Sonder waited as Varent, Amelie, and Oris filed out of the room. When Sonder followed them out, he was surprised to find that Oris was waiting for him just outside.

“Lord Keeper,” Oris said. He held his hands out in a gesture of supplication, “I hope you don't mind, but there was something else I have been meaning to address.”

Sonder shrugged, trying to appear at ease although he was, internally, so thoroughly irked by the man's presence that he could have screamed. “By all means, Oris. I am at your disposal.”

“Thank you, Lord Keeper,” Oris said, coming to stand next to Sonder as they slowly began to walk down the corridor. “In all the excitement of earlier news, I quite forgot to mention some business concerning your sister that is of greatest importance,” he started, his gaze downcast, hands clasped behind him in a stately manner as he walked.

“About her leave of absence?” Sonder asked, confused.

“That,” Oris agreed, “but more specifically, with the...company she is keeping during her leave of absence. She is supposed,” Oris turned to Sonder, frowning deeply, “to be feeling the effects of isolation, of quiet reflection for the wrongs she has done that led her reign of Keeper to an untimely end.” He spoke to Sonder as if Oris himself hadn't been the cause of her untimely end. “Yet when I deigned to call upon Dienna the other day, just to ensure she was able to tolerate this period of reflection appropriately,” his smile was humorless, “I was taken aback by the large number of guests she had invited into her rooms.”

“Our old friends,” Sonder replied, all ease.

Oris nodded, “Meredith Hauvish and Endrick Arelo I am familiar with, but there were also two others. Two...children.”

Sonder flashed a smile at the other man, “Perhaps their own?”

“No,” Oris answered, un-amused. “No, one of the children present was your squire, with that great knight who was once in the service of the royal family. And the other child was...most peculiar.”

“Who, Etia?” Sonder asked, still trying to keep his cool. Oris was always nosy for a reason, and his sudden interest in the children of the gods was unsettling. “She has a peculiar look, I'll give you that. The Iolimians apparently called her the Pearlchild.”

“A most fitting description,” Oris said acidly. “But I wonder what she is doing here.”

Sonder shrugged, “She's in the care of Meredith and Endrick. She goes where they go.”

“And your squire?” Oris inquired, the corner of his mouth quirked ever-so-slightly.

“Probably misses children his own age,” Sonder grinned and gave Oris a light elbow to the rib. “Probably sick of hanging around old fools like us.”

“Indeed,” Oris groused. He was frowning openly now, “And how is his training going, Lord Keeper? The poor boy, what was his name? Alrick? Must be feeling terribly misled now that you have set the sword aside to take up your father's mantle.”

“Yes, well,” Sonder replied, “I haven't exactly set it aside.” Indeed, he still wore his sword at his back, in the fashion of the warrior Keepers of old, but the word misled was eerily fitting considering what Sonder's original mission had been for the boy, and he was disturbed to hear Oris use it. “We're lucky that Lusidi was willing to end her employment with the Allesarans. She's been an invaluable replacement, a much better teacher for Alrick than I could have ever hoped for.” He gave Oris another smile, “But if you think he's slacking off in favor of visiting a girl, I could have a word with him. After all,” he adopted a mock-serious tone, “a warrior should never allow himself to be tempted by the other sex, no more than a priest, anyway. Best to start his discipline early.”

“That would be most appropriate, yes,” Oris drawled. “But more importantly,” his expression was severe, “I do not want Dienna's mind to be so encumbered by these friends and children that she does not properly adhere to the disciplinary action bestowed upon her by the Way.”

“Don't worry, Gheltin,” Sonder immensely enjoyed the annoyance that crossed Oris's face whenever he called the man by his given name. Sonder was all gravity, “I can assure you that they won't cause Dienna any undue influence.”

“All the better to prepare her for what is to come,” Oris replied.

Sonder looked to the man, unsure of what he meant, but he could read nothing in Oris's expression that gave any clue to his inner thoughts. They soon came to an intersection in the corridor, and Sonder realized they must part.

“Well, duty calls,” Sonder said, indicating his head in the direction of the treasury. “I'd better go get that musty old mask before Lord Varent has a convulsion.”

“That would be most good of you, Lord Keeper,” Oris replied, bowing. “I shall see you at the ceremony tonight. Good Morning.”

Sonder returned his bow, and was greatly relieved to hear Oris's footfalls growing fainter and fainter as the other man retreated down the hallway. 

Finally, he was alone. 

His thoughts swam. Antenel was alive—but he was king, and hearing that he was now the sole protector of the peoples of Elluin and the Continent only solidified the idea in Sonder's mind that his lover was lost to him for good. They had duties to perform. People to protect. They could no longer afford to be selfish, no longer put themselves first. Sonder had known this, had spent the last several weeks coming to terms with it, but it stung all the same. He slumped against the wall, feeling suddenly weak. And the Prominents wouldn't even let him write to his love. Why couldn't they just let him be? Why couldn't they just let him have this one thing to himself? And why, for that matter, was Oris so interested in Herel? He couldn't possibly know who the boy really was, else he would have already declared his identity to everyone and had the kid hanged. And what about Varent? He'd asked about Herel too, had tried to enlist his and Lusidi's help in preparing the Hall of Ceremony for the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.

“As if there aren't enough acolytes to do that job,” Sonder muttered to himself as he continued on his way. “The kid's going to kill me if I ask him to help.”

Sonder shook his head, walking the corridor that led to the treasury with a drudging step. Nothing made sense. Why would Seltos appear to Varent? Yes he was the goddess' greatest devotee, but surely the energy it took to manifest herself in his bed chambers was not outweighed by whatever she hoped to gain in return. She wanted more praise, more songs of worship. Sonder understood that. The gods thrived on belief. Worship made them strong, and Seltos clearly wanted to increase her power—but how could she increase it by wasting her time and energy on the likes of Varent?

He should tell Dienna, Sonder thought as he fumbled through the white and black Keeper's robes for the key that opened the door to the castle's vault. About Seltos, about the bargain. Her reasons for being interested in Herel were no more noble than Oris', Sonder was sure. But what would Dienna even say? He had kept back that part of his tale out of guilt and shame. He knew he shouldn't have listened to her, knew deep down that the boy could never have been safe at the Godskeep, even under Sonder's watch, and yet he had brought him here anyway. Nothing had come of it as of yet, but every day found Sonder more and more uneasy. Every day he lied—about who he was, about what he believed, about who he loved. And every day he felt a growing dread, like he was being watched, like there were eyes staring just over his shoulder at what he was doing, a voice just about to speak, a smirk felt if not seen on an invisible face. Dienna had heard voices when she was Keeper, Sonder reminded himself. Maybe the same was happening to him. He frowned. He didn't like that at all.

Sonder pushed these thoughts to one side as he reached the door to the treasury. Key in hand, he inserted it into the lock and felt the satisfying click of the mechanism, and pulled the door open. The Godskeep's vault, contrary to popular belief, was not stacked floor to ceiling with coins of gold, nor even of the more common copper and silver pieces minted in the Port Cities. Most of its wealth was in its ledgers—loans it had made when its coin had been more apt to flow, loans it still collected on with plenty of interest—the rest of its wealth was in land, represented by the stacks upon stacks of deeds and contracts that lined the far wall of the modestly-sized vault, and in a sizable collection of ancient artifacts. The star mask Sonder sought was one such artifact.

It was exactly where Dienna had described. She had set it, after its use at last year's ceremony, in an enamel case that sat atop a chest of drawers immediately to the right upon entering the dusty and ill-used chamber. Sonder had once dreamed, as a boy, of entering this room, had whined impatiently to his father to let him accompany him on his weekly inventory checks. He had imagined a treasury must surely contain treasure, and had not believed his father when he had educated Sonder on its true contents.

“The Way is rich in many things,” Lord Mayrim had said on more occasion than one. “But treasure is not one of them.”

“How wrong you were, Father,” Sonder said to no one as he opened the enamel case and drew forth the star mask. It was surprisingly light in Sonder's hands, seemed to be made of stiffened felt which had been shaped and molded to fit the contours of the face of Erioned Gorwin during his own time as Keeper centuries ago. The eye-holes were ovular, and each was rimmed by a starburst of yellow diamonds that extended as far as the cheeks, where began a swirling pattern in golden thread that flowed into likenesses of the sun on one side, and the moon on the other. It was unusual for a star mask to pay homage to all three of the gods, considering they were used only in the worship of Seltos on the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, yet it was appropriate enough for the Keeper, who was meant to emulate worship in all three of the heavenly beings, to invoke them all.

Sonder ran his fingers down the front of the mask. Why was Varent so insistent about his goddess? Why did she suddenly demand such praise? 

Why had she asked for Herel?

“He is very valuable to me, and to my brother,” Sonder recalled the goddess's words to him on the Wastes of Iador after she had demanded he take Herel to the Godskeep. “I want his safety as much as you do.”

“Yeah, but safe from what?” Sonder mused to himself the words he hadn't dared ask Seltos' apparition.

He held the star mask in both hands, contemplating its shimmering diamonds, which did indeed bear a resemblance to the shimmering stars of the late night sky. He felt a stirring in his heart, a shift in his mind. Sonder had become the Keeper of the Gods. Antenel had made himself king. Meredith and Endrick had returned after their long journeys, the daughter of the gods in tow. Seltos' daughter, and Lantos'. He turned the mask over in his hands. Did they know she was here? They certainly knew Herel was. He thought of Varent. If Seltos had been here. If she had visited the Godskeep...how much did she know? She who was not a goddess, but who could use her magic to be in many places, to send her form into the night, to see, to hear, to observe.

Something wasn't right.

With sudden purpose, Sonder shut the star mask in its case, placed the case under one arm, and strode from the treasury, heading for his sister's chambers.

He was dismayed to find, on his arrival at her door, that Dienna was gone.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six
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Meredith had never been to Greenheight Street. The bluff overlooking the hilly little town was home to many of the Village's wealthier inhabitants, and Meredith found herself walking past manors and houses several times as large as Gran's, estates that neither she nor Gran had ever been invited to visit before. Snow had been cleared from the cobblestone paths leading to their doors, smoke was piping happily from their chimneys, and Meredith was forced to recall with jealousy the nights she had spent at Gran's in the winter, when they had all huddled for warmth before her diminutive wood-burning stove.

She located Brockridge Manor by way of an ancient engraving next to the wrought iron gate, and made her way past snow-dappled trees and shrubs to the door of a prodigious stone house the likes of which Meredith had hardly seen. It was practically a small castle in its own right, with a single tower behind its facade.

Meredith wished she hadn't come alone. She missed Endrick's sure and silent support and Etia's practical and offhand encouragement. She had spent so much time with them, these last several months, that their absence now felt profoundly wrong. She knew she was only being foolish—Endrick was busy with his research and Etia was in Lusidi's capable care—and Meredith owed Daela her sole and undivided company besides. Even so, Meredith felt a kind of panic settle into the pit of her stomach as she approached the well-manicured home, and she knocked at its door with unwarranted hesitation.

It was Daela who answered, baby Vallern in arms.

“Meredith!” she exclaimed, embracing her cousin and beckoning her inside. She wore a gown of brilliant blue velvet, and her braided hair had been adorned with silver and golden beads. Meredith shifted nervously. She hadn't given much thought to her own appearance in years, but she felt a sudden shame at the untidiness of her blouse, of the snow and mud clinging to her boots. Daela, however, did not seem to notice. She gave her a wry smile, “So you've decided to visit at last.”

“Yes,” Meredith returned her smile as best she could.

“Did you settle your affairs at the Godskeep?” Daela asked, gesturing for Meredith to follow her into a large sitting room where several chairs had been positioned before a roaring fireplace. A shield hung proudly above the hearth, the name Moniphson written in decorative script below a pair of cardinals flanking a silvery tree painted across the shield's middle.

“For the most part,” Meredith replied. Between apprising their companions of all that had happened with the gods and enjoying Dienna's company, Meredith had only spent a short time in research. Being the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, the Godskeep's libraries were bound to be emptied of their normal inhabitants, and Endrick and Perrick had both professed an interest in spending the day in study. Meredith would have joined them, if not for the surmounting guilt she had felt for thus far avoiding her cousin. But she couldn't blame herself too much. Time she hadn't been spending with her cousin had been spent with her best friend, who was, in truth, in much greater need of Meredith's company than Daela. Seeing her here, in her stately home, her child in her arms and a servant at the back door, Meredith did not feel at all ashamed to have given her attention to Dienna instead.

Meredith cleared her throat and inclined her head at the crest of arms, “You never said you married Ivor Moniphson.”

“You never asked,” Daela countered with a shrug. She settled herself into the chair opposite Meredith and positioned Vallern carefully on her lap. “Tea?” she offered.

Meredith agreed to both tea and cakes, brought to them by a kind-faced young man in a fanciful tunic, and the two cousins exchanged pleasantries and gossip for well over an hour. Meredith wasn't terribly engaged by their conversation. She loved her cousin dearly, but found that her desire to know what had happened to the families and acquaintances they had known as children had waned significantly after her years spent hunting the gods. The Hauvishes had been at the very bottom of the social ladder, their Gran a widow to a baker's assistant, but it seemed that Daela's marriage into one of the oldest families in the Golden Valley had changed her position considerably.

“Ivor's father was a terrible liar, you know, and he ended up sending his nephew to Port Leronna anyway. Ivor was furious.”

Meredith listened politely enough to her cousin, her mind wandering often to Etia and Endrick, to Sonder and Dienna. She had promised Dienna that they would all attend the ceremony for the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars tonight, for Dienna herself could not come up with any excuse to miss it. Not wanting Dienna to have to endure such a terrible event on her own, Meredith had immediately volunteered to accompany her, and the rest, even Herel of Astquary, had followed suit. Meredith doubted the Chosen Son cared for Dienna's feelings, but the young man did seem to have a genuine interest in Etia. The two could often be found whispering together in Dienna's room, or else pestering Endrick for information about magic and the gods and the stars. The boy had even borrowed Meredith's Chronicle on occasion, had made notes in it as he had leafed through its pages and had shared those notes with Etia.

“And I told Ivor that all Dienna was up to would do her no good,” Daela's mention of her friend drew Meredith from her thoughts.

“All she was up to?” Meredith asked, setting down her cup of tea. A glance through the window showed Meredith that it was now afternoon. The winter sun had already begun its descent, and she wouldn't be able to stay much longer if she was to meet Dienna for the ceremony. “Like what?”

“Well, the school for a start,” Daela said, stroking the strands of curly hair from her baby's face. “I enjoyed it myself, when I went. I learned arithmetic and reading, just like you,” she smiled proudly, “which has made my role as Lady Moniphson that much easier. But a lot of the priests were against it. They wanted things like reading and writing to stay just within the clergy.” Her expression was dark, “Not very good of them, I think. But that was just the start.”

She reiterated much of what Dienna had already told Meredith—about the reallocation of the Way's assets so that the acolytes could earn a wage, the cosmetic improvements made to the countryside around the Godskeep, about the King's surprise Midsummer visit.

“We knew a lot of those Herelites,” Daela said, her tone frank. “We may have followed the Way, but Ivor and I aren't cut from the same cloth as Oris. We tried to keep them out of trouble. Ivor invited several of them to his summer home down in Kryth, but the Purification Squad found them soon enough. They were tried by Dienna, and exiled.”

“Surely exile was the kinder choice,” Meredith replied, not liking the dour tone in her cousin's voice.

“It was,” Daela conceded. “We certainly didn't condone what she did to that poor man, that Eythen Nat. We knew him too, a little.” Her expression was clouded, “He'd made himself a spectacle in the town square on more than one occasion, preaching the word of the Chosen Son to anyone with ears.” She shook her head, the golden beads in her hair jangling. “His death was a low point for the Way. We almost considered leaving the Golden Valley, but Vallern had just been born,” she gave him an affectionate tap on the nose, “and we couldn't very well travel with him.”

“Leave?” Meredith frowned. “What good would leaving do? You aren't Herelites.”

“No,” Daela sighed. “But we were disgusted with the Godskeep all the same.” Her gaze was caught by the fireplace, which had not been stirred, and had begun to burn low. “Meredith,” her voice was suddenly deep with sorrow, “I know why you left, all those years ago.”

Meredith was taken aback, “You do?”

Daela nodded, “Yes. I'm not sure how, but I know that you...” she took a deep breath and continued, “that you don't believe in the gods any more.” She suddenly turned back to face Meredith, “That's why you and Gran were always fighting. That's why you were always talking about going away from the Godskeep.”

“I,” Meredith swallowed. It would do no good to lie. She was her cousin after all, and there was no hatred in Daela's gaze, only sorrow. She sighed, “You're right. I don't believe in the gods any more. The Way means nothing to me.”

“I thought that might be the case,” Daela returned with a sad smile. “Ivor is like you, you know. He doesn't believe in the gods either.”

Meredith's head snapped up, alert, “What?” She had never heard of anyone else in the kingdom disavowing the gods before. The Way belonged to Dorneldia, and every Dorneldian followed the Way. “Why?”

“The trials,” Daela said simply. She shifted in her seat, holding Vallern all the tighter, “The way Dienna and Oris treated the Herelites, the way the Faithful reacted. Some cried for blood, some cried for justice. Those who didn't like Dienna adored Oris, and those who didn't like Oris were frustrated by Dienna's lack of action. It made him realize that the Way was terribly far from perfect, and that,” Daela said, “was enough to shake his faith.”

Meredith beheld her cousin dubiously, “But you still believe?”

“Yes,” Daela said heavily, and Meredith could hear the doubt in her voice. “Although I admit, having a husband who now believes the Way is wrong has taken its toll on my faith.”

“Where is he?” Meredith suddenly asked. If Daela had mentioned the whereabouts of her husband before, Meredith had not made note of it. The knowledge that he too was a disbeliever gave Meredith the sudden urge to speak with him.

“On his way back from Romstead,” Daela answered. “He was visiting with the Laris family over some business or other.” She frowned, craning her neck to look out the window. “He was supposed to be back this morning, but I think the snow delayed him. He was going to watch Vallern for me while I attend the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.”

“Couldn't one of your servants watch him?” Meredith asked. Although she herself would have been glad to miss the festival, she realized now that Daela must have been looking forward to it—the fine gown of dark velvet, the star-like baubles in her hair. Their Gran had always been a devotee to Seltos (although she had, in practice, been dedicated to all three of the gods), and Daela seemed to have inherited her love for the Lady of the Stars. Meredith noticed the star-like points that had been embroidered into her gown and the heart-shaped decal sewn above her breast. It certainly didn't look like her faith had begun to waver with her husband's, but appearances, Meredith knew, could be deceiving. 

Daela shook her head, “Heston is too young to know how to take care of him properly, and Bereeth is too old to be trusted. She almost set the kitchen on fire last week, poor girl.”

“I see,” Meredith nodded, not terribly upset that her cousin would have to remain home for the evening. It was almost time for Meredith to return to the Godskeep. She was about to announce her departure when Daela spoke.

“Do you remember what Gran said before Artima attacked all those years ago?”

Meredith paused, her brow furrowed in confusion, “When we visited you at the house?”

“Yes,” Daela said, beginning to rock Vallern in her arms. “She said that she had felt the closeness of the gods—of Seltos. She had felt the weight of her stars as she slept.”

Meredith nodded, “I remember.”

“If my husband is right,” Daela faltered, “if the Way is wrong...then what was that? What was it that made Gran think that she,” she swallowed, and Meredith could see that the thought of their beloved grandmother had brought tears to her eyes, “that she was being visited by the gods?”

“Daela,” Meredith began, reaching out to touch her shoulder, but Daela moved out of her grasp.

“Don't act like you miss her too, Meredith,” Daela suddenly snapped. Her baby squirmed in her arms, “You broke her heart. You left her, left me, alone to pick up the pieces after we got let out of the dungeons. Do you know what that was like? Do you even care?” There was anger in her brown eyes as she looked up to her cousin. “Gran could hardly take it. She prayed. And sang. And went to service. And when all of that didn't work she prayed some more.”

“What was she praying for?” Meredith hardly dared to ask.

“For you to return,” Daela spat. “For her granddaughter to come home and say she was sorry she'd left in the middle of the night with nothing more than a note saying she would write. And when the letters didn't come, when you didn't visit, there was nothing left for that old woman to do but pray and pray until her lips would move no more that you and Cormin would walk through her front door and kneel down before her and say that you were sorry. Well,” she lowered her voice, seeming to realize that she was upsetting Vallern. “That day never came, did it?”

“No,” Meredith said quietly. “It didn't.” She took a deep breath, realizing that she had inadvertently forgotten to tell Daela about their other cousin. “I saw him, you know. Cormin. Four months ago.”

Daela looked like she had swallowed a bug, “You did?” Her expression flushed, full of fury, “And did you tell that miserable, ungrateful little git to crawl into a dark corner and never crawl out?”

Meredith's lips quirked at the expression. Daela certainly had fire when she needed it. “Not in so many words, but I think he got the idea. We were in Astquary. He'd threatened Etia, and I had to resort to some,” she swallowed, sad and overwhelmed by the prospect of hiding her magic from her only living relative, “drastic measures to keep her safe.” 

“What exactly is Etia, Meredith?” Daela asked, the fury already fading, being replaced with the kind of control Meredith had often exhibited when dealing with Daela herself as a teen-aged delinquent. Her expression was curious. “You say she's not your daughter, but you seem to be keeping her close. Or is that another thing you can't tell me?”

“What do you mean?” Meredith said carefully.

“I mean that I've told you everything about myself and my life that you've missed these last thirteen years, but you've told me next to nothing about yourself,” Daela's tone was hurt, dignified.

Meredith's heart sank. There was no way she could tell her. Wavering faith or not, her cousin could never understand the extent of Meredith's hatred for the gods, could never know all that she had done to try to bring about their end. “Daela,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I wish I could tell you, believe me I do. All I can say is that I've spent the last thirteen years doing exactly what I've felt is right for the world.” She lifted her gaze to the younger woman's. “You'll have to be content with that.”

“I will, will I?” Daela muttered, clearly unhappy with this answer. She regarded Vallern's face, his eyes closed, drool escaping his tiny mouth. She wiped it away with the corner of his blanket, and let out a long sigh. “Although I suppose, if it's true, I have nothing to chide you for. If abandoning your family is what was right for the world...”

“Daela,” Meredith's voice cracked with emotion. “It's not like that.”

“I suppose it was a difficult choice, wasn't it?” Daela continued, not looking at Meredith, her gaze still on her child. “You always did try to put yourself first. I'm sure that once your faith was gone, you never thought twice about leaving the Golden Valley behind.”

Meredith stood, “I did think about it. Every day. I thought about you, and Gran, even Cormin. I thought about this family, about the life I'd led before I—” she stopped, angry with herself for almost mentioning the Tome. If only Daela could understand. If only she could tell her. “Look. I'm sorry I was away for so long. I'm sorry I only came back after Gran was already dead. And I'm sorry I only came back now to see Dienna, but I can't possibly do everything Daela. I've seen so much, I've done so much since I've gone,” she thought of the Chronicle, of all the sightings of the gods she had recorded, all the lonely nights she had spent penning its pages until the sun was up, all the roads she had walked, chasing whispers of the gods' names. She thought of Iolimi, of the Great Wyrm and Etia's flying whales, of the spellbook she had taken from the Repository long ago, of the magic she had cast with her own two hands. None of that. None of that would have been possible if she had stayed. 

Meredith stood, no longer ashamed, no longer contrite before her cousin, “I can't expect you to understand, but please, believe me. I'm only doing what I have to. I'm only doing what I must so that I can finally rest. And maybe then,” she paused, willing herself to remain calm, “maybe then I can return. Maybe then I can tell you what I've done and maybe then you'll know that it was all worth it.”

Daela still sat, holding baby Vallern in her arms and looking at Meredith with an unreadable expression. She had grown beautiful, Meredith realized, in the years she had been away. She had blossomed from Gran's reluctant caretaker into a woman of her own choosing, and Meredith suddenly felt inadequate in her eyes. What had Daela done? What had Daela seen? And who was Meredith to say that those things were less important than Meredith's own work? She had nursed their grandmother through her twilight years. She had held her hand as she had passed from this world into the next. She had married a much-respected man and had brought them both a son. Meredith had done none of these things. Perhaps it was she who had failed to understand Daela.

Her cousin came to her feet, and crossed the room to where Meredith stood. Without comment, she passed baby Vallern from her arms into Meredith's. Meredith, surprised at how heavy the little creature was, quickly moved to support his head, and felt her heart quicken with the sudden weight of responsibility.

“Then go,” Daela said softly. “Go do what you must, if it's that important to the world. But promise me you'll come home. I've missed you. And he'll miss you too.”

Meredith swallowed. “I will,” she said. Her thoughts turned to the Repository, to the wizards who would destroy her if they knew what she had done, to the gods who would smite her without a second thought if they believed her any sort of threat to their existence. “I will,” she repeated. “I promise.”

“Good,” Daela quickly relieved Meredith of the child, who had begun to grow uncomfortable in Meredith's inexpert arms. “I don't know if there's anything I can do to help, Mer, but if there is...”

“I'll let you know,” Meredith said. She glanced out the window. It was now quite dark. “For now, I need to go. I promised Dee I'd take her to the ceremony.” She gave a sad smile, “You wouldn't have me break my promise to an old friend, would you?”

Daela returned her smile in kind, “No, I wouldn't.” She began to lead Meredith to the front door, her serving boy following quietly behind. After they had said their goodbyes, Daela added, “I know you don't believe, Mer, but if you get the chance,” her voice was soft, and her eyes were full of sorrow, “light a candle in the alcove of Seltos. For Gran.”

Meredith felt a chill as she said these words, but promised, once again, that she would. The earliest of the night's stars had already begun to show on the horizon, and Meredith held her cloak tightly to her body as she began the journey back to the Godskeep.
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Chapter Seven
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Dienna walked slowly back to her chambers, Connal following close behind. She was still in her dressing gown; Endrick and Perrick's arrival at her door earlier that morning had caught her off guard. They had been looking for a particular set of first editions of Ayers that the priests and acolytes had been unable to locate, and Dienna had been all too happy to point them in the direction of one of the Godskeep's many libraries which she knew to contain the collection. They had thanked her, profusely in Perrick's case, and had immediately settled in to their studies.

Her task done, Dienna returned to her small set of rooms and posted Connal at the door. She donned her crimson robes of Dartos, untangled her hair, and began to arrange it in a low bun at the back of her head. She would have some time to herself today, it seemed. With Endrick and Perrick at the library, Meredith visiting Daela in the Golden Village, and Etia in the care of Lusidi and Herel in their absence—there was no one available to visit Dienna, save her brother. The ceremony for the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars would not take place until after dark, which, it being the dead of winter, was early enough, but Dienna still had several hours in which to prepare. Dienna was expected, as all the clergy were, to attend the ceremony. A leave of absence was no excuse for a priest to miss a feast day, and Lord Varent had communicated as much to Dienna directly the day before last. He had even been kind enough to procure a star mask for Dienna, a comely mask of golden-colored felt that had been embroidered with glass beads in a pattern that looked antiquated even to the unfashionable Dienna, but it would serve its purpose. Meredith had promised that both she and Endrick would attend, but had not been the least bit troubled over not having star masks of their own.

“There will be more than enough stars to fill the Hall, Dee,” Meredith had said the night before, as she, Etia, and Endrick had left Dienna's chambers. “Besides,” the woman had added with a shudder, “Those things always gave me the creeps.”

Dienna hoped that no one would concern themselves over her friends' lack of participation, more for their own sake than hers. Lord Varent in particular seemed to enjoy the grandeur and pomp surrounding his patron goddess' sacred night. The last thing Dienna wanted was for some overzealous devotee to make a scene because they lacked the proper attire.

A knock came at her door.

“It's Master Alrick and Miss Etia,” Connal announced. He added belatedly, “And Lusidi.”

“Let them in,” Dienna called back.

Herel and Etia entered the bedchamber. They were dressed in what seemed like the thickest cloaks in their packs, their legs covered in long leather boots that came to their knees, hands covered by thick woolen mittens. Herel was whispering to Etia and prodding her forward as they approached, the girl's face downcast, her eyes darting and nervous.

“Go on then, ask her,” Herel was saying.

Etia gave him a helpless glance. “But—”

“Go on!” Herel nudged. His tone was harsh and impatient.

Dienna stood and cleared her throat with an air of authority, “Good Morning children. Etia,” she addressed the girl kindly, “it seems there's something you wanted to ask me?”

“Yes,” Etia replied, giving Herel an affronted look. Taking a deep breath, she heaved her shoulders and locked her strangely blue eyes with Dienna's. “I wanted to ask,” Etia's voice was grave. “Can we go play in the snow?”
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It was the girl's eyes that had been Dienna's undoing. She had been taken aback by the children's request, had been about to refuse without so much as a second thought, but beholding Etia's impossibly deep blue eyes and hearing her pleas that she had never seen snow until she had come to Dorneldia and had not yet been allowed to play in it had convinced Dienna that their request was not to be denied. She had agreed to accompany them on an expedition outside the Godskeep's walls, on the condition that Lusidi and Connal would follow. Herel had apparently been unable to convince the stalwart knight to let them have their little adventure, and Lusidi had insisted that Herel obtain permission from Dienna first. Dienna had been able to assure Lusidi that both she and Sonder would be quite alright with young Alrick and his friend leaving the protection of the Godskeep's walls, so long as they stayed within sight and did not go alone.

Thus, Dienna found herself donning her own thick winter cloak and fleece-lined leather gloves, and following the children as they left through the Godskeep's front gate. It was a fine day, for winter, and Dienna found that she enjoyed being free from the confines of her chambers. She was not, strictly speaking, a prisoner of her own room (the Prominents had no authority to confine her to any room or cell, and Sonder would never exercise his own right to do so) but there had been the strong implication, when she had been placed on her leave of absence, that it be spent in as much isolation as possible. Oris would not be happy if he saw her up and about, gallivanting down the Holy Road with a pair of rowdy children in tow when she was supposed to be reflecting on her failed reign, but there were surprisingly few people about, and Dienna was certain he would never know. Likely, the Prominents were too busy preparing for the ceremony to enjoy the sunshine and the new-fallen snow that blanketed the plain at the base of the Holy Hill.

Lusidi and Connal, as the resident bodyguards, suggested the Holy Guard's training grounds as the ideal spot for their revelry, and once they had traversed the long, sloping road from the mouth of the Godskeep, all five turned their footsteps to the southeast side of the field. The land was mostly clear, its only feature the stand of trees to one side, and it was, at this time of day, half in shadow, half in sun, the silhouette of the Godskeep's three towers stretching as the sun traveled low behind it.

They reached the field without incident, and Etia and Herel were soon beside themselves. Dienna watched from the shelter of the old, bare-limbed oak trees as the children began to build shapes and structures from the snow. Herel was building a wall that stood as high as his waist, behind which he had begun to construct miniature buildings and roads in neat, orderly rows, while Etia was busying herself with more organic structures. After rolling about in the snow (which Dienna had quickly warned against for how soaked she would be once it all melted in her hair and down her back) the Daughter of the Moon and Stars had begun to construct human-shaped figures: a large man, a woman kneeling, a child with a crown of twigs and berries on their head, taken from a nearby bush. They were not as precise as Herel's designs, and left quite a bit to the imagination, but Etia seemed immensely proud of her works, continually calling the others over to admire them. 

Dienna was happy to smile at the girl and praise her efforts. It reminded Dienna of long afternoons spent with her brother in just the same fashion, many, many years ago, and it warmed her to see the two children of the gods playing with so little care, so little on their otherwise troubled minds. Dienna could only imagine how they felt. Herel, his people persecuted, one dead in his name, his own father killed at Dienna's hand. Etia, her people deceived, herself abandoned, faced with the sudden knowledge of her parents' evil and the source of their rejection. 

Dienna's smile became bitter as the children's efforts devolved into a game of throwing snowballs. They had known such sorrow. More, perhaps, than she. Would it ever end? Would they ever be able to escape the shadow the gods cast over them? Or would their spirits haunt the children to the end of their days, as they had haunted Dienna? Dienna looked to the Godskeep, high on its hill. The five of them had been gone for some time, and the horizon between the castle and the distant mountains had taken on a golden hue. The Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars would soon be upon them. The Faithful would fashion themselves into the likeness of her gift, and Seltos would revel in the power their song and praise would grant.

And they could do nothing to stop it.

Dienna tried to shake this dark thought from her mind, turning her attention back to the children, who had exhausted themselves in their war of snow and who now lay on their backs, laughing and gazing up at the darkening sky. Connal and Lusidi stood at a short distance, their backs to the children, conversing softly and keeping no more than half an eye on the road. Their soft laughter mingled with that of Herel and Etia's, and Dienna felt suddenly alone.

“Alrick, Etia,” Dienna called to the children, leaving the shelter of the stand of trees to walk to them. Her hands were starting to chill so much that not even her breath could warm them. The giggling youths, however, were sweaty and flushed as she stood over them. “It's growing dark. We should return, or we'll miss the ceremony.”

“Do we have to?” Etia pleaded, still on her back in the snow. Her dark hair clung to her forehead beneath her hood, and her breath was visible as she spoke.

“I am afraid so, Etia,” Dienna nodded. “Meredith will be there. And Endrick. They will miss you if you do not go.”

“Just a few more—” Herel ended his own plea abruptly, amusement suddenly gone from his eyes. Before Dienna knew what was happening, the boy had scrambled to his feet, dark eyes fixed over Dienna's shoulder. “What's going on? Who are they?”

“They?” Dienna whipped around to see five, no, six different members of the Holy Guard striding toward them with purpose. They came from the direction of the Holy Road, and they were fully equipped in leather armor, swords drawn and shields ready.

Already seeing the danger, Lusidi and Connal drew their own weapons and came to stand protectively before Dienna and the children, both of whom huddled behind Dienna with eyes large and fearful.  

“Let me handle this,” Dienna said to her protectors. Her heart felt like ice. She had never seen the Holy Guard approach anyone with swords drawn before. What was happening? Why were they here? “There must be some sort of misunderstanding.”

“Doesn't look like a misunderstanding,” Connal replied as his fellows from the Holy Guard advanced. He continued in a whisper, “Those were Oris' men, my lady.”

“We will allow you to speak,” Lusidi intoned, shifting her immense form before Dienna and holding her broadsword in both hands. She had already lowered the visor of her helm. “But do not step closer to them. A warrior only draws their sword when they mean to use it.”

The bodyguards had no further time for instruction, as the six members of the Holy Guard soon stood before them. Connal was right—these men had been members of Oris' Purification Squad, those whom he had trusted to find accused followers of the New Way earlier in the year. They had taken to their work with uncanny zeal.

One of the men stepped forward, sword drawn.

“Dienna Darpentus?” his voice was gruff.

“Yes,” Dienna answered coolly.

“My name is Aront Hull, day captain of the Holy Guard, and I have been charged to take custody of the two children you are currently harboring.”

“Harboring?” Dienna's eyebrows raised. What on earth was happening? Did Oris know? Had he at last discovered who Herel and Etia truly were? “I am harboring no one,” she continued evenly. “I am simply supervising two young guests of the Lord Keeper as they enjoy the bounties of the snow. We were just returning to the castle to attend the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.”

“Aye, I believe you will attend it,” Hull replied ominously, sharing a glance with his fellows. He continued in a businesslike tone. “But the children are to be escorted promptly to the dungeons.”

“The dungeons?” Dienna bristled, “What do you mean? On what crime?”

Hull smiled unpleasantly, “That is not for you to know, O former Keeper. Suffice it to say that their crime involves an offense to the gods. We were paid very handsomely to fetch them.”

Dienna's eyes narrowed, “Paid by whom? Who gave you such orders? I warn you, if Lord Sonder were to find out about this—”

“The Keeper won't be finding out nothin' about this,” one of the other men interrupted with a sneer. The guards crept almost imperceptibly closer. Behind her, Dienna could sense the faint movement of Herel rummaging through his pockets.

“We take orders from the gods,” another of the Holy Guardsmen said, inching his sword higher. “Not from that pathetic excuse for a Keeper.”

“And which god sent you?” Dienna asked caustically, hoping to both buy them time and glean any information she could out of these traitors before the situation became too heated. “Which god have these children offended?”

“Seltos,” Hull answered reverently. “Our Lady of the Stars.”

Seltos. Dienna had not expected to hear the goddess's name. Had Varent sent them? Was this not Oris' doing after all?

“Now step aside,” Hull commanded. “Our goddess has no need of you, only the children you hide behind your back.”

Dienna stood firm, “No.”

“Come now, be reasonable,” Hull said, eyeing up his potential opponents. His gaze lingered longer on Lusidi than Connal, but even in the face of such a large warrior as she, the man's smile did not falter. “Give us the children, and we promise not to hurt you or your two friends.”

“Never,” Dienna answered.

“Told you she wouldn't come quietly,” one of the other guards remarked to their leader.

Hull smirked, apparently undaunted, “Don't fret, Beston.” He lifted his sword, “We are prepared for this little snag, are we not?”

“Aye,” the other men replied.

“Seltos give me strength!” Hull lunged.

Lusidi blocked his thrust with a parry of her own. Their blades collided with a mighty sound, and she used her brute strength to push the point of his sword down into the snow.

“Run!” Lusidi commanded.

Dienna didn't need telling twice. She turned and took Etia's arm, reached too for Herel's, but the boy shirked away from her grasp and stood with hands outstretched.

“No!” Dienna cried.

But it was too late. The boy was already casting his spell.

“Illet amun yarentis!” Herel's hands erupted in flame, hitting two of the guards square on. Their cries filled the air as they dropped to the ground, but the other four of their party were still very much on their feet, ganging up on Connal and Lusidi, who stood back-to-back as they fended off their foes.

“Go!” Lusidi grunted, dodging another blow and kicking the offending guardsmen in the chest.

“But—” Herel protested.

“Get out of here!” Lusidi cried, this time taking a sword to her arm. The impact was absorbed by her thick plate armor, but the force of it still caused the woman to fall to the ground with a grunt of pain. Another guard kicked the helm from her head and brought his sword down in a chopping motion—which Lusidi avoided with a well-timed roll. She scrambled to her feet just as Connal was knocked from his, one of his attackers standing over him, already preparing to slice.

“Come on!” Dienna took Herel's arm and pulled him and Etia from the scene. The snow was nearly a foot deep as they sprinted across the field and through the line of oaks into the plain beyond. Dienna's heart raced—not from running, but from fear. Someone knew. Someone knew who the children were. If not Oris, then someone else at the Godskeep. Someone close to Seltos. Dienna had never suspected Varent of harboring any malicious thoughts toward them, but if Seltos were behind this—if Seltos had given her Prominent a mission—

He would obey her without question.

They ran until they could no longer hear the sounds of combat behind them, ran until they were entirely out of sight of the snowy field and the Holy Road. Dienna's mind was in turmoil. How had this happened? Who wanted the children? And why? It must be some plan of the gods, some sinister plot they intended to unleash at Seltos' ceremony tonight. But why take the children? Why lock them away in the dungeons? Unless that was only temporary. Unless the gods wanted them for some other purpose. With sudden clarity, Dienna recalled their earlier conversation with Endrick. The children shared the blood of the gods. That blood granted them access to the one place the gods would never want them to go. What if the gods had realized their mistake. What if they planned to stop their children for good?

Dienna knew she should run. She knew that, if the gods themselves were looking for them, she should take the children as far away from the Godskeep as humanly possible. 

But she did not want to.

Each step Dienna took from the Godskeep was agony. She had run from her home once. She would not do it again. Her people were there. Her family was there. She may no longer be Keeper, but Dienna was still the Faithful's unwanted and unwavering protector. If something sinister were happening at the Godskeep, Dienna must be there to witness it. She must be there to ensure the well-being of her flock. And if the gods were up to something, it was Dienna's solemn duty to thwart them. She had learned their secrets. She had shared with all who would listen the truth of what they were, and she would be damned if they used their ill-begotten powers against the ones whom they claimed to love.

She stopped running.

“We can't stop now!” Etia was first to notice that Dienna had come to a standstill. The light of day was nearly faded, and Dienna could hardly see the girl's face beneath the pall of her winter hood. “We have to keep going!”

“I cannot,” Dienna shook her head, breathless.

“What?” Herel doubled back. He beheld Dienna with a mix of fear and disgust. “What are you talking about? You heard those guards—”

“I know,” Dienna panted, still trying to catch her breath. “Someone knows the truth. I must find out who.”

“But they'll kill you,” Etia pleaded.

“I'll be fine,” Dienna lied. “I am sorry. I wish I could accompany you,” she shook her head, “but I cannot leave my people. Not now. Not ever.”

“What about us?” Herel said heatedly. “We can't go back!”

“No,” Dienna agreed, smiling bitterly, still somewhat breathless. “No, you can't.”

“Then where—”

“Herel, Etia, listen to me,” Dienna grabbed the children each by their shoulders and looked down at them. The boy seemed stunned at the gesture, standing perfectly still as she gripped the top of his arm. Etia did not flinch. “You know where you must go, don't you?” A plan had begun to form in her mind. A desperate plan. A terrible, hopeless plan that she wished she did not need to impart on them. “You know what place you are bound to seek, what place the gods would fear you to tread?”

Herel's eyes widened. Dienna saw a myriad of emotions flicker through them—fear, elation, disbelief, worry. Worry for her? Dienna did not know. She wished Sonder were here. Herel trusted Sonder. And Meredith, whom Etia adored. But neither of them was here to tell their respective charges that running off into the night was the best way to ensure their survival.

“Yes,” Herel replied, solemn. “We know what place you mean.” His expression changed, “But why now?”

Dienna beheld them grimly, “Seltos is after you. She must be. Tonight is her night. The Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. She has not been at the height of her power,” she thought of Sonder, who had been visited by what he had described as a ghost of Seltos on the Wastes of Iador, “but that will soon change. The Faithful will sing their praises, and she will grow strong, come fully into her abilities. If she decides she wants to find you—nothing will stop her.” Dienna's gaze was soft, “Nothing unless—”

“We understand,” Herel nodded. His fiery expression suddenly changed, “And what will you do?”

Dienna felt the force of his question like the weight of Seltos's stars, but was surprised when she realized that she already knew the answer. “Whatever I can.”

Neither Herel nor Etia seemed to know what to do with this statement. Etia continued to look up at Dienna with disbelief, while Herel's expression only grew more grave. They did not deserve this, Dienna thought. They did not deserve to be sent away from one danger only to be thrown into another. But it was the only way, for them, and for everyone, to escape the wrath of the gods.

With a steady motion, Dienna released the children, rustled through the folds of her priestly vestments, and drew forth Artima's knife.

“Take this,” she said, presenting the knife, sheathed, to Etia. “You will have more need of it than I.”

Etia took the knife falteringly in hand, “Thank you.” Her voice was small, but Dienna could detect a note of understanding in it. Had she begun to comprehend? Had she begun to realize what Dienna now planned?

Dienna turned to Herel, a well of emotions suddenly bursting within. The Chosen Son. The child of prophecy. The only one who had dared to tell her the depths to which she had fallen, the extent to which she had failed her own people and his. It had taken a child to rouse her from her helplessness. To save her from her fears. Was he up to the task? Was he capable of completing the journey he was sure now to undertake? Sonder would never forgive her, sending him away like this without so much as a goodbye. But she must. She must. Dienna had looked at it every which way, and this time, she had discovered that there truly was no other choice. No other way to move forward.

And it was all so sudden.

It seemed that her friends had only just returned to her life, that Sonder had only just become Keeper, that Dienna had only just been freed from Oris and his vice-like grasp. The others longed for rest. They longed for their fight against the gods to come to an end. Dienna had had enough rest. Thirteen years of it. Now was the time to act. Now was the time to move, to thwart the gods before they ever knew what was coming.

“Herel,” Dienna said, now standing at full height before them. Her lips felt oddly alive and alight as she spoke, “Watch over Etia. Use your magic as you must, but let no one know your true nature.”

“I will,” Herel nodded. “I promise.”

Dienna's shoulders slumped, “Good.” Her resolve suddenly wavered. She felt tired. So tired. Perhaps she had done more than she realized, these last thirteen years. Perhaps keeping her people safe was just another form of rebellion against the mighty ones.

The sun had now set. The snow-covered field was lost in the Godskeep's deep blue shadow, and the moon and stars were just visible overhead.

“Herel, Etia. This is goodbye,” Dienna whispered.

The children said their own goodbyes and then soon, all too soon, Herel and Etia turned and ran, their footprints leading east through the snow. Dienna watched them long enough to ensure that they would not turn back, and then she too turned and began to run, her own snowy tracks leading her back to the Godskeep.
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Chapter Eight
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The Hall of Ceremony was once again filled to capacity, but this time Sonder did not wait alone at its entrance. Lady Amelie had arrived shortly after Sonder, a star mask of silver and pearls worn over her face, and Oris had arrived a few scant minutes later, similarly dressed in a star-shaped mask and red robes of Dartos. Only Varent was missing.

Sonder stood, thurible of incense in hand, waiting for the absent Prominent. His own star mask was itchy, irritating to wear over his bearded face, and he wished he could remove the blasted thing as they waited, but it was too thoroughly fastened to be worth the effort. Night had fallen, and the antechamber to the Hall of Ceremonies was lit only by a single candelabra, the light of which cast eerie shadows as its flames flickered across their speckled costumes. Sonder shifted his weight from one foot to the other, wondering what in all the darkenworld was taking him so long. Sonder wasn't a punctual man. He didn't care so much that the Prominent was late as that waiting for him was doing nothing for Sonder's already torn and tested nerves. He glanced at Amelie and Oris, but the masks they wore concealed any expression of nervousness they might have shown. They each stood quite still, their own thuribles dangling by their chains, inner chambers not yet lit. He didn't like this. It wasn't like Varent to be late. Nor was it like Dienna to have been away from her chambers.

Sonder had attempted to visit his sister after retrieving Erioned's Star Mask from the treasury. He'd made up his mind to tell her about Seltos' request on the Wastes—tell her that she had asked for Herel's presence at the Godskeep by name—but Dienna was not in her room. Nor was she in Herel's. Nor was anyone. It seemed that his sister and all their friends had simply vanished. Sonder had been somewhat relieved to learn that Endrick and Perrick had been spotted in one of the libraries, but his panic had only increased when, after speaking with them, they had professed to know nothing about his sister or the children's whereabouts. Sonder had, between his duties and efforts to prepare for the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, enlisted the help of some of the Holy Guard, and had been confused when the guardsman he had stopped had informed him that Lord Varent had also been looking for Sonder's squire and the island girl from the north, and that a party had already been formed to search for them.

That had been three hours ago, now, and Sonder still had no idea what was going on. Dienna had not yet returned from wherever it was she had gone. Sonder would have seen her enter the Hall, having stood in its entryway this last hour at least, just as he had seen Endrick and Perrick enter, and Meredith shortly after them, and Sonder's own mother, who had arrived wearing a star mask adorned with brilliant crystal. Sonder had watched with intense focus as the Faithful flooded into the Hall of Ceremony, but could not discern his sister's form among any of them. True, she would have been wearing a star mask over her face, could have slipped past him unnoticed, but why would she? If anything, Dienna would have stopped to give him a word of encouragement prior to his first major ceremony. But no. As far as Sonder could tell, Dienna was just as absent as Varent.

A quarter hour after the ceremony had been scheduled to begin, the double doors to the Hall of Ceremony were thrown open, and Lord Varent flew in, breathless and disheveled.

“Lord Varent,” Sonder remarked, walking over to the man. “What's going on? Where have you been?”

“My apologies, Lord Keeper,” Varent said, arranging his star mask on his face. Lady Amelie had already rushed over to help tie it behind his head and beneath his twinkling veil. “There was some last minute business with the Guard that needed tending to.”

“The Guard?” Sonder frowned. “What about—”

“Some other time, Lord Keeper,” Amelie said impatiently, handing Varent a thurible and immediately beginning to light it with a nearby candle. “We are nearly twenty minutes late for the start of the ceremony.”

“Yes, most disappointing,” Oris drawled with ill humor. “Your goddess will not be pleased.”

“I fear you are right, Lord Oris,” Varent answered with more feeling than Sonder expected. His dark eyes were anxious, his vestments still askew as Amelie tried to straighten them. “We should begin the service even now—”

His words were stopped short by the opening of the double doors. The Prominent of Seltos yelped in fear, but the figure who stepped into the entrance chamber was apparently not who Varent had expected. 

“Connal?” Sonder blinked, wondering why the lad was covered in dirt, snow, and...was that blood? He frowned, “You look terrible.”

“Lord Sonder,” Connal started urgently, then stopped as his eyes met Varent's. Something passed between the two, and the lad swallowed his words, coming to stand at rigid attention, mouth clamped shut, before the Keeper.

Sonder got the hint. He wasn't free to speak, and judging by his reaction, Varent was the reason why. Visibly setting aside his worries, Sonder adopted a carefree smile and clapped the lad on the shoulder. “You're late,” he admonished easily. “The ceremony's just about to start.”

“S-sorry, Lord Sonder,” Connal replied. His eyes wandered in the direction of Varent, holding there for a moment, before once again looking to Sonder. “I was detained elsewhere.”

“Detained?” Sonder did not miss the implication of his words. “Not alone, I hope?”

Connal shook his head, “No, sir.”

“And everything is fine now, is it not?” Sonder asked as if they were talking of anything but the safety of those who had mysteriously gone missing this afternoon.

The shake of Connal's head was almost imperceptible. Sonder's mind went blank with fear. Connal had been with the others, someone had tried to detain them, and he alone had come to warn Sonder—of what? What was going on? What had happened? Whose blood had stained the guard's leather armor? Where was Dienna? Where was Herel?

Just as Sonder was about to press the lad for more information, an acolyte appeared from within the Hall.

“If all the lords Prominent are present,” she squeaked, nervous, “the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars can begin.”

“Just a moment more, if you please,” Lord Varent snapped at the acolyte. “We are not entirely sure everyone is present.”

Connal coughed, making a motion with his eyes at the Prominent. Sonder understood. Danger. Urgency.

“Nonsense,” Sonder said, hoping he was reading Connal's cues correctly. “We now have everyone here who must be at the ceremony. We must begin post-haste.” His eyes flickered to Connal, and was relieved to see the lad give him a faint nod before placing one hand, slowly, surreptitiously, on the hilt of his sword. Sonder wished he could do the same, but his own weapon was strung across his back, and there was no subtle way for him to ready an attack. Sonder wasn't sure what was happening, but Connal seemed to think it would end in blood. This was not good. 

“But,” Varent began to protest and was cut off by Lady Amelie.

“But nothing, Varent, we have kept the Faithful waiting long enough,” the woman chided him, her voice somewhat muffled by her mask. Amelie addressed the acolyte, “Go tell the choir to begin their first song. We will be ready.”

“No!” Varent exclaimed, reaching for the acolyte and grabbing her by the shoulder. He snarled beneath his own mask, “We are not yet ready, we must wait for the Holy Guard. They were to bring—”

“Bring who, Lord Varent?” Sonder asked, his voice dangerously calm.

Seeing the deadly look on Sonder's face, undoubtedly seeing too the sword he still wore across his back, Varent let go of the acolyte and straightened. “Never mind,” he snapped. He looked to Sonder, and said, “We must press forward. Our Lady is waiting.”

“I quite agree. Connal,” Sonder turned to the guard. He wasn't sure what to say, couldn't think of a way to voice his suspicions without giving them away. He settled for, “Head up the western aisle and sit with my mother after we start the procession, would you?”

Connal nodded gravely, his eyes not leaving Sonder's, “Of course.”

“Good lad,” Sonder gave a grim smile. He turned to the poor acolyte, who looked even more frightened and flabbergasted than Sonder, and said, “Tell the choir to begin their song.”

“Y-yes, Lord Keeper,” she bowed and practically ran to the staircase that led to the choir loft.

Sonder ignored Varent's dagger-sharp stare as they arranged themselves into the proper order for the procession. Oris was first in line, followed by Lady Amelie, Lord Varent, and finally Sonder. They did not have to wait long before the first notes of the song began to play, and the choir began to sing.

Shatter your heart,


O mightiest one

Shatter your heart with glee



Give yourself up

O loveliest one

Save us with love for thee





Lord Oris began to lead the procession, swinging his thurible of incense in slow, rhythmic time to the dirge of the song. Lady Amelie followed several paces behind, and Lord Varent several more behind her, swinging their noxious smoke. They were an eerie sight. Three robed figures, each wearing a mask shaped into the likeness of a star, glistening in the light of the tiny candles held by each of the hundreds of Faithful gathered, who in turn wore stars of their own, their faces obscured, their voices droning along with that of the choir as they gave praise to the goddess who had given of her own heart to create the Thousand, Thousand Stars.

Shatter your heart,


Most powerful one

Guide us in jubilee





Give yourself up

O heavenly one

Save us from misery





Sonder was last in the procession. He walked slowly, his eyes taking several moments to adjust to the strange lighting of the Hall. Eyes behind masks peered at Sonder as he walked, mouths sang words that he hardly let himself hear. The flickering light from the candles danced dizzyingly off the myriad of jewels, diamonds, and pearls that adorned the masks of the Faithful. Sonder wished he could close his eyes. He felt drunk, his vision beginning to blur. The candles. The whine of the flutes. The thick, cloying smoke of the incense. The Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars was an assault on Sonder's senses, and on the senses of all the Faithful who had gathered here that night.

At last, Sonder reached the front of the Hall. He came to rest before the altar, over which had been hung a brilliant tapestry of the night sky. Woven from strands of silk and silver, it sparkled and shimmered in the ever-moving light of the tiny candles, dizzy and dazzling. He bowed low before the altar, in time with the Prominents, who had waited for him before the tapestry, and handed his thurible, still smoking, to a nearby acolyte. He noticed, as he did so, that Connal had done as he had asked. He stood, still with hand on sword, to one side of Lady Grenna, who sat at the outside end of the first row. Endrick, Meredith, and that priest of Lantos, Perrick, all sat in the row behind her. They did not wear star masks, and, although Perrick looked distinctly uncomfortable at this fact, neither Endrick nor Meredith seemed to be bothered by it. They were, in fact, looking behind and around them as much as they dared, clearly searching for something, or someone. Dienna. Where was Dienna? And Herel, and Etia? And if they were not here, were not with Meredith and Endrick...where were they?

The opening hymn ended, and Sonder lifted his arms to the crowd.

“Three gods, one Way,” his voice boomed, his own mask stopping shy of his mouth. “One heart, one thousand, thousand stars. Seltos' most glorious gift is all around us.” Indeed, the entirety of the Hall of Ceremony was lit by each of the Faithful's candles, looking for all the world like a mirror image of the clear night sky. “The stars help us find our way when we are lost, help our hearts find the Way when we begin to falter. We thank Our Lady of Stars for this, the greatest sacrifice made, following the examples of Dartos and Lantos.”

“Thanks be unto the gods,” the Faithful replied.

“And now we shall pray,” Sonder intoned, inwardly wincing as he continued, “And raise our hearts in song.”

The Godskeep choir began to sing once more, this time accompanied by a series of chimes and bells that twinkled in mimicry of the stars above. This song went on for some time, during which Sonder and the Prominents remained standing, arms folded in their robes, before the altar. Sonder's eyes scanned the crowd, but it was no use. The Hall was so dark and the pins of candlelight so bright that all else was thrown into stark shadow. He still could not see Dienna, could hardly see even his own Mother's face from where she sat in the front row.

The ceremony continued. As the choir began to sing yet another song, Sonder realized with a sinking feeling that Varent had given them the musical selection for all ten of the songs he had requested. The service dragged. The four pots of incense still burned in the corner of the Hall where they had been set, their smoke curling and coalescing above the masked heads of the Faithful. Sonder felt like he would be sick. He'd never enjoyed the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, but presiding over it was even worse than attending it had ever been. Not to mention he was worried sick about Dienna. Where could she be? And where was Herel? What was going on between Connal and Varent? Why had the goddess visited her Prominent? What was Sonder missing?

At length, they had waded through a total of fourteen prayers and nine songs devoted to the Lady Seltos. Sonder had long since taken his seat at the great chair behind the altar, and stood now to give a blessing and announce the tenth and final song.

“The Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars is nearly at its close,” he said, hardly able to keep the relief from his voice. The sooner this silly service was over, the sooner he could discover what was happening. Sonder continued with rehearsed solemnity, “But though this night of feasting and reverence is over, let us not forget that Seltos' stars shine even when we do not look to the heavens. For even when the skies are clouded, even when the sun and moon overpower their splendor, the shattered shards of Seltos' heart are still all around us. Uncountable. Enumerable. Watching us as a mother watches her young for the sole purpose of guiding we humble followers to the realms of Light and Goodness. And so let us give praise to Lady Seltos. For our goddess, for her heart, and for the Way!”

The choir began to sing. An old song it was, and a somber one. Sonder had heard it often in his childhood, as it was traditionally used to close the ceremony of the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. Its chords did not lilt, did not stir, but rather lingered, languorous in the air, like the breath of some living beast. It was an interpretive piece, and did not have much in the way of lyrics. The only words the choir sang were “Seltos! Selfai! Saltae!” the old Lathaian for “Stars! Shatter! Exult!” which the Faithful dutifully joined in singing. There was a long section devoid of any instrument save the slow, mournful plucking of a harp, the notes of which grew steadily and hypnotically faster, reaching almost a fever pitch, a frantic string of music that burst with the sudden boom of a drum.

Wait. That was no drum. Boom.

And the Faithful had realized it too. The music stopped; the congregation began to chatter in alarm.

Boom. 

Sonder stood to his feet, “What in the name of the gods—”

A deafening roar overtook his words as the roof to the Hall of Ceremony was torn away.

Sonder dove out of the way of the debris as a rush of cold air hit him, tripping as he tumbled hard to the ground. He righted himself, drew his sword, and gasped as he saw the winter night sky, dark and star-strewn above. And before the night, before the sky, was Seltos herself.

She wore a cloak of night. Her death-pale skin shone an eerie blue as the stars shimmered over and through her half-naked body, for the night made a paltry cloak, and the shape of her form was almost entirely visible through the veil and gown that adorned her. Black hair streamed out behind her perfectly ovular head, framed by an elaborate halo of diamonds and sapphires that glowed with their own inner light. Over her face she wore a mask of jewels, obscuring her dark and lovely eyes, and the gown over her breast had been painted in copper with a larger-than-life image of a starburst.

She descended, a giantess at least ten times the size of her subjects, down from the heavens—a vision of love and beauty, a queen wearing the spoils of a thousand years of conquest.

“At last,” Seltos said as her toes came to rest inches from the ground. Sonder could feel her voice in his heart, could hear her timbre in the depths of his soul. “Our children.”

Sonder stared up at the goddess with desperation. This was no mere shade, no faint apparition like the one he had seen on the Wastes of Iador. This was Seltos incarnate. Her most potent form. Her fully materialized self.

And she was filled with power.

“Where is my faithful servant?” the Lady of the Stars spoke. The Faithful were at turns cowering and staring up at their goddess with shock and awe. “Where is my chosen hand?”

“Here, O Holy One!” Lord Varent came running from the knave, his star mask still covering his face. His robes had been torn and a bloody scrape was visible on one knee. “I am here Exalted One!” He prostrated himself before her.

Lady Seltos looked down upon him, but what expression she wore, Sonder could not tell. The fine jewels that hung before her face obscured her features. He shuddered. Did she have two eyes or three? One mouth, or two? Was this the Seltos whose beauty had been praised in song, or the Seltos of Sonder's nightmares?

“Have you brought me the ones I seek?” Seltos' voice rang out, deep and musical. “The children? Where are the children?”

“The children! Yes, Exalted One, they are here,” Varent replied, his voice cracking. The Prominent of Seltos turned about madly. “Guards! My Holy Guards! Where are you?” No guards appeared. Behind Varent, Oris and Lady Amelie had begun to approach the divine being with slow, faltering steps. “Can you not hear me? Guards!”

Sonder could see Varent's eyes widen beneath his mask, panicking before his goddess, but no one was yet forthcoming.

Varent turned to face the congregation, who still watched with rapture as the goddess stood before them. “Guards! Beston! Hull! Bring me the children! Place them before Our Lady!”

No one stirred from the crowd.

“Beston! Hull!” Varent repeated, and now Sonder could hear hysteria in his voice.

Behind the Prominents, Lady Grenna stood with Connal, who had also drawn his sword and was standing protectively before her. Meredith and Endrick stood nearby, the wizard holding his wooden staff tightly in one hand, Meredith holding open her spellbook. Next to them, Perrick the priest watched the goddess with mouth agape.

“Beston!” Varent was now screeching, but still no guard appeared. “Hull!”

“They do not appear to be coming,” Seltos said, no trace of empathy in her lyrical voice. Sonder saw a faint movement of her mouth behind her mask of jewels, but whether it was a smirk or a smile, he could not tell. “Do they?”

“My Lady!” Varent now begged, still kneeling on the floor before her. He lifted his hands in supplication, “I sent my forces to capture them, but they must have been alerted to our plan! I sent them just before the ceremony; they could not have gotten very far! Ah!!”

Varent's speech ended in an abrupt gurgle.

“Enough,” Seltos said, calm as death. Her radiance illuminated the Hall of Ceremony, now entirely open to the sky, its second floor having been completely obliterated by her arrival. Sonder could hear cries of pain and death from where he stood, in the goddess's shadow, and felt his blood begin to boil. So this was their plan. This was why Herel and Etia were missing. They were trying to capture them, to bring them before Seltos—but if they had failed—where had they gone? And where was Dienna?

“You have failed me, my faithful servant,” Seltos said, now reaching one massive hand out before her. It began to glow with a dark aura. “My task was simple. My request, plain. The squire called Alrick, the girl called Etia. I asked only that they be present to witness the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, and yet you have failed even this simple task. We have precious little time to find them now, and your mistake will cost us more than you could ever comprehend. You are,” her voice was an impossible whisper, “Utterly useless.”

“No my Lady!” Varent sobbed. He writhed before her, bowing and demeaning himself, raising his hands in a gesture of prayer. “I beg forgiveness! Someone must have alerted them of our plan! Some evil doer! Some agent of Darkness has dared to interfere with your grand design!”

Seltos' head slowly rotated, and her gaze fell to Sonder.

“Sonder Darpentus,” she drew out his name in a terrifying hiss. “Another of my faithful servants. Another whom I have asked to adhere to my will. You brought the boy here as planned. Are you to blame for his disappearance?”

“No!” Sonder called back, holding his sword at the ready. “No, Lady Seltos. I had no knowledge of this plot.”

“Did you not?” and now Sonder was sure he saw a blackened-tooth smile beneath her veil. Her voice became twisted, guttural. “I know of your love for him. You think of him as if he were your own son—but he is not.” There was a loud shhhing and suddenly the Hall of Ceremony was lit with a terrible light: white, blinding. Sonder closed his eyes and cried out in pain.

Seltos' voice was everywhere at once, “He is a child of the gods! He is Herel of Astquary! Son of Dartos! Child of the sun! And he was to be brought before me in great sacrifice! Yet you have dared to conceal him from me. You have angered your goddess! You have betrayed the Way!” Her voice reverberated in Sonder's mind, louder than thunder, brighter than the strange magical light that blinded him. “And I see more traitors here as well,” the light suddenly stopped, and the Hall of Ceremony was once again lit only by Seltos's eerie glow. “Meredith Hauvish. Endrick Arelo. You imagine my daughter to be quite your own, do you? Yes,” another black-toothed smirk, “I can see into your hearts. I can see the thoughts and feelings you conceal, even from yourselves. You consider that worthless little Etia more precious than the stone she is named for. I can see that your desire to protect her is strong. Yet,” the smirk now turned to a frown beneath the mask of chain, “I can also see that you did not assist in hiding the children from me. But my magic now tells me who did.” Seltos lifted her gaze to something at the back of the Hall. “Do you still hide back there, Dienna Darpentus? Do you still cower like a frightened child before your betters?”

Sonder turned to the back of the Hall and let out an agonized groan. There was his sister, standing in the middle of the blasted and rock-strewn aisle. Her gaze was defiant, unafraid. Her red and gold robes blew about her in the winter wind, her hair, free of its bindings, streamed about her mask-adorned face. “I do not hide, Lady Seltos,” Dienna's voice called clear and true above the chaos. “You can see me plainly.”

“Then step forward, Dienna Darpentus,” Seltos almost cooed. “Come, you have nothing to fear from me. We are old friends, are we not? You who slew my brother. You who drove a knife into his heart. But we are not dissatisfied with this, no. We have no reason to despise you. Dartos brought about his own destruction, not you.”

“And yet I do take credit for his destruction,” Dienna said as she began to walk up the aisle. Her star mask was golden and glittering. “Just as I take credit for sending Herel and Etia away. Varent's men could not take them. Even now, they are escaping you, Jezla. Even now, they skitter away.”

“And whence do they go?” Seltos asked, her voice still calm, falsely sweet. She laughed suddenly, the sound low and echoing, “There is no place in this world where I cannot find them.”

“I don't believe you,” Dienna said, walking past the confused and awe-struck faces of the Faithful, many of whom were bleeding and injured from the building's collapse. Sonder could see his mother looking between her two children with fear, could see Endrick and Meredith still readying their spells. Dienna at last reached the altar, standing directly beneath Seltos, Sonder further to the side. He gripped his sword, and gritted his teeth. What was she doing? “You are no god,” Dienna said to Seltos. “You are a woman. A wizard. Powerful yes, but not without limits. You do not know where they've gone. You could not even fathom it.”

Seltos's face twisted in rage beneath her mask of jewels, and she gave a terrible cry. The blinding white light returned, but was soon diminished at the Lady of the Stars' command. “You impertinent girl. You naive, insolent fool!”

Seltos raised her hands. Sonder rushed forward to protect his sister but was thrown back and landed hard on the steps leading down to the knave.

“No!” he shouted.

A beam of light shot at Dienna. Her body was consumed by a terrible radiance.

“Dienna Darpentus!” the goddess shrieked. “You have dared to meddle in the affairs of the gods! You have helped Herel of Astquary and Etia of Iolimi escape. You have prevented the coming of the One as Ayers foretold. Death is too sweet an end for you. The gods demand vengeance for what you have done!”

Sonder watched in horror as the magical light began to overtake the entire Hall of Ceremony, and Dienna's cries of anguish were soon drowned out by those of the Faithful. Sonder braced himself as the flood of magic surged in his direction—and was astounded when it passed clear over him. He looked about wildly, and saw that Endrick's hands and staff were glowing with a violet light, forming a wall of protection that encompassed himself, Meredith, Connal, Perrick, Lady Grenna, and Sonder.

“Dienna!” Sonder shouted, seeing that his sister remained unprotected. “Dienna!”

But she could not hear him. He could see her silhouette, black against the blinding wave of magic that seemed to flow from the hands and mouth of Seltos. She wore the star mask still, and her shadow was warped and distorted by the magical light.

“I curse thee, Dienna Darpentus,” Seltos said, her voice a cacophony of many sounds, of shrieks and groans, of music and horror. “I curse thee and thy Faithful. You shall become enthralled, you shall become my loyal servants in life that is not death, in death that is not life. You will search for the ones called Herel and Etia, and you will bring them to my feet. By Lantos's moon, by Seltos's stars, you will live on in perpetuity until this task is complete, until the coming of the One may begin!”

The magical light flashed.

In the final moments of its brilliance, Sonder could at last see his sister. Her eyes were wide beneath the star mask, her mouth hung open in silent agony. All the color had drained from her form—her robes were no longer red, her hair no longer golden. She hovered, suspended in the air, as if falling from a great height. Another flash, and Dienna had turned her head. Their eyes met. 

A silent goodbye.

Before Sonder could speak, before he could even think, there came a blood-curdling scream.

The light flashed erratically, and Sonder was forced to close his eyes. When it was over, when the screams and cries of his sister and the Faithful finally ceased, he looked to see that Dienna now stood on the floor of the blasted and crumbling Hall of Ceremony.

“Dee?” Sonder said, hesitant.

A moment passed, Sonder's heart raced. Above him, Seltos laughed.

Dienna turned to face him.

Her eyes began to glow. 

And so did the eyes of the Faithful.

Sonder looked about in panic through the veil of Endrick's shield as the entire congregation stood to their feet, eyes a hideous glow of red. They groaned and moaned, voices hideous and distorted. They too had been drained of all color, and while they looked human enough beneath the star-shaped masks they wore, some instinct deep within Sonder told him that they were not.

“Go, my faithful slaves!” Seltos commanded. She held her hands above her head, hair streaming behind her as she delivered her decree. “Find the children! Bring them to me! You shall know no rest until they are mine!”

The congregation began to move.

And then, her laughter lingering in the air, Seltos winked out of sight.

“No!” Sonder screamed. The goddess was gone, but her servants still slowly advanced toward him, Dienna their leader. “Dienna! Stop!”

Dienna did not reply. There was nothing in her gaze, no love, no sorrow, no recognition. Only an eerie red glow.

“Sonder!” it was Meredith who called his name. He turned to see her gesturing wildly to join them. Connal was looking at the Faithful with shock, Perrick with revulsion, and Lady Grenna was staring at her daughter with a look so heartbreaking that for a moment Sonder was too stunned to move. Then, with the clarity of a seasoned soldier, Sonder raised his sword and ran full speed toward his friends. Endrick, it seemed, was preparing another spell.

“Maltesh desev to-ahni,” his deep voice chanted. “Relah io totoseth rah. Belat, keyronih!”

Green fire suddenly burst from the wizard's staff, which he swung in an arc, cutting off the approach of Varent, Oris, and Amelie, whose eyes all glowed with that same terrible red light, their own star masks illuminated from within. They screamed as the magical flame hit their bodies, hissing with an inhuman sound as they fell to the debris-strewn floor.

“Quickly!” Endrick commanded as the flames spread across the Hall. “We must leave!”

Sonder took his mother by the arm, handling his sword with the other, and urged her along as they followed Endrick, Meredith, Perrick, and Connal down the side of the decimated church. They ran out of the Hall and into the bailey. The green fire had already spread from the central Hall of Ceremony to the other buildings. The barracks and the east wing had both caught fire. Soon the blaze would reach the mouth of the Godskeep. Sonder entered the gatehouse, empty of its guard, and started the mechanism to raise the gate.

“Let's go!” Sonder shouted, reappearing from the gatehouse. It was not until they were halfway down the slope of the Holy Road that Sonder noticed Endrick was no longer with them. He turned in alarm as he heard the wizard chanting.

“Ulsepti alath toh mana. To mana alathi sa-nai!”

Endrick's form shuddered as, at the mouth of the gate, a shimmering sphere erupted from his hands, encompassing the entirety of the Godskeep in its magic like a giant dome. Then, leaning on his staff, Endrick staggered down the Holy Road behind them.

“That should hold them for a time,” he wheezed in answer to Sonder's look of confusion. “But it will not last forever. We must find shelter.”

“We'll go to the Village,” Meredith said. Sonder thought he saw tears on her face, reflecting the light of the magical green flame, but her voice was resolute. “Daela will take us in. We'll be safe there.”

All looked to Sonder.

He swallowed, unsure for a moment why they had deferred to him as their leader, until he remembered with sudden comprehension that he wore the Keeper's robes and circlet still. It was his home that had just been attacked, his people who had been so hideously transformed. His sister...

Sonder ripped the ancient star mask from his face and threw it to the ground. “Let's move.”
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Chapter Nine
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They did not speak until they were safely within the walls of Brockridge Manor. Daela had come running out to meet them, asking frantically about the strange light still emanating forth from the Godskeep. Meredith did not answer. She urged Daela to usher them inside, her own heart feeling like it would break. She was still in shock, still in a stupor after what had just happened. Seltos, Etia, Dienna. Had Etia and Herel truly been sent away? Where had they gone? And Dienna—Dienna! What had happened to her dearest friend?

Once they had all found a place within the old dwelling, Meredith, unsure how much to tell, how much to conceal, began to explain to her cousin that there had been a fire. 

“That wasn't like any fire I've ever seen,” Daela admonished with a frown. Indeed, Meredith could see the distant outline of the still-smoldering Godskeep on the northern horizon. The green flames gave the sky an eerie tint, amplified by the barely-visible circle of magic that lingered over it.“And what's that glow?”

“It is a Spell of Containment,” Endrick said, coming to stand behind them. They had all been directed to the lounge, the same room where Meredith and Daela had shared tea not three hours before. Their spirits were low. Connal stood in one corner, wearing an expression of deep sorrow, while Perrick stood by the window, peering anxiously at the flame-struck castle and making the occasional muttered remark that went ignored by everybody. Lady Grenna sat in an armchair that had been placed beside the fire. She had removed her star mask, and was staring into the flames with a look that reminded Meredith of when she had lost her husband to the sea—a blank look, disbelief mixed with sorrow. Her aging face was streaked with tears, and the wimple that she wore over her head was skewed and out of place as she contemplated the blaze. Behind her chair, Sonder paced with barely contained fury, the steady thump, thump, thump of his stride punctuating their conversation.

“Containment of what?” he asked, turning to Endrick. “What were those things? What's happened to Dienna?”

“She has been turned into a thrall,” Endrick intoned, no hint of emotion in his deep, resounding voice.

“Who's turned who into what?” someone said from down the hall. A young man came into view, baby Vallern in his arms. His hair was ginger-colored, and his skin was freckled and pale. The long tunic and breeches he wore were trimmed with tidy embroidery, his belt made of fine, tooled leather. Meredith recognized him from days long gone—Ivor Moniphson, Daela's husband.

Lady Grenna gave a harsh sob, and Sonder rushed to place a hand on her shoulder.

“Seltos,” Sonder hissed, looking at the man who had just entered. “She attacked the Godskeep. She was after the children. When she discovered they weren't there—she placed a curse on my sister.”

“And the rest of the Faithful,” Endrick added, grave.

“Seltos?” Ivor said quizzically. He walked over to Daela and handed the babe to her. His face was drawn in incredulity. “You saw Seltos?”
“Yes,” Sonder answered him, expression exasperated. “The jewels, the stars, the whole gods-be-damned production.”
“She appeared before all of us,” Perrick said from the window, his voice a little in awe, although his next thought seemed to sober him. “And she wrought great destruction. I am, however, thoroughly confused as to why.”

“She wanted the children,” Sonder repeated impatiently. “She wanted Herel. And Etia. She wanted to kill them.”

“I could understand being upset with Etia,” the priest said stiffly. “She's claimed to be the Daughter of the Moon and Stars for years. But what's this about Herel? You can't mean Herel of Astquary?”

“I do mean Herel of Astquary,” Sonder replied through gritted teeth. He looked ready to tear his own hair out. Or Perrick's. Meredith stood, and quickly intervened.

“Sonder, you can't expect him to know what we know,” she said. “He hasn't read the Tome.”

“I know that,” Sonder snapped. He shrugged out of her grasp and resumed his pacing. “But we don't have time to explain ourselves. I need to know,” he turned to Endrick, who was watching the proceedings with a cool gaze. “Will Dienna be alright?”

Endrick's expression did not change, “No.”

“No?” Sonder said sharply. He took a step toward the wizard, his look was desperate, anguished, “What do you mean no? She's not—she couldn't be—”

“Dead?” Endrick supplied. He shook his head. “No. She is not dead.”

“What then?” Sonder demanded.

“You heard it yourself,” Endrick continued, folding his hands into the sleeves of his robes. “She is neither alive, nor dead. She, and the rest of the Faithful who were within the Hall of Ceremony, have been turned into thralls; beings that serve only the will of their master. They are neither light nor darkness, real nor unreal. They are brought into being for a singular purpose,” he continued, “in this case, to find the children of the gods, and bring them back to Lady Seltos.”

“So Etia and Herel are in danger,” Meredith said, already making notations in the Chronicle. Never mind that her hand shook. Never mind that her heart ached with sorrow. She couldn't think about Dienna right now. She had a mission, and there were others who needed her. She had to endure it. She had to focus. “If only we knew where they had gone.”

“Connal,” Sonder now turned to the guard in the corner of the room, his voice full of hope. “You were with them, weren't you? Before the ceremony? Did you see where they went?”

“No, my lord,” Connal shook his head. There was blood and dirt on his face, and he stood with one hand on the hilt of his sword, as if still expecting to use it. “Dienna ran off with Miss Etia and Master Alrick—and came back alone. She told me,” he paused, and a look of confusion passed over his face, “that she was going to take care of Lusidi. She was injured in the fight,” he explained, “with Varent's men. She told me to warn you. I went as fast as I could, but Varent got there before me. I don't know what happened to Lusidi, or where the children are, for that matter.”

“Can you not guess where they are headed?” Endrick arched an eyebrow at Sonder.

“No,” Sonder replied with a grimace of frustration. “Care to enlighten us?” There was a quiver in his voice as he spoke, and Meredith recalled what Seltos herself had said. Did Sonder really care for Herel that much? Or did his voice still shake for Dienna?

“Mages' Peak,” Endrick said.

Sonder looked taken aback, his anger momentarily dissipated, “That place he couldn't find on the map? Why would they go there?”

“To seek the gods' destruction,” Endrick replied.

Perrick made an ugly noise from where he stood at the window, and Daela began to look sharply between Sonder and Endrick. Lady Grenna started to cry again, her low, mournful sobs pitiful in Meredith's ears.

“The gods' destruction?” it was Ivor who spoke. He sounded curious, perhaps too much so. He did not seem at all softened by Lady Grenna's sobbing or Connal's sorrowful looks, did not acknowledge the pain that was evident in Sonder's voice. “Is such a thing possible?”

“Ivor,” Daela reprimanded, giving her husband an angered look. “I thought we agreed—no talk of your beliefs. We have a priest here, and the Keeper of the Gods.”

“I may be Keeper,” Sonder said bitterly, falling at last in the room's only remaining chair. “But I have no love for the gods. Not before, and especially not now.”

“How can you say such a thing?” Perrick demanded, indignant.

“Easily,” Sonder rasped. “They're not real. They're not gods. They're only wizards.”

Perrick blinked, taken aback. He looked to the others in the room, confusion and anger plain on his thin face, “What nonsense is this? Have you all lost hold of your senses?”

Sonder shook his head, “It would take too long to explain.” He heaved a sigh and turned his attention back to Endrick. “How long will your magic hold?”

“Perhaps a day, perhaps only this night,” he said.

“And what happens when it fails?”

Endrick beheld the man grimly, “Then the thralls will begin their hunt for the children.”

Sonder swore under his breath.

“We have to throw them off their trail,” Meredith said, thinking fast. If Etia and Herel really were on their way to Mages' Peak, it was more important than ever that they reach their destination. “If they reach the mountain, find the cave and the spellscroll for the Spell of Invocation Transference, we might actually have a chance to take them down.”

“Spellscroll?” Sonder looked to her questioningly. “You mean there's actually a record of the spell in this cave?”

“Yes,” Meredith replied. “The scroll they used to cast it. The Repository still thinks it's there—guarded by blood magic.”

“And Herel and Etia have the gods' blood,” Sonder returned, comprehension apparently dawning. “And once you have this scroll—you'll be able to undo the spell.”

“That is what we hope,” Endrick nodded.

“Would someone please tell me what in the name of all the worlds of darkness and light is going on?” Daela stood from her seat, looking with particular fury at Meredith. Baby Vallern's cries now mingled with those of Lady Grenna.

“Daela, its...” Meredith hesitated, “It's complicated.”

“Complicated?” Daela laughed, indignant. “So is being thrown in the dungeons by your cousin and caring for your dying grandmother, but I managed that just fine. What happened up there? Why did Seltos appear? Why does she want these children and why do you think she's a wizard?”

“It would take too long to explain,” Meredith pleaded.

“Try me.”

“I,” Meredith faltered. “I don't think I can.” She tried to think of something, anything, that would dissuade Daela from wanting to know the truth, but she knew by the fire in her cousin's eyes that she would not back down.

Meredith felt suddenly overwhelmed, exhausted at the prospect of having to unveil the entire history of the gods and their secrets. Her mind was too torn, too fractured by what had just happened. She had lost her friend, had seen her cursed by the god whom Meredith had so long sought to destroy. And Etia. The child Meredith had come to care about as if she were her own. Was she safe? Was she really out there, continuing in Meredith and Endrick's legacy, working toward the gods' destruction?

How could she explain any of this to Daela?

She took a breath, gathering herself, willing her tears not to fall. She was about to speak, about to try to undertake the arduous task of revealing the gods' clandestine history, when suddenly she felt Endrick's hand on her shoulder.

“We do not have time to explain,” he said firmly. Daela looked about to respond, but Endrick continued. “We do, however, have a means by which you may come to know all that we have learned.”

Daela raised an eyebrow, “And what is that?”

“Meredith,” he looked down at her from where he stood, his voice suddenly gentle. “Give them the Chronicle. Let them read its pages. Let them learn the truth as they will.”

“What?” was Meredith's fearful reply. “No, I can't.” She had guarded that book's secrets for over a decade. It outlined all the appearances of the gods since the Battle of the Godskeep, contained accounts and sketches of all their known avatars, and, most importantly, it contained a summary of the contents Dienna had originally found in the Tome. The Chronicle was the closest thing to a comprehensive history of the wizards who called themselves gods in existence. Now that the Tome was destroyed, it, and its magically copied twin at the Repository, were the only writings left to hold proof of their lack of divinity. It was too important, too sacred a text to share with her cousin and her husband, who was little more than a stranger to Meredith. She had spent years compiling its pages. Its weight had become reassuring on her back, like an old friend.

Yet the more Meredith considered their options, the more she realized Endrick was right. None of them was in the mindset to explain what they had learned. Not here. Not now. Not when they had all just witnessed something so tragic. Even Endrick, whose emotions had been dulled by the Ritual, seemed especially hollow and distant this night, as if he too were in a state of shock over how the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars had ended. Perhaps his suggestion was best. Perhaps she should share her knowledge. After all, what was the point of chronicling the misdeeds of the gods if no one was allowed to read them?

“Please, Meredith,” Endrick said quietly. “It need not be permanent.”

Ivor now stood behind his wife, holding their son and peering down at the book in Meredith's lap with interest. “If that book has anything to tell us about the gods,” he said quietly, “I'd dearly like to see it.”

Meredith nodded her head. “Alright. But let me do something first.” She dipped her quill into her ever-present pot of ink and wrote a few quick lines to alert the Repository that the book was no longer in her possession, before shutting it and handing it over to Daela and Ivor. “Take care that no one else sees it,” she warned. “Its information is vital. If the gods knew we had it, if they or any of their servants knew how much of their schemes we've chronicled—”

“We will be careful,” Ivor said as he looked over the shoulder of his wife, who had already begun to page through the immense volume. “Won't we, dearest?”

Daela lifted her gaze to Meredith, rife with hurt and betrayal. “Yes, we will.”

Perrick was staring at the couple from across the room, “Am I not allowed to read it?”

“Yes Perrick,” Endrick replied to the priest. “You may have your turn with it as well. Although you may not like what you read.”

He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and continued haughtily, “Better than being left in the dark. And I thought the Iolimians were crazy. You all are battier than the whole lot of them. I should like to know why.”

Perrick's mention of the island brought Etia back to mind, and Meredith's heart ached in her chest. Endrick's hand, still on her shoulder, gave a gentle squeeze, and she reached back and covered his hand in her own.

“It is time that we rest,” Endrick announced.

“Rest?” Sonder said. He still sat, slumped and heavy, on the chair next to his mother. “No, we need to figure out a plan. We need to know what to do next!”

Endrick shook his head, “We already know what must be done. When my spell gives out, the thralls will come. We must be ready for them. And we cannot be ready if we do not take the time to rest.”

“You think they'll come here?” Sonder asked, frowning.

Endrick nodded, “It would be wise of Seltos to search the area immediately surrounding the Godskeep. And the Village is the closest settlement.”

Sonder shivered, “What can these...thralls do?”

Endrick did not at first reply. He gripped his plain wooden staff tightly, and his brow was deeply furrowed in thought. “I do not know,” he said at length. “I suspect...but,” he shook his head. “I hesitate to say. I do not wish to alarm anyone.” His gaze turned to where Daela and Ivor now sat with their infant son. Daela's eyes already looked wide with fear as she clutched the Chronicle in her lap.

“Better that we're prepared,” Sonder countered gruffly. He stood, and drew his sword.

Endrick's lips quirked at this motion.

“What's so funny?” Sonder said.

“That blade will do you no good, Sonder,” Endrick replied. “A thrall does not truly exist on this plane. You cannot touch it. You cannot harm it with a sword.”

Sonder slammed his sword back into its sheath, “Then how do we fight them?”

“That is what I must determine,” Endrick said, his voice not entirely lacking sympathy. “I am sorry Sonder, for what has happened. The thralls will make a terrible foe. Their kind have not walked this earth since the days of the Gravebreaker, and I am afraid I do not know how best to defeat them. I will need to confer with the Repository.”

“You do that,” Sonder said determinedly. He bit his lip, shifted his weight, before continuing in a small, lost voice. “And you're sure. You're sure that Dienna will remain a thrall?”

“Until her mission is completed,” Endrick nodded.

“And then?”

A shadow seemed to pass across Endrick's face, “She will die.”

Lady Grenna began to sob in earnest. Meredith had almost forgotten that she still sat with them, listening to their talk of the gods and their destruction.

“Sonder,” Meredith prompted.

Hunched and crumpled at Endrick's pronouncement, Sonder visibly pulled himself together, and went to Lady Grenna's side.

The servant soon appeared and announced that the guest rooms had been prepared, and Daela, warily, invited them upstairs to rest. Connal did not protest. He followed the servant with an air of contemplation, appearing deep in thought. He had expressed no interest in reading the Chronicle, had said hardly a word all evening. Perrick, by contrast, was blabbing even as he headed for his room about the blasphemous things that had been said this night, and by the Keeper no less. Daela and Ivor took baby Vallern and the Chronicle with them to their own room on the ground floor, her cousin saying a cold and confused, “Goodnight.”

Then it was only Meredith and Endrick, Sonder and his mother. A pall seemed to come over the room. Of loss. Of grief. Meredith stood, her legs seeming to sway under her, and began to make her way to the stairs, when she realized that Endrick was not following her.

“Endrick?” she whispered, unwilling to raise her voice against the soft sobbing of Lady Grenna.

“Go on, Meredith,” he said. He was fumbling through the inner pockets of his robes. “Lady Grenna is in much distress, but I believe I have a vial of calming drought on hand.” Indeed he produced a small vial filled with a golden liquid and held it before them. “And after I tend to the lady, I must contact the Archmage. Do you have the mirrorcom?”

“Yes,” Meredith said quietly. She found the small, round object from her pack and handed it to him. He pocketed it and immediately crossed the room to where Sonder stood, still attempting to sooth his mother's cries and groans of sorrow.

And just like that, Meredith was alone.
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She did not linger long with Endrick and the Darpentuses. She could offer them no help, no assistance as the wizard did his best to ease their suffering. All that was left for Meredith to do was retreat to the room that had been made for her, and rest. The serving boy soon returned to lead her upstairs with an air of quiet sympathy. Meredith shuddered. How much had the boy heard? Was his sympathy due to the general air of sorrow in the house, or had he heard the particulars of their plight? She shook her head. It didn't matter. The truth was starting to come to light of its own accord. Seltos had appeared. And not as a vision of love and beauty, not as a comforting shade or prophetess, but as a great and terrible being. She had been powerful, unyielding. She had said things the Faithful should never have heard. Was that why she had turned them into thralls? Was that why she had let no one escape the Hall of Ceremony unscathed? And what about the rest of the Godskeep? What had happened to those who had been trapped inside Endrick's shield with those...things? And what about Dienna? Was she really—was she really—

Meredith found herself staring at the ceiling of the little room she had been ushered to. The long curtains were drawn shut across a single window, but they were thin, and did nothing to block out the eerie green glow of the distant castle. Sleep would not come. Her mind was too much alive, too wrought with shock and sorrow.

Dienna was gone.

Etia was gone.

She wished Endrick were here. She didn't know if he were still assisting Lady Grenna or speaking with the Repository through the mirrorcom downstairs, but Meredith was alone in the small and drafty chamber. Alone with her thoughts. Alone with her memories. Her brain still did not seem to have accepted Dienna's demise as fact. She had just seen her yesterday. She had been fine. She had been alive and better than she had been in years. There was no way she had been cursed. No way that she was gone for good. Some small part of her hoped that Endrick was wrong, that even after being cursed into the servitude of Seltos, Dienna would still be alright. But it was a foolish hope, she knew. Anyone who had seen the beam of pure magic that had been unleashed upon Dienna and the Faithful, anyone who had heard their anguished cries and seen the hellish glow of their eyes could have no doubt that they were no longer human, that they had been transformed into something else entirely.

Every time Meredith closed her eyes, she saw them. Seltos. Dienna. The thralls. The goddess loomed over all, her laugh reverberating in her ears, her eyes mere pits of darkness beneath her mask of jewels. The Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars replayed over and over in Meredith's mind, and each time became more real than the last. 

Meredith finally accepted that sleep, no matter how needed, would not come. Stilling her own tears, she quietly rose from her borrowed bed, laced on her boots, and shouldered her pack. Not wanting to return to the sitting lounge and not knowing where else to go, Meredith found herself leaving the Manor by the front door, hoping to find comfort in the crisp chill of the winter air. Cloak huddled about her, Meredith was not entirely surprised to find that she was not the only one who could not sleep this night. Sonder sat on the stone masonry at the base of the Manor, still in his white and black robes of the Keeper, the golden circlet on his brow, gazing at the far horizon.

“Mind if I join you?”

Sonder looked up. His face was worn and haggard, “Please.” 

Meredith lowered herself to sit next to him, legs dangling over the stone ledge. They did not speak for some time. The night was still. No wind blew, no snow fell. The air felt empty; not warm enough to savor, not cold enough to sting. Meredith felt its nothingness keenly. It too seemed to think of loss. It too seemed to be mourning something dear to it.

“Remember when you found that fox pup in the bailey?” Meredith asked suddenly. The memory had been gnawing at her all night, interspersed with her recollections of the terror of Seltos' ceremony. “And you brought it back to your father's rooms?”

Sonder turned to her, eyes slightly wide in confusion, before his face broke into a reluctant half-smile, “I do. Dienna threatened to tell Father about it, but I bribed her with sweets from the kitchens. She agreed...”

“But then Cook caught you sneaking off with his pastries, and Mayrim found out anyway,” Meredith continued, smiling now as well. “Dienna and I were watching the fox while you were gone. I'll never forget the look on your father's face when he saw us sitting on his white bear rug, rubbing the fox's belly like a dog.”

Sonder was chuckling, “And I'll never forget the tongue-lashing I got from Mother afterwards,” He raised his voice in imitation of Lady Grenna, “'They're such filthy creatures Sonder! How could you bring one into our home! What if it bit your sister? What if it bit you?'” 

Meredith laughed, “I thought she was going to faint. Dienna was so mad.”

“Yeah,” Sonder agreed. “Off to bed with no supper for both of us.” His face fell, eyes clouding with sadness. “And no one to slip bread under the door afterward.”

Meredith's laughter ceased. Dienna, who had been impatient with Sonder's antics even at a young age, had also shown him surprising compassion. She had, more than once, snuck her brother meals and other provisions under his door when he'd been confined to his rooms for some transgression or other, a gesture of peace and understanding that was so rare between the often at-odds siblings. Meredith had always thought Dienna was too hard on Sonder, her expectations of him too great even in childhood. It was easy enough to forget that Dienna had also felt a great affection for him.

Sonder let out a long sigh, “Why did this have to happen?” Meredith could see his fists clench. “Why did she have to do something so—so stupidly brave like standing up to Seltos?” He gave a sardonic laugh, “That's something I would do. She's supposed to be the smart one. The cautious one. Why couldn't she have just stayed in the shadows? Why did she think she could mouth-off to a god and get away with it?”

“I've been asking myself the same thing,” Meredith replied in a low voice.

“And?”

“I think she was jealous,” she said quietly, finally putting into words what she had been wrestling with the last several hours.

“Jealous?” Sonder's face wrinkled in disbelief. “Of what?”

“Of everything. Of all that we've done, all that we've worked for these last thirteen years,” Meredith continued, suddenly understanding how lonely her friend must have felt. “She always seemed so sad, so full of sorrow whenever I spoke of our exploits. I think,” she hesitated, “I think she regretted having to stay at the Godskeep, in the end. I think she felt...guilty,” the realization came to her as she spoke, “that she couldn't be out there with us, fighting the gods. Standing up for her people.”

“But she did stand up for her people,” Sonder countered. “She was fighting the gods, in her own way.”

“I know,” Meredith said, also letting out a sigh. “But I wonder if she thought otherwise. Maybe she was tired of waiting. Tired of caution. Maybe she wanted her chance to fight.”

Sonder shook his head angrily, “She'd have more chances to fight if she'd stayed alive.” His voice choked on the last word. His shoulders heaved, “She'd have been better off running away with Herel and Etia. Now it's too late.”

Meredith gave him a sad smile, “Run from Seltos? You know how stubborn Dienna is—was,” it hurt to have to correct herself. “Do you really think Dienna could have ever heard the gods call her by name and refuse to answer?”

“Did she even think,” Sonder faltered. “Did she know what was going to happen?”

“That she would be cursed?” Meredith shook her head. “I don't think so. She probably knew, though, that helping Etia and Herel escape would mean her end.”

“Gods on high,” Sonder swore. He raised his gaze once more to the horizon, to the smoldering glow of the Godskeep. “This is all my fault. I should have told her.”

“Told her what?” Meredith frowned.

“Seltos,” he spat. “She warned me about this. She told me Dienna would be dead before the year was out.”

“Yes, but, you had no idea she would do this,” Meredith replied, recalling perfectly well what Sonder had relayed to them about the goddess' apparition on the Wastes of Iador. 

“You don't understand,” Sonder said. “I never told her, never told anyone, not even Herel—she asked for him. Seltos knew he was with me. She asked for him by name, told me to bring him to the Godskeep. I should have known she was up to no good. Why else would she want him there?”

Meredith gave Sonder a withering stare, “So you knew Seltos wanted something with him? And you didn't say anything?”

“No,” Sonder admitted. He looked devastated, defeated. The circlet of the Keeper threatened to slip off his head. He placed a hand to his brow, “No. I didn't tell anyone, but then when Varent said he was being visited by that witch, I knew I had to come clean. I went looking for Dienna this morning, but she was already gone. Herel too.”

Meredith stared at him, hardly believing he would do something so foolish, “Why? Why didn't you just tell us?”

Sonder seemed to blush in the dark of the night, “I didn't want you to think ill of me.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don't you see?” Sonder turned to her, now visibly angry, although Meredith was sure that his anger was directed at himself, not her. “Everything turned out wrong! And it's because of me! I did exactly what Seltos wanted. I knew it was a trap, but I went ahead anyway.”

Meredith considered this. She sat back, moving slightly away from him, suddenly feeling the need for space as her own anger began to form. It was true. It had been foolish of Sonder to bring Herel to the Godskeep on his own, and utter stupidity to bring him here at the behest of Seltos. Yet, if faced with the same choice, would Meredith have been willing to make that sacrifice? If the gods had appeared and asked that she bring them Etia in exchange for Dienna's life—would Meredith have done any differently?

“And just when I was finally able to save her, she turns and throws it all away,” Sonder was gesturing madly as he spoke, his voice loud and carrying. “Just when I decide to give up everything I care about to free her from Oris. Just when I decide to make myself the bloody Keeper of the Gods for her, she decides to waltz right up to Seltos and tell her that it was her who sent the children away.” Tears of fury streamed down his face. “How could she? How could she have done this to me?”

Meredith placed a hand on his shoulder, “Sonder, Dienna isn't to blame. Neither are you. It's the gods. They deserve your anger, not Dienna.”

“They do have my anger, Meredith, you can be sure of that,” Sonder said bitterly. He seemed to try to pull himself together. He cleared his throat, but did not move from her grasp. “I just can't help but feel betrayed. All I did was for nothing. I tried to protect her, and I failed. She's gone now. It doesn't matter how. It doesn't matter why. She's gone.”

“If what Endrick says is true,” Meredith said, only semi-hopefully.

Sonder gave her a grim smile, “Do you have any reason to doubt him?”

“No,” Meredith admitted. She trusted Endrick's opinion on all matters of magic. He was a Wizard of the Second Class, second only to the handful of his kind who had passed into the First Class; The Archmage, his father Jerritt, and the other wizards who sat on the Repository's council. “But you never know. The impossible has to happen sometimes. Look at us,” she smiled wanly. “Some would say destroying the gods is impossible, but I have to believe that they're wrong. How else could I keep going?”

“You have a point,” Sonder muttered. His expression softened, “But I wouldn't place my hope in something like that. It's too painful—thinking that maybe she would return. I'd rather she were dead than cursed like this.”

“I would too,” Meredith said quietly. “Death is natural. Difficult for those left behind, but an inevitability that none can avoid. This curse,” she hesitated, “who knows what kind of turmoil Dienna is in, if she can even think, if she can even feel.” Just hearing her own words caused a stab of pain in her heart. Meredith had no means to comprehend what kind of existence Dienna now experienced. If any.

Sonder did not reply. They once again sat in silence, watching the green glow from the direction of the Holy Hill. At length, Sonder shifted in his seat, and spoke.

“And what will become of us now?” he asked. He turned to face Meredith, his gaze in earnest. “What do I do about my people? About the Godskeep?”

“There's nothing we can do right now,” Meredith replied levelly. The thing was still on fire, for heaven's sake, and crawling with Seltos' creatures. “Once Endrick's spell is broken, we'll have a better idea of what we're dealing with. Our top priority,” she spoke for herself and Endrick, “is ensuring the safety of Etia and Herel. They're our key, our only hope for retrieving the spellscroll, and for destroying the gods.”

“Right,” Sonder sighed. He seemed to realize that the circlet on his head was out of place, and he straightened it on his brow. “The Faithful will have to sort themselves out for now.” He was quiet a moment more, then continued in a small voice, “You're lucky Meredith. I know things aren't perfect between you and Endrick, but at least he's here. At least you have someone to lean on.”

“I'm sure Antenel wishes he were here,” Meredith said. She hadn't spent much time with the elf in the few short weeks before she had left the Godskeep with Endrick, but she had always thought him kind, patient, and strong.

“I'm not so sure he does,” Sonder said. He turned to her with a sad smile, “He's king now. In Elluin. The rebellion is over. He won.”

“What?” Meredith replied, aghast. “How?”

“I don't know myself,” Sonder said. “But Lady Amelie received word—I saw the letter—that Hastos is dead, and that the fighting has ended. I can only assume that Ant now sits the throne.”

Meredith was unsure whether she should express congratulations at this turn of events or condolences. She knew that Sonder didn't like Hastos. By his account, the elf king had declined an offer of peace that would have prevented the majority of the Second War for the Continent. But even so—he was Antenel's father, and his passing meant that his crown must now pass to someone else. Considering the rebellion, that crown had apparently skipped over the king's eldest sons, and had been passed instead to his youngest.

As Meredith was floundering for something to say, the earth suddenly gave a great shudder, and both she and Sonder looked up to see that the formerly flame-struck Godskeep, no bigger than the size of their thumbs in the distance, had been extinguished of its magical fire. In almost the same instant, the faintly visible shimmer of magic that encapsulated the castle gave one last jolt of life, before it too dissipated into nothingness.

Sonder's head shot up, eyes peering intently at the horizon. All was quiet for a moment. All was still—and then—the wailing began.

Faint but frighteningly inhuman, a howl that made Meredith's soul shiver in fear rang out over the plain. 

“Looks like our hand's being forced,” Sonder said. He stood, and drew the longsword from his back. As he did, Meredith could see what looked like a horde of bodies pouring forth from the mouth of the distant Godskeep. Still miles away, still barely visible from the high vantage point of Brockridge Manor, they were almost transparent in the moonlight, shifting in and out of vision. 

But their voices were constant. Their cries unceasing. 

They sped with demon speed down the front of the Holy Hill, their wailing growing louder and louder as they roved the landscape at a terrifying rate. 

They were swift. They were strong. 

And they were headed for the Village.

“Let's see what these thralls can do,” Sonder snarled.
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Chapter Ten
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Herel wiped the sweat from his brow. The winter night was cold; they had been walking nearly six hours, and he was overheated and out of breath beneath his thick woolen coat. They had fled the Golden Valley as fast as their legs could take them, only slowing in their flight once they had reached the shallowly sloping hills to the east of the valley. They had circumvented the Golden Village and its surrounding settlements, ensuring that they encountered no one on their moonlit trek. It was just as well. No one must know who they were. No one must know where they'd gone. 

They didn't speak. Etia was surprisingly swift for a girl two years his junior, and she kept pace with the older boy as they ran across the snow-covered valley. When they began to climb the slippery, sloping hills, she followed without a word of complaint, and it was not until they came to the top of these hills that Etia finally broke her silence.

“What is that?” Etia said, pointing back the way they had come.

Herel craned his neck to see from behind her. The western horizon was tinged a faint green, its glow illuminating the night sky with an eerie hue. “I'm not sure,” he answered. “Looks like magic.”

“That's where the Godskeep is,” Etia said quietly.

Herel grunted a noncommittal response, wondering, not for the first time, what fate they had escaped.

“Come on,” Herel urged. “We shouldn't linger.”

They continued through the hills, their pace quickening as they cleared their breadth. The ground leveled beneath their feet, and soon the land began to fill with shrubs, brambles, and trees. Before long, they had reached the mouth of an old forest. Herel had been relieved to see the boughs of the ancient wood, bare as they were. He didn't like the way the moon shone down on them. It had taken on a sickly green shroud from the distant glow, and the craters on its surface seemed to look down on them like eyes. Herel had once told his mother, when he was very young, how much it looked like the moon had eyes. Artima had agreed, and had told him that Lantos liked to look down on his subjects from the skies. Herel didn't know what feat of magic made this possible, but he had always believed his mother with absolute certainty, especially where it concerned the gods. The sooner they were away from the moon's silver-green light, the safer they would be.

He adjusted his cloak more tightly around him, secured the pack on his back, and began to enter the forest.

“We're going in there?” Etia asked.

Herel stopped his stride and gave her an impatient look. Her eyes, such a vivid blue, were wide with fear. “Yes,” Herel answered, eyebrow raised. “Why?”

“It's so dark,” Etia murmured.

“Exactly,” Herel said. “We'll be safer where we can't be seen.”

“But there's no one here to see us,” Etia countered, still not moving from her spot. “What if there are wolves, or bears, or, or,” she fumbled, apparently unable to think of any other examples of the local wildlife, “other things in there?”

“You have the knife,” Herel reminded her. “And I have my magic. We'll be fine. I've done this sort of thing before.”

Etia looked at him dubiously.

“With Uncle Sonder,” he explained. “We traveled all over the Wastes of Iador. Pure wilderness for hundreds of miles, not a soul in sight. Trust me, the forest is nothing compared to that.”

Etia seemed to consider this. “We need food. And water,” she said. Her eyes met his, “Lady Dienna didn't consider that when she sent us away, did she?”

Herel frowned, his impatience growing, “Maybe she did, maybe she didn't. She probably thought we'd be alright on our own.”

“But what if we're not?” Etia countered, her face small and sad within the shadows of her fur-trimmed hood. “Herel,” she shifted nervously in the snow, “What if we can't find it?”

Herel did not answer at first. In his mind, the task Dienna had given them was as certain as the blood that flowed through their veins. He had never liked Dienna, had thought her slow and weak-willed, but in that moment, when she had told them to seek Mages' Peak, a kind of understanding had passed between them. The gods were in motion. Their plans were coming to an end. Neither of them had understood what those plans were, but both Dienna and Herel had had enough sense to realize that they must do something to stop them. Someone at the Godskeep knew who he was—knew who Etia was too apparently, for the guards had come for them both. What choice did they have? They would have to run, and what better place to seek refuge than Mages' Peak? There, the gods had begun; there, the gods might be unmade. Or at least, that's what Herel hoped.

“We'll find it,” Herel answered firmly. “We'll find Mages' Peak. And the spellscroll.”

Etia still seemed unsure, “How? We don't know where the mountain is, and we don't even know if there is a spellscroll. Maybe if Meredith or Endrick were with us—”

“We don't need them,” Herel scoffed, turning away. Couldn't she see? Herel was finally free, finally out in the world and on his own. “My magic is more powerful than theirs anyway,” he flexed the fingers of his gloved hand. “And we know the mountain should be on the shores of Lake Morwal.”

“I don't know,” Etia said, biting her lip. “Lake Morwal looked a long way off on Endrick's maps. We'd be out here for days. And we still don't have any supplies.”

“I can get us food,” Herel insisted. “And water.” Why was she so reluctant? Didn't she realize how important this was? The destruction of the gods was in their hands. Dienna had given them an opportunity, and by the gods, Herel was going to take it. He stepped nearer. “We will find it, Etia, I promise. I'll make sure we get there in one piece. No wolves, or bears, or other things will get the best of us.” He said this with more certainty than he felt. There had been none of those things in Sivarr's Vale, nor out in the Wastes, but surely his magic was strong enough to fend off such common foes. It must be.

Etia gave an angry sigh, but he didn't pay it any mind. He knew this was the right thing to do, knew with every fiber of his being that this was the path he was meant to take. Mages' Peak had been in his heart and mind ever since he had first heard of it as a child. He longed to see it. The magic, the wonder! The place where the gods had been born. And the spellscroll. They needed that spellscroll if they ever hoped to get their revenge on the gods of the Way. It was the only key they had to unraveling the spell that had made them immortal, and Herel was certain that they would be the ones to retrieve it.

“Do you think they're okay?” Etia asked, her voice small. Her eyes held his, kept Herel's gaze stuck to her own. “Meredith, Endrick, Lady Dienna...”

“I'm sure they're fine,” Herel lied. He shifted nervously on his feet. Hadn't Etia realized what had happened? Maybe he should tell her. It would probably be better that way. She seemed to have liked Dienna better than he had. “Well,” he frowned, “I'm sure they're probably fine anyway. Most of them. Uncle Sonder certainly always seems to take care of himself.”

“Most of them?” Etia said, her brow furrowing.

“Yes,” Herel said. He wiped a strand of his dark curly hair out of his face. “The she-knight and Dienna's guard got beaten pretty badly, so I'm not sure how well they are, and your friends are both wizards, so they'll probably be alright too, but Dienna...”

“What about her?”

“Well, she ran back into the fray didn't she?” Herel said slowly. “Without her knife.”

Etia's nose scrunched in confusion, and her hand moved to clasp the hilt of the knife that now hung by her belt. “Maybe she didn't need it.”

“That's what I'm saying,” Herel continued, pressing his point home. “Why would she give you her only means of defense? Why would she leave herself unprotected? Unless she was going to do something that meant she would no longer need protection. Or at least, something that lone little knife would never protect her from.”

Etia's gaze turned to clarity, then quickly to horror. She took a step back from him, shaking her head in disbelief, “No. She couldn't—why would she do that?”

“I don't know,” Herel returned. “I don't think she wanted to say it but—”

“They were going to kill her,” Etia said, her expression utterly dumbstruck. She looked up to Herel, eyes alight with distress and guilt, “Do you think she's—dead? Because of us?”

“Because of the gods,” Herel's expression darkened. He looked up to the still-shining moon, and shivered. “I don't know what happened to Dienna after she helped us escape, but whatever it was, it couldn't have been good.” He thought of his conversation with Uncle Sonder, about how Lord Varent was demanding more and more worship for Seltos. “I'm sure those goons were sent by the Prominent of Seltos himself, and he was probably taking orders from that old witch directly. She planned all this. She wanted us for something. Something bad.”

“Mama,” Etia said softly, and Herel was suddenly struck by how much longing was in the girl's voice. Did she actually care for the gods? She was their daughter, of course, but Herel couldn't fathom still having feelings for them—not after all they'd done. “Would she really hurt us?”

“Us,” Herel replied steadily. “And them.”

Etia did not seem surprised at this answer, but her spirits seemed to sink all the same. She looked with distress at the knife Dienna had given her, eyes downcast and almost certainly watering with tears.

Herel cleared his throat, and looked at his cousin determinedly, “But that's all the more reason for us to seek the mountain. If we don't, then whatever sacrifice Dienna and the others made would be in vain. She wanted the destruction of the gods more than anything,” he wasn't entirely sure if that were true, but Dienna had killed his father, after all, and she certainly hadn't been opposed to killing the remaining gods of the way either, “and now's our chance to do just that. Besides,” he gave her a sly smile, “we're the children of the gods. Their blood flows in our veins, the same blood they used to enchant the mountain. Who else could find it but us?”

Etia seemed to weigh his words in her mind, her strangely luminescent skin aglow in the bright winter night. The eerie green light that emanated from the Godskeep still illuminated the western sky behind her, and Herel wished desperately that they knew what had caused it.

“Okay,” Etia said at length. “We'll do what she wanted. We'll find the mountain.” She adjusted the weight of her pack, “And we'll find the spellscroll. That's what Meredith and Endrick would want if they were here with us. I suppose we'll have to do our best. ”

Herel let out a sigh of relief, “Well, there you have it. Your people want us to get it, my people want us to get it. We're all in agreement.”

“They're not my people,” Etia countered, giving him a confused glance as they began to walk toward the forest. “They're my friends.”

“That's what I meant,” Herel returned, uncertain why she had made the distinction.

Etia shook her head, “Friends are different than people. Your people are the ones you have to protect because they're yours. You belong to them. Friends protect each other because they belong to each other.”

Herel regarded her strangely. What an odd way of looking at it. “Er, right,” he said. Then again, he stopped in his tracks, suddenly overcome, Herel had never had friends. Only subjects. Only his people.

Etia turned back to look at him, having already reached the edge of the forest, “Aren't you coming Herel?”

Herel pushed the sordid thoughts from his mind, annoyed at having been caught up in such melodramatic musings. “Yes,” he said, and without another word, he began to walk past Etia and into the darkness of the forest. 

––––––––
[image: image]


They continued through the old forest all through the night and into the next day. Its boughs grew so thick and its trunks so close together that at times the snow had been unable to reach its floor, and the paths they followed through the land were narrow and overgrown, as if even the animals shunned them.  Herel found them food and water, as promised, showing Etia which berries were safe to eat, which to avoid, just as Sonder had shown him many months earlier when they had fled Astquary. The foliage looked similar enough, although there were some plants he was wholly unfamiliar with. Those he didn't dare touch. Herel wasn't as good a fisherman as Uncle Sonder, but he could use his magic to make the water from any stream fit to drink by setting it to a quick, flame-less boil, a useful feat in the uncertain and boggy waters of the forest. He also used his magic to conjure fire to heat them, and shadow to conceal them from any unsavory creatures they came across. They had both been terrified when they'd heard, in the early hours of the morning, a growl from a nearby thicket and, fearing a wolf, Herel had quickly cast a spell of concealment. The spell in place, Herel and Etia had watched as a red ogre, young but still several feet taller than either of them, emerged from the brush to pounce at a startled deer that had been drinking from a stream. The deer had struggled in the ogre's grasp, but a quick blow from its club and a spray of poison spittle had stilled its efforts. The young ogre had dragged the deer carcass behind him like a rag-doll, disappearing into the deeper reaches of the wood.

Etia would always appear grateful whenever Herel used his powers to their advantage, but she had a tendency to fall into contemplative silence after the last sparks of his magic would fade. Now was one of those times. It was late afternoon, and the sun was setting above the bare boughs of the trees, illuminating the path in reds and oranges before them. They hadn't seen human tracks for miles, and the path they now followed was marked by deer, rabbit, and other larger prints that might have been bear, might have been wolf. Herel had never seen the tracks of either beast before, and thus had little idea which they were likely to encounter. He didn't worry. The run-in with that ogre had gone well enough. If an ogre was too stupid to see through his spell of illusion, surely a wolf or bear would do no better.

“There's something I don't understand,” Etia said as he was examining the tracks with the aid of a small orb of light. “About your magic.”

Herel flickered his gaze to her before returning his attention to the path. The trees above were thick and close, and he could see little outside of the glow of the orb. “And that is?”

“You said you were more powerful than Meredith or Endrick,” Etia stated. 

“Yes,” Herel replied. Why did she sound so surprised by that? He would have thought the answer was obvious.

“How can that be?” Etia frowned as he straightened and stood next to her. “They're so much older than us.”

Herel smirked, “Age has little to do with it. That Meredith Hauvish is just a dabbler, a rogue who stole a spellbook and taught herself a few basic spells. Endrick Arelo is supposed to be reputable,” he conceded. “He faced off against one of my mothers, and won.”

“One of your mothers?” Etia asked.

“Ophie,” Herel explained. “She raised me.”

Etia's eyes grew wide, “But she tried to kill us!”

“I'm sure she had good reason for it,” Herel answered uneasily. “I'm sure they weren't trying to kill you anyway. Maybe just Meredith and Endrick.”

“That's not any better,” Etia admonished. She frowned, following after him as they resumed the path. “Why would your mother want to have them killed?”

“I don't know,” Herel shook his head. “I wasn't there.” That wasn't the point, anyway. “All I know is that Endrick said he was able to fend her off until you showed up with your whale—so he can't be too terrible a wizard.” Herel turned to his cousin and smirked, “Still, I think I could best him.”

“Really?” Etia asked. “How?”

Herel shrugged, “I have my soul,” he said simply. “He doesn't.”

Etia stopped in her tracks. Herel stopped too, annoyed at the delay.

“What's the matter? We can't stop here,” he said, looking around at the dark trunks that stood to either side of the path. “We should wait until we reach a clearing—”

“You still have your soul,” Etia demanded. She was looking at him with shock, her blue eyes wide. She seemed almost afraid.

Herel waved off her concern, “Of course. It was part of my mother's arrangement with the Repository. She was guaranteed that I would never have to undergo the Ritual.” He looked down at her critically. “Who told you about the Ritual anyway?”

“Meredith,” Etia replied, and they continued to walk once more. Her face was scrunched, as if trying to remember something. “She told me how the gods became gods. How my Papa,” she seemed to almost stumble on the word, “was the first to take his soul back after giving it away to the wizards. She told me your mother did the same. Now it makes sense,” she added with a thoughtful look.

She did not continue, and Herel had to ask, “What makes sense?”

Etia blinked, “What? Oh.” She turned to face him and continued, “People who don't have their souls all seem kind of strange, don't they? Cold, and distant. Like Endrick, or Ophie. But people who have their souls are different. They're, well, normal.” She gave him a small smile, “And you seem normal. Like Meredith. And me.”

Herel rolled his eyes. “It's more than just being normal. Being a wizard with a soul means I have a power that can't be matched by anyone else. Since the War of the Great Soul-Mages,” he said, recalling the lessons his mothers had taught him as a child, “wizards have agreed to give up their souls in an effort to keep the balance of the world in check. They recognized that such powerful magic in the hands of so many was a danger to them and to those without its gift. They saw their sacrifice as noble,” his voice was bitter. “Saw themselves as quite the martyrs for agreeing to stuff their souls into jars or whatever it is they do. The fools.”

“I think they were noble” Etia said critically. There was a look of disapproval in her eyes now, “They were trying to keep people safe.”

“But at what cost?” Herel countered, surprised to hear the daughter of Lantos and Seltos speak so narrowly. True, the girl didn't have any magic of her own, but the history of the Repository was still as much a part of her as it was of him. She ought to learn. “A wizard who gives up their soul gives up much more than that—they give up the ability to feel, to understand. They forget everything about love and happiness, sorrow and pain.”

“That's not true,” Etia turned on him, brows contracted sharply. “Endrick doesn't have his soul, but I know he cares about me, and Meredith. He's a friend.”

Herel shook his head, “Maybe he is now, but the longer he stays separated from his soul, the worse it'll get. Trust me,” he added, his own words bitter in his ears. “I've lived with Ophie long enough to know how it goes.”

“What do you mean?”

Herel let out an angry sigh. Why was he even telling her this? He turned away, prepared to keep his mouth firmly shut until they changed the subject, but something inside of him protested. He remembered what it was like—those long days on the road with Uncle Sonder, before he had gotten to know him, before he had decided to trust the man who had been in turn entrusted with his life. Those days had been the loneliest Herel had ever known, and his silence had only prolonged them. He didn't want to do the same to Etia.

“I mean,” he said, his tone still annoyed for all that he had decided to speak, “that I've known Ophie my entire life, and I've seen the effects of her soullessness first hand.” He considered his next words carefully, “Sometimes, I'm certain she loves me, and sometimes I'm certain she doesn't. I can see that she tries to hide it, but her coldness has only gotten worse over time. Maybe she still cares about me, in a distant way,” his voice was glum, melancholy, “but not as much as she once did.” He gave a sardonic smile, “At least she was better than Cormin. It's not like she ever tried to have me killed.”

“Cormin?” Etia asked, surprised. The path at their feet began to climb in elevation, a shallow slope, as the path turned to the north. The trees began to thin. “That horrible man who tried to hurt me in Astquary?”

“You've met him?” Herel returned, feeling his own pulse hasten at the mention of his once-mentor. He thought of asking how he was, what he was doing, if he were okay—but stopped himself just shy of speaking. He had almost forgotten. Cormin didn't really care about him. Herel smiled, self-mocking. He would have been worth more to Cormin with the fangs of two venomous snakes fixed to his neck than he was alive and well and out of his reach.

“Not really,” Etia huffed, suddenly angry for reasons Herel didn't quite understand. “But Meredith took me to see him, once, and he figured out who I was—who my parents are—and he tried to,” the girl faltered, “to take me. Meredith had to use her magic to stop him.”

“I'm sorry,” Herel said softly. He could well imagine how his surrogate father would have reacted to the knowledge that the gods had had another child. He would be wildly jealous, would have immediately thought to bring her into his own keeping, another pawn for his schemes.

“Thanks,” Etia muttered. They continued their upward climb, the path now narrowing as it curved around the outer edge of a hill. Below them was a drop of some twenty feet to the forest floor. They were silent for a few moments more, before Etia again spoke. “So you're not afraid of the Repository?”

Herel scoffed, “Why should I be?”

“Meredith's afraid of them,” Etia said.

“Well she's a rogue.”
“And you're not?” Etia asked, frowning.
“No,” Herel snapped, suddenly uncomfortable with the subject. “I already told you. My mother has a treaty with them. They're not going to come after me.” Even as he said these words, however, Herel was not entirely sure. The treaty had been made with Artima herself; he had never actually been part of the bargain. His mother had always acted as though her protection extended to him, but that had been before, when he had still been confined to Sivarr's Vale. Now he was free. Now he was making his own way in the world. What would happen if he ran across a Repository wizard tomorrow? His mothers were nowhere near. There would be no one to protect him.

He shook his head. No. That would never happen. Even if it did, his mothers would have their revenge. They would make the Repository pay if they ever harmed him, and that threat alone would stop them from ever seeking out Artima's son—wouldn't it?

“It's too bad there's not another way to do it,” Etia said, stepping gingerly over a fallen log that had blocked their path.

“Huh?” Herel asked, stepping over after her. “Do what?” 

“Limiting a wizard's power,” Etia said.

Herel shot her a look, “Who says it has to be limited in the first place?”

Etia gave him one of those stares that made him feel suddenly guilty and unsure. She seemed older than her eleven years.

“Well, that's how the gods became gods. My Mama and Papa couldn't have done all the terrible things they've done if their power had been limited. We don't want anyone else to follow after them, do we?”

Herel's brow contracted in anger, “I would never follow after them. Neither would my mother.”

“I'm not saying you would,” Etia replied, still giving him that stern, earnest look. “I'm just saying that it's not something we can let—what is that?” Etia suddenly stopped in her tracks.

“What?” he replied, seeing no reason for her outburst. The path that followed along the side of the hill was empty of any but they.

“Down there!” she said, her voice strained as she pointed over the ledge to the basin below. There was a river between the black trunks of the trees, almost black itself for how dark the evening grew, the sun's rays unable to pierce the tangle of boughs in the shadow of the large hill. 

“I don't see anything,” Herel frowned.

“By the water,” she hissed. “There's a man, walking between the trees.”

As if her words had made it so, Herel began to notice the faint, far-off outline of someone walking alongside the dark and narrow stream. But they were too tall to be human. And too thin. With a tingling feeling in the tips of his fingers, Herel realized that it was not human at all. It was made of light. And shadow. And magic. Herel wracked his brain, trying to recall the many hours of study he had spent with his mothers in his youth. He knew there was a name for such a creature—created by a spell, made to form only a slight impression on the world, one that resembled a mere sketch of a real being, human or otherwise, light and shade—that was it!

“A shade,” Herel said, fascinated, as he watched the distant being amble slowly along the river bank. It was difficult to see from this far away, but the shade's face, seen in profile from the hillside path, was devoid of all features—no eyes, no nose, no mouth—and it walked with its head held straight in front of it, its feet always carrying it in a straight, precise line.

“It looks like Papa,” Etia said.

Herel glanced at his cousin. He had read much of Meredith Hauvish's Chronicle. She had made many accounts of the Old Man with the Young Face, and although the shade's thin, emaciated torso and elongated limbs resembled that of the Old Man, this creature seemed more ethereal than the flesh-and-blood avatar of Lantos the Chronicle had described. “It can't be. See how he flickers? How he fades in and out of existence? A wizard made him from magic and light.”

“Papa is a wizard,” Etia said, her voice curiously devoid of emotion. She watched the shade, her blue eyes almost seeming to glow in the darkening night. “Maybe he made it.”

“Maybe,” Herel agreed. Curiosity sparked in his mind. Whether Lantos had made the creature or not—some wizard had set this thing to roam out here on the fringes of the Enalgath Mountains. What was it doing? They were days away from any human settlements, encroaching ever more on ogre territory. This was no place for wizards. Not for weak, Repository wizards, anyway. Maybe Etia had a point.

“Let's follow it,” Herel said.

Etia turned to him, fearful and cautious, “Why?”

“To see where it leads,” Herel replied, already searching for the best place to descend the steep ledge to the forest floor. “If it was made by Lantos...it might lead us somewhere we want to go.”

“Like Mages' Peak?” Etia asked carefully.

Herel turned to her and nodded, “It's heading the right direction, and even if it weren't,” he smiled grimly. “I'd like to know what it's up to.”

Etia considered this, looking between Herel and the shade at the bottom of the river basin, her brow furrowed beneath her hood. “Okay.” Her eyes met his, once again looking old and wise beyond her years, “We'll follow it. But we must be careful. It could be a trap.”

“We'll be fine,” Herel said, one foot away from descending the ledge. He was stopped by Etia's hand on his shoulder.

“We're the children of the gods, Herel,” she said, staring down at him, her blue eyes shining starkly against her nearly black skin. “And our blood may be the last hope we have to defeat them. We have to be careful. For everyone's sake, not just our own.”

Herel shivered, a sudden chill coming over him as he felt the weight of her words. He flicked the hair from his face. “We'll be fine,” he said again, and began to skitter down the side of the hill.
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Chapter Eleven
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They followed the shade through night and through day. It left no tracks behind it, and its form was so ephemeral, so fleeting that Herel feared they would lose it for good should they stop to rest. They plodded on in its wake, legs aching and minds dull from lack of sleep, as it traversed eastward into the Enalgath Mountains—but Herel paid no mind to such inconveniences. He was determined to follow the creature, to find whatever it was that it sought, hoping that the creature's destination was the same as their own. 

The shade itself took no notice of them. Herel and Etia had, at first, followed it at a healthy distance, a spell of concealment always at Herel's fingertips, but it soon became obvious that the shade had no notion that it was being followed. A misplaced step would cause the snap of a twig to ring out in the air, the clunk of a rock being hit by a boot loud in the quiet forest—and still the shade would walk on, never heeding, never changing course. Emboldened, Herel and Etia began to creep closer. By dawn, they were practically walking in its shadow—not that it had one. The creature's gait was strange. Its strides were long, slow. It walked as if in a hypnotic trance, its head fixed straight ahead, continuing on in a straight line over the uneven landscape of the forest. It never came into contact with any tree or boulder, and even the streams at its feet seemed to bend out of its way, as if it were a thing that nothing dared touch.

It roved impossibly over the landscape, Herel and Etia close behind. They encountered no wildlife on their journey, seeing not so much as a single squirrel as they followed the shade, and any birdsong they heard seemed distant and muffled. Even once they knew the thing could not hear them, Herel and Etia spoke in soft, hushed tones. The subject of their conversation was usually their own fatigue. They had trailed the wandering shade through the gully where they had first seen it, across a vast expanse of dark, old firs and pines, up and down and around several winding and bending hills, through the bottom of a great river gorge, and now back into higher elevations, where the trees had begun to thin.

“Do you think it knows where it's going?” Etia had asked earlier that afternoon. She was dragging behind Herel, feet shuffling. Her voice was small, “It's not lost is it?”

“Lost?” Herel hadn't considered that possibility, and had brushed it aside even then. He shook his head, “It's enchanted. How could it be lost?”

Etia had not replied, and the two had fallen into silence. The shade continued on its way, roving now higher and higher into the peaks. It became colder, chill even when there were no trees to shade them, and the winter wind grew strong. It stung their faces as they walked, and Herel had to stop to show Etia how to properly tie the end of her cloak around her face to prevent injury to her skin. Even taking these few moments from their chase almost caused them to lose the shade, and Herel was adamant that they would stop no more until they reached their end.

Etia had not argued, but Herel could sense the growing fatigue in his cousin as they trod after the creature. Her steps were faltering, her breathing labored. It soon became a full day since they had set out after the shade, and even Herel was starting to admit that he could go little further.

“We need to stop,” Etia said as they rounded another corner of the path the shade had been following. It was the widest they had yet come across, surrounded by trees on either side, and gently sloping downward. The shade normally crossed the forest with nothing more than snow beneath its feet, following no trail other than the one it had been enchanted to follow—but now it seemed to have found itself a proper animal trail, and had chosen to follow that instead. 

Herel looked to his cousin. Her dark skin had lost some of its luster, seemed dull and ashen in the dimming light of the day.

“We can't keep this up,” Etia mumbled, staggering. “We need rest.”

“Just a little further,” Herel said, hoping his own feet would still carry him. His mother had taught him how to brew the simplest of magical potions for stamina, but he had no means of making it here in the forests of Enalgath. He needed sand and rose hip, mint and marrow of bone. Bone would be easy enough to find, but the rest would be impossible to locate in the deep of winter. “We have to try.”

“I am,” Etia replied, glum. She shifted the weight of her pack. “I am trying.”

“It's too bad Dienna didn't send us off with horses,” Herel muttered, his eyes focused as ever on the shifting form of the shade some fifteen feet before them. Where was it going? And how long could it possibly take to get there? It still led them east. It still led them in the supposed direction of Mages' Peak. 

“Horses are alright,” Etia said, her tone conversational for all that she looked exhausted. She was shivering beneath her thick cloak and hood, and Herel was suddenly reminded that she was used to much warmer climes in the tropical islands of the north. “I like my whales better than horses though.”

Herel snorted. “Anyone would.” He had heard her speak often enough of her connection with the pod of magical whales that had haunted the waters of Iolimi—how she had flown with them, swam with them, fought with them against the Wyrm. It wasn't fair. Etia didn't even have magic—why had they chosen her to help them fight the Wyrm?

“I miss them,” Etia said, her face downcast as they plodded after the shade. Was it just Herel's imagination, or did her eyes seem especially blue under her dark eyelashes? “I hope they're okay, wherever they are.”

“They're giant magical fish who can shoot beams of energy out of their bodies,” Herel groused, knowing he was being unkind but not caring to stop. “I'm sure they're fine.”

“They're not fish,” Etia chided, giving him a sharp look.

“They've got fins,” Herel countered, face flushing as he realized he actually knew nothing about whales, magical or otherwise. He faced her with a determined look, “Doesn't that make them fish?”
“No,” Etia giggled uncertainly. “Fish breathe water. Whales breathe air, just like us.”
“So what are they then?” Herel replied, still embarrassed but genuinely interested to hear the answer. Between magical instruction with his mothers and the near-constant cultic grooming of Cormin, there had been little time for Herel to read about the fauna of the world. His mothers used to tell him stories when he'd been young—tales of the great serpents and dragons of the long-forgotten skies—but none of them had mentioned anything about flying whales.

Etia shrugged, “They're just whales.”

“They're most certainly not just whales,” Herel muttered, bemused but unsurprised at Etia's simple explanation. He glanced sidelong at his cousin, contemplating the way the setting sun illuminated her dark skin in purples and blues and greens. The Pearlchild, she had been named at birth. A name that had come from Iolimian legend (another thing that Herel knew next to nothing about, and had had to learn entirely from Etia herself and from the Chronicle). It was a fitting name—she truly did resemble a shimmering pearl of darkest hue. Maybe that was why the whales had chosen her. Maybe that was why they had singled her out, like the tale of the Whale and the Wicked Moon.

Herel and Etia continued on in the wake of the shade, both soon too exhausted to speak. The silvery white creature led them down, down into what seemed to be another valley. The trees grew thicker again, the land became more rocky, and Herel could hear the rush of a great river somewhere out of sight. The sun had almost completely set. They had now gone more than a day trudging after the shade, and still it showed no signs of stopping.

Just as Herel was about to admit that he could go no further, that they would have to declare defeat and stop for the night—the shade led them out of the thicket, and into a clearing.

“Whoa,” Etia breathed.

The land opened to a vast lake. Its placid waters were painted crimson and orange in the sunset, and it was framed on either side by inward slopes of land covered in firs and pines. Reflected in the lake was the likeness of the mountain that loomed over its shores. It was unlike any mountain that Herel had ever seen: it was angular, precise, made from exact dimensions as if it had been constructed from the earth rather than born from it. Its four snow-capped slopes were of perfect, even angles that seemed wholly unnatural compared to the frenzied and varied slopes of the mountains seen in the distance beyond. Stars framed the mountain in the purpling sky, and the waxing moon stood sentry over its oddly exact summit. There was a stillness in the air around them. No more could Herel hear the rush of the river, the chatter of the early night creatures. The clearing was silent as a tomb.

“Is that?” Etia asked, hesitating.

“Mages' Peak,” Herel smiled, feeling suddenly giddy. There was no mistaking it. This was the place that so many had sought, the mountain where the wizards had worked their terrible magic, warded from the outside world by the blood of the gods themselves. But the mountain was still a long way off. The lake before them, which Herel took to be Lake Morwal, was vast, and it would take them no short amount of time to circumvent its shores to reach the mountain's lower slopes. Then there was the matter of the cave. There was no telling where its entrance was hidden. Herel frowned. He wouldn't worry about that now. They were the children of the gods; they were sure to succeed. Nothing could stop them.

Etia removed her pack, and sat down in the sandy soil with an ungraceful crash, “Thank goodness.”

“What are you doing?” Herel turned to her critically.

“Resting,” Etia replied.

“We can't rest, the shade is still going,” Herel argued.

“But it's not going to the mountain,” Etia said crossly. “Look.”

Herel looked back to the shade to see that, sure enough, its wisp of a form was walking to the south and away from the mountain, following the shore of the lake in the opposite direction.

“That's strange,” Herel frowned. “I wonder where it's going.”

“It doesn't matter. We found what we needed,” Etia said, already digging through her pack and producing a handful of nuts and berries. She presented them to Herel with a tired smile, “Now let's rest, and we'll continue tomorrow.”

Herel took the proffered food and began to chew on it thoughtfully, “You can rest. I'll take first watch.” Herel felt a thrill of pleasure as he said this. It felt good to be the one in charge, the one putting himself on the line for the other. Like Uncle Sonder.

Etia did not protest, and together the children made camp on the shores of Lake Morwal. Night overtook the sky, and Etia was soon asleep at Herel's feet, her breathing deep and even. He should have felt afraid, he thought, should have felt some kind of trepidation at being almost entirely alone in the Mountains of Enalgath, but Herel felt only delight. Finally, he was doing something of his own accord. Finally, he was free of the whims of those who had been made to care for him. He was doing something he had always wanted, fulfilling a dream that had played itself in his mind ever since his mother had first whispered to him of the place where his father had worked his magic in secret—a place of wonder, a place said to be marvelous beyond belief. He had longed to visit Mages' Peak, to see the treasures left behind by the gods who had once been wizards.

But the spellscroll complicated things.

Herel frowned, kicking a bit of kindling back into the fire with his foot. He sat near it, the better to keep out the chill of the winter night. The ground near the lake was free of snow, and strewn with rocks and boulders, dark, black mounds in the dim of the night. Herel turned his gaze to the mountain. The spellscroll had never factored into the boy's fantasies. He hadn't even known it existed, until Endrick had explained his theory. It made sense, Herel admitted, that the gods would have used some sort of aid when casting the Spell of Invocation Transference, something to ensure the spell would not go awry. What Herel was unsure about, however, was what to do with the spellscroll once he got his hands on it.

If Endrick himself were here, Herel was certain that the spellscroll, and whatever else they found in the cave below Mages' Peak, would be left to his keeping. Being a wizard of the Repository, he would, in all likelihood, bring the spoils of their journey back to the wizard's island for examination and the spellscroll, if it existed, would be copied and studied until a counter-spell could be produced. That was, after all, their best hope for defeating the two remaining gods of the Way. Yet something about giving the spellscroll to the Repository felt wrong to Herel. 

Almost without thinking, his hands went to the pockets around his waist where he kept the components for his spells. Magic was sacred to Herel, the only truly sacred thing in his life, and he was an expert on all things sanctified. He had grown up a sham, a religious snake dressed in prince's clothing. He understood all too well how religion operated, how it preyed on people's fears and insecurities, how it promised to deliver them into truth and happiness while at the same time sucking them dry of all that they held most dear. Herel had seen firsthand how the Herelites of Astquary had deteriorated over time, how Cormin and his lackeys had, in turn, thrived. Magic was different. Magic promised nothing but the thrill of its spark in your veins. It was a moment, a heartbeat. It could neither save you nor damn you. It was as its wielder willed.

If the Spell of Invocation Transference was brought to the Repository, all of its effects would be countermanded. The old, soulless fools that kept themselves to their island would at last learn its secrets, and any who dared to cast such a spell in the years and decades to come would be summarily broken of its power. This was good for cases such as Herel's father, and the other gods. The prolongation of their lives had yielded nothing but evil—but what if it hadn't? What if they had cast the spell to make themselves immortal, and had done good?

Herel despised his father and all that he had stood for—running from his fears, fleeing from death, stretching his powers so thin as to make himself weak and dying at the hands of a mere mortal blade. Dartos was not someone that Herel wished to emulate, despite what Etia might have insinuated. But he had wondered, and did wonder this night, as he regarded the perfect pyramid of stone his father's magic had helped create: what would happen if the Spell of Invocation Transference were used on someone else, someone objectively good?

Herel had never been able to find a suitable answer to this question. His thoughts tended to spiral and cascade in uncomfortable ways whenever he thought too deeply about the spell his father had used. All he could say for certain was that the Repository would take no interest in trying to answer that question for him. They were too busy protecting the balance of magic in the world to seek such an unorthodox solution to their problems. They were not the type to fight fire with fire.

But his mothers were.

If it were up to Herel, he would take the spellscroll to them. And it was up to him, wasn't it? It was just he and Etia out here in the wilderness, and as the resident expert on magic between the two of them—it would be his decision to make. It would be far safer in their hands, far more useful. They wouldn't coldly catalog and destroy it like the Repository would. They were sure to think of something more imaginative—use it to destroy the gods, of course—but also, perhaps, use it for something more. 

Herel stood from the rock he had been using as a chair, stretching his aching limbs. As he looked up to the star-strewn sky, he recalled with a start that the night of planetary alignment was only two days away. The day after tomorrow, in the early evening—the five outer planets of the heavens would form a straight line that extended from Nhis out into the abyss of space. It was a night of great magical portent, said to happen once every five millennia. Wizards had been looking forward to this night their entire lives, for, on this night, all magical endeavors would be amplified, all magic increased in power. Herel would normally be eager to make use of this phenomenon for himself, but as it was, he was more concerned that his mother successfully lifted Seltos' curse than with brandishing his own abilities.

And she must lift it. She'd promised him. And Herel knew she would keep her promise. She would see him in the spring, she'd said, and so it would be. Nothing would come between them. Nothing would keep them apart.

Nothing.

Thoughts lingering on the night of alignment, Herel sat the remainder of his watch. His mind soon wandered to the Godskeep, to those they had left behind. Was Dienna safe? Were Etia's friends? What was that strange glow that came from the castle? There were several spells that could produce that kind of lasting radiance—none of them good. They were spells of destruction, spells meant to maim and injure and kill. Whoever or whatever had cast such magic at the Godskeep had meant its inhabitants serious harm.

What if Uncle Sonder was hurt? 

Herel stilled his thoughts, angry with himself. He shouldn't worry about him. He was the Keeper. Surely he was fine. And what did Herel care besides? He didn't need him anymore. Sonder had failed utterly to guide Herel to Omkett, and he was in no more need of the man's protection. If he missed Uncle Sonder's easy-going nature, grandiose stories, and well-timed jibes, Herel did not admit it. Sonder had served his purpose. It was time that Herel moved on.

Herel thought of him as he stared at the far-off mountain. It was too dark to see it properly, a mere triangular shadow blotting out the star-flecked sky, but Herel could feel the magic that seemed to radiate from it in every direction. He wished he had some parchment. Herel didn't think much of Meredith Hauvish, but creating the Chronicle had given her some semblance of merit in his mind. He wished he could record their location, how they had gotten here, and where they planned to go. Even better if his words appeared on the pages of another book elsewhere, like hers. It was a clever idea. That way, if something happened to them—but that was absurd. Herel scoffed as he poked at the fire with a stick. Nothing was going to happen to them. They were the children of the gods, and he was strong in his magic. This was their destiny. And nothing could stand in their way.

So lost in thought was he, that Herel did not notice the shade's return.

He almost jumped out of his skin when he saw the creature, walking along the length of the shore toward them. Its gait was as slow and strange as ever, and still its silvery form flickered in and out of being beneath the light of the moon. Long legs moved, gliding without effort or resistance across the sandy soil, its stride unnaturally smooth over the otherwise uncertain surface.

Herel returned to his seat. He needn't be worried. It was simply returning the way it had gone before, retracing its steps like a lonely sentry set to trod a certain path. But Herel soon realized that the shade was no longer following the shoreline. It had turned. And it was headed straight for their camp. 

In less time than Herel would have thought possible, the creature had come to stand next to the fire, it's featureless face looking down at Herel without expression. Herel returned its sightless gaze, heart pounding as a cold fear began to seep through his body. What was happening? Could this thing see him after all?

The shade did nothing. It might as well have been a statue—head inclined at an angle, long arms rigid down the length of its naked and light-enmeshed torso.

Herel let out a deep breath. No, it couldn't see him. This thing was no threat. It was probably just drawn to the fire. That was it. It wasn't looking at Herel at all.

Figuring he should wake Etia and tell her about their visitor, Herel stood from his makeshift seat.

And that was when the shade began to scream.

It let out a screech, inhuman and oddly muffled, as if it did indeed have a mouth trapped somewhere beneath the surface of its skin that it was trying desperately to use. Its screams woke Etia, who rolled to her feet and turned to her companion with a look of pure terror.

“Why is it back?” she cried, looking with mouth agape at the shade.

“I don't know!” Herel shouted as it let out another screech, and another, and another. It reminded him of the alarm bells back in Astquary.

“Do something! Make it stop!” Etia covered her ears.

Herel gritted his teeth as he reached down and, picking up a handful of sand, flung it at the howling shade, “Ast ulem asalet umenda!”

The grains of sand exploded into bursts of flame, but no sooner did the fire appear than it was doused at the wave of a single long-fingered hand. With a deft, unhurried motion, the shade winked Herel's spell out of existence.

“Seltos' tits!” Herel cursed.

Etia was still covering her ears next to him, watching the proceedings with a look of helpless fear.

“What should we do?” she cried.

It was not Herel's voice who answered.

“My, my. Isn't this a most fortuitous surprise?” a voice, thin but full of power, came, not from the shade, but from the heavens above.

Herel and Etia looked up, and gasped. The moon seemed to have traveled overhead, and from it shone down a single beam of light, enveloping the form of the lowly shade and illuminating it in a ray of purest white. The light soon faded, and in the place where the shade had been now stood a man—still tall, still long of limb and finger, still pale as a corpse and resonating with an eerie light, but this man had a face. It was an odd face, too young and youthful for the emaciated body it headed, too lively for the otherwise wasted form. The man wore a simple white tunic that came to his thighs, and his bald head was free of any covering, his hands and feet bare of any garment.

He smiled. A wicked grin for a wicked man. Herel had never seen him, but he had heard the accounts. He knew who stood before them, knew who had found them, alone, on the gods' very doorstep.

“Lantos!” Herel breathed
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Chapter Twelve
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“Quick! Rouse the others!” Sonder commanded. He and Meredith were already running into the house. “Where's Endrick?”

“I am here,” the wizard replied. He rounded a corner of the manor, his black and gray robes trailing behind. He bore his staff in hand, and his pack was already on his shoulders.

“So are the thralls,” Sonder stated with soldier's calm. “They're headed for the Village. They'll be on us at any moment. Did you find out how to face them?”

“Yes,” Endrick nodded, his own voice still and untroubled. He added belatedly, “In theory.”

“Theory?” Sonder asked.

“Not even the Archmage has faced their kind before,” Endrick explained. “But she did consult several ancient texts on the subject, and we believe we know how to counter their measures.”

Sonder was not entirely reassured by this, but knew they had no time to argue. “That'll have to do.”

The horrid wail of the thralls was growing louder, and elsewhere in the manor Sonder could hear the babe's cry echoing that of their assailants. Ivor rounded a corner, looking panicked.

“What in the darkenworld is that?” he demanded.

“The thralls,” Endrick intoned.

“We should raise the town guard,” Ivor replied, grabbing his cloak from a nearby hook.

“It would do you no good,” Endrick said. “The guard can do nothing against them.”

“What do you suggest we do then?” Ivor returned, his eyes going wide as the wailing continued to grow closer.

“Do you have horses?” Meredith intervened. “Or mules or anything else we can ride?”

“Yes of course, but why?” Ivor said.

Endrick seemed to follow her meaning, “We will ride out and meet the things ourselves. We have magic that should repel them.”

Ivor seemed about to protest, but was apparently unwilling to argue with the tall, imposing wizard. He straightened his cloak and nodded, “Very well. And I will ride behind, and warn the citizens to stay in their homes.”

They rushed after the man as he led them to the back of the manor, out a door, and into a detached stable. He fitted them each quickly with a mount, claiming the last of the destriers for himself, and soon all four were riding back to the front of the manor, where the others now stood, watching. Sonder's heart lurched—his mother was among them, staring without comprehension at the shadowy forms that could be seen racing across the countryside toward the Village. Connal was at her side, Perrick next to him, and Daela stood with babe in arms behind.

A cry, this time human, came from the direction of the gates. They hadn't much time.

“Connal,” Sonder brought his steed to a stop before the lad. He looked, to Sonder's relief, unafraid of the vicious sounds, and stood with sword at the ready.

“Yes, Sonder?” he answered.

Sonder smiled. He'd finally called him by name. No more of this lord nonsense. He inclined his head at his mother, “Take care of her for me. I may be away for a while.”

“Yes, Sonder.”

“Good lad,” he nodded, then looked to Lady Grenna herself. She did not seem to notice him, was still staring, dumbstruck as the horde of darkly shimmering shapes began to fill the streets below the hill on which the manor stood. “Mother.”

She blinked, then brought that same incomprehensible gaze to meet his own. “My son. What is happening? What—where is your sister?”

Sonder gritted his teeth. He didn't have time for this. Endrick and Meredith were calling his name, and a quick glance behind him proved that Ivor had already left. 

“She's safe,” Sonder lied, relieved to see some of the wild look leave his mother's face. “But I have to go now. There's a battle to be won, Mother, and I might not see you again for some time.” If ever, Sonder added grimly to himself. He didn't know how Endrick planned to fight these things, but if Sonder's sword was no use against them, what chance did he have?

“Go then, Sonder,” Lady Grenna replied, and he thought he saw some of the calm return to her gaze. She had righted the wimple and veil on her head, looking more like her usual self than she had earlier that night. “If there is a battle to fight, then fight it. I will be waiting, my son,” her gaze was soft, “and praying for your safe return.”

Sonder nodded, “Goodbye, Mother,” and with that he kicked his horse and set off after Meredith and Endrick.

The three riders quickly descended Greenheight Street, reaching the lower roads and alleys of the Golden Village. He drew his sword, Endrick's advice be damned. He was a soldier, by the gods, and there was no way he would enter this battle unarmed.

“What did the Archmage say?” Meredith was shouting at Endrick over the din of the wailing thralls. Sonder could see them spilling into the town, the soldiers at the Golden Village's tiny gates cowering in fear as they poured in. The gate itself seemed to have been blasted open, by what force, Sonder did not know.

“We must use a Spell of Light,” was Endrick's reply. “It may repel them.”

“And what should I do?” Sonder asked, still holding his sword as they galloped through the street.

“Stay close to us,” Endrick called. “And do not touch the thralls.”

“Why not?” Sonder shouted.

But Endrick's reply was cut short as the thralls themselves poured in from around the corner of the street. They were a terrible sight. They looked for all the world like the flesh and blood members of the Faithful who had attended the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, right down to the flashy clothing and glimmering star masks, but all the color and life seemed to have been sucked right out of them. Their forms were like darkness and light held together so tenuously that Sonder thought if he blinked at the wrong time, they were like to disappear. The only thing that seemed alive about them was the hellish red glow of their eyes, two bright pinpoints beneath the star-shaped masks that concealed their faces.

The thralls ran toward them, still wailing, arms outstretched like men dying of thirst reaching for water. 

Endrick, not even stopping his horse, raised his wooden staff and called out, “Alstal imet sotha!” A beam of light shot from his staff, and the oncoming thralls recoiled, covering their red eyes and howling in rage. Although the light deterred them, it didn't seem to actually harm them. Endrick, Meredith, and Sonder ran their horses through the path the light had created, but when Sonder looked behind, he saw that the thralls were already regrouping, already resuming their flight up the road.

“That didn't do much,” Sonder called out to Meredith and Endrick.

“It is all we can do,” Endrick shouted back.

“What?” Sonder cried, already seeing more thralls rushing toward them from around the corner. “You can't be serious!”

“Alstal imet sotha!” Meredith cast the spell this time, holding one dark hand outstretched. Again light burst forth, and the dozen thralls that blocked their path cried out in pain and shrunk away, allowing them to pass.

“Only their maker can unmake them,” Endrick said, out of breath as they exited the alley. Sonder frowned. One spell and he was already fatigued? That wasn't good. Maybe Endrick's time at the manor would have been better spent resting.

The cobblestone street ended, dumping them abruptly in the market square. Sonder had been here countless times in his life, but it had never looked quite like this. The permanent stalls that lined the square in neat rows looked like they'd been struck by a cyclone. Wood and stone and oilcloth were everywhere, shattered fragments of buildings littered all about the square—and the cause of their destruction still haunted their remains.

“The children...” one of the larger thralls was hissing at a man on the ground, dressed as a member of the local militia. The guard held his sword limply in hand.“Where are the children?” the thrall demanded.

“I don't know what you're talking about!” the soldier returned, trying to scramble backwards. “What children? Leave me alone!”

“The children,” the thrall repeated, now extending one hand toward the fallen soldier, who seemed unable to move due to some injury in his bleeding leg. “Bring us the children.”

“I can't, I don't know—aaaaaah!” the soldier's protest devolved into a howl of pain as the thing's fingertips made contact with his forehead.

“No!” Sonder, furious and horrified at the look of agony on the man's face, charged at the thrall. Forgetting himself, he swung his sword at the thing, and was thrown almost completely off balance when the blade passed right through it. “Seltos' tits,” he swore as he struggled to stay on his horse. Behind him, he could hear both Endrick and Meredith casting their spells of light at the other thralls that still roamed the square. 

“Lady Seltos,” the thrall drew the goddess's name into a hiss. It turned its hellish eyes to Sonder, removing its hands from the soldier, who immediately slumped to the ground.“You serve our mistress...” it intoned, and began to make its way toward him. Its masked face glinted, its red eyes glowed, “Where are the children?”

“The children?” Sonder repeated, his horse stamping in fear beneath him. It was no battle horse, well-bred and lean though it was, and it was threatening to bolt. He had to think fast. The thralls could apparently harm their victims by touch alone. He had to get them out of here. Sonder could hear cries from elsewhere in the Village, human cries, and he could see faces hiding behind the windows of the buildings that lined the square. They were just as defenseless against the thralls as he. He had to draw them away—away from the people and the village, yes, but also away from Herel and Etia. “The children are—”

Sonder stopped short. Another group of thralls had entered the square. There were two women and two men, each wearing a star mask over their face, eyes glowing red beneath their glittering planes.

Leading them was Dienna.

Even with the mask, Sonder knew it was her. Her hair, which would have once been blond but which was now shifting between white and black as if standing before a flickering torch, streamed behind her as she approached. Those beside her—the Prominents, Sonder realized with horror—were chanting, “Bring us the children! Seltos save us! Bring us the children!” Dienna's mouth, however, was silent and unmoving beneath her star-shaped mask.

“Dienna!” Sonder called out, urging his horse forward to meet her. Endrick and Meredith were still dealing with the other thralls in the square, the sounds of their magic mixing in cacophony with the wails of the creatures. “Dienna stop!”

To Sonder's great surprise, she obeyed. Her translucent feet stilled, the Prominents stopping to either side of her. Wild joy filled Sonder's heart. Maybe her old self was still in there, under the curse. Maybe she could still understand. He hastened his horse forward.

“Dienna, can you hear me?” he called, still some fifteen feet from her. “Call them off, Dienna. Take them away!”

Dienna stared at him, eyes glowing red. There was no emotion in her gaze, no hint of comprehension. She looked even more passionless than Endrick. Slowly, she raised one hand toward him, “The children.”

Her voice was still her own, but it was twisted and warped. Sonder shuddered, and did his utmost not to recoil. This was his sister. She wouldn't hurt him. She wouldn't.

He brought his horse to circle around her, his mount nervously circumventing the terrifying shadows.

“Yes, Dienna, the children,” he replied, wishing his voice would stop shaking. “They are not here. Tell your men to leave. These people know nothing of them.”

“Leave?” Dienna whispered, and Sonder could now hear confusion in her mangled voice. She looked to the thralls of Lady Amelie, Lord Varent, and Lord Oris. They shook their masked heads, and all four began to raise one hand toward him.

Now Sonder did recoil. “Dienna, no! Stop!” He brought his horse back a few steps. “Don't do this. You know you don't actually serve her. You know it's all a lie!”

“The children,” Dienna hissed, still reaching.

“No!” he cried, shying away but finding that behind his horse was a large pile of rubble. He would soon be cornered. “It's me, Dienna, it's Sonder!” His voice cracked on the last syllable as the thralls continued to reach for him with their horrid touch. “Your brother!”

Something happened then, but what it was, Sonder did not entirely know.

Dienna seemed to hesitate, her outstretched hand stopping midair. Seeming to take direction from her, the other Prominents also stayed their hands, all four now frozen mere inches from Sonder's horse, who whinnied and stamped in fear before them. Still as the night, Dienna's red eyes flickered before once again resuming their hellish gleam.

“Where are the children?” Dienna's voice echoed, growling, grating in his ears. It sounded like someone had slashed her throat.

“Sonder!” Meredith was shouting at him from across the square. She had just blasted a group of thralls with her light and was about to leave for the rest of the Village. Endrick was close behind. “Come on!”

“Dienna, please,” Sonder begged, hopelessness rising. He couldn't just leave her. She had recognized him just then, he knew it; the curse had wavered. “Remember me. Remember us. Remember the Tome!”

Suddenly there came a great cry—a veritable choir of ghastly wails seemed to burst from behind him as a wave of twenty or more thralls entered the square, their demon eyes immediately fixing on Sonder.

“Find them!” they wailed. “Find the children!”

Dienna and the Prominents joined in their chorus, once again reaching for Sonder.

“Find them! Find the children!”

Sonder gave his sister one last, desperate glance before he braced himself, brandished his sword in the air, and called out in the clearest, loudest voice he could manage. “The children! We must protect the children! Meredith, Endrick, open the south gate! We must warn them! To the south! To the south!”  He commanded his horse into a full gallop, continuing his cry as he caught up to the wizards. “Protect them! To the south! To the south!”

“Sonder?”  Meredith turned in confusion as he came up behind them. The three urged their mounts down the main avenue of the Golden Village, the wizards blasting thralls as they went. “What do you mean? Herel and Etia are—”
“Heading south even now! On foot,” he called out loud enough that he was certain even Connal and Mother could hear him back at the manor. “We must hurry to their side and defend them from our enemies. To the south!”
Meredith's eyes widened for a brief moment before nodding in understanding. She blasted another thrall with light as they approached the main gate, where the militia and Ivor were standing feebly by, watching with mouths agape as the thralls began to flock to Sonder's cry. Soon the ghastly creatures were streaming behind the three riders, wailing and crying in exultation. Sonder saw bodies as they approached the gate—bodies that had been covered in cloaks and over which people were praying with solemn faces. Was the thrall's touch truly so deadly? Sonder thought with a sinking feeling of the guard he had seen attacked in the square—had he been killed as well?

“Endrick, did you hear?” Meredith was shouting now to the wizard, who rode in front.

“Yes,” he intoned, his voice booming like a deep bell. “We head south! South to save the children!”

The three of them kept up their cry of “South! South!” as they rode through the open gates and out onto the snow-covered plain. The horde of thralls followed behind, and Sonder could only hope that the guards had enough sense to stay clear of them as they thundered past in their demonic cloud.
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The thralls kept close behind as they rode their mounts hard through the moonlit night. Sonder was amazed at their speed. They didn't run so much as float behind them, their hands outstretched, their voices lifted in their never-ending cry for the children of the gods. So fast were they that Sonder had begun to worry that they would soon be outrun. They had been riding all night. They must stop, but Sonder knew they could not. The thralls would never stand politely by as they quartered their horses and took a nap. Something had to give. And soon.

The thralls continued to gain ground, the gap between them and their prey growing smaller as the night wore on. By the time the skies had transformed from black to the periwinkle blue of dawn, they followed within ten feet of Meredith, who rode in back and who was flinging orbs of light at them as often as she dared.

“We have to do something!” Sonder called to Endrick for the hundredth time that night. 

The wizard, stoic as ever, did not seem sufficiently bothered by their foes for Sonder's liking. He looked to the eastward horizon, then called back to Sonder, “Only a little further now.”

“Until what?” Sonder laughed, incredulous. “In case you can't tell, we're about to be overrun!”

“No,” Endrick intoned. “Look behind you, Sonder, and you will see.”

“See what?” Sonder turned to the thralls, now only a horses' length behind Meredith, and gasped. Sonder thought, at first, that the lack of sleep was playing tricks with his eyes, but soon realized that what he was seeing was quite real. The thralls were disappearing. Like wisps of smoke, their already ephemeral forms seemed to be evaporating in the early morning light.

“Endrick,” Sonder shouted uneasily over their incessant cries. “What's happening?”

“Wait for the dawn!” Endrick replied, turning to look back at him. Sonder could see now how weak he appeared, how haggard and drawn. He'd used much of his magic in the last ten hours, Sonder realized. He looked about ready to fall off his horse. “We must keep going!”

Figuring that they had no other choice and hoping that Endrick knew what he was doing, Sonder urged his horse onward. The animal, although already faltering, seemed to find some last bit of strength within, keeping itself in line with Meredith's own horse. She looked exhausted, Sonder thought, although not nearly as spent as Endrick. She had been casting her spell all night, and was continuing to cast it even now with apparent ease. Did a wizard's soul really make that much of a difference? Did it really make them that much more powerful?

Sonder didn't have long to marvel at Meredith's spellcasting for, just then, the first morning rays of the sun broke the far horizon, and the thralls' cries of subjugation quickly turned to cries of agony. With ear-splitting howls, their shifting forms melted away in the light, leaving nothing behind but an immediate and discomforting silence.

Endrick was first to dismount his horse. In fact, he practically did fall from it, putting more than half his weight on his staff as he hoisted himself down. Meredith followed suit and quickly rushed to his side. Sonder brought his horse next to theirs, but did not dismount.

“They vanished!” he exclaimed, at once relieved and full of fear. Dienna had been among the thralls, and she too had disappeared with the break of day. “Is that it? Are they gone?”

“For now,” Endrick said with a hiss as he sat down in the snow. They were in the middle of a field. There was not a house or home in sight, and no road either. They had cut across the country in their wild escape from the Golden Village, the better to keep the thralls out of the way of unsuspecting travelers. Endrick looked up at Sonder wearily, “But if the Archmage's theories are correct; they will be back. We have until nightfall. And even that I would not chance.”

“How long can we stay?” Meredith asked, concern filling her face as she knelt next to him, one hand on his shoulder.

“Only as long as we need,” was Endrick's raspy reply. He coughed, his form crumpling inward with the force of it. If this was what it was like to over-use magic, Sonder was glad he was no mage. “Two hours,” Endrick said, “Then we must ride.”

“And how long do we ride?” Sonder asked, sheathing his sword and at last dismounting. “How long can we keep this up?”

Endrick gave him a weak, but not entirely humorless, smile, “Only as long as we need.”

Sonder didn't like the sound of that.
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Chapter Thirteen


[image: image]


Sonder, Meredith, and Endrick rested in the lee of the nearest tree they could find, setting no watch and rising as the sun was still high in the sky. Within minutes of their waking, they mounted their horses and continued their desperate flight. Sonder was used to the lack of rest. He had had more than his share of sleepless nights in the Second War for the Continent, and knew he could handle himself just fine, but he worried for the horses. They were not battle-trained. Their existence prior to last night had been spent in the luxury of the Moniphson's stables, and the poor creatures were already floundering by midday. It was anyone's guess if they could stand another assault like the one they'd escaped last night—and Sonder would have guessed that they couldn't. He sighed. He supposed they would have to deal with that when the time arrived.

They spoke little as they rode. Meredith and Endrick led the way, at times whispering low to each other, their breaths mingling in the cold winter air. It was a warm day, at least, and, were it not for the imminent threat of the thralls' return and the stinging loss of his sister—Sonder would have considered their journey a pleasant one. As it was, Sonder was left mostly to his own musings as they trudged across the mud-and-ice fields, and his thoughts dampened the mood severely.

He tried not to think of Dienna, but the sight of her at the Village had unnerved him. It had been bad enough to see her cursed by Seltos back in the Hall of Ceremony, but even worse to see her up close. Red eyes, mangled voice, deathly touch that could kill—Sonder had seen her in his dreams that morning, as he had laid himself down to rest. His dream-sister had held out her hand, pointing at something behind him, saying something in her garbled voice that he could not understand. When Sonder had turned, he had seen Herel standing alone on top of a mountain, an enormous hand poised above his head, ready to descend and snatch him up in its clutches.

Sonder had awoken with a cry, and had spent the rest of their brief respite looking up at the gray winter sky, worrying about the day to come.

He tried to focus on the next phase of their plan, if he could even call it that—running away from the Village in hopes that the thralls would follow wasn't really much of a plan at all, even by Sonder's standards—but what else could they do? They had to keep the thralls off of Herel and Etia's trail somehow. Sonder was only thankful that his ploy had worked. Still, they weren't out of the fire yet. The thralls would return at nightfall. Endrick was certain of this. Where would they be by then? The nearest settlement was Lonmar. Would they reach it in time? And even if they did, what then? It's not like they could enter the fortified city; the thralls would only follow, bringing their deadly touch to the Lonmarians the same as they had to the Villagers. And what of the Godskeep? Sonder hung his head in shame. He was the Keeper of the Gods, yet here he was, fleeing from his home and leaving his people behind. Dienna would be horrified. But there was no other way. Herel and Etia's fate was too important to leave to chance. Leading the thralls away from the children of the gods was the best hope they had to keep them safe—and to end the gods.
Sonder shook his head at that. End the gods. He hoped it was true. Endrick had seemed so certain that the children were headed to Mages' Peak, but what if he was wrong? Or even if he wasn't, what if Herel and Etia simply weren't up to the task? Sonder didn't know much about magic, but he knew the gods well enough to know that they would be guarding their old home with every kind of spell available to them. They had left it unprotected once—and they had paid dearly for it. They would never repeat that mistake. At least Herel hadn't gone alone, Sonder thought. He would have struggled if he had. The kid was prone to melancholy moods and sour humors; having someone as bright and well-meaning as Etia as a traveling companion was a blessing Sonder wouldn't have foreseen. But who could have foreseen any of this? Who would have thought Seltos herself would appear at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars? Who could have guessed that she would curse his sister and the Faithful into doing her bidding?
He should have told them, Sonder thought for the thousandth time. He should have told Dienna that Seltos had asked for Herel by name. And the boy—the boy had no idea what had really caused them to start their journey north. Sonder had never told him, had never trusted him—no. That wasn't it. Sonder did trust Herel, gods help him. It was himself he didn't trust. Sonder had been foolish enough to do what Seltos had asked. How could he explain his reasoning to Herel when he himself thought it was flawed? He didn't care what Meredith said—Sonder had let himself be fooled, and his lack of honesty with his sister and Herel had only made things worse. Who knew? Maybe they could have seen this coming, if only, if only—

The shadows grew long about them. The white snow became blue and orange in the sun's setting rays, and Sonder's heart began to race. At least Endrick looked significantly rested. He still rode in front with Meredith, exchanging words and glances that were not meant for Sonder to see. He looked away, pained. He wished Antenel was here. He needed him, needed his wise words and his reassuring touch, his bravery and his resolve. It was madness, Sonder thought. He had never imagined, when they had parted ways that summer, that it would be forever.  But he knew now that it must be. Sonder was Keeper—on the run from his own home, yes, but Keeper nonetheless—and Antenel was king of the elves. Even if the Way didn't expressly forbid their union, their responsibilities to their own people were enough to keep them apart. There was no way they could be together, and the ache of loneliness that had been growing inside Sonder ever since he had become Keeper now stung all the more. 

Antenel was lost to him. Dienna was lost to him. Who did Sonder have left? 

His mother was bereaved, and though he did not doubt her love for him, the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars had left her shaken and weak. He had seen much the same dolorous look in her eyes after the Battle of the Godskeep, when he had told her that he was leaving for Astquary. Sonder couldn't look to her for support. She was too bereft, too grief-stricken to help Sonder through his own troubles. And Herel—would he really be alright? The kid was stubborn and strong-willed, and his overconfidence often got him into trouble that could otherwise have been easily avoided. Sonder hoped he didn't do anything foolish, especially where his magic was concerned. Herel seemed to have a knack for drawing attention to himself, and Etia was not inconspicuous either, although for different reasons. At least the girl seemed like the responsible, reasonable sort. Like Dienna.

“Gods,” Sonder said under his breath. The sun was now almost entirely below the horizon, and the stars were visible overhead. “I wish I could have saved her.”

“There are others now who must be saved,” Endrick replied, although Sonder hadn't realized he'd been overheard. “We must turn our efforts to them.” 

Sonder scowled. There was no sympathy in the man's voice, no caring in his tone. The way he spoke, Dienna could have been anybody. Not Sonder's sister. Not the mage's friend. Not the person who had risked her life time and again for a people who would never understand her.

Meredith gave Sonder a look of apology, and quickly changed the subject, “We should reach Lonmar soon. Should we ask for entry?”

Sonder frowned. He had been to Lonmar only once before. It had been built atop a wide, flat hill, and the same walls that surrounded its northward castle also encircled the city itself. It was a huge, fortified structure, its wall several miles around, ten feet thick, and heavily manned. Sonder had once asked his father, when he had accompanied Lord Mayrim on a visit to the city as an acolyte, why it was so heavily fortified. Lord Mayrim had explained that the Lonmarians had had a tumultuous past. Their position on the River Stron had once made them a target for invaders in the early days of Dorneldian settlement, and the number of invading armies they had repelled had left them a tad skittish.

“Skittish?” the young Sonder had asked.

Mayrim had nodded, “They are quick to draw their swords, too quick in this man's humble opinion.”

“Isn't that a good thing?” Sonder had said, imagining two knights facing each other in combat. Whoever drew their sword first was sure to strike the first blow.

Lord Mayrim had given him one of those sagacious looks that Sonder recalled so well, and had said, “In times of war, yes, but in times of peace,” and had trailed off meaningfully, gesturing to the dozens of guards that stood atop the entrance to the Lonmarian gate. Sonder recalled how his father had been made to produce papers proving his summons from Lord Laerr Lonmar himself before they would let him and his son pass through.

“We will ask for entry,” Endrick intoned, bringing Sonder's thoughts back to the present. The wizard turned slightly in his saddle as he spoke, “I have been there many times in my travels. The people of Lonmar know me well.”

“Do we even want to go inside?” Sonder countered, alarmed at Endrick's lack of foresight. Why was he the only one thinking of these things? “What if the thralls follow us? We'd only be putting people in danger.”

“They will not follow us into Lonmar,” Endrick replied, his voice still, calm. “You have been there. You have seen its defenses. The gates of Lonmar are five times as large as the gates to the Golden Village, and now that we know how to keep the creatures at bay, they can be defended.”

Now it was Meredith's turn to be skeptical. She frowned deeply, “Hold the entire city?  All night? We couldn't possibly repel them all.”

“Then we shall have to repel as many as is possible,” Endrick replied grimly. “Unless you can think of a better plan?”

Meredith did not reply.

They continued on toward the city, the last light of day heralding them as they trudged across field and snow. They began to see signs of civilization—farms and homes in the distance, lanes of ice-covered stalks of what had, only months before, been bountiful harvests—and just as the sun was setting behind the horizon, the walled city of Lonmar came into view. Perched long and squat on its ridged plateau, its stone walls and castle turrets shone orange in the dying light of day, its features reflecting on the surface of the River Stron flowing high and full on its southern end. A distant silhouette on the horizon, the City of Lonmar grew by increments as they continued into the early evening, Sonder's heart pounding all the while. The wind changed. It began to snow. Muffled beneath their cloaks, the three riders rode on, wary of the shifting drifts that clouded their vision and caused the horses to stumble.

“Almost there,” Sonder said soothingly, patting his own horse. He added as much for the horse as for himself, “Rest is soon to come.”

Rather than be encouraged by these words, Sonder's horse suddenly reared and gave a fearful whinny.

Sonder, hanging onto the reigns and clenching his legs around the beast so as not to fall, cried, “Whoa steady! I was only trying to help. No need to take offense.”

“I don't think it took offense, Sonder,” Meredith called, her voice pitched low in fear.

That was when he heard it.

The howling. The wailing.

It started as a whine, hardly discernible from the cutting wind, and grew into a frenzied chorus of guttural voices. Soon the voices were loud enough to discern language and pitch, and Sonder shivered as he turned to the northward horizon. Already he could see the hellish glow of their eyes, pinpricks of red just visible in the midst of the storm, their shifting and shimmering forms lost to the harried fall of snow.

They were back.

“Quickly!” Endrick ordered, his own horse now rearing in fear. “To the city!”

Sonder did not need telling twice. He drew his sword, still convinced that it was better to have it than not even against the likes of the thralls, and urged his horse forward.

“I'll stay back!” Meredith shouted, letting Sonder ride ahead of her before setting her own horse to a gallop. Sonder saw her raising her hands, already preparing to cast her spell. It was a race against time. The thralls were gaining on them. Every time Sonder turned around, they seemed to have cut the distance between them.

“Come on,” Sonder panted at his horse, wishing he had a god to pray to. He wondered inanely if Roshan the horned stallion had any power over other beasts of his kind, and briefly considered saying a prayer to the god of the elves before dismissing the idea. Antenel probably wouldn't like that. And what good could Roshan do for them anyway? Getting to the city was only half of the problem.

Sonder could see activity at the gates of Lonmar. Windows were alighted, men and women in sky-blue plated armor scampered across the ramparts, giving orders, drawing weapons, and, to Sonder's great dismay—lowering the gates against them.

“No!” Sonder shouted. They had to let them in—for their own good and for the good of the Lonmarians. They had no idea what unspeakably horrifying foe was headed for their home. They needed to be warned. They needed to be saved.

They reached the hill that led to the city gates, the thralls visible not a half mile behind. Their cries could now be plainly heard, their voices carrying in hellish fervor across the plain.

“The children! Bring us the children!”

“Lady Seltos! The Lady commands us!”

Endrick was first to reach the gatehouse. Horse stamping in fear before the huge barred structure, the wizard began to shout for the Captain of the Guard, his cloak whipping about him in the snowy gale.

“Raise the gates!” Endrick commanded. “And warn your citizens! There is an army at your door!”

Sonder and Meredith were soon to join him. He wasn't much heartened by what he saw. The soldiers of Lonmar were preparing for an attack. He could see them hauling pots of boiling oil, see crossbowmen running into position, hear officers barking orders and moving bodies. That was all well and good—if their assailants had been made of flesh and blood.

“Let us pass!” Sonder now added his cries to Endrick's.

Still no response. The soldiers on the ramparts were too busy following orders to pay the group any attention.

“In the name of the Keeper of the Gods,” Sonder now shouted, “I command you to let us pass! I am Sonder Darpentus! And I've come to warn you. The enemy you face cannot be defeated by swords and arrows. Let us pass! We wish to help!”

Seconds passed. Sonder turned to see that the thralls were now only a quarter mile from the base of the hill. He swore under his breath.

“Can you hear me? You cannot fight them—!”

His cry was cut short by a great shuddering of the gate. Sonder gave a desperate sigh of relief, waving with thanks in the direction of the gatehouse, as he, Endrick, and Meredith passed underneath it and into the city. The gate raised only enough to let them pass, and was immediately lowered again. 

Sonder looked around, dismayed to see citizens roaming the streets in their nightclothes, trying to determine what was happening to their city. Did they have no sense? The elves of Astquary had known better than to roam about during a siege, would have barricaded themselves in their homes the moment the alarm was raised. They needed to take shelter. They were only putting themselves in harm's way.

At last, Sonder spotted what he was looking for—a man whose blue-plated uniform bore the marks of rank. Sonder rode to him, and dismounted his horse.

The man noticed his approach. He stood a good head taller than Sonder and seemed to be in his middle years. The helm he wore was dented but clean, and his eyes were sharp with intelligence.

“What do you want?” the man barked. He handed a scroll to a young squire, who quickly pocketed it and dashed off running. “I'm a bit busy at the moment.”

“Defending your city, yes, we know,” Sonder said, keeping it short. He extended his hand, “Sonder Darpentus, Keeper of the Gods.”

“Captain Ridding,” the man's handshake lasted all of a half second. He glared, “Now would you mind telling me why in the names of the gods the bloody Keeper himself was shouting at the gates of my city with an army at his back?”

“That would take too long I'm afraid,” Sonder smiled grimly, impressed with how little the man cared about his rank. “They're called thralls,” Sonder then gestured to Meredith and Endrick, who stood behind him, “My friends and I have been on the run from them since the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. They're not real, well, that is,” he frowned, “they're not real enough to be harmed by normal weapons. You'll need our help to keep them at bay.”

If Captain Ridding had any doubts about Sonder's assessment of the situation, he kept them to himself. He crossed his arms over his chest, “And how would you do that?”

Now Endrick spoke, “They cannot abide the light. They cower before it, and at break of day, it will cause them to dissipate.”

Captain Ridding frowned, stroking the beard on his chin, “And you, wizard, have magic to fend them off? All night?”

“Myself and Meredith,” he replied, gesturing to her.

Ridding shook his head, “That may not be enough. My sentries tell me there are hundreds of these things out there.”

“Three hundred or more,” Sonder confirmed. “And they'll be here any minute. You have to warn your people—tell them to stay indoors. The thralls can kill with a single touch.”

Ridding's eyes grew wide at this, but they quickly narrowed once more, “And you brought these beasts to our door?”

“No,” Sonder replied, knowing it was more than half a lie. “They're searching for something—someone. You can hear them yourself.”

“Yes, I can hear them,” Ridding replied, his teeth gritted. Snowflakes were melting on his bright blue helm. “Bring them the children, eh? What children?”

“The children of the gods,” Endrick intoned.

Before Sonder could elaborate, a soldier ran up, saluted Ridding, and said, “They're nearly at the gates, captain. What are your orders?”

Ridding gave Sonder, Endrick, and Meredith one last, scathing glance before turning to the soldier and saying, “Send runners through the streets. No one is to leave their homes. Death awaits any who try. Tell the men to hold fire—I'll join them above the gate.”

“Sir,” the soldier saluted and ran off.

“You three, follow me,” Ridding ordered. “First one bunch of strangers then another,” he muttered under his breath as he led them to the ladder that would take them atop the ramparts. Ridding climbed first, followed by Sonder, Meredith, and Endrick, and they took position above the gate. Sonder was impressed at how wide the ramparts stood, how well-placed the company was—but it would do them no good. The Lonmarian soldiers held position, looks of fear and disgust on their faces, as the army of the thralls swarmed up the road and crashed against the gate. Larger and thicker than even the gate at the Godskeep, the immense structure of iron held firm against them. Sonder grimaced at their cries of protest.

“Open your gates!” they howled. “Bring us the children! By our Lady, bring us the children!”

“Well, wizard, what are you waiting for?” Captain Ridding snapped. “You said you would repel them.”

“In a moment, captain,” Endrick replied coolly, his eyes intent on the wave of shifting forms, on the hundreds of dots of red light beneath hundreds of star-shaped masks which were obscured largely by the falling snow. He gripped his staff tightly, his dark cowl blowing about this dark face. “My magic is not infinite. Let us see how they respond to the gate first.”

Captain Ridding muttered darkly, calling out to his soldiers to hold position.

Sonder leaned over the balustrade, trying to get a look at the unsteady mass of bodies. They were like a cloud in the dark of a storm, their forms illuminated as if lightning flickered amongst them. His gut dropped. There, in the front of the horde, was Dienna. She stood partially to the side, almost directly beneath where Sonder and the others stood at the head of the gate, and he could hear her growling orders as she gestured with power and design at the gate.

“It is too strong,” she was saying. “We must climb! Climb now! For our goddess, for Seltos!”

Sonder watched with growing fear and fascination as the rest of the creatures obeyed her. The thralls in front began to lower themselves, allowing others to climb onto their backs, who stood still as yet other thralls climbed over them. They were like ants, using their own bodies to support themselves, somehow strong enough to withstand the terrible weight of their fellows above.

“Endrick,” Sonder warned the wizard, seeing that the thralls had climbed almost halfway up the gate. “Shouldn't we do something?”

Endrick and Meredith exchanged looks, nodded, and began to ready their magic.

“I'll take the western post,” Meredith said, dashing off, her hands glowing with bright wizardly light.

“And I'll take the east,” Endrick said, holding his staff aloft.

“Hold position,” Captain Ridding repeated. His archers and crossbowmen had already notched their arrows and readied their bolts. Sonder frowned. Was he going to let them attack the thralls after all?

“Alstal imet sotha!” Endrick bellowed, his ray of light hitting a tower of thralls no more than ten feet down from the ramparts. The creatures fell, their screams of pain harsh and inhuman. They wailed like demons as their thrall-formed structures broke, and they plummeted hard into the snow. On the other side of the gate, Meredith did the same. Her magic flared in a wide arc, wider even than Endrick's, and she hit two columns of the invaders.

The enthralled Dienna screamed with rage, “Again! Again! For our Lady! For Seltos! Find them!”

The thralls quickly regrouped, beginning once again to form their columns of flesh-that-was-not-flesh. They began to rise.

“Lord Keeper, get down!” Ridding barked.

Sonder ducked, his soldier's instinct allowing him to respond without question. A barrage of arrows arched overheard, and a wave of crossbow bolts whizzed past Sonder's ears. He watched, through the beveled gaps of the balustrade, as they hit their marks—and continued past them.

“Gods on high!” Captain Ridding swore. A general exclamation of shock came from the soldiers, and Sonder heard some of them beginning to pray in fear.

“I told you,” Sonder stood and turned to the captain. “Your weapons are useless. You would do better to send these people to shelter.”

“Run and hide?” Ridding barked. “My men would never let me hear the end of it. I can't let you lot run this operation.”

“Stay then,” Sonder returned, losing his patience. “You're only wasting arrows.”

The thralls continued their assault. They began, at Dienna's instruction, to build their columns at intervals, testing the wizards' patience and timing. No sooner would they topple one tower than another would already be at their feet, and no sooner would they topple that than yet another would have already formed, threatening to reach the top, the thralls' hands outstretched.

“Stay back!” Sonder warned the soldiers who had crept too close to the edge. If their captain wouldn't warn them, Sonder would. “Their touch can kill!”

The soldiers recoiled, restless, uneasy. Sonder felt the same disquiet. He held his sword, useless though it was, and his hands moved almost by instinct to swing it at the thralls who came too close to topping the walls. Behind him, the company murmured, low and lorn and full of doubt. A whimper escaped someone's lips when, after several hours of trying, one of the thralls did manage to get a hand on the column of a balustrade, a hand which Endrick had to whack with his light-tipped staff before it could get a firm grip on the icy surface.

Ridding watched all in silence, addressing neither his soldiers, nor Sonder, nor the wizards. Sonder, at last unable to keep his own quiet, turned to the man.

“We have to do something,” he said.

Ridding's eyes slid coldly to look at him, “I'm all ears, Lord Keeper.  But what would you suggest?”

“I don't know,” Sonder conceded. He was not panicked. He had been in worse spots before, during the war—none that he could really think of at the moment, but he had faced impending death more times than he could count. Granted, that death had always been promised by iron and steel, not by the hands of the accursed Faithful led by his sister, but Sonder supposed that not even a soldier could predict the method of their own demise. “Endrick,” Sonder went to the wizard, who was leaning heavily on his staff, only casting his spell of light when absolutely necessary.

His breathing was labored, and his dark skin looked ashen. Sweat gleamed on his shaven head, and Sonder could see, for the first time that he could remember, a gleam of fear in the wizard's eyes.

“Sonder,” he puffed and sucked in breath. “How long has it been? How long until daybreak?”

“It's only been three hours,” Sonder returned.

Endrick nodded, quickly cast his spell at a column of thralls, and turned back to Sonder, “And Meredith?”

Sonder looked down the length of the ramparts to where she stood. She seemed fatigued, but not in nearly as obvious distress as Endrick. 

“She's...well, better than you anyway,” Sonder said. He looked over the balustrade. Towers of thralls were rising by twos and fours, Dienna commanding their construction. If only he could do something. Beneath the curse, beneath the shifting facade of Seltos' magic, he knew that Dienna was still in there, somewhere. She had recognized his voice, she had heard him calling her name in the Village. If he could just break the goddess' hold on her!

Taking a deep breath, Sonder called out as loud as he could manage, “Dienna! Dienna, its Sonder! Do you hear me? It's Sonder!”

But his cries fell on deaf ears. Dienna did not so much as look in his direction. She continued to command her army of the not-truly-dead, and not-truly-living.

“Higher! Climb higher! Seltos commands us!” she growled. “Find the children!”

“The children! The children!” the thralls echoed.

Staving off his dismay, the wheels in Sonder's mind began to turn. They couldn't keep this up. Their magic would never last until dawn. But did they need it to? Why had the thralls come here? Why had they followed them across the Golden Valley? “Because we told them the children were here,” Sonder murmured. They were after the children. They had no other objective. Seltos had cursed them to complete that task, and that task alone. The only ones they had killed in the Village had been those who had tried to stand in their way. Sonder remembered vividly the fearful eyes of those who had watched the thralls from within their homes. They had been afraid, but safe. The thralls had not bothered them. They had only attacked the guards at the gates for barring their entry.

“Endrick,” Sonder said again, his heart beginning to beat with urgency. This was either the stupidest plan he had ever come up with, or the cleverest.

“Yes?” the wizard blasted another column with his light.

“The thralls want the children,” he started, still forming the idea in his mind. “But the children aren't here.”

Endrick seemed about to respond in annoyance when his brow unexpectedly furrowed, and he paused in his defensive tactics to give Sonder a critical look. “You don't mean to—”

“Let them in?” Sonder finished. He nodded his head, “Yes, that's exactly what I mean to do.”

“What?” Ridding, overhearing them, came to stand next to Sonder, “Lord Keeper you cannot be serious. If their touch is as deadly as you say—”

“It's only deadly to those who stand in their way,” Sonder returned levelly. Below them, the cries of the thralls became more jubilant as their victory grew near. Ridding's eyes followed Sonder's. There were six columns of thralls now that had almost reached the top, and four more that threatened to do the same. “Look,” Sonder said to Ridding. “This can't go on. Either we open the gates and let them look for the children, or we wait for them to overwhelm the ramparts and face certain death before they look for the children anyway.”

“And these children,” Ridding returned, that glint of mistrust in his eyes. “You are certain they are not here?”

Sonder swallowed. He was certain that Herel and Etia were nowhere near the city of Lonmar, but he knew that wasn't the man's true question. “Yes,” Sonder replied. “I'm sure.”

Ridding contemplated this, his expression hard, stony in its rigid indecision. The thralls continued to climb, continued to call for the children, continued to promise death to all those who prevented their search.  Another hand surmounted the wall, then another. Endrick, with not a second to spare, cast his spell of light. 

“Alstal imet sotha!” he cried, and nearly toppled over in exhaustion. He leaned heavily on his staff, his own legs unable to support him.

Ridding turned to his officer.

“Are all the homes secure?” he asked. “Is everyone within their houses?”

“Yes, captain,” she replied. “In their homes and in the castle. Not a soul roams the streets.”

Captain Ridding contemplated a moment more, giving Sonder one last look before turning back to the officer. “Tell them to open the gates.”

The soldier's eyes widened, “Sir?”

Ridding rounded on her, “I said, open the bloody gates!”

“But sir,” the soldier floundered, “That'll let them in!”

“Oh will it? Gee, I hadn't thought about that,” Ridding spouted at the young woman. “Tell them to open the gates or I will go down there and pry them open myself!”

The soldier gave a hurried salute, “Y-yes sir. Right away, sir.”

She dashed off to give the order. The soldiers that stood within earshot gave each other grim looks. The captain cleared his throat.

“Everyone is to stay here,” he commanded. “No one is to set foot on the ground until I say so. No one is to loose an arrow or fire a bolt unless I give the order. Is that clear?”

There was a chorus of half-hearted, “Yes sirs.”

“Good,” Ridding said. Sonder could see the tension in his eyes. His men were clearly unhappy with the decision, and Ridding himself seemed to only half-believe in it, although he was putting on a good show of confidence.

His orders reached the gatehouse, and, with a tremendous groan, the gate began to rise.

The thralls rejoiced.

Their cries of frustration turned to cavorting delight as they found that their way was no longer barred. Meredith and Endrick dispersed the last of the columns of thralls and came to stand by Ridding as they watched the flood of spirits pour into the city beneath them. Sonder's jaw clenched, his teeth grinding painfully as he witnessed their descent upon the city. It was a risky move, he knew, but he had to believe that he was right. If not—he'd already caused enough grief. He supposed the guilt of so many dying at his command would be nothing new, but he would rather not be remembered as the Keeper who'd let an army of demons ravage the city of Lonmar at his suggestion.

He needn't have worried.

Like a plague of rats, the thralls swept through the snowy streets and alleys of Lonmar, entering no home, striking no citizen with their deathly touch. How they knew that Herel and Etia were not among those who hid in their homes, Sonder had no idea, but the thralls seemed to follow some inner instinct within themselves. Could they hear a voice that Sonder could not? Or did the curse of Seltos grant them other powers that had yet to be revealed? They met no resistance as they roamed the streets of the large river city, and, within minutes, they seemed to conclude their search. As quickly as they had come, the thralls began to flood out of the front gate, circumventing the base of the hill on which the city had been built, heading, still and true, toward the south. Their faint wails echoed on the winter wind.

“Find them! Find the children!”

The soldiers' silence continued long after they were gone, and so long did it last that Sonder turned to Ridding with a questioning look. The man was still staring down at his city, but his gaze seemed to be directed inward, and his lips were murmuring in what Sonder would have thought was prayer, but on catching hints of his words, he realized that it was quite the opposite.

“Captain?” Sonder prompted.

Ridding stirred from his reverie, gave the Keeper of the Gods a clap on the shoulder, and turned to his regiment. “Lower the gates, and return to the city. Disaster protocol. No one rests until we make sure every last citizen is safe and within their homes. Understood?”

The soldiers' replies were more hearty now, and their eyes were glazed and mystified as they made their way back down to ground level. Sonder was impressed by their post-battle operations—they moved quickly and efficiently through the streets, knocking on doors and moving supplies. Buckets of water were drawn and distributed from the well, bandages were cut to dress the wounds of those who had tripped and fallen in the initial panic, and quilts of comfort were wrapped around the shoulders of those who had seen the strange creatures, and who still shook from fear of them.

Meredith and Endrick remained on the ramparts, whether because Endrick was too weak to climb down or because they wished to remain on the lookout in case the thralls should return, Sonder was unsure, but he himself returned to the city with a mind to assist the soldiers in their recuperation efforts.

Snow still fell, but lazily now, it's sparkling flakes soft and serene in the light of the torch Sonder had procured from one of the soldiers. Wanting to feel useful, he attached himself to a group of guards who were working on clearing the pathways of the several inches of snow that had fallen that night, the better to reach the citizens who had barricaded themselves in their homes, and spent the better part of an hour in their company. Just as he was beginning to wonder when Ridding would call his soldiers back to the castle, Sonder heard a voice call out from somewhere behind him.  

“Fancy seeing you here, soldier.”

It took Sonder a full second to realize that the words had been spoken in elluini, and another full second longer to see who had spoken them. There, standing in the middle of the wide avenue that ran through the heart of the city, was an elf of slender build, wearing a thick cloak over strong but delicate elvish armor, a spear taller than himself held in one hand. His light blue hair was worn short, falling shy of his arched eyebrows, and his violet eyes peered at Sonder with warmth and delight from the middle of his blue-skinned face.

Sonder blinked once, and then his face broke into a smile of disbelief. 

“Antenel!” he threw down the spade he had been using to clear the snow and ran to meet his lover.
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Chapter Fourteen
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Etia took a hesitant step forward, “Papa?”

“My daughter,” Lantos said. His voice seemed at once far and near, as if he were shouting at them from a great distance even as he stood before their lakeside fire, in the place where the shade had been not seconds before. His skin glowed white as the moon, the unadorned tunic he wore floating about him as if it had no weight at all, and his oddly young eyes beheld them with undisguised malice from beneath his hairless brow. “And my nephew. Just the ones we have been searching for.”

Etia swallowed, “Searching?”

“Yes, little pearl,” Lantos stepped toward them, and both Herel and Etia backed away from the tall, thin man by instinct. This wasn't good. Although the Old Man with the Young Face smiled, it was a false smile, sinister and unsavory. The man was a monster. He was a trickster, a meddler. He had many guises and many forms, and he had, according to Etia, been a moment away from crushing the life out of his own daughter only months before.

Lantos sneered, “You have caused more trouble than you know. Entire armies have been created because of your foolishness. Entire schemes thrown awry because of the stupidity of man. Amusing,” his head cocked to one side, “that my own ancient sentry found you when my darling goddess' army could not. But no matter,” he continued, his voice gaining substance, “the magic that was spent in their creation will not go to waste, although it does leave us quite behind in our plans.”

“What do you mean?” Herel asked. The fire of their camp was burning low, as if it too feared the glowing man that approached them. “That shade, where was it going? What was it doing?”

Lantos seemed bemused by this question. He took another step forward, lips quirked. “Why, its duty, of course.” The lake was calm and silent, the distant Mages' Peak now illuminated by the unnatural light of the Old Man with the Young Face. “It was guarding the place that had once been left unguarded—the place whence came the Tome, the place whence came the gods of the Way and where still remain all of the trappings of their making.” His voice was mocking-sweet, “But you already knew that, did you not? You know of what trappings I speak.”

“Of course,” Herel scoffed, unable to withhold his defiance. “I am Dartos' son. The spellscroll is as much a part of my history as it is yours, and I have every right to claim it.”

Lantos' eyes sparked, “Claim it?” The light that surrounded the Old Man with the Young Face seemed to warp and change, rolling in iridescent waves like the bow of light around the moon. Anger flashed across the god's face, and Herel took another step back. Perhaps he'd overdone it.

Lantos smiled tightly, “You have your father's arrogance, boy, and it is even more misplaced in you than it was in him.” He took another step forward, looming, “I am sorry to say that this is where your scheme ends. You have no claim to the scroll. The Spell of Invocation Transference was made of our blood, not yours. You are only accessories to our plan, lowly slaves on the floor of our mighty palace of worship. You have no right to seek that which is not yours, and it is well out of your reach.”

“Out of our reach?” Herel asked, both curious at what the god was saying and hoping to keep him talking. He had to think. They had to escape. There was no way they could fight Lantos himself, and Herel certainly wasn't going to cooperate with one of the gods who had been complicit in his mother's curse. “I'm not sure about that. We know about the mountain, and the cave. We'll find a way inside.”

“The Cave of Mages is no mere crevice or sinkhole,” Lantos chided, his expression growing once more bemused. He did not seem in any hurry to attack them. Indeed, it seemed to Herel like the false god was enjoying the conversation. “It, like the mountain on which it stands, was crafted from our own spells of magic and might. It is beautiful, incomprehensible, and deadly to all those who enter its depths uninvited.”

“It hasn't always been that way,” Herel pointed out, unable to resist reminding the god of his folly. “Someone came and took the Tome, and you didn't even realize.”

Lantos's smile became unpleasant, “An oversight that has been rectified, young one. Rest assured, the gods learn from their mistakes, and never again will anyone penetrate our defenses, never again will anyone dare to steal from the gods.”

“Never is a long time,” Herel said, unwilling to let the god intimidate him. Next to him, Etia continued to stare up at her father with a mixed expression of hatred and fear.

“Impudent child, you have no idea of what you speak,” Lantos snapped. “You dare lecture me about eternity? You, whose time is nearly at an end?” He let out a menacing cackle, “Your pathetic existences are nearly complete, your time in this world nearly at hand. The purposes for which you were made may have changed, but your end will be no less paramount to our survival. I will admit that you have surprised me greatly. I had no inkling you knew of this place, but seeing you here left me no doubt to your intentions. But I fear not—they will not come to fruition.” The mirth had all but disappeared, and he took another menacing step forward that Herel and Etia dodged with yelps of surprise. “You were supposed to remain at the Godskeep. You were supposed to attend the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. But you were allowed to escape, and now I am called by my longstanding servant to detain and collect you. Luckily for us,” Lantos leered, “we still have two days to complete the sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice?” Herel scowled, still trying to hide his fear. Why were people always trying to sacrifice him? “You would sacrifice your own nephew? Your own daughter? I thought the gods of the Way were all about love and peace and generosity.” His voice dripped with sarcasm.

“It does make us sound quite the villains, doesn't it?” Lantos nodded sagaciously, unfazed by Herel's appraisal. “Dartos' plan was, admittedly, a brilliant one. The Chosen Son was sure to bring about more prayer, more worship, more chaos as the pathetic humans of this land vied for our affections. The Way would grow and change, expanding into different sects and branches and spreading across the world to new peoples and places, and all by deigning to provide precious offspring to our adoring masses. And why stop at one? Why not introduce another child? Why not add to our deception by creating another little imp for the fools who call us gods to fight over?”

Lantos continued to advance; the children continued to retreat. Herel's foot hit cold water and he looked back, startled, to find that Lantos had herded them into the lake. They were trapped! The god blocked the way before them; the lake blocked the way behind.

Lantos smiled so broadly now that it seemed his head would split. “But, dear sweet children, there was a flaw in my late brother's plan. One which neither myself nor my consort realized until you, little Etia, showed me that we have far more to fear by your existence than we would gain.”

“Me?” Etia looked up at her father in confusion, “What could I have done?”

The Old Man with the Young Face's smile turned mocking, “Nothing intentional I am sure. I could hardly imagine that it was your design to remind us of our own mortality, but even fools will, occasionally, stumble upon the truth.”

Etia's fear seemed to turn to anger at his speech. Her eyebrows contracted, and she replied with ferocious confidence. “I am no fool.”

“Fine then, not a fool, but a dunce,” Lantos countered, still smiling horribly, laughter, cold and distant, filling the air around them. “A pretty little thing whose only talent is to have been chosen by forces she does not understand—but you have not yet deciphered that truth, have you my child? No, you still have no idea what power makes you commander of forces unknown. And more fool you, little Etia. Better you had been born with our magic—at least then you would have been able to fulfill the plans we had set down for you at birth. At least then you would have been of some use to us. But alas,” the god continued mercilessly, “you have proven to be such a disappointment, an entire world of potential wasted like seeds sown in too oft-used soil. But we will grant you one last chance for redemption,” Lantos' voice was now grandiose, his colorless eyes wide and leering at his daughter, “Your mother and I have decided to show you mercy; we have decided to let you prove yourself once more worthy of our love.”

Etia's expression shifted to shock, her mouth slightly open, eyes bright and hopeful. She looked up at him, brow furrowed, “You have?”

“Yes, little pearl,” Lantos answered, his voice pitched high. “Would you like to know what you must do? Would you like to know how to redeem yourself to us?”

“Etia, no—” Herel warned, but he was too late.

“Yes.”

Lantos sneered, but Etia did not seem to notice. The god offered his hand to her. “Then come to my side, child. Come to your father, and he will tell you all that you need know. About yourself. About your power. About the forces that move even now to thwart us.”

Etia had not yet moved. She looked at the god's hand with a loneliness that struck Herel almost like a physical blow. She couldn't possibly be considering this. She couldn't possibly be thinking of rejoining the parents who had left her.

“Etia—”

“What do I have to do?” Etia ignored him, voice weak and thin as she addressed her father. “What do you ask of me?”

The god's face was cold. “I ask for your life,” Lantos stated softly. 

Etia started. “My life?” she whispered, aghast.

“Yes, child,” his eyes held hers in an almost hypnotic state, his hand still reaching out for hers. “I ask for your blood to be spilled on the night when your mother and I have most need of its power.”

Etia began to recoil, shaking her head, lowering her hand.

“Why, whatever is the matter? Do you not love us, Etia?” Lantos said, his oddly distant voice full of falsified sorrow. He frowned down at her, “Do you not wish to help us succeed in the greatest phase of our most glorious plan?”

“No,” Etia's reply was hollow. “No.” She too backed away, stepping into the frigid lake next to Herel. “I don't.”

Lantos' face twisted, “Impudent girl. Do not forget who made you. Do not forget who gave you breath. It is your duty to do as we command. It is your duty to obey us!”  

Something seemed to snap inside of Etia. She beheld her father now with rage, her skin beginning to glow with its strange inner light—blue, purple, and green all dancing around her— and when she spoke, her words were full of fury.

“You monster. You complete, utter monster!” Etia shouted. Color and light seemed to gather to her. “You made me. You brought me into this world. You filled me with hopes and dreams and made me love you and serve you and do all the things you asked of me. And then you left. You left me alone and afraid and didn't even tell me why.” Her eyes began to glow with a deep radiance all their own—their brilliance rivaling that of the god who stood before them. “I don't understand what forces you're talking about. I don't know why I am the way I am, but that doesn't make me weak and that doesn't make me a fool. At least I know that I won't let you have your way anymore Papa!”

Lantos regarded her coolly, unimpressed by her display. “If that is what you wish,” he replied, “then so be it.”

The god flung his magic with a sudden motion, knocking Herel and Etia hard into the water.

The air was knocked out of him, the lake was icy cold. Herel struggled to right himself, his clothing now heavy and cumbersome around his freezing body. He fought his way to his feet and pulled his cousin to his side, both shivering and dripping in the winter air.

Lantos advanced, walking atop the lake's surface as if it were ground. His hands still glowed with magical light. “I would kill you now, little ones,”  he looked down on them with cold menace, “but, mercifully for you, the Lady needs your blood warm and flowing to set right the mistakes of our young and foolish selves. Still,” he gave a cold, cackling laugh, pale eyes wild, “this will hurt.” 

The god raised his hands—and was thrown suddenly backward.

A great splash of water flew over the heads of Herel and Etia and hit Lantos square in the chest.  He was pushed back several feet, falling with a cry of rage that mingled with the sound of a low, musical groan that seemed to come from the lake itself.

Herel staggered through the water to the rocky shore, his only thought to escape the source of the strange and otherworldly sound, but Etia was not following.

Panicked, he turned to face her, “Etia!” He shouted, but his next cry stuck in his throat. His eyes went wide, his heart seemed to freeze in his chest, disbelief coursing through him now instead of blood. There, floating just behind his cousin like a guardian out of the depths of the sea, was a whale.

It must have been Virha, Herel thought, recalling her descriptions of the four whales of her pod. She was small, and her long body was smooth and free of any barnacles or scarring. She undulated as she hovered, appearing to swim through the sky as she glowed with the same blue light that emanated from Etia's eyes.

“You!” Lantos shrieked, bringing himself to his feet. The Old Man with the Young Face again gathered his magical energy, and took a step forward. “Will your meddling never cease? How have you come so far from your home?”

The whale gave another song-like groan as a pulse of blue light spread from her body, like a rock thrown into a pond. The ripples of light passed overhead of Herel and Etia and hit the god with the force of a tidal wave.

“Agh!” Lantos was flung back. He rolled to land on his hands and knees, breathing labored. He tried to stand, and Herel could see his long limbs shaking with the effort. “You will regret this night, my children,” the god promised. “We will have your blood before the planets align, make no mistake!”

With a sudden burst of energy, the god unsheathed from no place that Herel could see a sword made of purest moonlight. He bolted forward from his crouch and in the same stride brought the blade down and forward, reaching with his long arms for his daughter.

The whale was not fast enough.

“Ah!!” Etia cried as the blade of light slashed across her chest, just above her heart. A second suspended in time, and blood began to fall slowly from the wound. Herel, still standing in the shallows of the lake, looked with horror as her face contorted in pain, deep and terrible. She fell to her knees, covering her bleeding chest with one uncertain hand. Lantos was cackling, raising the blade for another attack, which Virha stopped with a swing of her tail and a sorrowful cry. The force of the whale's fluke sent the god reeling. He rolled through the dirt like a child's doll before rising, slow and panting, to his knees.

“The thralls have weakened us more than we thought,” Lantos muttered, his voice bitter, hollow. Even as he spoke, his words seemed to fade away, as if they were not actually tied to the mouth that formed them. “But no matter. There are still two days before the night of alignment, and I will return. Yes, young ones. I will return.”

The Old Man with the Young Face made a sweeping gesture with his arm, and, by the light of the moon, he vanished.

“Etia!” Herel ran and immediately caught his cousin in his arms. She was losing blood fast. It had already soaked through both her tunic and her cloak, running red down the front of her small body almost to her knees.

“Herel,” her voice was weak as he laid her down on the sandy shore. Virha the whale hovered behind them, seemingly reluctant to leave the boundary of the water beneath. Etia's eyes fluttered, and they were beginning to lose some of their strange glow, “Wh-what happened? Is he gone?”

“Yes, he's gone,” Herel said, staring down at her in utter disbelief. What could he do? He had no spells of healing, no means to to stop the bleeding. “Virha saved us.”

“Virha,” Etia gave a ghost of a smile, her eyes rolling back in an effort to see the whale. “I'm so glad.” Etia gave another shudder, and her eyes lost their glow completely. Behind them, Virha was lowered gently into the lake. She swam briefly into deeper waters before turning back to face them, her body half-covered by its shallow waves, as close to the shore as she dared go. Etia turned her gaze back to Herel, “I didn't think I'd see her again.”

“Your magic brought her to us,” Herel said as he rummaged through his pack for something, anything, that could help dress her wounds. Uncle Sonder had shown him briefly how to care for injuries on the road, but Herel had never put that knowledge to use. He wished Sonder were here. He would know what to do. Or mother, or Ophie. Herel fought back tears as he turned to his cousin and saw that the blood had begun to pool around her. There was no way she could survive this, Herel thought. No way.

Etia's brow contracted in confusion, although the action was slowed by the state she was in, “But I don't have any magic.”

“Well, you must have something,” Herel exclaimed. “Unless Virha just decided she was tired of living in the ocean; you must have called her to us.”

Etia looked at him strangely, “You think so?”

“I do,” Herel nodded, finally finding a spare scrap of cloth and ripping it into long strips. He looked down at Etia. She would pass out soon. Her eyes were glazed, her breathing shallow. He could see the moon and stars reflected in her eyes—a thought struck him. Lantos said he needed their blood warm and flowing, why then had he dealt her such a fatal blow? He looked down at the wound, and saw that, although the blade had cut long, it had not cut deep. Carefully, he ran his fingers across it, thinking as he did about the chicken blood that Cormin had procured for the Chosen Son's miracles. Lantos hadn't meant to kill. He had meant to injure. He had promised he would return, and injuring Etia was the surest way to guarantee they would still be around when he did. Maybe Etia would be okay after all. Maybe he wouldn't be left here alone, maybe he wouldn't have to continue his quest without her.

But try as he might, Herel could not stop the bleeding.

He tried to wind his makeshift bandages around the girl's torso, but she was heavier than she looked, and he feared moving her would only make the injury worse. Remarkably, Etia had not yet lost consciousness, but her eyes were lidded, her mouth barely taking in and letting out the frigid winter air. If not for the cloud of moisture above her lips, Herel might have thought she had stopped breathing.

“What do I do? What do I do?” Herel scowled under his breath. He berated himself for his lack of knowledge, even as he berated his mothers and Sonder and Dienna and all those who had let two children wander out into the mountains on their own to quest after the ancient spellscroll. What were they thinking? Yes Herel had thought himself ready for such a quest, but current circumstances clearly proved otherwise. He should have been more careful. He should have roused Etia the moment he had seen the shade return. And now his arrogance might cost her life. The only consolation he could glean from her death was that it would thwart whatever it was the gods had been planning. “But I can't just let her die,” Herel cried. He knelt over her, covered in almost as much blood as she, tears now streaming openly down his face. “Mother, Ophie, Uncle Sonder, what do I do?” He was now crying in earnest, “What do I do?”

Suddenly Virha gave an inquisitive whine, high-pitched and jarring. It roused Herel from his state of shock, and when he looked up from his cousin, he was surprised to see that it was now almost morning. The golden-pink light of dawn was just visible to the right of the perfectly equilateral mountain, and the hither-to unnoticed sounds of birds could be heard faintly in the distance.

“What is it?” Herel asked the whale sullenly, unsure if the creature could understand him or not. “Do you know how to save her? Could you even tell me if you did?”

Virha repeated her squeal, this time with more urgency, and Herel noticed that the whale's eyes had fixed on something in the forest.
Someone was coming.
He could hear it now, a steady clunk, clunk, clunk—a plodding of metal and dirt. It sounded vaguely familiar to Herel, like a sound he had heard often and should recognize, but he was too tired and distressed to place the memory. Not knowing what else to do, he found the words to a spell in his mind, and readied his lips to speak them.

The clunking continued. It was too loud to be a shade, too ungraceful to be the Old Man with the Young Face. Herel stood at the ready, standing protectively over his cousin as he held his hands outstretched. Just when it seemed that their visitor would break through the line of trees that surrounded the lake, Herel called out.

“Who goes there?”
For a moment, there was no reply, then, all at once, a huge form emerged from behind the bush and brush and trees—standing over six feet tall, wearing armor that was green and free of any insignia, helm-less, and holding a massive sword in both her hands, Lusidi stepped forward, scowling.
“Someone who has spent more time than she cares to think about trying to find you, Master Herel,” the knight said.

“Lusidi!” Herel exclaimed, stunned. He had never been so happy to see the big lunk of a knight in his entire life. Before he knew what he was doing, he ran forward and flung his arms around her middle (only reaching half way around), and began to sob in relief.

“Herel,” the knight said gruffly. She gently removed him from her person, and sheathed her sword. The fact that she had used his true name registered briefly in his mind, but Herel was too relieved at her presence to pay it much heed. “Where is the girl?” she asked.

“Etia!” Herel recalled himself suddenly. He took Lusidi by the arm and began to lead her toward the lake. “She needs your help. We were attacked, she's hurt—bad.”

“Attacked?” Lusidi said, looking down at the girl with a deep frown. “By whom?”

“Lantos,” Herel said darkly.

Lusidi, stoic as ever, did not so much as blink at this statement. Her eyes went to the whale, still only half-concealed in the waters of the lake. “And what is that?”

“A whale,” Herel replied. Seeing Lusidi raise her eyebrow in question, he added, “It's Etia's.”

Again Lusidi did not reply. She knelt down and began to inspect Herel's handiwork, poking and prodding at the bandages and at Etia's wound with what Herel hoped was battle-born expertise. Etia seemed to have finally dozed off to sleep, her head cradled on her pack, Herel's cloak thrown hastily over her bloodstained body. Her breath could still be seen above her lips, slow, shallow, but continuous.

“You did well,” Lusidi said, although there was little praise in the tone of her voice. Herel noticed that her brow was drenched in sweat, her dark, thin hair clinging to it. “The bleeding has stopped. She'll be weak, but she will live.”

Herel sunk to his knees, weary with relief. “Thank the gods,” he breathed.

Without comment, Lusidi began to change the bandages with fresh ones from her own enormous pack, her large hands working with precision and confidence.

“I thought you said I did a good job?” Herel complained, craning his neck to see over her shoulder.

“You did,” Lusidi replied, not taking her eyes off her work. “But these have already been soaked through. It's best to change them before they fester.”

Several more moments passed in silence, the only sounds the distant chirping of the morning birds and the gentle lapping of the waves on the shore. Mages' Peak was reflected in golds and blues in the mirror-clear surface of the lake, its triangular pinnacle covered in snow.

“Did,” Herel hesitated, unsure whether now was the best time to ask this question. “Did Dienna send you?”

“Yes,” Lusidi answered, still working on the bandages.

“How did you find us?”

The woman shrugged, “I found your trail outside the Golden Village, and followed it here.” Now she did look to Herel, her glance questioning, “You seem to have quite an aversion to following conventional paths.”

“Er, yes,” Herel replied, unsure if he was ready to explain to the big knight about Lantos' shade. He decided it was best to avoid the subject. “What did Dienna say?”

“About what?” Lusidi replied.

“About me,” Herel said, his voice small. “About us.”

Her work done, Lusidi covered Etia once more in Herel's cloak and sat back, her expression grim. “All that she could say considering the circumstances. There was not much time for discussion.”

“But how is she?” Herel urged. If there was any way to soothe the guilt he'd felt ever since they'd fled the Godskeep, he'd take it, and Lusidi was sure to know something about the woman's fate after helping them escape. “Is she alright?”

Lusidi shook her head. “I do not know. I was injured in the fight against the guards. She sent Connal ahead to the Godskeep, and told me to follow you and Etia as soon as I could. She told me who you are, tended to my wounds,” her expression softened, “and ran back to the Godskeep...alone.” She contemplated Herel's face a moment before she continued, “I fear that she may have done something foolish.”

Herel bowed his head. The guilt he had hoped to relieve only grew worse. “What about that strange glow? What is it? Did something happen to the Godskeep?” he asked.

“I was already far from the Godskeep when I saw the magical light encompass it,” Lusidi said, not without sympathy. “It has since dissipated. We shall have to see what we find once we return.”

“Return?” Herel balked. He shook his head, his dark, curly hair getting into his eyes, “No, we can't go back. We have to get to Mages' Peak. That's the entire reason we're here.”

“Mages' Peak?” Lusidi asked.

“Yes, you know,” Herel gestured to the mountain behind them, looming and strangely beautiful in the early morning light. “That enormous mountain on the other side of the lake?”

Lusidi frowned, “I do not see any mountain.”

“What?” Herel snapped. “It's right there. How can you not see it?”

Lusidi beheld Herel with suspicion and alarm, “I assure you, Master Herel, there is no mountain beyond this lake. I see the distant forms of mountains and ridges beyond the horizon, but nothing immediately close by.”

Now it was Herel's turn to regard her with suspicion, but the lady knight's expression appeared to be in earnest. She really couldn't see it, could she?

“It must be the blood magic,” Herel murmured.

“The what?”

“The mountain is warded with the magic of the gods,” Herel explained, more to himself than to the knight. “They enchanted it with their blood. That's why Etia and I can see it, but you can't.”

Lusidi let out a sigh of frustration, her dark brows contracting, “All this talk of the gods and magic and whales and mountains has tried my patience, Master Herel. Dienna told me to find you two and keep you safe. I don't know if I can keep you safe if your enemies are the gods.”

Herel was about to reply, but Lusidi held up her hand in a gesture of silence.

“But,” the knight said. “that does not mean I am unwilling to try. I swore an oath to Lady Dienna, and I mean to see it through. There is much I wish to ask of you, knowing now who and what you are,” her frown only grew as she said this. “But I can see that your travels have been harrowing. When did you last sleep?”

“Two days ago,” was Herel's sullen reply. Had it really been that long? Maybe that was why his eyelids stung so violently, why his usually sharp mind seemed so hazy.

“Not long for a seasoned warrior, but far too long for a boy of thirteen,” Lusidi remarked. “Sleep now. I will watch over you, and when you awake, we will speak more of your magic mountain.”

“But—” Herel protested.

“Not another word, Master Herel,” Lusidi said. Her gaze was more sympathetic than stern. “I'm not apt to believe anything you would tell me in this state. You need rest.”

Rest did sound good, Herel had to admit. And she was probably right; his tales were wild enough without the added guise of sleep deprivation. It would be better for them all if he were of sound mind to relay what the knight needed to know to help them.

Giving the seasoned warrior one last, guarded look, Herel lowered himself down next to Etia on the frigid sand. Lusidi offered her own cloak as cover, and before it had even been secured around his form, Herel found himself drifting off into a troubled, but much needed, sleep.
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Chapter Fifteen
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“Sonder,” Antenel said warmly, returning his embrace as the snow fell about them. Sonder couldn't believe it. He was here. He was actually here. How in the names of the gods was this possible? He disentangled himself from the elf and held him at arm's length. He couldn't bring himself to release him entirely, thinking for certain he would disappear the moment he did. 

“Ant, what are you doing here?” Sonder asked. He started, realizing as he lifted his face that Antenel was not alone; behind him stood another elf, but they were too well-concealed in their cloak and armor to see anything else of their appearance. “And who is that?”

“Be at ease, my love,” Antenel replied softly in elluini. “She is a friend, and the reason I am here.”

Sonder frowned, “But what about the Rebellion? What about Elluin?”

“There will be time for explanation later,” Antenel smiled sadly. There was pain in his large violet eyes, and weariness in the way he stood. He looked up at Sonder keenly, “Believe me when I say that we do not have the luxury of discussing such matters now.”

Sonder nodded, acutely aware that the regiment of guards he had been helping stood near, watching their exchange. 

“Captain Ridding is looking for you,” Antenel continued. He turned from him and together they walked down the wide, cobblestone avenue, heading for the nearby castle. His accent was thicker than Sonder remembered. He supposed, with Sonder being gone, that Antenel probably hadn't spoken a word of Dorneldian in months.“As is Lord Everin.”

“Lord Everin?” Sonder asked, dutifully following behind. The other elf, still concealed, walked just in front of them. She was shorter than Ant, and there was something familiar in the way she walked, but Sonder, overwhelmed by his reunion with his love, could not place it.

“Lord of the City of Lonmar,” Antenel explained. He quirked an eyebrow at Sonder, “You journey to a city, and you do not even know the name of the lord who defends it?”

“Are you surprised?” Sonder said sourly.

Antenel chuckled, “No, I don't suppose that I am.” His amusement was soon replaced by a dark expression, and he turned from Sonder, his tone now serious, “But Everin is quite concerned about the creatures you and your friends brought with you.”

“We didn't mean—”

“I know,” Antenel replied. “I am sure you did not mean this city any harm, but as someone who had to wait indoors as those...things passed by,” he shuddered, “I can tell you that the Lonmarians do not currently look upon their Keeper with favor.”

Hearing Antenel acknowledge his new position was like an arrow to the heart. He stopped in his tracks as they approached the castle, struck somewhere between shock and sorrow. “What gave it away?” Sonder asked the elf with a bitter smile. “The robes? The circlet? The general aura of dread?”

Before Antenel could respond, Captain Ridding strode forth from the mouth of Castle Lonmar. “Lord Keeper,” he barked, flanked by several of his officers as he exited the immense doors that led inside the fortress. His face was flushed with anger, and Sonder got the distinct impression he had been berated by his Lord for how the siege against their city had been handled. “Your wizards are already inside. Lord Everin wishes to speak with you.” He added with force, “Now.”

Antenel touched Sonder's arm briefly, “Come, Sonder, we must be going.”

Sonder sighed. He guessed their reunion would have to wait. With soldier's practice, he buried his worry beneath several layers of weighty responsibility, and replied to the captain. “Show us to him.”

––––––––
[image: image]


The stone hall where the Lord of the City of Lonmar sat must have been older than the thousand-year-old Godskeep itself. Its windows were small and few, and its squat interior was sparsely furnished with old and tattered tapestries whose depictions Sonder could hardly hope to make out. The Lord himself sat at the hall's far end, inhabiting a small throne beneath a sky blue banner, looking alert for all that it was nearing midnight. “And you are certain that these creatures will not return?” he asked.

“As certain as I can be, Lord Everin,” Sonder replied. He had spent the last hour trying to reassure Everin and Captain Ridding that the thralls, having found no traces of the ones they sought, would have no reason to return. He had also been forced to describe what had transpired at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars—or at least, a version of it. He had mentioned nothing of Seltos's appearance, nor of the identities of the children she had created the thralls to hunt. Sonder had instead explained that the Faithful who had gathered to celebrate that night had spontaneously and inexplicably begun to transform into the thralls that had attacked the city—and had claimed ignorance on the rest.

“I shall send word to the King nonetheless,” Everin replied, his expression grave. He was an old man, his slight form practically buried in the blankets and furs he wore to stave off the winter cold. “You may have saved my city from these creatures, Lord Keeper, but they were brought here by your own hand, and they may yet descend upon other settlements.”

“I understand, Lord Everin,” Sonder replied evenly. “And I can assure you that we meant the citizens of Lonmar no harm. It is a strange series of events that has led myself and my companions here. I only thank the gods that our suspicions about these creatures were correct.”

“Indeed,” Everin said, his eyes flickering to Meredith and Endrick, who stood silently to one side of the Hall. His gaze returned to Sonder. “And what has become of the Godskeep, Lord Keeper? What is the state of the Holy Hill?”

Sonder grimaced, “I wish I could say, Lord Everin, but I am afraid we were forced to leave the Godskeep in haste. The thralls may have overrun it.”

“And when will you return to it, Lord Keeper?” Everin asked. The old man's gaze was predatory, as if he could not believe that the Keeper of the Gods would ever have reason to abandon his seat. Sonder knew the blame was deserved.

“As soon as myself and my party have sufficiently rested,” Sonder assured him. At a meaningful glance from Antenel, he added, “And as soon as I have sufficiently communed with the gods. You have a beautiful chapel here, if I remember.” He hoped the old man was subject to flattery, “I should like to pay it a proper visit before I go.”

“Yes, the Church of Our Lady of the Stars,” Everin said, smiling faintly at the suggestion. He made a gracious gesture, “I will see to it that you receive a warm welcome there first thing in the morning. Perhaps you would even perform a service for us, Lord Keeper?”

“It would be the least I could do,” Sonder said, inwardly shrinking from the task. He bowed deeply to Lord Everin.

“And thank you again, Lord Everin, for your continued hospitality,” Antenel added with a graceful bow of his own. His voice was solemn, sincere. “Myself and my guard will remain but a few days more before we carry on to our destination.”

Sonder frowned. What destination? Where was he going?

“You are most welcome, Prince Antenel,” Lord Everin replied, and Sonder nearly gasped aloud to hear how he had addressed him—not King, not Lord, but Prince. What was going on? Had Lady Amelie's sources been wrong? “I admit that I was, at first, startled at the news we had received from the Crescent Isle,” Everin continued severely, “and when I admitted you to my hall this morning, it was with more than half a mind that our peoples would soon be at odds with each other. I am glad to know that my fears were unfounded.”

“As am I,” Antenel said, bowing once again. He straightened, and stood with that lordly dignity that Sonder himself had never quite mastered. “But if you will excuse me, Lord Everin, it has been a trying day.”

“Yes, for all of us,” Everin replied, standing and bowing in turn. He made a gesture to the hall, indicating that all those present were dismissed. “My lady wife will see to it that you are fed and quartered. Please look to her for any assistance you may need for the duration of your stay. I will be retiring, I think, for the night.” He turned from the dais and added in gnarled tones, “May the gods bless your dreams, and watch over us all.”

––––––––
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Sonder, Meredith, Endrick, Antenel, and his guard were guided through the castle by Lady Everin, who was several years younger than her husband and far more sprightly in her step. She spoke with Sonder the entire way—chattering without end about the last time she had visited the Godskeep and asking how he liked being Keeper and oh what a scandal it was that his sister had carried on so long when it was really his birthright to be the head of the Way in the first place and oh what do you think the King will do about these creatures that attacked us and my how frightening it was to be roused in the middle of the night to such a peculiar sight. It was all Sonder could do to nod along and pray to the nonexistent gods that she would stop her blabbering. He wanted to talk to Antenel, who was walking with Meredith and Endrick and exchanging words that Sonder couldn't hear over the woman's incessant chattering. They probably already knew more about what Ant had done these last few months than Sonder, and he felt a mad jealousy flare in his stomach.

“Just a few more minutes,” Sonder reminded himself in desperation. Lady Everin was completely ignorant of his quiet musings. “I've waited this long, I can wait a few minutes more.”

The rooms they were given seemed to be inside one of the many wide, squat towers of the old castle, for they were all rounded and accessible only by a spiraling stair. Lady Everin left them with food, blankets, and a fire started in each hearth. She swarmed in and out of their rooms, doling out supplies and gossiping with anyone who would or wouldn't listen. Then, after several minutes of lingering behind to ensure they needed nothing else, Lady Everin bid them each a “Blessed Evening!” before taking her leave.

It didn't take long for Sonder to find Antenel's chambers, and the two were soon properly reunited.

“I didn't think she would ever leave,” Sonder said, breathless, as he wrapped the elf once more in his arms.

“Always so impatient,” Antenel teased, smiling up at him.

Sonder laughed, “I suppose I am.” He kissed him. And then he kissed him again. And again. And again. And again until his mind went numb and time seemed to stop. He didn't care how exhausted he was. There was nothing better than this feeling. It was home. Even here, in a dark, drafty room in a city in a castle that Sonder had only visited once before.

He was home.

They spoke of nothing sad, said nothing of the sorrows they had both surely endured in the long months they had been apart. That would come later, Sonder knew, but for now, they were like birds seeking shelter from a storm, huddled on the unfamiliar bed and holding each other tightly. It didn't feel real. Sonder still thought he would open his eyes and find that he had only imagined the elf's hands in his, that the soft laughs and pleasant sighs had existed only in his mind, but with each moment that passed, the reality of their reunion became more and more tangible. Finally, when their lips had spoken the words, “I love you, I missed you, I'll never leave you again,” more than Sonder could count, they allowed themselves to rest.

It was not until they could see the guards changing the final watch through the window of the empty little room, that Antenel began to explain all that had happened since he and Sonder had parted. 

“I returned to Nusmal,” Antenel began. They sat together on the bed, the elf leaning against Sonder, a blanket wrapped around their shoulders. “And immediately spread word of what Hastos had done. Mabroco had already rallied some of the patrons of the Willows Inn against Hastos for crediting our wartime deeds to Johlun. When they learned that Hastos had also declined an offer of peace from Artima after Zeem was slain,” he shook his head, “their anger could not be contained. We lost so much in that war. Friends. Loved ones. Homes. Thirteen years is no long time for an elf—”

Sonder snorted.

“I am sorry, my love,” Antenel gave him a bittersweet glance, “but it is true. Even so, the citizens of Nusmal were angered both by what he had said about Johlun and by his refusal for peace. They almost immediately called for revolt.”

Sonder gave a low whistle. “And I thought the elves were slow to anger.”

Antenel looked up at him sharply, but his expression soon softened, “Against others perhaps, but of our own kind, we are often too critical.”

“What happened next?”

Antenel shifted, lifting his head to look at Sonder, “Revolution. The mayor of Nusmal made a formal statement against the King, and the rest of the settlements on the Continent followed suit. Soon, every elf from there to Kempit was up in arms, demanding Hastos be brought to justice. Hastos, for his part, made a speech before all of Ellyorin, calling for peace and order. He said little about his meeting with Artima, but neither did he deny its happening. When asked directly about the treaty by someone in the crowd, he said that the blood of Prince Zeem was worth tenfold the blood of any elf who perished at the hands of the ogres.”

“He doesn't do himself any favors, does he?” Sonder murmured.

“No, he does not,” Antenel agreed. “His remark infuriated the Continent, and many on the Crescent Isle shared our anger. Those who had supported Hastos before now spat on the ground he walked, and those who had pledged allegiance to Johlun as his successor now began to have their doubts. Rumors of Johlun's true involvement in the war came to light, fueled, no doubt, by our own friends in Nusmal,” he gave a soft smile that Sonder shared. The friends and soldiers who had fought with Antenel and Sonder throughout the war had surely been appalled to learn that the two generals had been discredited for such victories as the Battle of Mum Valley and the Slaying of the Red Boar, and Sonder could well imagine them, led by the fat old Innkeeper Mabroco, correcting these heinous lies wherever they were heard. “Within weeks of my return from Sivarr's Keep, the fighting had begun—first on the Continent, and then on the island.”

“How did it happen?” Sonder asked softly. “Who drew the first blood?”

“Hastos,” Antenel answered, his tone harsh. “Or rather, Johlun. He and Navol were both given regiments, soldiers that they brought to the Continent to silence the talk of the rabble. Thankfully, Meeral got wind that Hastos' definition of silence involved more swords than words, and he arrived ahead of his brothers to warn us.”

“That's a relief,” Sonder said, remembering how conflicted Antenel's half-brother had been when they had last met. The elf prince had been prepared to inform the King of their visit to Artima. Now it seemed that he had realized how little his father cared for his own people, and had chosen to stand by them instead.

There again was that ghost of a smile on Antenel's face, “Yes. He has proven to be most loyal. Learning of his father's refusal of peace was what tipped the scale for him. He and Thural have fought by my side these last few months, and Dith has been working with King Philibert's court to garner favor for us in Dorneldia. I'm sad to say that Navol did not fare well in this war, what people have begun to call the Gantares Rebellion,” the smile was gone, a deep frown in its place. “He took a spear to his hand. Not his sword-hand, praise be to Roshan, but the wound was deep and biting. It became infected, and it had to be removed.”

“His hand?” Sonder asked, mildly horrified to think of the young elf, hardly a year older than Antenel, losing something so critical.

“His arm,” Antenel corrected. “At Radasmir, where the final battles were fought.”

“How did it end?” Sonder prompted. If Ant had already managed to travel to Lonmar from Astquary, the fighting could not have lasted more than three months—quite short for a revolution. “What happened to Hastos? I heard that he's...dead.”

“Yes, yes he is,” Antenel answered, and he seemed reluctant to continue. His eyes were downcast, his expression troubled. Kicking himself for speaking so casually of his father's death, Sonder tightened his hold on the elf and kissed his forehead.

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean—”

“No, Sonder, you did nothing wrong,” Antenel's expression hardened. “My father was an evil person. I should not mourn his passing. He cared little for me and even less for my mother, if such a thing is possible. But she had her revenge in the end. Forgive me, but, it still haunts me to think of it.”

“Of what?”

Antenel heaved a deep sigh, pulling his side of the blanket closer, “What I say has not yet been repeated outside of Elluin. To date, the world at large knows nothing of how Hastos fell; they have been told only that he died at the hands of the rebellion, and that with him died any hope of the Fanthol line taking the throne.”

Sonder's face dropped, but he said nothing. If the Fanthols had not taken the throne, then who had?

“As Meeral and Thural were defending our position in Radasmir,” Antenel began. “I started to undertake a secret mission, one I was only able to undertake with the assistance of a certain half-elf.”

“Half-elf?” Sonder repeated, surprised. He hadn't thought any half-elves lived in Elluin anymore. Hastos had been hard on their kind, and Sonder thought they had been asked to leave the Crescent Island decades before.

Antenel raised an eyebrow, “Can you not guess who? You were the one who sent her to me.”

Sonder stared at his lover in abject confusion, “I've never met a half-elf in my life.”

Antenel began to chuckle.

“What's so funny?” Sonder mumbled. He hadn't thought he was being that thick-headed.

“Dear Sonder, did you truly not realize?” Antenel said, his smile was teasing.

“Realize what?”

“Nesryn,” Antenel explained. “The half-elf you met on the Wastes of Iador. Her family is part of the proshal. They have guarded my mother for decades, and they above all others were incensed by Hastos' misdeeds.”

“Oh,” Sonder said, suddenly feeling foolish. So that was why Nesryn's skin had been mottled, why she hid her ears beneath her hood. “I see.”

Antenel gave a sweet smile, “Do not trouble yourself over it my love. She does not advertise the fact that her father was human, and you have never before known her kind.”

Sonder cleared his throat, unsure what to think of having met someone who was the product of the union between a man and an elf. A thousand questions raced through his mind. Who were Nesryn's parents? How had their love fared? Were they both still alive and happy, or had the ravages of time already taken her human father from them? 

“Yes, well, what did you and this half-elf do?” he asked.

Antenel's mirth disappeared, and he continued solemnly, “While the fighting was primarily focused on Radasmir, Ellyorin was also under siege from rebels of its own. The families who could no longer support Hastos had banded together to carry out their own revolt in the capital, and its streets were plagued day in and day out with skirmishes on both sides. The city was no longer considered safe, and many of its citizens fled for the countryside, although there was little room for them, even there. Some who fled were taken by the king's forces, and I had begun to feel concerned for my mother. Queen Letiir has never been popular with the denizens of Elluin. She could only trust the most devoted of Roshan's servants, those who held her in high esteem for being selected by the Horned Stallion to bear the next king.”

“About that,” Sonder began, feeling distinctly uncomfortable. Antenel hadn't yet clarified what had happened to the elvish throne, and the anticipation of this news was just about killing him.

“I am getting to that, my love,” Antenel returned softly. His gaze once again turned inward, the fire reflecting in his eyes. “Nesryn and I sailed to Elluin, and she and her kin helped me to enter the capital in secret. If Hastos had caught me, I would have been imprisoned for certain, but, thanks to the proshal of the Jade Palace, I was able to enter my mother's home undetected.” His expression was drawn, as if remembering something painful, “She had no idea what was happening. She had withdrawn herself entirely to the inner sanctum of the palace, and had given orders that she was not to be disturbed. I was the first to have seen her in weeks, and when I entered her chambers, it was obvious that she had been having her visions again. The reflecting pool around her throne was alive with scenes strange and unknown—far away places that I could not name. 'So you have at last returned,' she had said. I reminded her that I had seen her only a few months before, but she did not seem to hear me. 'Where is my husband?' were the next words from my mother's lips.” Antenel looked truly distressed at the memory. His pale blue skin was ashen, and his violet eyes were wide with fear. “'Mother,' I had pleaded, not wishing to explain for the hundredth time that Hastos cared nothing for his royal wife, and that if he had not visited her in nearly a hundred years, he would not very well start now. 'Come away,' I said. 'We must leave, mother. It's not safe here.' 

“She had blinked, coming out of her reverie, the reflecting pool growing dark around her. 'Not safe?' she had said. 'What do you mean my son? Where is the King? Where is my Hastos?'

“'He sits idly upon the throne of the Rose Palace' I had replied. 'He sits and hides as his people suffer, as he has ever done these last thirteen years. And now he has led his people to the ultimate folly. Even now our brethren fight amongst themselves at his behest.'

“'Why do they fight?' my mother had asked, frowning deeply. She had left her white hair long and loose, and the ends of it almost dipped into the pool of water surrounding her throne. 'You cannot speak of my Hastos. He is a servant of Roshan, a lordly elf, a paragon to his people.'

“'They fight because he has deceived us,' I had answered. 'They fight because he chose war over peace, revenge over the good of his own people. He is no servant of Roshan. He is a spineless coward.'

“'Not my husband, not my Hastos,' Mother had said. 'He is a good king. A great ruler. Surely you must be mistaken, my child. He loves his people, just as he loves me.' 

“She continued on in this manner for some time, would allow me to say no ill word against the husband who had abandoned her to her lonely throne. I have hardly had a cross word with my mother that did not pertain to my father in some way, yet always I would retreat, always I would yield to her misplaced efforts to defend him. But this time I could not. I could hear the sounds of war in the streets, the cries of death and destruction, and I knew that her delusion could not be allowed to continue. Taking a deep breath, I said the words I had never yet found the courage to say, 'You are a fool, mother. Hastos does not love you, and he never has.'

“Queen Letiir had laughed in response, 'Why of course he does, my son. Why else would he take me for his queen? It was the will of Roshan that we be joined, Roshan's love that is the fount of our own.'

“'He took you for his queen because his own beloved wife was dead,' I had snapped. 'He took you under great threat from his counsel and advisers—you had been chosen by the Horned Stallion, you bear his mark upon your brow, indeed the people feared what Roshan would do if Hastos did not take you!'

“'But that cannot be,' now my mother's pretty words had finally seemed to falter. 'He has assured me of his love. I know he has.'

“'And how has he done that, mother?' I had demanded. 'He has not visited you since your wedding night, has returned none of the letters you have written to him nor even broken their seals. He has scorned you in every way possible—even now he actively thwarts the will of Roshan by keeping me from my throne!'

“This seemed to finally move her. 'Has he truly? Mother had asked, her pale green eyes fluttering. She had turned away from me, 'No, I cannot believe he would do such a thing.'

“'Believe it, Mother,' I had replied. 'Your King has no love for you or your son. Even since I was a child, Hastos has had nothing but contempt and loathing for the youngest of his brood. My very existence pains him, and he has tried everything in his power to remove me from his life—he keeps me from the high table, raised me apart from his own sons, sent me to serve as Artima's hostage, and now he would try to keep me from my very home. If he knew I was here, if he knew I walked the streets of Ellyorin, he would have me thrown into the dungeons of the Rose Palace for so exposing his crimes.'

“Mother had looked at me, mournful, sorrowful, 'And why would he loathe you, my child? Who could loathe such a son as you?'

“'Think, Mother!' I had replied, no longer able to conceal my anger. 'Roshan proclaimed that you would bear the next King of Elluin. How can I be King if all his sons still live? How can I usurp the five Fanthol princes while they still draw breath? One of his own has already been slain, and Hastos fears that I aim to destroy the rest. Now that I openly oppose him, he has no reason not to oppose me in turn. He would slay me as soon as he is given the chance. He cares nothing for you, for me, or for Roshan! I may not want it, but Roshan has marked me for the crown, and I will rise to my duty to claim it!'

“My impassioned speech at an end, I waited for my mother to argue, but her protestations never came. Instead, Queen Letiir did something that I did not expect,” Antenel continued, his expression a mix of fear and awe.

“What?” Sonder prompted, almost breathless.

“She rose from her throne,” Antenel replied, looking now at Sonder, gaze piercing. “The crystalline horn atop her head began to glow such as I have never seen, its aura blinding and bright. The pool around her throne of vine and root shone in brilliant silver as she stepped across its waters, her feet leaving no ripple upon its surface. She came to me,” he said, “stopped just before me, looked up, and spoke in a voice stronger than I have ever heard. 'It is not yet yours to claim,' she said. 'Follow me, my son. Do you not hear? Roshan has at last called me to my duty.'

“I was stunned, horrified as, for the first time in my life, Queen Letiir left her inner sanctum, strode down the stairs, across the courtyard, and out into the city. Nesryn and the proshal guards witnessed her march through the Jade Palace, begging their queen to stop, telling her that it was not safe outside the palace walls, that the revolt had turned to violence, but my mother either did not hear them or did not care. I followed,” Antenel said, his expression still abstracted, “along with Nesryn and the others, ready to defend her, for surely she would have made a target for either side to take, but we needn't have worried. She walked like one in a dream, striding with eyes open but un-heeding, seeing nothing of the chaos around her. Under the boughs of the trees, she walked, and any arrow loosed at her seemed to dissipate in the blinding light of her crystal horn. A great commotion was made. The fighting stopped, and soon all the city had gathered to watch the estranged Queen's flight. They called to her, asked what she was doing and where she was bound, but she answered none of them. I, however, had already guessed at her destination, and my worst fears were confirmed when her steps turned to the Rose Palace.

“I pleaded with her, begged her not to climb the stairs to its doors,” Antenel said, “But she did not listen. Her hair flowing behind her almost to the ground, her dressing gown of silk blowing in the early morning wind, she ascended the stair, one tiny bare foot at a time, until she had ascended higher than the houses, higher than the trees. Guards tried to bar her entry, but were flung back, the same as the soldiers. Soon she had reached the throne room, where Hastos had just entered, surrounded by a host of retainers. I remember their eyes going wide at the sight of her, remember them shrinking back from my mother in abject terror, but Hastos,” Antenel squinted, as if uncertain of the memory itself, “Hastos only looked at her coldly, with the same arrogance he showed to all his subjects. 'You,' he had said. 'What are you doing here?'  He had then given her horn a look of disgust and added, 'How dare you enter my palace with that thing on display.”

Antenel's face was now oddly blank, his voice soft and even. “And then she stabbed him.”

“Stabbed him?” Sonder gasped, horrified. “What? With her horn?”

“Yes,” Antenel nodded, his eyes still empty. “She took one step on the dais and, before anyone could realize what was happening, she thrust the tip of her crystalline horn into his heart. There was another flash of light, and Hastos was released, falling to the floor. Dead.”

“Ant I'm,” Sonder didn't know what to say, what to feel. What a terrible end, what a strange way for the queen to have sought her revenge. “I'm sorry.”

Antenel shook his head, “Don't be. It was quite apparently Roshan's will that my father be slain. I just never anticipated it would be at my mother's own hand.”

“So what happened with the rebellion? With the throne?” Sonder asked, not even daring to hope that things had somehow managed to work out in his favor. His voice was low, hesitant, “Did they make you King?”

“No,” Antenel intoned. He looked up at Sonder, his expression almost as mystified as Sonder felt. “After Hastos fell, my mother knelt down, took the crown of ivy and emerald and placed it upon her own head. She proclaimed herself Queen in front of all my father's retainers. No longer queen in name alone, but in deed. She commanded, in the name of Roshan the All-powerful, that henceforth the Fanthol princes had no right to succession, for they were not her own true sons. Instead, she proclaimed that I would be her successor, as Roshan the Horned Stallion first commanded when he gave her his mark.”

“But I thought she was supposed to bear the next ruler of Elluin,” Sonder frowned, confused and not yet able to think of the ramifications of this strange and fantastical news.

Antenel gave him a small smile, “No. The Horned Stallion proclaimed that Queen Letiir would bear the next King. And so she has. I am still the next king in line, but,” he took Sonder's hand gently in his, looking up into his eyes with softness and hope, “it is not yet my time. I am still, until my mother's long years on this earth are over, only a prince.”

“Oh,” Sonder blinked. Comprehension dawned. “Oh!” Sonder repeated, looking down at his lover in disbelief. “You mean, you aren't going to—you won't have to—oh Ant!” Sonder pulled the elf close and held him in his arms, finally allowing the relief, sweet as spring water, to wash over him. They held each other for long moments before Antenel pulled away.

“My first duty after the rebellion was to ensure the safety of my people,” he continued softly. “Thural and Meeral were integral in the restoration of peace on the Continent, and I myself worked tirelessly in Elluin for some weeks before I felt comfortable leaving the island to my mother's care. She has changed,” again Antenel's brow contracted, his lips set in a line of confusion. “Or perhaps this is the way she was before her marriage to Hastos. She has been able to draw the most powerful families to her side—perhaps Roshan's hand guides her even now—and there is talk of her seeking a new husband from among the court. I doubt she will take anyone's hand,” Antenel continued, “but it is surprising to me that she has been so widely accepted.”

“It's hard to argue with someone who stabbed her husband with a magical horn,” Sonder groused, half-joking.

Antenel seemed to take his comment in earnest. He shook his head, “It is not by fear that she rules, Sonder. It is by devotion. The people of Elluin have all but come to adore her. Only Johlun, Navol, and those closest to them have voiced any kind of dissent at her rule. They fled the capital after Hastos' death, and have been holed up with a small army in Vurhaa, on the other side of the island.”

“And you're sure Queen Letiir is safe?” Sonder said dubiously. Strange happenings or not, Antenel's mother had never struck Sonder as competent enough to lead an entire nation and its colony after such a tumultuous event. Even if Roshan had given Letiir some part of his power (and Sonder, who didn't believe in the god of the elves as far as he could throw him, didn't think that he had) that didn't necessarily mean she was now up to the task.

Antenel nodded determinedly, “Yes, she is quite safe in the Rose Palace. Roshan watches over her, as do my half-brothers. I felt no guilt in leaving the island to find you.”

“Find me?” Sonder said.

“Yes,” Antenel replied, apparently taken aback. He frowned, “You never did return from your errand to Omkett. Nesryn told me of your meeting, but even so, you should have reached the ogre settlement months ago. The revolt made communication difficult for some time, I know, but by winter's coming, I had almost determined that you had met some foul end on the Wastes of Iador. I waited for news of you to arrive, and when news finally did come,” his voice was hardly more than a whisper, “it was not what I expected.”

“Ant—”

“Instead of a letter from you, I received a missive from Dith in the Port Cities,” Antenel continued as if Sonder hadn't spoken. “The King of Dorneldia was in an uproar. His carefully laid plans to appoint a man of his own choosing as Keeper had failed, and who was it who had so foiled these plans? Who was it who had saved his sister from a most impertinent marriage and put an end to the persecution of the Herelites in the Golden Valley?”

“You knew about that?” Sonder asked, flabbergasted. “How?”

Antenel reached over to the small table beside the bed, and drew forth from the pocket of his hastily removed cloak the letter that Sonder had written to him almost two months prior.

“Dith's missive explained some of it,” he said, smiling, “enough that I was more determined than ever to end the fighting in Elluin and come find you. And then your letter came,” he continued, his face falling a little, “and I learned of your deeds, and what you had done, and what you had faced—the great choices you'd made—”

“Ant, I'm sorry,” Sonder began to explain. He had been dreading this all night. He pulled away from the elf and looked down at him, pleading. “I did the best I could, but there was no other way out. I couldn't save Dienna unless I took her place as Keeper. I never meant for things to turn out this way; I never meant to put anything between us.”

“I know, Sonder, I know,” Antenel took both his hands in his and looked up at him so sweetly that Sonder felt himself blush. “And I am so proud of you.”

“You are?” Sonder blinked, his blush growing.

“Of course!” Antenel chided, giving his hands a playful tug. “How could I not be? You put the needs of your people before your own. You saw a problem that only you could fix, and you fixed it.”

“But I ruined it for us,” Sonder replied, his voice full of despair even as Antenel held his hands. “And it was all for nothing.”

“For nothing?” Antenel replied, frowning. “I don't understand. The trials were ended. Dienna is safe.”

“No, she's not.” Sonder had been so caught up in Antenel's story, he had almost forgotten that he had not yet told his own. Heart once again heavy, Sonder began to explain what had truly happened at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars—the songs of worship, the appearance of Seltos, the creation of the thralls and their hunt for the children of the gods. He explained too about Herel and Etia, about what Meredith and Endrick had done while they were away, and about the curse that Seltos had placed upon the Faithful.

“I am sorry to hear this,” Antenel responded gravely. He had listened to Sonder's explanation calmly, almost too calmly for Sonder's liking. Although he was fully aware of the truth behind the gods of the Way, Antenel, being an elf and thus not a member of the Faithful, had never shown any particular hatred for them. If anything, Antenel's dislike of the gods seemed to spring from the fact that their existence rivaled that of his own god, Roshan. Still, Antenel's kisses and words were soothing as Sonder told his tale, helped to seep some of the horror out of the trials he relived. “But that does not mean that your sacrifice was in vain.”

“But we can never be together,” Sonder said desperately. Didn't he understand? It was over between them, it must be. Even if Antenel weren't king, Sonder was still Keeper, and he had his own responsibilities to uphold, his own people to protect.

“We're together right now,” Antenel replied firmly.

“Yes,” Sonder conceded, “but for how long? Don't you have someplace to be after this? Some princely duties to attend to now that your mother has taken the throne?”

“We will be together the next few days at least,” Antenel said assuredly. “As for my next destination,” he arched an eyebrow at Sonder, “that was supposed to have been the Godskeep.”

“Oh? Was it?” Sonder replied. Seeing Antenel's answering nod, Sonder broke into a tired but relieved smile. Maybe things weren't as bleak as they seemed after all. “Well, it looks like we're headed in the same direction.”

“Yes, my love,” Antenel replied, drawing Sonder close. “We are headed in the same direction.”

Sonder kissed him, stroking his blue-white hair. They had been talking all night. The sun, gray and bleak, was just about to break the horizon. Sonder held Antenel as he looked out the little window to the city of Lonmar. The dull cobblestone streets did not hold quite the same charm as the garden below their room back at the Willows Inn, and the harried cries of the fishmongers and shoemakers in the market square did not have quite the same ring as the calls of the songbirds that rested on the inn's sun-dappled roof, but this, even so, was a life more real than the dream he had once offered to the gods in exchange for his sister's life. A fleeting moment in time, a few short days stolen from their otherwise unforgivably different paths—it wasn't enough, but it was here, and it was real. And even if tomorrow Sonder woke and found that they could no longer be together, he would be glad that their paths had once again been allowed to cross.

They managed to sleep a scant few hours, before, too soon, there came a knock at the door, and Lady Everin's voice could be heard calling up and down the tower for the Keeper to join them at the Chapel of Our Lady of the Stars. Giving Antenel one last kiss, Sonder donned the robes and circlet of the Keeper, and answered her call with a good-natured laugh.

“Yes, of course Lady Everin, I had a marvelously full night of sleep, don't you worry,” he called as he exited the elf's room. “More restful than an ogre at sundown, as they say.” He gave Antenel a wink, and was soon out the door. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Meredith watched Sonder and Antenel return to the castle. They had been in Lonmar for two days, and she had hardly seen the two apart. Aside from Sonder giving a service at the local chapel, which the elf had not been invited to attend, the two lovers had spent every waking moment in arm's reach. Meredith sighed. It was cold atop the turret where she stood. Sick of being confined indoors but not wanting to venture out into the city, Meredith had instead climbed the spiraling stair to the top of the tower in which their rooms had been built, and had discovered that the roof was partially sheltered by the overhang of another tower farther above. She could watch the goings-on of the city without being completely exposed to the harsh winter wind. 

Many thoughts clouded Meredith's mind as she observed the city of Lonmar below. Huddled in her cloak and covering her hair and neck in a finely woven scarf lent by Lady Everin, she finally let her mind explore the streets and alleys of thought she had been avoiding ever since their flight from the Golden Village.

She missed Etia—more than she could ever say. She was concerned for her safety, of course. Traveling through the Enalgath Mountains, even with the older boy Herel to guide them, was sure to be perilous, difficult for the girl, but even more than that—she was worried about what the children might find in the mountain, and what they would do once they found it.

The spellscroll. Was it truly within their grasp? Meredith wished she still had the Chronicle with her, longed to review her notes on the fabled Mages' Peak. She hadn't spent much time with Herel of Astquary, but knowing who the boy's father was, Meredith would have guessed that he had more than a passing interest in the place. He had seemed thrilled at the idea of finding it, and had shown no remorse in their talk of destroying the gods. Etia, on the other hand, still seemed reluctant to discuss the demise of Lantos and Seltos, as if she were still attached to them in some way. Meredith shook her head. She didn't understand. They had left her. They had abandoned her. Meredith knew what that was like. Her own parents had left her at a young age and had never looked back. Etia suffered the same loss. And for what? For failing to inherit the gods' magic? They didn't deserve her. Etia, so sweet and so kind and so brave, deserved caretakers who saw her for all that she was worth. Tip had certainly seen her merits, although he had faltered at times—but he was not who Meredith thought of as Etia's future guardian. No, Meredith admitted to herself, when she wondered at night who was best suited to care for the Daughter of the Moon and Stars after all of this was over, she thought of herself, and Endrick, first. 

That was another worry altogether. Meredith liked to think that she and Endrick had come to an understanding, that they had at last resolved the many issues their failing romance had brought to light, but there were times when she was still unsure. They were bound together. Their lives forever intertwined. They would never abandon each other, whether as friends, lovers, comrades in arms—they would continue to walk the path beneath their feet as one. That was fine for now. That was what she needed. Like Sonder and Antenel, she needed someone at her side, a constant source of comfort and strength as they fought this seemingly never-ending fight.

But what would happen when that fight was over?

For the first time, Meredith began to seriously consider a life after the gods were gone. She wanted rest. She wanted peace. She wanted a life free and unfettered, had dreamed of this idyllic ending ever since her journey had first begun. But now, with Seltos' appearance and Dienna's sacrifice, with Etia and Herel on their way to retrieve the one object that might finally allow them to unmake the spell that kept the false gods in power—Meredith began to contemplate this idyllic life in full detail. Would Endrick be there? Would Etia? Tip still awaited his foster daughter on the island of Iolimi. He still cared for her, even if the rest of her people had come to dislike the Pearlchild—maybe Etia would want to return to him all the same. And what about Endrick? When the gods were dead and gone, would he still hold a place in her life? She would have once been assured that he did. She would have once been all too happy to include him in the imaginary paradise she had begun to plan, but now, with his condition so much worse than when they'd first met and fallen in love, Meredith wasn't so sure.

She wished Dienna were here. She may have preferred to stay clear of any and all romance, but she had listened to Meredith's own romantic woes since they had been girls together at the Godskeep. When Meredith had kissed an acolyte boy in the back of the orchards, Dienna had been the first to know. When a young man had cornered her after class to nervously ask that they begin a courtship even though Meredith had hardly shared two words with him, Dienna had been there to tell him off. Meredith smiled sadly. She had been what, sixteen? So many years had passed, so much had happened. She had not pursued the boy in question, and she and Dienna had both congratulated themselves on steering her clear of someone who would eventually drop out of the acolyte program entirely, deciding instead to become a butcher, and they had laughed at the idea that Meredith would have been courting a butcher, as if that were a thing to be ashamed of. They had been so silly, so unfair in their judgments, but, Meredith supposed, children often are. Now Etia was closer to that age than Meredith. The girl might soon be interested in such things, and, if she were, she would need someone there to guide her. But what if Etia didn't want that? What would she want to do after her parents were destroyed?

Meredith shook her head. She was getting ahead of herself. They still had to find the spellscroll. That was the first step. And even if they did, there was no guarantee the gods even would be destroyed. Not now, not ever. But Meredith didn't like to think like that. She had to believe the gods had an end. What else was she doing with her life if they didn't?

Seeing Sonder and Antenel sneak a kiss behind a statue before they entered the castle below, Meredith knew she wasn't the only one whose love life had become complicated by current events.

“What are they going to do?” she murmured to herself. Antenel had shared with them, over cups of mulled wine in a lonely corner of the castle, how the Gantares Rebellion had ended. Even with Letiir assuming the majority of the responsibility that would have otherwise fallen on Antenel's shoulders, Sonder was still the Keeper of the Gods, and the Way most certainly would not accept their union the same as the elves. The Way considered such a relationship taboo, something not even to be discussed. Meredith herself had once believed what her Gran and others had said about their kind of love, and she was ashamed to think back on how foolish she'd been for believing them. Having decided to research the matter when she was still quite young, Meredith had come to recognize the origin of those narrow notions—and she had discovered that they did not come from the Book of the Three.

The Book of the Three, which Meredith now knew to be a complete fabrication by the false gods of the Way, read more like a collection of stories about Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos than a book of religious instruction. Its primary focus was to dazzle the reader with all the times the gods had deigned to help the poor souls who roamed the earth, and to give them more than adequate reason to shower the gods with praise and affection. It touched on philosophy and doctrine, but only in passing, and even fewer of its pages were devoted to governance and law. This was no oversight. The gods of the Way had been, prior to casting the Spell of Invocation Transference, citizens of the South Continent, and they had thus adhered to the long-held principles of the peoples who would eventually unite to form the kingdom of Dorneldia. The land that Yorn, Rollis, and Jezla had known in their youth had been only recently “settled.” Although explorers from Lathai had been visiting the South Continent and trading with its inhabitants for centuries, they had never had reason to migrate to these lands until almost sixteen hundred years ago, when a terrible blight had wiped out much of the Lathaian crop, and anyone who could afford it had taken passage south into Isquing Bay.

Finding the climate cooler and the soil more to their liking, the displaced farmers had begun to settle the area that would, in later centuries, become the Port Cities. Soon after the farmers had come the merchants, and after them, the tradesmen, the soldiers, the gentry—the entire bay filling with Lathaian settlements. They had expanded west and east, into the lands that would become Lidau (still a Lathaian colony to this day) and the Golden Valley, and with them, they had brought their own religion: Kanakaha. The religion was named for the two gods of Lathaian belief: Kana, the goddess of light, and Kaha, the god of darkness. According to the Lathaians, these two gods are forever entwined in a battle for the souls of humanity. Kana seduces with love and light; Kaha seduces with lust and darkness. Neither is good; neither is evil. They are two sides of the same coin—darkness and light, man and woman.

Women were to be good and pure, like Kana, while men were allowed to be wild and wicked, like Kaha. If a man misbehaved, it was just the Kaha in him, and as long as he did not interfere too much with anyone else, he was allowed to enjoy the basest of urges at no consequence. Meredith had studied Kanakaha much in her time as an acolyte of the Way, not because the Godskeep encouraged their students to compare the Way to other religions, but because Meredith herself had had an interest in where the kingdom of Dorneldia had gotten its notions about love and gender and marriage. It was surprising how few modern Dorneldians knew that their expectations of how men and women should act had originated with their ancient Lathaian ancestors, or that it had taken immigrants from other parts of the world, like Dezharta and Ruith, combined with the influence of the native peoples of Dorneldia, to put even as few allowances in these rolls as they had. The Lathaians, for example, still held the belief that women could not own property or aspire to the priesthood, and very few were taught to read or write. In Rollis, Yorn, and Jezla's time, Kanakahan teachings would have been the norm, and the gods had thus felt no need to elaborate on them in the Book of the Three when it had later been created.

But no one could ever explain this to the Faithful. The expectations set by the Lathaians were too deeply ingrained in Dorneldian culture to be shaken now. Even if the Way did not specifically prohibit the union of anyone other than man and woman, nearly everything that had contributed to Dorneldia's history did, and Meredith knew that it was likely to remain forbidden for the foreseeable future.

“Where will they go, then?” Meredith wondered aloud as the wind blew an errant coil of hair into her face. “What will they do?”

“The same as any of us, my dear,” Endrick's voice answered softly.

Meredith started. She hadn't heard the door to the tower open, and his sudden appearance had caught her off guard. “Endrick,” she breathed a sigh of relief, seeing him. “What are you doing up here?”

“I was about to ask you the same, Meredith,” was the wizard's low reply. The butt of his plain wooden staff clacked against the stone as he strode the width of the turret to stand next to her. He was bundled beneath several layers of thick, dark wool, and his bald head was covered by his cowl. “Although I suspect the view has something to do with it.”

“Yes,” Meredith admitted. “And the quiet.”

Endrick regarded her flatly, “If you would rather not be disturbed—”

“No, no, stay,” Meredith said. Her thoughts had left her more distressed than she had been before. “I'm glad you're here.”

Endrick nodded in acknowledgment, “I came only to remind you of the planetary alignment,” he intoned, his eyes on the streets below. “It occurs tomorrow.”

Meredith frowned. She had lost track of the days, another side effect of having left the Chronicle with her cousin. “So soon?”

“Soon for us,” Endrick returned, “but at long last for Artima and her kin. Tonight is the culmination of months, perhaps years of preparation for our...friend.”

Meredith scowled, “She is no friend of mine. She sent her apprentice to kill us. If not for you, she would have killed us.”

“I wonder about that,” Endrick said softly. His breath was a cloud of condensation before his lips. He looked pensive, his gaze inward. “And I think that I have at last come to understand.”

“Really?” Meredith said dubiously. “Do tell. I would love to hear why she turned on us.”

“I would not say it like that,” Endrick said, his voice still low and gentle. “But there are things that Artima apparently knew that she did not tell us.”

“Of course,” Meredith said, brow furrowed. This wasn't news to her. “But what?”

Endrick turned to her, “I believe that she knew, perhaps even before the gods, that Herel and Etia were a danger to their existence. I can only speculate,” Endrick continued, seeing Meredith about to counter his statement, “but it seems that Artima knew Etia and her son would become targets for the gods of the Way. It is, perhaps, another reason for sending Herel to Omkett,” he said, “and it is almost certainly the reason she was willing to have us killed. She wanted to keep Etia in her care, at any cost.”

“She sent her own son away but wanted to keep Etia with her?” Meredith asked, confused. “I don't understand.”

“The gods did not know Etia was there,” Endrick answered calmly. “They would have no reason to suspect that their daughter, whom they had last seen on Iolimi, would be at Sivarr's Keep.”

“I suppose,” Meredith replied, her mind beginning to fit the pieces of the puzzle together. “Artima has no love for the gods, at least, not for Seltos. And she was afraid that if Etia left, the gods might find her.”

Endrick nodded, “And rather than leave her well-being up to us, Artima wished to keep the girl in her own home, safe, and under her own protection.”

“Why didn't she just tell us?” Meredith asked, frustrated with the ever-meddling sorceress. Whether as enemies or allies, the woman always seemed to know more about the gods than the godhunters themselves.

“Perhaps she did not trust us,” Endrick replied, leaning slightly on the ramparts, his expression still contemplative as he gazed at the city below. “We were about to face the Great Wyrm, which we all believed to be Lantos in disguise. If she had told us that Etia was a danger to the gods' plans, we could have inadvertently alerted them to this fact.”

“What did alert them, I wonder?” Meredith asked, leaning her back against the balustrade next to him. “What made them want to find the children so badly?”

“Etia,” Endrick answered.

Meredith blinked, unsure what he meant. “Etia? How? Why?”

“She did not mean to, of course,” Endrick said. “But upon weeks and weeks of reflection, I can think of only one thing that would have reminded the gods that the blood they'd used to safeguard the spellscroll is the same blood that flows through the veins of their children.”

“Etia's lip was cut,” she suddenly recalled. So that was what had happened. Etia had sustained an injury in the fight against the Great Wyrm. When Lantos had confronted them afterward, he had quite apparently noticed the trail of blood on her chin. He had touched it, tasted it—before disappearing entirely. “That was why he looked so afraid.”

“Precisely,” Endrick said.

Meredith felt a great weight press down upon her, years of pursuing the false ones suddenly taking their toll. “And now they're after them,” Meredith slumped, her voice small, broken. “Herel, and Etia. She was ours, Endrick. She was our responsibility, and we let her go. She's out there now—thralls and the-gods-only-know-what-else pursuing her. And there's nothing we can do.”

Endrick regarded her gently, his brown eyes flat, “Etia is strong. And Herel goes with her.”

“But can we trust him?” Meredith asked, shrinking away from his too-cold looks. “Knowing what his mothers did to us? Knowing whose son he is?”

“Sonder trusts him,” Endrick replied softly. After a moment, he added, “And so did Dienna. If she had any doubts about Herel's intentions in finding Mages' Peak, she would never have let him go.”

“But you saw the way he looked,” she countered, “that day in Dienna's chambers. I've never seen a child so insistent in my entire life. He said he'd dreamed of the place for goodness' sake.”

“Yes,” Endrick said mildly. “But remember, Meredith, that he did not know of the spellscroll, or of blood magic, until I spoke of them.”

“I suppose,” she conceded, still uneasy. She turned from him to look over the balustrade, her gaze resting on the city square below. This talk of magic had stirred something else within her. “Endrick,” she said. “Are there any wizards here? In Lonmar?”

“None that I know of,” he replied, brow slightly contracted.

She smiled wanly, “That's a relief.”

Endrick's look of mild confusion turned to one of sudden darkness. “You had no other choice, Meredith. We would not have survived, if not for your magic. No one who could have seen you casting would doubt that.”

“I hope you're right,” Meredith whispered. “I hope no one from the Repository...”

Endrick frowned deeply, “No one is taking you away, my dearest. I will not allow it.” 

Meredith muttered something unintelligible, distracted at the term of endearment. He had uttered such fanciful names for her ever since they had left Iolimi, but Meredith still felt a keen discomfort at the apparent lack of emotion when he said them. The separation from his soul was only growing worse, and while the knowledge that it was irreparable had changed her perspective on their relationship, she had not yet completely reconciled herself to the effects of his condition. Would she ever?

She thought once more of the life she wanted. Endrick featured in that life—but not the Endrick who stood before her. No, Meredith had come to realize with steady horror that the Endrick she pictured in her idyllic paradise free of fetter and worry was an Endrick who no longer existed.

And would never exist again.

Seeming to sense something of this inner conflict, Endrick placed a hand, dark, hesitant, on Meredith's shoulder.

“We will see this through, Meredith,” he said. He hesitated again, seeming at odds with himself, before continuing. “And if, in the end, things are no different than they were before...”

He did not finish. Meredith didn't know if he were talking about their languorous love or the demise of the gods, but she realized with a stab of pain that it made no difference. She reached for him, wrapping her arms around his thin torso and burying her face in his chest. Not realizing what was happening until long after the tears had begun to fall, Meredith wept in earnest, but whether she wept for Etia, Dienna, or herself, Meredith could not say. Endrick held her all the while, saying no word, offering no condolences other than his steadfast presence, and it was only when the bells began to toll in the nearby chapel that the two of them finally stirred. When Meredith later removed the scarf from her head, she was surprised to find that it was damp, and she wondered if she had not been the only one who had wept after all.
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They left the City of Lonmar the following day. Sonder had seemed reluctant to ask Meredith and Endrick to return to the Godskeep with him, but Meredith had greeted his concern with a grim smile.

“Of course we'll go with you,” she had said.

“Are you sure?” Sonder had countered, sheepish. “We have no idea what we're riding into. It could be a mess,” he warned. “It could be a disaster.”

“All the more reason for us to go,” had been Meredith's firm reply. “We're fighting the same fight, Sonder. We'll stay with you—at least until Etia and Herel return.”

Sonder had smiled gratefully, and they had begun to make plans for their departure. They would take the high road, heading north at a moderate pace, planning to arrive in three days' time. Antenel and Nesryn would accompany them.

Meredith had been secretly shocked when Antenel had introduced his traveling companion. She had never seen a half-elf before, and had only been dimly aware of their existence. Not even reaching five feet tall, Nesryn Ilyari would have been considered short by both human and elven standards, but her build had more human brawn than elvish grace. The skin of both her face and hands was speckled with shades of blue and coppery brown, reminding Meredith of the egg of some magnificent bird or reptile. Her hair was auburn, straight, and fell just below her collarbone, partially obscuring her ears, which were more like those of a human than those of an elf. Keen and slightly upturned were her eyes, and warm brown in color, although Nesryn often used them to give withering stares the likes of which reminded Meredith of Endrick's own penetrating gazes. Indeed, Meredith had seen the growing impatience in the half-elf's eyes as Lady Everin had spoken to her and Antenel in the castle foyer the night before, one hand resting on the hilt a curved blade strung into her weathered elven belt.

They had set out when morning arrived, only slightly delayed by the incessant chattering and well-wishing of the lady of the house, and, horses rested and laden with supplies, they had begun their journey through the town.

Meredith frowned beneath the hood of her heavy cloak as the citizens of Lonmar watched them leave, dark looks on their faces. She couldn't blame them. She, Endrick, and Sonder had brought the thralls to their doors, and while they had managed to convince Lord Everin that the beasts would never again turn their frightening gazes to the city, the citizens of Lonmar did not seem to agree.

What had they heard of the thralls? What had Everin shared of their creation? The Lord of the City had said he would write to King Philibert on Sonder's behalf. If the Lonmarians, and indeed, the rest of the kingdom, had not yet heard that the Godskeep had fallen under some sort of strange, magical attack and that the Keeper of the Gods had been forced to flee his home, they soon would. Meredith had never had any dealings with King Philibert, but she knew enough about the man to know that he would never tolerate an assault on the seat of the Way. He had been in an uproar thirteen years ago when Artima had taken control of the Godskeep—certainly something as sinister as the thralls would deserve an investigation. But by whom? She hoped he wouldn't send his troops. The King's Green Knights could do nothing against such an enemy. Sending them after the thralls would only mean their certain doom. Better to send them to the Godskeep, where they could at least assess what damage the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars had wrought. The Godskeep—she didn't want to see it, didn't want to be anywhere near the place where her best and only friend had been so hideously transformed into an agent of the gods, but there was no sense in separating from Sonder and the elves now. He would need their help. He would need their support, just as Meredith would need his.

They soon left the city behind, following the ancient, wide road that connected Lonmar to the Golden Village and the Godskeep beyond. The path was half-covered in snow, but the wind and sun of the last few days had cleared enough of the stuff that the horses had little difficulty making their way through. Sonder and Antenel rode in front, chattering almost without end in a mixture of Dorneldian and elluini. Nesryn rode behind them, silent save for the occasional word exchanged with Antenel in their own tongue. Meredith wondered if she even knew Dorneldian, so little had she heard her speak. Endrick, by contrast, was more talkative than usual, although no less distant. He spent much of the first hour of their journey telling Meredith about the planetary alignment that would occur after sunset, and the spells he wished to attempt at the peak of its power.

“It will be truly remarkable, Meredith,” Endrick was saying as they rode. The sun was still high in the mild, winter sky. “All across the world, for a few moments in time, magic will be at its zenith. The spells my fellows will cast this night shall surpass any others they have cast before.”

“Not too much, I hope,” Meredith returned darkly. She shivered, “The gods have magic too. I'm sure they'll try to cast some spell of their own.”

“They may attempt to take advantage of it in some way,” Endrick agreed, his expression grave. “But I would not be too concerned. Seltos used much of her power at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. Appearing before the Faithful, casting the Curse of Enthrallment,” he shook his head beneath his dark cowl. “She, at the least, must be feeling the effects of such reckless expenditures.”

“And Lantos?” Meredith asked quietly.

Endrick gave a grim half-smile, “He is currently the more dangerous of the two, yes, but even so, the gods' plans for Etia and Herel, whatever they are, have been interrupted. If they had planned to make use of the children this night—their plans can no longer come to fruition.”

Meredith nodded, “What about Artima? Are we still going to contact her?”

“We must,” Endrick intoned. “How else is she to know about her son?”

“I don't suppose we can keep her in the dark,” Meredith said bitterly, thinking again of their last encounter. She didn't care what her reasons were; it was wrong of Artima to send her apprentice after them.

“No,” Endrick shook his head, “She has a right to know.” 

Sonder, apparently overhearing their conversation, slowed his horse until he was even with them. “Do you think she'll do it?” he asked the wizard, nervous and hesitant. “Do you think she'll break the curse?”

“I do not know,” Endrick replied, expression solemn. “Any spell cast by Seltos will not be easy to break. This is Artima's only chance. If she is incapable of breaking the curse tonight, then it will very soon consume her.”

Sonder grimaced, and Meredith's heart sank to realize that the source of his distress was Herel. If Artima failed to rid herself of the curse, Sonder would have to be the one to console him.

“Let's hope it doesn't come to that,” Sonder replied. “For everyone's sake.”

Nesryn, bundled deep within a riding cloak over her close-fitting hood, turned in her saddle.

“Is there nothing we can do to help them?” she asked. “The ones you call the children of the gods?” Antenel had already informed her of all that had happened between them and the gods of the Way and, like her prince, she had been raised to worship Roshan, and had not seemed at all perturbed at the idea that the Way was false.

Endrick shook his head, “I have attempted several location spells, but the same magic that conceals Mages' Peak also conceals the children.”

“But we know their general area,” Nesryn pointed out. Her voice was low and raspy, and the way she spoke Dorneldian was different from Antenel's, molded by some other tongue that Meredith could not place. “We could still find them, given enough time, and we would be more useful to them at their side than sitting idle at the Godskeep.”

“There is little we could do to assist them,” Endrick said, his voice flat. “Herel and Etia share the blood of the gods; we do not.”

“That's a lot of weight to put on the backs of ones so young,” Nesryn countered, eyebrow raised. “Do you really think it's wise to let them go alone?”

“We do,” Sonder answered her assuredly. His expression was earnest, “It may be dangerous, but I have every confidence that Herel and Etia will complete the task my sister gave them.”

Nesryn did not argue the point any further. She gave a deferential bow of her head to her prince's lover and resumed her place in line, remaining silent the rest of the day. Meredith watched her as they rode. Her bearing was slightly stooped, and her small, gloved hands seemed to grip the reins of her horse tighter than necessary. Something Sonder had said had touched a nerve in her, but Meredith had no idea what.

They made camp at sunset. The winter night was cold, but the fire Endrick conjured with his magic was warm, its reach far-flung. They had sheltered themselves behind a stand of trees that lined a snow-covered field, any evidence of its crops lost to several feet of snow. They ate the rations the Lonmarians had provided, speaking little. Endrick sat with his spellbook open on his knee, preparing for the planetary alignment that would soon occur. Sonder and Antenel were speaking in low whispers on the other side of the fire, leaving Meredith and Nesryn effectively to themselves. They sat on a felled log next to the blaze, both staring into its depths, saying nothing.

Meredith surprised herself by speaking first.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

Nesryn's face seemed small in the depths of her hooded cloak, the copper freckles in her complexion catching the light of the fire. “Doing what?” 

“Staying with us,” Meredith's resolve faltered at the half-elf's tone. She knew she shouldn't pry, but her curiosity had reached its peak. “Sharing this terrible mission. I don't mean any offense when I say this, but,” she hesitated, “all of us, even Antenel, have lost something to the gods of the Way.”

“And I have not,” Nesryn completed her thought, voice low. She smirked, “You are saying that this is not my fight.”

Meredith nodded, hoping she hadn't offended their newest companion.

“I can't claim to have lost something to your gods,” Nesryn said, pulling her cloak more tightly around her, “but I have a debt that must be paid. Following my prince will help me repay it.”

Meredith raised her eyebrows, “A debt? To whom?”

Nesryn regarded her for a moment, her upturned eyes sharp and molten in the dancing light of the fire. “His mother, the Queen. She showed my family a great kindness, in a time when no one else would.”

“Because of your,” Meredith floundered, realizing she was out of her depth, “heritage?”

“My father was human,” Nesryn explained, her tone matter-of-fact. “My mother is an elf. Surill Ilyari is a name that was well-respected within the ranks of the proshal, at least, until she met Lok Nu, a diplomat from Ruith. They met one evening as she was standing guard for Queen Vlaseris, Hastos' first wife, and, well,” she gave a small smile, “let's just say that his ship returned to Ruith without him. He was smuggled into the Rose Palace, and he lived there in secret until my mother became with child. Thankfully for me, my unseemly birth, as so many would call it, was overshadowed by the death of Hastos' beloved queen.” Her voice was devoid of sympathy. “When the new queen arrived, the proshal was reassigned to the Jade Palace, and my father and I went silently along with them. Queen Letiir was young in those days, and, my father would tell me, lovesick for the king who wanted only to spurn her. She longed for a child, and apparently held me and played with me as if I were quite her own, my mother and father with her.”

“Really?” Sonder interrupted, both he and Antenel moving closer to them around the fire. His expression was conflicted, “I got the impression she didn't like humans.” He turned to Antenel, “Or maybe she just doesn't like me.”

“She does not object to you being human, Sonder,” Antenel said mildly. “She objects to you not following Roshan.”

“Oh, and Nesryn's father followed him?” Sonder countered.

“Yes,” Nesryn herself answered, regarding the Keeper coolly. “He stopped following the Ruithan god the moment he met my mother.”

Sonder made a non-committal grunt. “Good for him.”

“The Queen showed us such kindness,” the half-elf continued softly. “She and the other proshal were our family. When you were born, my prince, I was your first playmate.”

“I am sorry that I do not remember,” Antenel said warmly. “You were taken from the palace when I was still quite young.”

“Taken?” Meredith frowned. Snow had begun to fall about them in small, shimmering flakes. “Why?”

“Hastos,” Nesryn spat. Her eyes hardened to ice, “He started a campaign against any who were not elves living on the island. We were overpopulated. Getting rid of the handful of humans, dwarves, and half-breeds who called Elluin home was his first step to solving the problem.”

“Not the brightest star in the sky, was he?” Sonder groused.

“We left quietly, Father and I,” Nesryn continued, ignoring the comment, “and returned to his country of birth. Ruith was far more welcoming than Elluin, but it was not home, not for me.” She rested her hand on the hilt of one of the knives at her belt, as if the touch of steel brought her comfort. “Queen Letiir allowed my mother to visit, and the time she spent with us was always greatly cherished—and far too short.”

“She didn't go with you?” Meredith asked, feeling a sudden kinship with the half-elf.

“She could not,” Nesryn said, a touch of pride in her low voice. “The oath of the proshal is taken for life. She would not break that oath, not even for us.”

“I'm sorry,” Meredith said. 

“There is nothing to be sorry for,” Nesryn answered. “She was with us when my father passed, after many warm, happy decades together.” She shifted in her seat, her tone lighter as she continued, “I returned with my mother to Elluin, but the proshal would not accept me into their ranks, no matter how she pleaded. Hastos' ban was still in place, and not even the Queen could go against him.” She shrugged her shoulders, “I moved to Radasmir, took some work that brought me into Dorneldia and parts abroad—I was in the Port Cities when the war broke out. I stayed there until I grew tired of the smell of Isquing Bay, and decided it was time to make my way back to my people again. I returned to find the Continent in the grips of revolution.” She gave Antenel look of approbation, “Now I am here, serving my prince in whatever task he deems fit.”

“What were you doing out on the Wastes?” Sonder asked dubiously.

Nesryn smirked, “Let us just say that I have fallen on difficult times more than once in my prolonged life, Lord Keeper, and the Wastes are more welcoming than some parts.”

“You will be more than welcome to join the proshal, Nesryn” Antenel said, beholding her with a solemn expression. “My mother and I are in complete agreement about that.”

Nesryn inclined her head, “I appreciate the offer, my prince, but it is no longer my wish to join them. I will repay my debt to your mother by keeping you safe on this journey. Then I will once more leave to make my way in the world. 

Antenel smiled sadly, “If that is what you wish, my friend, I will not stop you.”

“It is,” Nesryn answered. The snow had picked up, and it was now falling heavier, in larger clumps that began to build on their cloaks and hoods.

Meredith turned, ready to thank the half-elf for relating her story, when suddenly Nesryn's eyes went wide with alarm. In almost the same instant, both she and Antenel turned behind them, staring hard into the distance.

“Ant, what—” Sonder started.

“Shh,” Nesryn silenced him with an impatient wave of her hand.

“Hush my love,” Antenel added more gently, face drawn in concentration. “There is something out there.”

The two were silent. The night was a blur of white and gray, lit by Endrick's fire, and Meredith doubted that even the elves could see more than a half mile out. She held her breath as they listened. What if—but no, they couldn't be here. They were too far north, and the creatures had fled to the south. They had no reason to come back this way. No reason to turn their steps once more in this direction.

Nesryn had removed her hood, her slightly pointed ears exposed. Her coppery hair whipped about her speckled face. “Do you hear them, Prince?” she asked, grim. Behind them, Endrick rose from his seat and took his staff in hand.
“Yes,” Antenel's face was drained of color. “I can hear them.”
He turned to face the group.

“Thralls.”
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Chapter Seventeen
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“So Dartos is dead, Lantos and Seltos are evil, and they're trying to capture you before the planets align so they can perform some kind of ritual sacrifice to ensure their immortality because the gods of the Way aren't actually gods?” Lusidi asked dubiously.

“Well, no one actually said it was to ensure their immortality,” Herel answered with a toss of his head, “but they sure do seem interested in spilling our blood and calling us a mistake don't they?”

“Papa said they had more to fear by our existence than they would gain,” Etia said, her voice small, weary. She was able to sit now, her back resting against their packs, the long, shallow wound across her chest bandaged and covered. Herel still thought she looked wan and ashen, but otherwise seemed to have recovered from the blood she had lost during Lantos' attack. He stood next to her, arms crossed over his chest as he had tried to explain what he knew of the gods to the big, hulking knight. Reserved and quiet at the best of times, Lusidi had listened with intense concentration, never interrupting, never breaking Herel's hastily constructed narrative. Herel, for his part, found his normally silver tongue slipping and stuttering under her scrutinizing gaze. He had never before had to speak so openly about the secrets of the gods, and doing so now felt strange to him, especially where it concerned his parents, Cormin, and his time as the centerpiece of the New Way. It was difficult to tell, but Herel would have sworn that the lady knight's frown had only deepened when he'd described how he and High Priest Cormin had duped the Herelites of Astquary, how they had framed his magic as miracles.

Etia added her own tale. She told Lusidi of her life as the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, about the Iolimians, and about how they had been forced to give up their own beliefs—first by the Way's missionaries and then by the Great Wyrm, who took the Unfaithful under the waves and converted them by force to believe in the false gods. She told of how Meredith and Endrick had helped defeat the Great Wyrm, how she had first found her whales, and how they had disappeared after the battle with Lantos' creature.

“But Virha came back,” Etia said, smiling sweetly at the distant outline of the whale, who was swimming placidly through the glass-like waters of Lake Morwal.

“But you do not know how, or why,” Lusidi stated, turning her own gaze to the creature. “I must say, when Dienna told me to find you, I never expected to find such strange things as this, nor hear such fantastical tales.”

Herel scoffed, “They're not fantastical. It's all true. Every word.”

Lusidi turned to him with a glower, and Herel was suddenly all-too-aware of the warrior's hand resting on the hilt of her sword and the thick armor she wore beneath her cloak. She had already proven useful to them, had possibly saved Etia's life with her medical skills. What if she refused to help? Or worse, what if she tried to bring them back to the Godskeep? Herel wouldn't let that happen. He wouldn't lose this opportunity to find Mages' Peak. Clenching his hands into fists, Herel recalled the words of a spell to mind, ready to cast it at the first sign of the knight's reluctance.

“For your sake,” Lusidi stood to her full six-and-half-foot stature, looming over the children like a giant, “I hope you are wrong.”

Herel started, taken aback by the knight's assessment. He scowled, “What do you mean? Why should we be wrong?”

Lusidi held his gaze a moment more, before turning her sight to the direction of Mages' Peak. She could not see the mountain—the home of the gods was warded from all save those who shared their own blood, but Herel wondered if she could sense its presence nonetheless.

“My mother follows you,” the knight stated. “Not in Astquary, but in the Port Cities. She is a widow now, I her only daughter. I love her dearly,” her voice was gruff, husky, “but I am ashamed to think of all she has done in your name.”

The spell left Herel's mind, and he stared at her in confusion, “In my name?”

“Yes,” Lusidi answered softly. “She has brothers, sisters, friends of her own—an entire family that shut her out of their lives for her belief in you. She lives alone, in a ramshackle room above a disreputable inn, surviving on the charity of its owners and the few other Herelites she has met. They convene at night, under cover of darkness. They whisper your name as if it were a charm, a token that would bring them blessing.” The knight let out a deep sigh, “To hear your tale, to learn what you are, and what you are not.” She shook her head, expression dark, “If it were not Lady Dienna who had sent me to you, I would walk away from this place now, and I would not turn back.”

“Lusidi,” Etia spoke from where she sat, wrapped in her and Herel's cloaks before the shore of the lake. Her blue eyes were large, earnest, in her dark face, “Please don't leave us. We know what the gods have done is wrong. That's why we're here. We want to put a stop to it.”

“We want to destroy them,” Herel added, annoyed at Etia's leniency. He took a step toward the knight, who still stared down at him with open hostility. “We want to make sure they don't deceive anyone else the way they deceived me and my cousin. I know what I did in Astquary was wrong,” it was difficult to say those words, difficult to admit it even to himself. How many times had he told Uncle Sonder he wasn't to blame? That he wasn't at fault? “I had my reasons for the part I played, but now I'm free to make it right.”

“Wise words from one so young,” Lusidi said, her expression no less intimidating. For a moment, Herel feared she would speak her refusal, but after one last, appraising look, Herel saw her shake her head and mutter a frustrated oath. Picking up items from their camp, the lady knight turned from them and said, “Come, then. You say time is of the essence?”

“Y-yes,” Herel answered, relieved. “The planets align tomorrow night.”

“And Papa promised he would return,” Etia added. The girl tried to stand, leaning against their packs for leverage, but fell to the ground with a sharp cry of pain, clutching at her wounded chest. Herel bent to help her, but Lusidi was there first. Faster than Herel would have thought possible, the enormous woman closed the distance between them and scooped Etia up onto her shoulder, carrying her as easily as if she were a child's doll. Etia looked alarmed, but was able to sit perfectly snug between the knight's neck and one large, green pauldron. 

“Then there is no time to waste,” Lusidi said. She gestured to Herel, “Ready our things, and we will be on our way.”

“Yes, but,” Herel replied, eyes wide at her display of strength. He gathered their packs and followed after the knight, who was striding with purpose toward the lake. “The mountain is still miles off, and you can't even see it. How are we going to get there?”

“Ask your cousin,” was Lusidi's response. As if on cue, Virha breached the water's surface, covering them all in a fine spray of icy cold water. Etia laughed on Lusidi's shoulder, her expression one of pure delight as the whale resurfaced, and began to sing its low, musical song.
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Riding a flying whale was a sensation Herel knew he would never forget. Lusidi had placed Etia carefully behind the whale's head, just above its fins, and Herel had scrambled up after her, the large warrior coming up behind. It had been uncomfortable, at first, for the normally withdrawn Herel to have Lusidi's plate armor flush against his back, her brawny, mail-covered arms around him and Etia, but when Virha rose and began to twist and turn and dip in the sky, he found he was grateful for her stalwart presence, and once he got used to the sensation of his stomach jumping about in his innards, Herel realized that he was quite enjoying himself.

High they flew, Lake Morwal shrinking beneath them, the forest no more than a dark, dense mass of green and brown obscured by the morning fog. The winter sun felt good where there was nothing to block it, and the wind was a pleasant rush on his face, whipping his curly mop of hair all about his brow. Herel smiled and laughed in spite of himself, holding onto his cousin as she urged Virha higher and higher, spiraling up to the perfectly triangular Mages' Peak before them.

This was wonderful! This was incredible!

Jealousy tried to elbow its way into Herel's heart, envy tried to taint the workings of his mind, but they were stifled, somewhat, by the sheer joy he felt at riding on the back of Etia's powerful and mysterious friend. How many others could say they had done such a thing? If not for their mission, Herel would have insisted that they land and properly examine the bond between the girl and the whale. He was certain that he could, if given enough opportunity to experiment, figure out what kind of magical connection Virha and Etia shared—and maybe even use some of that same power himself. But that was not to be. They had more important things to accomplish this day, and Herel was content, for now, to simply sit back and enjoy the ride through the chilly morning skies.

They soon cleared Lake Morwal entirely, and the ground beneath them began to climb higher into the mountains. In and out of ridges they flew, growing every minute closer to the distant pyramid of clay and stone. Herel was shocked at just how large the magic-raised mountain stood, how even the whale on whose back they rode was dwarfed by its majesty. Herel had estimated the base of Mages' Peak to be no more than ten miles out from the shores of the lake, but after flying steadily toward the structure for the better half of the morning, Herel was forced to increase his estimation by almost three times.

When at last the trees began to thin beneath them, when the ridges leveled into plateaus and smaller peaks of their own, Lusidi gave a startled cry.

“By the gods!” she swore, shouting above the wind. “I can see it. I can see the mountain.”

“We must have crossed the spell's boundary,” Herel shouted back to her. “We should be inside the wards now.”

Lusidi did not respond, and when Herel looked back at her, she was staring with intensity at a spot where a thin crack ran down the mountain's southeastern side. Herel had noticed the fissure from a distance. Although it had been placed to mimic the unnaturally straight lines of the pyramid, it became more and more apparent as they flew closer.

“You are looking for a cave,” Lusidi said at length.

“Yes,” Herel replied, his eyes also on the fissure.

“Well, that's as good a place to start as any,” the knight said.

“Etia,” Herel tried not to shout in her ear. “Land by that crevice.”

The girl shook her head, “I can't. There's no room for Virha.”

Herel frowned. Lake Morwal, which they had already left behind, was the closest body of water to the Peak, at least, that was large enough to house a whale. He looked down to the forest beneath them, but all of its distantly discernible streams and rivers were too small, too narrow.

“We don't have a choice,” he replied. “Take us in as close as you can. Virha can find her own way to water.”

“Herel—”

“Do as I say,” Herel cut her off with a snarl. Didn't she realize how important this was? The fissure in the face of the mountain was several hundred feet from its base. If Virha couldn't fly them in, they would have to spend hours, possibly days, climbing its steep slope. Herel wasn't even sure such a thing was possible. The four sides of Mages' Peak were smooth, as if the rock from which it was made had been heated and poured into a mold, emerging with hardly a break or a gap, hardly a flaw on any side, save for the one perfectly straight fissure. Trees skirted the peak's lower quarter, their carpet thinning out far below them, giving way to the odd shrub and then finally leaving nothing on its faces but strangely smooth clay, topped at its peak by a white cap of snow. No, they could not risk a climb, especially not with Etia's injury. “We must reach the fissure.”

“He's right, little one,” Lusidi called out from behind him, her voice commanding but not without sympathy. She had been in the King's Green Knights once. Herel wondered if this was how she spoke to her fellow knights on the field of battle. “There is no other way.”

“But,” Etia started to protest, but stopped. Herel felt her gasp in his arms, the wound across her chest clearly causing her pain.

“She's a magical flying whale,” Herel urged his cousin, trying to hold her more gently. Mage's Peak loomed larger and larger the closer they came. Its shadow soon engulfed them entirely, blotting out the sun. “She'll be alright. She was fine all this time you were away. I'm sure she has someplace to go.”

The fissure, which had, at a distance, seemed no wider than a strand of hair, now appeared large, its vertical mouth vast and yawning—although still not wide enough to accommodate a whale. 

“Etia?” Herel prompted. They had not slowed down. Virha still flew at full speed, her body undulating beneath them as she swam through the sky straight for the fissure. Herel tightened his grip in panic, “Slow down! We have to be careful! Those rocks—”

“I see them!” Etia called back. “Hang on!”

Virha turned sideways.

Herel felt the sudden drop of his stomach and held on for dear life as he realized that he was now perpendicular to the ground. They whizzed past the rocky entrance to the cave, the whale's body barely fitting through. Herel hoped desperately that Virha wouldn't forget about her riders and slam them against the walls, but he soon realized that they had another problem. Etia and her whale emitted a faint blue glow, but, beyond that, the fissure was dark as pitch, and the light of day was rapidly growing smaller and smaller behind them as they flew into its belly.

“Alstal imet sotha!” Herel cast his spell, and a bright light appeared in his hand. He held it close to him, forcing it into the shape of an orb, using the strength of his magic to keep it from slipping away as the whale twisted and turned through the narrow walls.

Virha had slowed considerably since their entry, and, after several more minutes of harrowing maneuvers through the jagged rocks protruding from all sides, the fissure widened, and Virha was able to right herself, once more hovering with her belly to the ground.

“Virha, what are you doing?” Etia asked, her tone panicked as the whale began to fly lower and lower, as if she were preparing to land. “Stop that! There's no water—”

But Etia's protestations were cut short by the whale's loud, joyous groan and the subsequent splash of liquid all about them. Herel held his light aloft. The fissure had opened into a cave, stalactites and stalagmites dripping from ceiling and building from the floor in eerie columns, and between them were deep rivulets, mini-ravines into which water had seeped. Virha had landed in one of these, her immense body just small enough to fit into the cramped space. A deep well to her riders, it seemed only a puddle to the whale. Herel shook the water from his hair and brushed the droplets from his cloak, and noticed as he did that it had a peculiar taste to it—acrid, stagnant.

“Etia,” he started, seeing the girl about the dismount. “Wait.”

“What is it?”

“The water,” he replied, “There's something strange about it.”

“It is acidic,” Lusidi said flatly, still sitting behind him on the whale's back. “It will not harm us to touch it, but it should not be ingested.”

Etia's blue eyes shone bright in the dark of the cave, “Will Virha be okay?”

Lusidi shook her head, “I do not know.”

Etia let out a short breath through her nose, hesitated, then turned her attention back to her whale. Closing her eyes, she placed one dark hand just behind Virha's head.

Herel watched in wonder as Etia's skin once again began to glow blue, purple, green, and Virha began to emit low, quiet notes of her baleen song. Were they—communicating? Could Etia actually understand the whale's whines and groans?

After a few moments, Etia removed her hand from the whale's head and sat back, relieved, “She will be fine, for a time.”

Herel raised an eyebrow, “How long?”

“Long enough for us to look for the scroll,” Etia replied, her voice and expression determined. “We have until tomorrow night. She should be okay until then.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Herel brought himself to his knees, preparing to jump off the whale's back and into the pool beneath her, but stopped when he saw that there were sharp rocks glittering just beneath the water's surface.

Lusidi had noticed as well, and was looking over the whale's side with a frown. “I will go first,” she said. Herel and Etia did not protest, both watching with worry as the big woman jumped and landed with a splash in the deep water. If she felt any pain from the rocks below the surface of the pool, she did not show it, but Herel noticed that her armor, on surfacing, had been dented in several places. Lusidi swam several careful strokes to the pool's edge, and apparently finding it shallow enough to stand, got to her feet, turned, and held her arms out to them, “Come on.”

“And what? You'll catch us?” Herel asked, dubious. The tainted water was up to the woman's chest, her arms raised above her head.

“Yes.”

Herel gave Etia a look, but the girl was already preparing to do as she was bidden. Gracefully, the Daughter of the Moon and Stars came to her feet, jumped from the whale, and was caught easily in the arms of Lusidi. Keeping the girl raised above the water with her massive arms, Lusidi walked the few short steps to the ravine's edge, and set her gently down on solid ground. The ball of light in Herel's hand just barely extended its beams to reach her, and he was fascinated to see that, now that she had been removed from Virha, her eyes and skin had lost their otherworldly luster and had resumed their normal hues.

Lusidi turned back to Herel, “Come, Master Herel. Time is of the essence.” 

“I know,” Herel snapped, annoyed at the interruption to his thoughts. Holding the ball of magical light in both hands, he jumped from the whale's back, a fleeting moment of panic causing him to close his eyes before he felt himself secured in the knight's arms. Landing a bit askew, Lusidi adjusted her grip and carried him to the edge of the pool, setting him next to his cousin.

Herel muttered his thanks. He had to admit, what the knight lacked in conversational skills, she made up for in strength. Uncle Sonder could never have managed that.

Her task done, Lusidi lifted herself out of the pool, water sloughing off of her armor in a great cascade. Etia, meanwhile, was sharing soft words of encouragement with her whale, whose long mouth rested just over the side of the too-small ravine.

“We'll be back soon,” she said, running a hand soothingly down her side. “I promise.”
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Lusidi lit a torch, sparing Herel the need to keep his magical light burning. He could have kept it burning, he'd assured the knight loudly; the spell was simple and he'd been casting it since he'd been in the cradle, but Lusidi had insisted.

“If that scroll is as important as you say,” the knight had said, holding her torch aloft, “then it is sure to be well-guarded. You will need all your strength when we find it.”

She walked before them, leading the children deeper and deeper into the bowels of the mountain. The jagged rocks and acrid water at the cave's entrance were not the only obstacles they would face. They encountered pitfalls, paths that ended in sheer drops, walls of stone that could only be surmounted with the help of Herel's magic. Coming at one point to a dead end, Herel had been forced to use his Spell of Stone Shifting (which he had last used to help himself and Uncle Sonder ford the rivers of Astquary) to create hand-holds on its otherwise unnaturally smooth surface. They were fortunate, Lusidi told them, that they had not yet run across anything that would block their path entirely, like a cave-in or deep water.

“Caves are notoriously difficult to traverse,” she explained. “Notoriously narrow, notoriously dark, and notoriously deadly.”

“We haven't come across anything especially deadly,” Etia remarked. Her breathing was labored, and she very often walked with one hand to her injured chest.

“No,” Herel replied from behind her, watching the walls of the cave with wary eyes. “But we will come across something soon. I'm sure of it.”

“What do you think we'll find?” Etia asked. They were currently in a narrow, low-hanging passage. Lusidi was bent almost double in front of them as they walked its length. They had been exploring the cave for several hours now, and they had not seen much of interest. 

Herel shrugged. This was not, truth be told, how he had imagined Mages' Peak. It was supposed to house all the spoils of might and magic the ones who would become the gods had amassed in their long and lucrative lives. He would have thought they'd see runes of power or warding carved into the stone, would have expected some indicator of the wealth and treasure that supposedly lay deep within the mountain. But no. The cave looked absolutely ordinary. If not for the fact that it was embedded within the perfectly pyramidal Mages' Peak, Herel himself might have begun to doubt the veracity of their location.

“Dartos only told my mother so much,” he explained. In front of him, he thought he saw Lusidi shake her head, as if in disbelief. “He mentioned treasure, but what he meant by that, I couldn't say. Mother seemed to think it was literal treasure. Gold and diamonds and such. She said my father was nothing if not greedy, and it wouldn't surprise her if he and the other gods had begun to hoard the trinkets their early followers had given them.” He frowned, a thought suddenly occurring, “I wonder if she knew about the spellscroll?” Neither of his mothers had ever mentioned such a thing to him. It was strange. How could a Repository wizard like Endrick Arelo know of its existence, but Artima, who was far more powerful than any wizard from the island, not? She must have known, Herel realized. She must have known that using a spellscroll was mandatory for high-level magic like the Spell of Invocation Transference. And yet she hadn't told him. Herel clenched his fists. She had wanted to send him away, he reminded himself. She had wanted to keep him out of this.

Herel gave an angry grimace. No one believed in him. No one thought he was capable of doing anything on his own. His mother was sick—dying because the gods had cursed her—and rather than let her son seek her revenge, she'd chosen to send him halfway across the continent to her clan of ogres in Omkett. She didn't believe he could help. Didn't believe he could handle himself under the thumb of High Priest Cormin. She'd rather send him away from the action, let all of his magical talent go to waste out on the fringes of the kingdom.

But Dienna had believed in him.

Dienna had looked the Chosen Son in the eyes and had told him to seek his destiny. Herel shuddered, remembering her words and the look of eerie, utter calm on her face as she had handed Etia her only means of protection. He knew that look. It was the same look the Herelites would make when they'd pull the last copper from their hole-ridden pockets and place it before his feet. A wish. A hope. A prayer.

Dienna had believed in him. And maybe she shouldn't have.

He'd almost gotten Etia killed. He should never have let that shade approach them. He had thought, arrogantly, that it could not harm them, that his magic would exceed its own. If not for Lusidi and Etia's whale, they would now be in the hands of Lantos and Seltos, waiting for the night of planetary alignment to come, waiting to die so that the gods could live.

“She might have,” Etia answered Herel's softly spoken question.

“Then why didn't she tell me,” Herel grumbled.

Etia's small mouth was set in a frown, her profile sad and forlorn. “Parents seem to keep things from their children, don't they?”

“They shouldn't,” Herel spat. He had thought his mothers had been so open with him, thought they had told him everything—about the gods, about the Way, about his own place in the false ones' plans. Had he been wrong? Had they known about the spellscroll the whole time? What else hadn't they told him?

“Parents often try to spare their children's feelings,” Lusidi said gruffly. Her back was to them, holding her torch aloft as she crouched to fit within the low cavern. The walls of the cave were textured, as if someone had taken a knife through clay, cutting away at parts and leaving behind jagged ridges. It looked different from other paths they had traversed, less smooth and unnatural. “Even when it is not right to do so.”

“What would you know about it, knight?” Herel scoffed, annoyed at the unsolicited advice and still angry at his own parents. At least Uncle Sonder hadn't tried to keep things from him. He had had his full confidence. “Do you have children of your own to lie to?”

“No,” Lusidi replied evenly, her voice echoing off the walls of the tunnel. “But I have a mother too, and had a father, once. Their ways are not unknown to me.”

Herel did not reply, unsure if he had heard sarcasm in the big woman's tone or not. He shouldn't argue with her besides. She had saved Etia's life, and was helping them in what might be the greatest feat in all magical history. He held his tongue.

“This spellscroll we're after,” Lusidi continued, still leading them through the tunnel. “What will you do if it's here?”

“Take it,” Herel replied shortly.

The knight continued, perfectly serious, “Yes, but where?”

“The Repository,” Etia answered, her voice bright. She walked right behind Herel now, hood down, blue eyes glinting in the dark. “Endrick said he and the wizards at the Repository have been after the scroll for years. We should bring it to them.”

Herel looked back at his cousin in alarm, “What? No. We can't give it to them. Those brutes will never be able to figure out how to use it. We should bring it back to Astquary, to my mothers.”

Etia frowned, looking at her cousin with disappointment, “The Repository isn't going to use it, Herel. They want to study it. They're trying to create a counter-spell. Endrick and Meredith said so.”

“I don't think they'll get very far,” Herel said with ill grace. He flipped his hair, “The wizards of the Repository are weak, their magic restricted. Giving them the spellscroll is like giving a child a sword. My mothers are much better suited to it.”

“And what would they do with it, Master Herel?” Lusidi intoned from the front.

Herel frowned. It was none of her business. “Use it to destroy the gods,” he replied. He didn't add that they would also likely keep the spell for themselves, or that they might try to use its effects for good. 

Etia still looked at him with disapproval, although she didn't seem willing to argue the point any further. That was fine by him. They would have to settle the matter another time. They were getting ahead of themselves, anyway. They hadn't even found the scroll. They should be working together to locate it, not arguing over what was to be done with the bloody thing afterward.

“There is something ahead,” Lusidi said suddenly.

Indeed the tunnel had come to an abrupt end, and the knight was able to stand once more at her full height, her head and shoulders disappearing as she ducked and stepped into the space beyond.

“By the gods,” her voice echoed louder and more slowly than it had before. Herel and Etia exchanged looks and hastened to follow her.

“Finally!” Herel exclaimed.

They had entered a vast, circular cavern, filled with things strange and wonderful. The cavern was dome-shaped, its circular base wide enough that the light from Lusidi's torch could not illuminate its full size, and high enough that its terminus was similarly lost in shadow. There was a small, well-sized pool of water in the room's center, with a jagged rock protruding from its middle from which cascaded an endless stream of glistening water. On either side of the pool were a myriad of objects that reminded Herel of his home in Sivarr's Keep—large, circular tables of stone, each piled high with books and parchment and long-dry bottles of ink, dotted with scrolls and quills and compasses. There were rocks upon the tables, gems and geodes that glittered in the light of Lusidi's torch as they gingerly began to weave through the room. Desks came into view, chairs, even cots lay upon the ground, several of them, in all positions and angles and arrangements, some of them covered in what appeared to be fanciful bolts of silk, others covered by blankets of the more homespun variety. It looked, Herel thought as they made the rounds through the huge, dome-shaped chamber, like an attic, like some forgotten chamber where one put the things they no longer had any use for. But who wouldn't have use for the fine silk or sparkling rubies scattered about the cavern floor? Herel frowned. These things were fine, but they were not the true spoils of the gods. They were the things they had acquired, and had decided to cast-off.

Disappointed, Herel conjured a ball of light, and began to wander away from Etia and Lusidi, exploring the myriad paths through the cluttered old room. With delicate, careful hands, he flitted through the parchment on a nearby desk, wiping at layers of dust as he went. The texts were written in Old Lathaian, a language which Herel barely knew the alphabet for and couldn't even dream of reading.

“Worthless,” he mumbled, walking away from the desk and deeper into the cavern. The spellscroll wasn't likely to be in the open, anyway. The gods had learned from their mistakes. Centuries ago, a wizard of the Repository had been able to enter Mages' Peak before it had been warded, and had left with Dartos' written account of their achievements—the Tome. But it had not stayed with the wizards for long; the Archmage at the time had given it to the High Priest of the Way for safekeeping, a decision that Herel sorely lamented. If only the Archmage hadn't been so foolish. They wouldn't need the spellscroll if they still had the Tome, for the Tome contained not only a narrative account of their deeds, but also the notes and particulars of the spell, written by Dartos himself.

But the Tome was gone. Destroyed by the very man who had written it. Herel tried to picture, as he waded carefully through the jumble of the cavern, what this place would have looked like in its prime. He doubted that it had always been a dumping ground for the gods' useless refuge. He pictured them walking, three aged wizards, among a giant laboratory filled with magical wonder, the tables home to experiments, the shelves fountains of knowledge and postulation. How long before they'd cast their spell had the gods lost interest in their earthly possessions? How long before becoming immortal had they ceased to care that the wealth of a thousand kings lay at their feet?

“Herel,” Etia's voice echoed from across the chamber. There was fear in it, and excitement. “You really should see this.”

His heart began to race. Had she found it? Had she found the spellscroll? Hardly thinking, Herel scrambled through the untidy mess of discarded treasures. “What is it?” he panted, coming to stand behind her and the warrior. “The scroll?”

“No,” Etia gestured to the far wall, “Look.”

Herel followed her gaze and saw that there, in the wall of the cavern, stood an arch of stone. Nine massive rocks comprised it, and upon each rock had been carved a single runic figure, each distinct from the rest. There was no door beneath this arch, nor was there passage to another room. No, beneath its threshold was something Herel had never seen—it swirled, light and dark, a rainbow of colors rippling with never-ceasing motion across the semi-circular plane, like water and air and fire and earth all at once, and yet like something else entirely. Herel had read of such a thing, had heard his mothers speak of it with passion and longing, but never, in Herel's wildest dreams, had he hoped to encounter one himself.

Taking a hesitant step forward, Herel reached out his hand, feeling the power that, like a physical force, emanated from the strange matter, repelling his approach as if his hand were a magnet of opposing polarity. He brought it as close as he dared, pressing forward with all his might, thrilling at the sensation before, at last, unable to stand the stress, he snapped his hand back, rubbing it with his other hand to ease the pain that now throbbed and pulsed.

“Master Herel, are you alright?” Lusidi looked down at him in alarm. “What in the names of the gods is that thing?”

Herel smiled bitterly, “It is a wall of pure magic. And, I'm sad to say, I shall have to destroy it.”
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“A wall of pure magic?” Lusidi remarked dubiously. “As opposed to what? A wall of impure magic?”

Herel shot her a dark look, “No, as opposed to a wall of no magic at all.”

“What do you mean?” Etia asked, her look anxious. Her eyes were large as she beheld the swirling arch of energy, which was just shy of Lusidi's height and perhaps two yards across. Its multicolored surface reflected strangely in her gaze, and for a moment Herel was annoyed and jealous of his cousin for reasons he didn't quite understand.

“I mean that this wall is made of nothing but magic, in its purest form,” Herel explained shortly. He turned his attention to the nine runes that comprised the arch. Each was distinct, and they were, thankfully, runes of magic. He could understand them—to a point. Three were obvious: the Sun, the Moon, and the Stars, but while the other six were not entirely strange to Herel, he did not know their meanings. If he had seen them in a spell, Herel would have been able to determine their purpose, but carved each into a single stone above the gate—he could only guess. “Only one other wizard has been recorded to have cast it,” Herel murmured. “Aldrynaeus of Caerolt. And he died long before my father was born.”

“Do you think your scroll lies beyond?” Lusidi asked gravely.

Herel looked to her, eyes cold, “Yes. And more. Although there is some equipment in this chamber, I don't believe we have yet seen the gods' true laboratory. They probably placed this ward after the Tome was taken, sealing off their working space entirely.”

“Can you break it?” Etia asked, turning to him, her eyes still reflecting that swirling mass of color.

Herel wanted to reply that of course he could break it. He was the son of Artima of the Plains. Magic flowed in his veins, amplified by his whole and intact soul—of course he could break it—but he wasn't so sure. This kind of magic was legendary, and, his prestigious pedigree notwithstanding, he hardly knew where to begin. But he didn't want Etia to know this. She was depending on him. The world was depending on him. The false ones had to be stopped.

“I will try,” Herel answered solemnly.
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Try as he might, though, Herel could not decipher the runes. Nearly an hour he spent staring at them, wracking his brain to try to remember the myriad uses for the symbols that had been carved into the arch, but to no avail. If he were working at a magical lesson with his mothers, Herel would have attempted to narrow his options by process of trial and error, but, knowing the gods, he suspected that any unsuccessful attempts to disarm the ward would result in immense pain for the caster, even death. Unwilling to test this theory, Herel was left to stare and ponder; a decidedly hands-off approach that didn't suit the boy in the slightest.

Lusidi and Etia had long since wandered away from the wall of pure magic. Herel could hear the steady shhhhing, shhhhing, shhhhing, of the knight's whetstone as she sharpened her blade, could hear too the occasional sounds of clinking as the large woman inadvertently bumped into some delicate object or other. Etia could be heard speaking with Lusidi at odd intervals, her high-pitched voice often grating to Herel's ears. Didn't she know he was trying to concentrate? He had half a mind to reprimand her, but that would only further break his concentration.

Another hour passed, and Herel found that his legs ached almost as badly as his head. Muttering an oath he had once heard Uncle Sonder curse when his horse had inadvertently stepped on his foot, Herel turned from the arch and flung himself down on the nearby pile of thick, rich brocade.

Etia was soon at his side, “Did you do it? Is the spell broken?”

“What do you think?” Herel answered irritably with a wave to the still-shimmering archway.

Etia frowned, hurt, “Well, I'm sure you'll think of something.”

“Maybe,” Herel answered, staring up at the dome-shaped ceiling. Lusidi's torch still burned, set in a discarded sconce, and the top of the cavernous chamber was still lost in shadow. “It's obvious that the gods warded the arch with their blood, but how we can use our blood to undo the spell,” he shook his head, “I haven't got a clue.”

“Maybe they left a clue somewhere around here?” Etia said helpfully, sitting down next to him on the pile of old fabric. She had a book in her hands, Herel realized, and she had opened it on her lap, flipping through its pages idly. “There are plenty of books in this place, mostly ones I can't read,” her brow furrowed in annoyance, “but I did eventually find a few in Dorneldian, and some others with nice pictures and maps in them. I even found one about Iolimi.”

Herel sat up, looking at Etia with a hungry gaze, “Books? What language were they in? Did you see anything with runes?”

“I think so,” Etia replied, shrinking away from him. Herel hardly noticed, he was already standing.

“Show me,” he commanded. “Take me to them.”

Etia brought him to one of the great stone tables, piled high with volumes bound in leather and loose sheets of parchment. A quick glance at their spines told Herel that the books were indeed magical in nature, although he was unsure what he would find in their pages. Thanking his cousin, Herel pulled up a musty, damp old chair and began to methodically organize and peruse their contents.
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Several hours passed, and Herel was still no wiser about the runes that marked the archway. So deep in his concentration was he that Herel was only alerted to the passage of time by Lusidi calling his name and insisting he eat something to keep up his strength. It was difficult to tell, but by the knight's best estimates, it was now well into the night, and they needed to rest.

Herel would have protested, would have insisted that they had no time to rest—the planets would align tomorrow night, and Lantos had promised to return—but he found that his stomach had been angrily calling for sustenance as he had worked, and his vision, when he stood to join Etia and the big knight, was blurry, turning the already eerie cavern into a disorienting scene of darkness and half-light.

Lusidi shared her own rations, hard, seed-crusted biscuits that she always had on her in case of emergency, and they drew water from the little pool in the cavern's center, boiling it and cooling it instantly with the help of Herel's magic. Herel found the biscuits too hard for his liking, and dipped them in the water to soften them. It was a cheerless meal, and when it was done, Herel conceded that he couldn't hope to glean any useful information from the gods' old spellbooks until he had gotten some sleep. Lusidi took first watch, and Etia volunteered for second.

“But your wound,” Herel had been quick to remind her. “You need rest even more than I do.”

“I'll be fine,” Etia promised, her eyes large and earnest. “I have been resting. I might as well make myself useful.”

“You've been plenty useful,” Herel muttered, his argument half-hearted at best. “Lantos would have taken us for sure if not for you.”

Etia shook her head, “That was Virha's doing. Not mine.”

Herel scoffed, “You brought her to us. That much I know. I certainly didn't summon her.”

Herel was gratified to see his cousin give a small smile, and he felt some of the tension that had grown between them begin to ease. As he lay down to sleep on a pile of discarded quilts and cushions, Herel's mind once more began to drift to the spellscroll, and what he would do once it was in his hands. Maybe he could still convince her, maybe there was still a chance. If she trusted him, if he was kind—maybe she would see it his way. They couldn't bring it to the Repository. They just couldn't.

He awoke while Etia was still on her watch, but rather than roll over and return to his slumber, Herel stood to his feet and walked wearily to the desk he had commandeered, to the books he had yet to search. Summoning fire to the tips of his fingers, Herel lit a nearby candle, and resumed his work. The runes were baffling, their meaning in the arch ambiguous. If he could just find the right book, just locate the right reference, Herel was certain he could unravel the spell that kept the field of magic churning. He smiled, reminded of the time he had spent with Uncle Sonder at the Godskeep. How often had the world's problems been resolved with the help of a little research? Dire as his time at the Godskeep was, Herel remembered it with a kind of fondness. He hadn't been the one to find the book that had let Sonder claim his right as Keeper, but Herel had spent countless hours searching with him nonetheless, and he felt he ought to share in that accomplishment.

As he was musing over these memories, Herel came across just what he was looking for—a lexicon of magical runes, not written in Old Lathaian as so many of the texts were, but in the language of magic itself. His heart racing, Herel scrambled to scan the immense table of runes therein, his eyes looking for any that resembled the six symbols along the magical stone arch. It didn't take long. In minutes, he had located the runes in question, and was able to make a short list of uses that might pertain to the wall of pure energy that they guarded. Another hour passed, and another, and another. He was almost heedless of Lusidi waking from her own slumber, of her calling his name to break his fast. He ate and drank around the small fire he had kindled with little enthusiasm, his mind never leaving his work, and he returned to his desk with a sigh of frustration. He had the runes. He had the meanings. But he hadn't been able to produce a counter-spell.

There was no usable ink in any of the inkwells the gods had left behind, but Herel had been able to find sticks of charcoal, and it was these he used to scrawl his notes and elaborate his magical theories before putting them to the test. The forearms of his brassy skin were stained ashy black from the messy medium, and his fingers were no better. Herel was certain, if he were to look in a mirror, that he would find the stuff smudged all over his face. He worked nose to paper, sketching the runes and words of power in an almost fever-like state. He recalled his lessons with Mother and Ophie, recalled their instructions with perfect clarity. Creating a spell was difficult enough, countering a spell was almost impossible. One had to have an exact, precise understanding of the spell they wished to break before attempting to break it. Common spells had equally common counter-spells, but the more complex the spell, the more complex it was to disarm. This was the very reason the Repository sought the spellscroll used for the Spell of Invocation Transference. Without it, they could never hope to undermine the great feat of magic the gods had cast. The fact that Herel was trying to dispel the enchantment laid upon the magical arch and break through a wall of pure magic without first seeing how either spell was comprised was practically suicide—no Repository mage would ever attempt such a thing.

But Herel was not a Repository mage.

He had his soul. He was strong with his magic. He was the son of Artima, the son of Dartos. He would succeed. This was different from the shade. That had been pure arrogance on Herel's part. He had thought himself invincible in the face of a creature he had falsely perceived to be weak. This was something else. He had all the tools, all the knowledge he needed. He need only put them together. It was just a matter of time.

Unfortunately for Herel, time was the only thing he didn't have. The day slipped between his fingers like sand, and before he knew it, the night of planetary alignment was upon him. Lantos had not yet appeared, but Herel could see, out of the corner of his eye, Lusidi begin to stand guard at the entrance to the cavern, her great sword drawn, her expression grim. Etia stood before the swirling wall of magic, looking into its depths with worry. Finding himself at yet another dead end in his work, Herel let out a snarl of frustration, and sat back in his chair. Etia, still with that careworn look, turned to him.

“Did you find anything?” she asked.

“No,” Herel snapped, throwing down his stick of charcoal in disgust. It broke in half as it hit the desk, leaving a deep smudge across the middle of his work. “What time is it? What's the hour?”

“It is almost nightfall,” Lusidi intoned from the cavern's entrance.

“Seltos' tits,” Herel swore. The planets would align three hours after sunset. Lantos would return before then, was probably already on his way. They had to do something. They couldn't stay here. The cavern was large and full of debris, but it held nothing that would hide them from the god should he come looking.

“What do we do?” Etia asked. “Virha's out there. If Papa returns—”

“Then what happens to your whale will be the least of our concerns,” Herel returned sharply.

Etia's brows contracted in anger, “She saved our lives, Herel. You wouldn't be here if it weren't for her. We should find her again and leave.”

“Mistress Etia is right,” Lusidi said from the door. “If you cannot find a way through that arch, then we have no reason to remain here. Retreat would be wise.”

“No,” Herel almost choked. They were close, so close! The spellscroll was just beyond that arch, he was sure of it. The key to destroying the gods. The last remaining record of the greatest magical feat in history! Herel would not leave it behind. He would rather die—angry, he felt tears rise to his eyes as he realized that that wasn't true. Would he rather die? No. No. What would his mothers think? What about Uncle Sonder? So many had already died at the hands of the false ones, so many had made themselves martyrs, and Herel had no desire to join their ranks. But defeat...he could not give in to defeat, not without giving it at least one last attempt.

He looked to his notes, to the myriad of books lying open in haphazard positions all across the ancient desk. He knew the essence of the spell that protected the arch, and he had a theory on how best to disarm it. More than a theory. He had a counter-spell. But his confidence in that spell was only lukewarm at best, and if he was wrong—he might just end up a martyr after all.

“We will return to Virha,” Herel replied heavily. He looked to his cousin, “After I attempt to disarm it. If I fail,” he hesitated, not wanting to alarm her, but Etia's eyes were knowing. “Then we'll head for the entrance, and flee this place before Lantos can find us.”

Lusidi, her expression unreadable, nodded from the doorway, “Be swift.”

“Etia,” Herel said, standing and bringing his own spellscroll over to the arch. It wasn't a proper spellscroll by any means. Its parchment was aged and crackling, and it was scrawled and smudged in charcoal. No graceful strokes of ink nor flourishes of design marked its corners. Herel would be mortified to show such a sorry thing to his mothers, who would surely reprimand him for his uncharacteristic sloppiness, but the work itself—the contents of the lone sheet of parchment were some of the most difficult he had ever constructed, and Herel liked to think, as he approached the ever-swirling archway of light and shadow and color, that his mothers would be proud of it.

“Yes?” the Daughter of the Moon and Stars answered, somewhat uncertain.

“I'll need your knife,” he instructed.

Wordlessly, but wearing a pout of confusion, Etia removed the knife Dienna had given her from her belt, and handed it, carefully, to Herel. Almost immediately, Herel adjusted its grip in his hand, still holding his spellscroll in his other, and held its pointed tip to Etia's palm.

Etia gasped and flinched away from the touch of the metal as if by instinct, “What are you doing?”

“It's blood magic, remember?” Herel said impatiently. Seeing her hurt expression, Herel sighed and tried a more friendly approach. “I just need a little of your blood, to smear on the stones.” Seeing that she still looked dubious, he added, “I'll be doing it too. Don't worry, it shouldn't hurt too much. Less than what your father did to you.”

The reminder of Lantos seemed to do the trick. Nodding, Etia said, “Okay. Just be quick.”

“Of course.” Setting his spellscroll on the floor of the cavern, Herel took his cousin's dark hand in his own, marveling at how tiny it was, and drew the point of his mother's blade across the center of her palm.

Etia flinched, but did not cry out. When it was over, she immediately drew a bandage from her pack and began to dress the wound.

“I'm alright,” she said to Lusidi, who was watching the two with grim worry from the door.

“Excellent,” Herel said, he knelt to pick up his work and gave Etia a cursory glance. “Now go stand with the knight.”

“But Herel,” Etia protested. “What if something happens—”

“Then you'll be safer with her than with me,” Herel snapped, silently begging his cousin to drop the subject. “Now go.”

Her deep blue eyes held his for a moment, drawing him in, calling him to their depths as he once again felt that strange pulling sensation, that hypnotic calling that reminded Herel of the song of the whale they had left at the cave's entrance, and he thought for sure that she would continue to argue, but her gaze soon turned to one of determination.

“Okay,” she said, her eyes still holding his as if by a string. “Do what you have to, but please,” she added, “be careful.”

“I will,” Herel nodded, already turning back to the nine stones of the arch. He had to act fast. Their blood needed to be fresh. He turned the dagger to his own palm, let its blade pierce his flesh. Etia's blood now covered his, the blood of Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos combined on the simple, unadorned dagger.

He hardly noticed as Etia went to stand by Lusidi, already deep in concentration. Thanking the onslaught of his teenage years for the height he had recently gained, Herel reached up as high as he could, holding the blood-tipped knife to the topmost stone.

Moon.

He smeared the blood upon the rune of the moon, mimicking its lines, rewriting the magical hieroglyph with strokes in the opposite direction to how they would have been originally written.

Sun.

Herel did the same to the sun rune, tracing the glyph in blood.

Stars.

He moved to the rune for the stars, rewriting the sigil carefully with the gods' blood, his strokes in the opposite direction.

He took a step back, checking his work. No wobbles, nothing outside the lines. Satisfied, Herel again approached the arch and, starting from the rightmost stone, the one nearest to the ground, Herel began to smear the remaining blood in one large, sweeping arch through the middle of each of the nine stones.

“Soeresti al-lumen, ital-tan rumest moriartal, moriartal lumeni,” he murmured the words of the spell. Magic flowed through him, flowed from the deepest reaches of his soul, spreading like fire through his veins and out from his fingertips, from his mouth, from his eyes. His vision began to blur, so powerful was the force of the spell, so overwhelming was its presence. Fighting to keep his hand steady, Herel continued to draw the blood across the middle of the stone arch. When he came to the ones he had already marked, the Sun, the Moon, and Stars, they began to glow with a pure, white light.

He reached the final stone, at the bottom left of the arch, and tore the knife away with a grunt. It had grown unnaturally heavy in his hand, a side-effect of the magic, but for good or ill, Herel did not know.

He stashed the knife into his belt and held his scroll with both hands.

“Soeresti al-lumen, ital-tan rumest moriartal, moriartal lumeni,” Herel began to chant. His vision continued to blur; he could hardly make out the words he had written on the page. “Ital-tan morartal, soresti al-lumen. Ubethar-betla, Lantos. Ubethar-betla, Dartos. Ubethar-betla, Seltos.” The wall of pure magic was now glowing so bright that Herel was forced to abandon his scroll altogether. Flinging it down in near-panic, he continued the counter-spell from memory,“Soeresti al-lumen, ital-tan rumest moriartal, moriartal lumeni. Toth. Soth. Selt. Ital-tan morartal, soresti al-lumem!”

There came a great howl, as if the stones themselves protested the breaking of their spell, another blinding flash of light, and then—darkness. Herel blinked rapidly, his eyes trying to adjust to the abrupt change, trying to see what had happened.

The wall of magic was gone. The archway was open.

Herel stood, immobile, as thousands of emotions entered his heart. Success, disbelief, haste, trepidation. He could see a room beyond the arch, dim and dark, soon to be illuminated by his command. What lay beyond? What would he do?

“Herel that was amazing!” Etia exclaimed, racing to his side. She gave him a swift hug that Herel barely had the wherewithal to shrug off.

“It was pretty impressive, wasn't it?” Herel said absentmindedly, still staring into the room beyond the arch. Would there be another trap? Was the room enchanted in other ways?

Lusidi came over to them, “Well done, Master Herel.”

“Thank you,” Herel replied. He untied the knife from his belt and handed it back to Etia. “And for this. I won't be needing it anymore.” He took a step toward the arch, slow and cautious. Magic still flowed through his own veins, making it difficult for Herel to detect if there were any other wards against their passing. Waving his hand through the threshold and finding no obstacle, feeling no pain, Herel stepped back and summoned light to his hand, “Alstal imet sotha!” He shone the light into the room, and gasped.

The room was small, its far wall and contents visible to Herel even from where he stood at its entrance. It had been constructed of stone, seemed to have been hollowed out of the larger cavern adjacent to it, reminding Herel of a cellar. Inside was a large stone table, similar to those in the room they had just left, but this table had been covered almost entirely in long lines of runes, carved into the table's obsidian surface. The runes glinted in the light of his spell, revealing the faint presence of latent magic within their markings. Behind the table were three large chests of drawers. They were grand, gilded and encrusted with jewels, constructed of some dark wood that had not yet managed to lose it luster, and between these chests were what Herel could have only described as workbenches—short tables of wood flush against the wall—covered with all the trappings of a wizard's laboratory. There were cauldrons, mortars and pestles, vials, glasses, funnels, scales, jars full of things that Herel longed to touch and examine, dried herbs that hung just above the bench, quills, old bottles of ink and parchment. It was to these rolls of parchment that Herel's eyes immediately went, but he could make out nothing of their appearances from where he stood.

“Don't touch anything,” Herel warned as they entered the room. The knight's armor clinked and clanked as she walked, the sound harsh in the long-silent place. Herel winced. It felt like a crypt. The laboratory had an air of entombment that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. It had not been opened in centuries, had had no visitor since the gods had warded it with their blood a millennium ago, and although it was not in quite the same state as the antechamber, it seemed that the wizards who would become gods had, after their great spell had been cast, simply left their belongings where they were. Several drawers had been left open, revealing scrolls and parchment and spell components inside, and quills had been left out next to open wells of dried ink.

“But there are so many scrolls here,” Etia voiced aloud what they had all been thinking. Her face was drawn in dismay as her eyes roved the chests and tables. “Which one do we need?” 

“I don't know,” Herel said, his own frustration rising. He should have foreseen this. What had he expected? A heavily armored chest with the spellscroll sitting on a pillow in its belly? What if it wasn't here at all? They would have come all this way for nothing. Or what if it was here, filed away and buried under all the other hundreds of sheets of parchment? It could take hours, days to sort through them. They didn't have days. They had all of a few hours before the planets would align, and who knew how many minutes before Lantos would return. He had to think. If he were his father, if he were performing the Spell of Invocation Transference, and he were successful, what would he do with the spellscroll afterwards? Dartos had admitted, at the Battle of the Godskeep, to the gods leaving all their trappings behind in the immediate aftermath of their success. They had only later discovered that the Tome had been taken.

“If I were a god,” Herel whispered to himself, looking around the laboratory carefully, “where would I put it?”

“I'd put it in one of these,” Etia said, gesturing to the chests of drawers, her tone matter-of-fact. She started to reach for one, but Herel whipped back and grabbed her hand.

“No!” he exclaimed. “Don't touch anything! It could be enchanted.”

“Oh, right,” Etia replied, her expression contrite. “Sorry.”

Turning from his cousin in annoyance, Herel contemplated her suggestion. Despite what he'd said, he didn't actually think the drawers were enchanted. With a wall of pure magic protecting the entrance to their lab, it would have been overkill, even by the gods' standards, to also ward their inner materials against intruders. It simply wasn't practical.

“It is now sunset,” Lusidi informed them.

“I know,” Herel snapped. They were losing time. Lantos had promised to return. He knew where they were bound. He was sure to find them. Herel hoped that Virha was safe at the cave's entrance. They would need the whale to get out of here. If Lantos harmed her in any way—they would be trapped.

“What about this?” Etia said, now standing before one of the workbenches. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she was leaning over what seemed to be a sheet of parchment that had been weighted with the aid of a stone in each of its four corners.

Herel scoffed, “I'm sure they wouldn't just leave it out.”

“I don't know,” Etia replied. “These stones have runes on them, and this paper looks special. I think there's gold in the ink.”

Herel blinked, “Gold ink?” No, it couldn't be. Gold was a powerful magical substance. Few wizards would have need to add gold to their ink, let alone be able to afford it. He strode over to Etia, “Let me see that.”

She stepped aside, and Herel leaned down over the parchment in disbelief. There it was. There was no mistaking it. The parchment was supple, hardly cracked even after sitting so long untouched, the runes that covered nearly every inch of its surface perfectly formed, perfectly written in a reddish ink that seemed to have been mixed with liquid gold. Many of the runes he did not know—most of them in fact, seemed completely foreign to Herel—but what he could read left him with little doubt.

Sun. Moon. Stars.

Life. Power. Prayer.

This was it. This was the Spell of Invocation Transference.

Gingerly, Herel removed the four stones from its corners, amazed at how easily the parchment curled back into its original form. Holding it with both hands, he let out a soft sigh, then turned to Etia and Lusidi, grinning.

“This is it!” he exclaimed, giddy. “We've done it!”

Etia gave him a swift hug. Lusidi, standing in the shadows behind the laboratory's entrance, gave Herel an appreciative nod.

“Very good, Master Herel,” she said. “But we shouldn't linger. It is time to get out of this place.”

Herel nodded, setting aside his feelings of celebration for when they had more time. Seeing a nearby scrollcase, dark, made of a tooled leather, Herel fit the scroll neatly inside, closed its clasp, and tied it securely to his belt.

Boom.

Herel, Etia, and Lusidi looked up in alarm.

Boom.

The ground began to shake, a great rumbling rocking the laboratory. Cracks began to form and spread like fingers across the walls, dirt and sand pouring through the newly formed fissures in the ceiling above.

“What's happening?” Etia cried.

“An earthquake!” Herel shouted.

He was about to make a move for the door, but his tracks were halted as a most unwelcome voice reached his year.

“Pardon my late arrival,” the voice, high-pitched and thin, called from the cavern beyond. “I was detained on another matter. But do not worry,” the voice continued, grating, mocking. Herel could hear the sneer on the speaker's face even though he could not see it. “I have come to collect you, my children, and this time, there will be no escape.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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“Papa!” Etia cried, her eyes wide with fear. The rumbling continued. It was a struggle for Herel to stay on his feet. He stumbled back into Etia, who was holding on to the chest of drawers behind her. Lusidi stood to the side of the arch, back flush against the wall, sword drawn.
“Yes, my child,” Lantos replied, and now Herel could see him. He walked calmly past the debris and scattered treasures of the antechamber, heading with long-legged strides for the arch. They were trapped. There was no way out of the laboratory that would not bring them past the god. He looked as sickly as ever—his skin whiter than parchment, his limbs thin and emaciated, his plain tunic of linen hanging off of his frame like a limp banner in the wind. Yet for all of this, Herel could see the power in his frame, the hatred in this too-young eyes as he walked toward them.
The Old Man with the Young Face paused in his approach, staring up at the stone archway with a look of approbation, “Impressive. I assume this is the work of Dartos' son. Would that you had been mine instead.”

Herel did not answer. Next to him, Etia was staring at her father with abject loathing.

“Perhaps we should have foreseen this outcome. Perhaps we should not have used our blood to seal off our treasures. But who of us had harbored any thoughts of progeny? It was never our design to have children, not until late, not until our powers had begun to waver with the caprices of the world. Alas,” Lantos said, running one huge, delicate hand thoughtfully over the marks of Herel and Etia's blood that now stained the runes, “by the time we realized our folly, it was too late to correct it. Dartos was gone. Seltos and I could not have broken these wards ourselves even if we had wanted to. In a way,” now Herel did see him smirk, “I am indebted to you two, for using your blood in place of our own, for unmaking the wards that sealed us out of our own laboratory.” The god of the moon turned his eerie gaze to Herel, his eyes locking on the scrollcase at his hip. He smirked, “But that is where our gratitude ends.”

He reached for the case, but Lusidi, hidden from his sight on the other side of the arch, brought her greatsword down with a mighty cry—and sliced clean through the god's arm.

Lantos' cry of pain was inhuman. It reminded Herel of a wild animal, wounded and bloodied and driven mad by the sight and smell of its own gore. Lantos recoiled, clutching his forearm and screaming in fury as blood—human blood—surged forth from the open wound.

“Move!” Lusidi commanded as she rushed forward, bashing the god with one armored elbow square in the chest. Lantos, still not recovered from the shock, never saw her coming. The impact of three hundred pounds of armored woman sent the frail avatar of the gods flying, his body landing hard against one of the many desks that littered the chamber.

Herel didn't need telling twice, he followed Etia, who had already begun to run after Lusidi, out of the laboratory. As he ran, he passed what could only be described as the arm of a very, very, old man—spotted and withered, skeletal, fragile—sitting in a pool of the gods' own blood, a pool that was shaking with the tremors that still shook Mages' Peak.

Rocks the size of boulders were falling from the ceiling now. They crashed into the spoils the gods had collected, fell and broke on the stone tables, sent books and parchment flying, splashed into the pool of water at the cavern's center. Herel was running next to Etia, both of them covering their heads with their hands. Lusidi charged ahead, dodging rocks as they fell. They soon reached the cavern's entrance.

“Blast!” the knight swore. The path that would lead them out of the mountain was blocked. Boulders large and small, debris and rubble filled the entire passageway, its entrance smashed beyond recognition. The same force that had caused the passage to collapse was spreading its ruin. Herel could see cracks growing rapidly along the rounded walls of the dome-shaped cavern. They had to find a way out, and fast.

Etia looked at the cave-in in disbelief. “Virha!” she cried, but neither Herel nor Lusidi answered. Lantos was rising to his feet. His right arm was nothing more than a bloody stump, but in his left, the false god had already drawn a ball of magical energy to himself, and was aiming it with a terrifying grin at where the three of them stood.

“I was looking forward to draining your bodies of our blood,” he snarled, his fury an almost palpable aura around him, “but if I must bury you instead in the rubble of our mountain home, then so be it.”

Before he could let his magic fly, an immense chunk of clay and rock fell from the cavern's ceiling above, landing just before him with a deafening thud.

“This way!” Lusidi took advantage of the confusion to lead them across the cavern. They hugged the wall of the room, running as fast as they could to circumvent the bulk of the debris. Lantos' shouts of frustration echoed around them as he tried to be rid of the immense object. “Another path!” Lusidi called behind her.

Sure enough, the tremors had caused the walls of the cave to shift and break, and what had once been a solid wall of stone now crumbled to reveal another cavernous passage beyond. Herel raced behind the knight, surprised at how swift she was for one so large, he and Etia barely able to keep pace with her. A great crack blasted through the air behind them, followed by the sound of Lantos' mocking laughter. Herel didn't have to look behind him to know that the god had destroyed the boulder blocking his way and was once more intent on their pursuit.

They entered the new path, their way lit dimly by some distant light that shone from further down the passage. It was similar to the other paths they had encountered, twisted, craggy, and crumbling in the ceaseless tremors of the shaking mountain. They ran down its length, the laughter of the mad god cackling behind them, growing closer every second, until they came to a fork—two paths diverged, one to the left, one to the right. The leftward path sloped up, while the rightward sloped down.

All three came to a halt. Lusidi's eyes flicked briefly over each path, then turned to Herel and Etia. “I will take the rightward path; you two take the left. Give me the scrollcase.”

“What?” Herel balked. There was no way he was giving the spellscroll to the knight. “No, it's mine.”

“Not the scroll,” Lusidi replied impatiently. “Just the case. Quickly now.”

Unsure what she meant but not willing to waste any more of their time, Herel untied the scrollcase from his belt, retrieved the scroll within, and handed the case to the woman. She immediately began to tie it to her own belt, toward the back, where it would be easily visible to any who followed her—

Realization dawned.

“No!” Herel cried. She was going to act as a decoy. “No, I won't let you!”

Lusidi regarded the children grimly, “There's no time to argue, Master Herel. Lantos will be here soon. You must be long gone when he does. I'll stay just long enough to ensure he sees me with the case.”

“But Lusidi,” Etia pleaded.

“Don't worry about me, little one,” the warrior woman said. She gave them both a small smile, “Find your whale. Get out of here, and get that scroll to someone who knows what to do with it.”

“But—”

“Go!” Lusidi commanded, Lantos' taunting laughter was close now, his shadow visible around the far corner of the tunnel. Herel could see the fear in her eyes as she turned back toward them, “Now!”

Herel hesitated a moment, then nodded, his throat suddenly feeling lodged and stuck. “Thank you, Lusidi,” he said the words he wished now that he had said to Dienna when she too had decided to put her life before his own. Not waiting for any reply, he took Etia by the arm, and began to run up the leftward path.

He stuffed the spellscroll into his pack as he ran, too afraid to pause. Etia was at his side, both of them out of breath and struggling to run uphill as the tunnel shook and rocked with the mountain's tremors. They were slammed unexpectedly against the walls of the narrow passage as they climbed up the slope, Lantos' laughter never quite leaving their ears. Was it just Herel's imagination, or was the god actually growing louder?

They reached the top of the sloping tunnel, and Herel had his answer.

The path had led them to a large, open cavern, a cave several times larger and deeper than the treasure room of the gods they had left behind. They were near the ceiling of this cavern, on a narrow ledge overlooking the immense room below, and, running across its floor, weaving through stalagmites and the debris that still fell from the collapsing ceiling, was Lusidi. She ran with her sword in both hands, somehow still able to run faster than Herel would have ever thought possible for how heavy her weapon must be, and hard on her heels was Lantos—only he was not running—no.

He was flying.

The Old Man with the Young Face was apparently no match for the athletic knight on foot, and had thus cast a Spell of Flight upon his human form. His emaciated legs long behind him, he glided like some terrifying specter in the air, following after Lusidi at a frightening pace. If not for the constant threat of falling rocks and shifting walls, the god would have caught up with Lusidi long ago.

Etia stopped at the ledge's side, beholding the scene below them with a look of horror as Herel ran on.

“Don't stop!” Herel urged her. “Etia we have to keep going!”

But she did not move. Giving an oath of frustration, Herel doubled back to her, prepared to drag her along himself if she continued to resist. He grabbed hold of his cousin's arm and turned her toward him, but as he did so, Herel was alarmed to see that her eyes had taken on their shocking, luminescent glow. Their blue depths that seemed to call to him now positively beamed in the dark of the cave, and her pearlescent skin and hair began to shimmer blue, green, purple.

“Virha,” Etia breathed, her gaze looking past Herel, unseeing even though he stood just before her. “I can hear her.”

“What?” Herel demanded. “Where?”

“She is near. She is coming for us,” Etia whispered, her face drawn in wonder.

“Then let's go to her,” Herel tugged insistently on her arm, hoping fervently that Lantos had not noticed his daughter's mystic display from the cavern below.

The children of the gods resumed their flight along the cavern's edge. They left the mighty chamber just moments after Lusidi, several stories below, also exited the room, her large form followed in moments by the horrifying visage of Lantos.

The path that Herel and Etia took grew lighter by the moment, its hue warm, the air fresh. They were almost out, Herel realized. They would soon emerge from the mountain!

They ran down the twisting and turning path, now sloping slightly downward, dodging the debris that fell from above. Cracks and fissures followed in their wake as they went, and Herel was horrified when the tunnel began to cave in behind them.

“Faster!” Herel commanded. “Don't look back!”

“I'm trying!” Etia panted, running slightly behind.

The tunnel grew lighter. Rocks continued to fall before and behind, the rumbling now making it difficult to stay on their feet. Rubble from the collapse was ricocheting off the walls, hitting their backs and heads. If they stopped for even a moment, they would be buried in the stone.

They rounded a corner, and Herel almost sobbed in relief. He could see the end of the tunnel! But they were too high up. Instead of ground and dirt, he saw dusk-lit sky and distant trees. Would they have to descend the face of the mountain? Was that even possible?

Suddenly, the light that streamed in from the golden sky was blotted out, and Herel nearly jumped out of his skin—a huge eye, dark and intelligent and surrounded by deep wrinkles of gray, gazed at them from the entrance, and a low, musical groan reached his ears.

“Virha!” Etia exclaimed.

The whale echoed a greeting in its own tongue, its majestic song reverberating in Herel's ears as it flew out of sight.

“Where's she going?” Herel demanded, breathless as he ran.

He needn't have worried. Virha reappeared, now hovering just below the tunnel's exit.

“Stay still, girl!” Etia called out. Before Herel knew what was happening, Etia, with a burst of speed, ran past him and jumped out of the tunnel, landing nimbly on the whale's slick back. She turned to Herel and held out a hand, “Come on!”

Herel wasted no time in following her example. He reached the exit just seconds after she landed and jumped, hitting Virha's back with an ungraceful whoomph as he landed on his stomach. Dazed, he righted himself, using Etia's shoulders for leverage, and sat behind her as she commanded Virha to fly lower.

“Lower?” Herel questioned.

“To Lusidi!” Etia shouted over the rush of the wind and the rumble of the shaking mountain. Huge flaws ran like veins along the hitherto smooth and pristine surface of Mage's Peak, the mountain looking more real and natural than it ever had before. Herel's eyes scanned its surface as Virha dove in a wide arc, dodging debris with the help of Etia, who warned her mount of incoming boulders with seconds to spare. The entire face of the mountain was changing, huge parts of it now breaking off and falling, crashing into each other with mighty sounds that shook even the whale and her riders high in the air. A massive sheet of stone slid down the mountain's southern side, revealing a huge outcropping of earth that spanned out like a bridge, thin and spindly and sure to collapse at any moment.

That's when he saw her.

Lusidi was running at full speed down the length of this bridge of earth and stone, Lantos flying some twenty feet behind. There was no escape. She would reach the end of the cliff. Lantos would overwhelm her. It would be the end of the knight.
“We have to save her!” Herel shouted.
“Virha!” Etia called her whale's attention to where the knight was running. The whale gave a groan and dutifully adjusted her course for the direction of the doomed warrior.

“Nowhere left to run!” Lantos's mocking voice was impossibly loud, cackling as Lusidi reached the end of the outcropping. 

Dim in the shadow of the twilit mountain, Lusidi gave a grimace. The children were above her. She could not see them, could not tell that Virha would soon be at her back to make her escape. Herel watched with horror as she, seemingly faced with no other option, took her sword in both hands and turned to face the oncoming god.

“Faster!” Herel commanded, hoping Virha would heed him. He couldn't let anyone else die because of him. He couldn't. “Faster!”

But Lantos was nearly upon her. His right arm still a bloodied stump, the Old Man with the Young Face reached out his left hand, magic gathering to the tips of his fingers as he flew like a phantom for his adversary. Lusidi stood her ground, standing square, poised and ready to swing her sword the moment he was within range. She must know it would do no good. She must know that this was the end. She had been able to surprise the god once, but Lantos would not make the same mistake twice. Her sword was useless, her attack in vain.

She would die.

Lantos' laughter was louder than the crumbling mountain, his spectral form glowing as it reflected the light of the setting sun. Lusidi stood, unflinching, unmoving, her face grim and unafraid as she faced her certain death.

“Die!” Lantos snarled as the magic flew from his fingertips.

“No!” Herel's magical shield hit the god's attack mere inches in front of Lusidi, who turned with a look of shock to see he and Etia diving straight for her on the back of the glowing whale.

“You!” Lantos was quick to recover from the surprise of Herel's spell. He had been knocked to the ground, his spell of flight disrupted, and he stumbled forward wildly as his legs tried to withstand the mighty shaking of the mountain.

Before he knew what he was doing, Herel cast another spell. He flung the magic with all the strength he possessed, exultant as he saw it hit its mark—not the god, but the bridge itself. There was an explosion of fire and smoke, and Lantos' eyes went wide with shock as the stone beneath his feet began to crack and crumble, the bridge collapsing before his eyes.

“No!” he cried. “No!”

As the god was trying not to fall with the crumbling cliff, Lusidi was clamoring onto Virha's back behind Herel.

“We must leave,” the woman panted, still out of breath. “Before he can follow.”

“Etia,” Herel called.

“Let's go,” the girl said, urging Virha to fly higher and higher, above the trees, above the hills and ledges, above the very mountains themselves. The tremors continued, audible even where they flew, and, just as they were passing into the clouds, they heard one last, mighty rumble followed by a deafening roar, and when the clouds parted, they looked back to find that the once perfectly pyramidal Mages' Peak had collapsed entirely, no more than a massive pile of rubble and stone. 
“It's gone,” Herel breathed. He would have expected to feel sadness at its destruction, but after their harrowing escape, he felt only relief.
“But where's Papa?” Etia asked, her eyes aglow as she turned to face Herel. “Do you think he survived?”

“I'm sure he did,” Herel called back darkly. This had been his doing, after all. Still, in those last, frenzied moments before they'd flown from the mountain with Lusidi in tow, Herel could have sworn that he'd seen Lantos falling with the collapsing bridge. “He may be hurt. But he's not done. He'll be back.”

“Then we should get as far away from this place as possible,” Lusidi said heavily. There was pain in her eyes, and she was clutching her side as she sat, slumped forward, sweat dripping from her brow and from the ends of her thin, dark hair. Herel wondered if some of the god's magic had hit her after all.

“To the Repository?” Etia asked.

Herel balked, almost began to argue. Astquary was on his tongue, a scathing remark that the Repository could not be trusted ready to quip at the young girl—but then he remembered the wild look that Lantos had given him, the terrifying expression as he had seen the spellscroll on Herel's hip. Murderous, loathing. Did he truly want to lead Lantos to his mothers' door? It was the night of alignment. Artima would be casting the spell to rid herself of Seltos' curse. What if she were not ready for them? Or worse, what if she—failed?

“Yes,” he replied, the wind almost ripping the words from his mouth. “To the Repository.”
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Chapter Twenty
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“Find the children! To the mountain! To the mountain!” the thralls wailed in the swirling storm of snow and ice. They weren't headed for their camp, Sonder realized. They were headed northeast, the same direction that Herel and Etia had gone to find the spellscroll of the gods. His heart stopped. Did they know? Had they at last discovered where the children had gone?

“They're headed for the mountains!” Sonder shouted, watching as the roving horde of thralls ran, ghastly and ephemeral, on the snow-lit horizon. How long would it take the demons to find their prey? “We have to stop them!”

“How?” Meredith asked, standing next to Sonder and peering into the night. Her face was drawn in worry.

“If they know the children's true location, there is little we can do to turn their course,” Endrick said. The wind of the winter storm blew his robes and cowl about him.

“We have to try,” Meredith returned. “Etia is out there!”

“And Herel,” Sonder muttered. He turned to Antenel, thinking fast. “We could try to draw them to us. If we attack them—”

“With what?” Antenel asked.

“With magic,” Sonder said, nodding to Meredith and Endrick. “We won't aim to defeat them, only to distract them. Your magic is stronger tonight, isn't it?”

Endrick frowned, “It will be, for a span of some minutes.”

“We'll have to make the most of it then,” Sonder replied.

“No Lord Keeper,” Nesryn said, the half-elf already drawing her blades and replacing her hood. “If we draw them to us, they'll only follow. Do you want to lead them back to your Godskeep? To the people who only just escaped them?”

Sonder cursed under his breath. She was right. They must think of something else. The howls of the thralls could still be heard ringing through the night, the snow unable to quell such strange cries, and their glowing red eyes could still be seen on the horizon. They were moving fast, as swift as their ghostly forms would allow. They didn't have time to argue. The horde would soon pass them by, and they would never be able to catch up.

“We can at least try to slow them down,” Sonder said, thinking aloud. “We can buy Herel and Etia some time.”

“But is it worth the risk?” Antenel asked, somber as his eyes met Sonder's. The night made his violet eyes seem dark and deep. “We do not even know if they are still at the gods' mountain.”

“Even if they aren't,” Sonder returned, “I can't just let those things go un-challanged. If Herel is in danger,” he stopped, shaking his head. He had already failed to protect his sister, he couldn't fail to protect the kid too. “I promised his mother I'd watch over him. I have to do what I can.”

Antenel regarded him gravely for a moment, “Then we will go with you. Nesryn,” he turned to the half-elf.

“Yes, my prince,” she replied.

“If we cut across the plain, we should intercept them,” Antenel instructed. “We will let the wizards go first, using their magic to draw their attention. We do what we can to detain them, and when we can hold no longer—”

“I'll call for the retreat,” Sonder finished. “Any objections? No?” The group was silent. “Alright then. Let's move.”

The five of them quickly doused their campfire, gathered their belongings, and mounted their horses. In minutes, they were racing through the storm, breaking from the road and cutting across barren, snow-covered fields. 

The two wizards led the charge, their steeds thundering over the snowy plain, all driving their mounts as hard as they could to reach the swiftly moving horde of thralls. The night was dark, low clouds blocked the light of the heavens, and flakes of snow whipped past Sonder's face as he rode, his own horse just behind Meredith and Endrick's, Antenel and Nesryn following behind. Their horses were fleet, their movements quick, and their cut across the countryside led them slightly ahead of their foes. In moments, they would meet them at a diagonal.

The thralls, for their part, had not yet noticed their adversaries. So intent were they on their path, so passionate were their cries of, “The mountain! To the mountain!!” that they did not see the five riders approaching from the west. When they did, it was too late. 

“Alstal imet sotha!” Endrick cast the first spell.

The thralls hissed and shrank back in pain as a wave of light burst forth from the end of Endrick's wooden staff. The creatures stopped, confused as they tried to determine who or what had just attacked them, their cries for the children of the gods momentarily ceasing. 

Sonder easily located his sister. She led the thralls at the front of their company, and he watched with his heart in his throat as she tried to recall her troops into some semblance of order, eyes glowing red in the dark of the night.

“Attackers!” her hellish voice cried. She pointed one deadly finger in their direction.“Stop them!”

No sooner had she commanded it than five thralls, their faces obscured by the star masks they had worn in the last moments of life, charged across the plain straight for them, hands outstretched. Avoiding their deadly touch was easier when they weren't all charging at once, Sonder realized. The thralls seemed better suited to pursuit than to defending themselves out in the open. He urged his horse away from their vanguard, twisting and weaving through them with speed and agility as Meredith and Endrick took turns casting their spells. They were timing each strike of light at intervals, leaving hardly a moment's pause between spells, each attacking from the front of the group, leaving the thralls no direction to go but back. 

It was working, Sonder realized with wonder. They had halted them. They had slowed the thralls' pursuit of the children to a crawl as they tried to advance past the veritable wall of light Meredith and Endrick had created. If they could just keep this up for as long as they had in Lonmar—he would consider the diversion a success. But would that be long enough? Sonder continued to weave in and out of the thralls, keeping as much distance as the could, careful to never let his horse come within reach of their touch. What if they still reached the children? What if Herel was still in danger even with their help? Sonder grimaced, feeling the powerlessness he had felt so often since becoming Keeper. There must be something they could do. There must be some other way they could help Herel and Etia.

“Endrick!” he rode to the front of the horde, where the wizards still contained the thralls with beams of light. They had been at it for some time and, just as they had been at Lonmar, they had begun to grow fatigued.

“Sonder,” Endrick answered, his breathing labored. Their horses were faring little better than their riders. The mounts beneath Endrick and Meredith stamped and whinnied in fear at the thralls who continually tried to run past them, each stopped by a well-placed spell some thirty feet away. Endrick turned to face him, “Are you calling the retreat?”

“Not yet,” Sonder replied.

Endrick shook his head wearily, “We cannot keep this up much longer. It would be wise to leave, let them continue on their course. We have done all that we can.”

“What about the alignment?” Sonder asked, brow furrowed.

“It has come and gone,” Endrick answered, still out of breath. “It is only thanks to its power that we were able to contain them this long, but fatigue will soon overtake us.”

“Are you sure?” Sonder asked, and now Meredith rode over to join them, still keeping her own spells flying at the increasingly-agitated thralls. How long would it take the thralls to realize they could turn from their course, that they could simply turn and go around them on the open plain? But no, it seemed whatever magic had cursed them, whatever spell told them where to find the ones they sought only told them to move forward, and any deviation from that was impossible. “Is there nothing else we can—”

Sonder was caught off guard as, all at once, the thralls began to charge.

“Move!” Sonder commanded. He and the wizards urged their horses just out of reach as the thralls raced forward. Sonder fled to the west, while Meredith and Endrick doubled back, trying to retake their positions. They soon recovered, and the wizards began once more to repel the thralls with their light—but they had lost nearly twenty feet of ground between them.

“The children!! Lantos commands us! Seltos commands us! To the mountain! To the mountain!” they cried. Dienna was still visible in the middle of their ranks, flanked by what could only have been the three Prominents, all wearing their star masks, eyes glowing red and ominous in the darkness.

Sonder longed to cry out to her, to beg her to stop this madness, but she was so distant, so far away that he was sure she could not hear him.

“What was that?” Antenel said, coming to join them with Nesryn close behind. The three of them waited, hooves stammering, behind the wizards.

“They missed their mark,” Nesryn answered, frowning. “The wizards are clearly fatigued. We should call it off, before they do worse.”

“No,” Sonder replied. It had not even been an hour since they'd begun their blockade. Herel deserved more time. Sonder couldn't let it end here, couldn't just step aside and let the thralls continue in their pursuit of the children of the gods.

“Sonder,” Antenel was looking at him now with an expression of pity that he did not often see on his lover's face. “Nesryn is right. We've done all that we can. The gods' children are not the only ones who are in danger of these creatures.”

“Yes, they are,” Sonder returned sharply. “Or have you forgotten Lonmar? They harmed no one, they care only for Herel and Etia. The curse draws the creatures to them. They'll never stop searching.”

“All the more reason for us to leave,” Nesryn said. She gave her prince a withering look, then rode a few steps away, watching over Meredith's shoulder as her spell illuminated the horizon, casting the accursed creatures back.

“I'm sorry, Sonder,” Antenel said softly. He looked up at him with somber eyes, “She does not understand.”

“It's fine,” Sonder spat, still on edge. “It's only—”

“The children!!”

The thralls gave another charge, rushing all at once toward them, heedless of Meredith and Endrick's magic. The thralls in front of their company fell to the ground in agony as the spells of light hit their marks, but those behind were able to run forward uninhibited.

“No,” Sonder breathed. They had gained another ten feet by this tactic, Meredith and Endrick falling back until they were now almost even with Sonder and the others. The bastards were learning. If they timed it just right, they could avoid the brunt of the spell, and still advance. “No!”

“Find them!” the thralls cried as again they surged forward, once more sacrificing those in front to the magic that shot from Meredith's hands, trampling over them as they fell to the ground. They gained another ten feet, and Meredith and Endrick were forced to turn.

“Retreat!” Sonder called, although it wasn't necessary. The thralls were already upon them. He and Antenel led the way north, Nesryn, Meredith, and Endrick following, the thralls hard on their heels. Sonder knew that this was not a good direction to ride, but he had little choice. The thralls had managed to push them into a shallow valley, a hollow between two sloping hills that Sonder had hoped to use to stop the thralls. The demons' tactics had pushed their adversaries into the hollow instead, trapping Sonder and his companions inside.

The wailing of the thralls was joyous, a glad cry of freedom.

“The children! To the mountain! To the mountain!”

“Seltos' tits!” Sonder swore. Some of the thralls had broken off from the main group and were flanking them, floating along in their demonic gait on top of the hills on either side of the gully. They were surrounded. Or soon would be. The ground sloped upward ahead of them, leading out of the little valley in which they had been forced, and Sonder could see that their way had not yet been blocked.

But they were coming.

“What now?” Antenel yelled over the cavorting din, his eyes on the encroaching thralls. “They'll block the pass!”

“Keep going!” Sonder instructed, unsure what else to do but try to reach the pass before them. But even with the horses at their utmost speed, the thralls were faster. The racing creatures on either side poured down the flanking hills. The pass was blocked. They were trapped.

Two hundred feet away, the creatures paused, whether waiting for the rest of their horde or purposefully trying to stop their adversaries' exit, Sonder didn't know. They had grown too bold with the thralls, and Sonder knew it. They had pushed their luck. They shouldn't have tried to detain them. How could he have been so foolish? They were thralls, not ogres. Sonder had no reason to think he could halt them; and now they would pay the price.

“Sonder?” Antenel questioned. His face was grim as he rode. Sonder knew that look. He didn't think they would make it.

Sonder couldn't answer, couldn't think. What had he done? He had only been trying to protect Herel, protect Etia. Their mission was important. They were important. And now they were trapped between hundreds of thralls intent on killing them for so impeding their search—led by his own dear and accursed sister.

And this was where it ended.

Sonder could see no way out. The thralls howled from behind, howled from in front. Their hands were outstretched, their deadly touch awaiting. At least Antenel was by his side. At least he was among friends. Or maybe that made it worse. Sonder had led them here. Sonder had led them to their doom.

But Sonder was soon to realize that it was not the end after all.

Without warning, light appeared on the horizon, as if the dawn itself were breaking. Sonder gasped. What was happening? Sunrise was hours away, and they were facing north, not east.

The thralls screamed in pain. Clutching their star-shaped masks, they shrank away from the light, howling as they began to dissipate. In seconds, their ghastly forms had faded entirely, leaving nothing behind.

“Name of the gods!” Meredith cried.

A figure on horseback appeared on the horizon. A dark silhouette against the light, they rode toward the harried group, light streaming behind them like the break of day. And riding out from that day, Sonder could finally see, was a face which he had been dreading to see ever since they had last parted in Astquary.

“Artima,” he breathed.

She sat her horse with back straight and chin upturned, powerful, exultant in her magic. Gone was the sickly look from her aspect, gone was the pained look in her eyes. The curse of Seltos had been broken.

Her dark hair streamed behind her in a long wave, the dark blue frock she wore blew in a wind that seemed to have come from the magic itself, and her eyes, fierce and lovely, met Sonder's with a fervor that frightened him almost as much as the now evaporated thralls.

“It seems I arrived just in time,” the sorceress observed. Shorter than Sonder, even on horseback, she looked up at him haughtily as she approached. “Are you truly so inept a soldier, Sonder Darpentus?”

“Artima, I,” Sonder stammered in surprise. Light still emitted from her, illuminating the night as if it were day. Indeed the sky seemed dawn-pink above them, which had been dark as pitch only moments before. She really had recovered her power, hadn't she? “Thank you.”

Artima did not blink, “I need not your thanks, Sonder Darpentus. Or should I call you Keeper? This madness is of your own doing.”

“Artima,” Endrick now joined them, haggard from his own spellcasting. His black and gray robes hung limply from his hunched form, and he sat his horse unsteadily. “What spell is this? Have the thralls been defeated?”

“No,” Artima answered coldly. “I have only just broken one of Seltos' curses; I have not the strength to break another. They have been un-formed, as occurs at the dawn of each day. They will reform soon enough. We should be well away before they do.”

“The night of planetary alignment was a success,” Endrick stated.

Artima smirked, still glowing like the god she had once loved, “As you see, Endrick Arelo.”

“And why should we go anywhere with you?” Meredith snarled, bringing her horse around and looking at Artima with undisguised hatred. “Never mind the thralls, you tried to have Endrick and I killed!”

Artima turned to Meredith, unfazed at her ire, “I tried to keep your Etia safe from the gods. Can you blame my willingness to sacrifice you in her favor?”

“She was safe with us,” Meredith replied vehemently.

“I think not,” was Artima's acidic reply. She brought her horse before Meredith's, looking up at the woman with a smirk. “Else she would still be with you. Instead she is with my son, two slowly moving targets of the gods who so desperately want to use their blood, and destroy them.”  “Artima,” Sonder addressed her before Meredith could reply. He had to clear his conscience. The guilt was ready to kill him. “I'm sorry for what happened in Iador. I had every intention of taking Herel to Omkett, but Seltos—”

“Played you for a fool,” Artima finished bitterly, her dark eyes sharp with disappointment. “You of all people should know better than to trust the words of the gods. I expected better of you, Lord Keeper, and I think you will yet pay for your folly. But come,” she said. “We do not have much time.”   In an instant, the light that had seemed to shine from within Artima suddenly winked out, leaving them once more under the pall of night. Sonder grimaced, dazed at the sudden change, as Artima began to lead them out of the pass and onto the open plain. “Luckily for you, Sonder, my son is still alive and well, and in possession of a most peculiar object.”

Sonder's eyes widened in surprise. Had he actually done it? Had Herel succeeded? “The spellscroll?”

“Indeed,” Artima replied, half turning to face him from her saddle. She had led them to an open field of snow, under the now starry sky. She dismounted her horse. “That which I occluded from Herel's teachings of the gods.”

“And yet he knew of Mages' Peak,” Endrick intoned, dismounting his own horse with the others, following the sorceress's cue.

“Yes, he knew of it,” Artima answered quietly, and Sonder thought he saw a look of pain pass over the woman's face. “But I did not want him to seek it out.” She raised her gaze to Sonder, her look accusatory, “He was supposed to go to Omkett, to live with my people and stay out of this fight altogether, not risk his life entering the gods' home to steal the only thing that could prove their undoing.”

“But you say he has done it?” Endrick asked, eyes probing.

“He has,” she replied.

Sonder let out a sigh, more relieved than he could say. “And he's safe?”

Artima turned to him sharply, “Yes. For the moment. Although considering his current location, I am not sure how safe he can truly be.”

Sonder's brow furrowed, “Why? Where is he?”

“The second-to-last place I would ever want him to go, between Mages' Peak and the Godskeep,” Artima's tone was bitter. She turned from them, contemplating some dark spot on the horizon as she continued. “I received a message from the Archmage moments after I broke the curse. He and his cousin have landed at the Repository. ”

“How did you know we were here, Lady Artima?” Antenel asked, he and Nesryn coming to stand next to Sonder. The only one who still kept their distance from the sorceress was Meredith, who held her horse by the nose, apparently unwilling to come any closer.

“Word of the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars reached us in Astquary, and I began to fear for my son's life,” she answered, eyes half-lidded. “Ophie used a scrying spell in an attempt to find him, but saw only the thralls instead. She followed their movements across the Golden Valley, witnessed your defense of the city of Lonmar, watched as they continued south until last night—when they abruptly turned to the north.” Her tone was grim, “She was just about to begin preparations for the breaking of my curse, when she saw you in the thralls' path.”

“Then Lady Ophie has our thanks,” Antenel bowed, one hand over his heart. “As do you.”

Artima gave an unpleasant smile, “You are as charming as ever, elf. Fitting for a prince, or should I say king?”

“Not yet, Lady Artima,” Antenel answered steadily. His aspect was rigid, “My mother now occupies the throne of the Rose Palace.”

“Yes, so I heard,” Artima replied. There was another quirk of her lips, “And long may she reign.”

“But why save us?” Meredith stepped forward. Her brown eyes were large in the dark of the night, her mouth set in a grim line. “If you had no scruples about sacrificing our lives before, why save us now?”

“The curse upon me has been lifted, my strength returned,” Artima answered haughtily, her bearing almost regal. “The time you spent at Sivarr's Keep was my weakest. I had nothing. Nothing to save us should the ones who call themselves gods try to harm me or my wife or my son. Etia, apart from being integral to the gods' destruction, would have provided me with a certain amount of...leverage.”

“Which you no longer need,” Endrick intoned.

“Precisely,” Artima replied, and now her gaze was dangerous, a glint in her eye that caused them to shine even in the dark of the newly fallen night. “I can once more afford to defy the gods. I have already dispensed with one of their servants, and will yet dispense of many more.”

“One of their servants?” Meredith asked, frowning. “Do you mean—”

“High Priest Cormin,” Artima snarled. “He is dead now, by my own hand. Thus do I repay those who have betrayed my trust. Thus do I remind the gods that I am once more able to oppose them.”

“What about the Herelites?” Sonder asked, thinking of all those Dienna had sent to live in the colony during the trials, now leaderless, scattered, and afraid.

“One of his cronies has already adopted his pathetic position,” Artima waved a dismissive hand. “They will continue as they ever have since I sent my son away—praying for forgiveness and for his safe return. Amusing, is it not? They believe that the gods took the Chosen Son from them in anger, and now it comes to pass that they are not so wrong after all.”

“So he's gone,” Meredith murmured. Sonder looked to her, expecting to see concern for her fallen cousin, anger, resentment, but was surprised to see only relief on her face. Meredith lifted her gaze to Artima. “Was it at least,” she hesitated, “quick?”

Artima's smile was unpleasant, “You do not want to know the details, Meredith Hauvish, I can assure you.”

Meredith's face appeared to blanch in the dark of the night, and she did not reply. Sonder turned to the sorceress with a scowl. Cormin was an ass, a terrible man willing to deceive his people for his own benefit, but surely he didn't deserve to be tortured. “You made him suffer?” he took an angry step toward Artima, appalled. “Killing him wasn't punishment enough?”

“He tried to kill my son,” Artima snapped. Her beautiful face was twisted with rage, and she leaned forward like a viper ready to strike, “What would you have done?  He tried to murder him, tried to turn him from me for years. You have no son, no child of your own. What could you possibly know of such things?”

“More than you realize,” Sonder answered heatedly.

Artima seemed taken aback at his aggression, but the moment soon passed. “So you've come to care for my son, is that it?” her smile was mocking. “Well, I can't say that I am sorry for that fact, as it works so well to my advantage, but make no mistake Lord Keeper,” her expression once more stilled, her eyes flashing with danger, “Cormin deserved his fate. As do the gods. If you have any qualms with how I deal justice then I will gladly leave you here on this plain; the thralls should be reforming shortly. But, if you are as hungry as I for the judge's hammer to finally fall on Lantos and Seltos, then I ask you to join me and my son on the wizard's isle.”

Sonder returned her glare. He didn't trust her, not completely. It was hard to reconcile what she had just done to save them with what she had done to harm Meredith and Endrick—and Cormin. He looked to Antenel. The elf wore a mask of disapproval for the sorceress, and Sonder knew what he must be thinking. This was not the first time they had seen such evil in Artima. She had once stood beside Dartos as he had slain nearly all of Hastos' one hundred elven hostages the night they had tried to escape. Artima had since expressed her sorrow for that senseless deed, had admitted that she had been acting under the terrible influence of the false gods, whom she now promised to end. And Sonder had to admit, they could use her help. Look at how badly they had handled the thralls. How could they face the gods without her? And then there was Herel. The kid loved her. If he saw good in his mothers, maybe Sonder could too. But it was not as simple as that.

Sonder sighed, “I would gladly come with you, but my people—”

“Will only suffer more by the gods' continued existence,” Artima interjected swiftly. “You have seen their meddling, Sonder, you were a witness to the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. The gods are powerful, they are strong, but they are also afraid. They know we hold the keys to their destruction, and even now they are moving against us to ensure that we do not use them. You can either join in our fight, or wait for their wrath to befall you.”

Sonder turned from her, muttering an oath in frustration.

He was sick of indecision, sick of being pulled in two directions at once. How much had he sacrificed for the Faithful? How much had he given? He had thrown away his life, his love, his happiness, for them. If he walked away from them now, if he turned from them in their time of need, all the pain he had suffered as Keeper would be in vain. Sonder shook his head. If he had known six months ago what would come to pass, he would never have done what he'd done. He would have taken Herel to Omkett, would have returned to Antenel and Astquary and said to the darkenworld with the Way and their gods. But Dienna. Dienna had been in danger. Seltos had known just which strings to pull to get Sonder to abandon his duty. The gods had known, as they always seemed to know, how to manipulate the players on their stage to ensure everything played out exactly as they'd planned. But now Dienna was gone, and the Faithful were in just as much peril from the gods as Sonder himself. What would Dienna do, Sonder wondered desperately. If faced with the same choice, would Dienna return to the Godskeep and pick up the pieces, or pursue the gods' destruction? Sonder realized with a sinking horror that she had already made that choice, thirteen years ago—and she had chosen the Godskeep.

Would Sonder do the same?

He thought of the night Artima had appeared, the Sunset Ceremony when she had summoned dozens of ogres to terrorize the Faithful. She had taken command of the Godskeep, the Faithful forced to bend to her will as the Keeper of the Gods had fled for safe havens. His father had run, his father had sought help—and he had found it, if not in the way he had expected. Rather than send an army of wizards to the Way's rescue, the Archmage had instead encouraged Lord Mayrim to acknowledge the existence of the Tome—and discover its secrets. His father's journey to the Repository had ended in death, his life taken by his own hands, but the Tome had survived. Its words had lived on and Dienna, succeeding him, had been able to use the truth within to retake the Godskeep. The Faithful had suffered in their absence, but Dienna had returned stronger, if not in her faith, then in herself.

Artima was gazing at him expectantly.

“Need I remind you of the oath you swore to me, Sonder Darpentus?” she asked coolly.

“Yeah, undying loyalty and all that, right?” Sonder replied with a bitter smile. “I've taken other oaths since we last saw each other, I'm afraid.”

“And which do you choose to follow?” she asked.

“All of them,” Sonder replied. He looked at her squarely, his decision made. “What you say is true. I swore to protect the Faithful. And right now, working to destroy the gods is the best way I can do that.”

Artima smirked, “Then we should delay no longer.” She made a sweeping gesture, her frock and cloak billowing. “Arrange yourselves into a circle. Leave the horses. They will have to remain behind.”

Sonder, Antenel, and Nesryn did as they were bidden, but their circle was left incomplete. Endrick and Meredith stood apart, her hand on his arm, eyes locked. How could he forget? The Repository was the last place Meredith should be right now. She was a rogue, her magic unregulated by the Ritual. She would not face a warm welcome on the wizard's isle.

“Meredith,” Sonder called out to her, but she had already stepped away from Endrick, and both wizards came to join the circle, faces grim.

“Don't worry about me Sonder,” Meredith replied tightly. Her eyes avoided his. “I've been waiting thirteen years to bring down the gods,” she said. “Nothing is going to stop me. Not even the Repository.”

“Yes, yes, pretty words, Meredith Hauvish,” Artima snapped with impatience. “Are we all quite ready to proceed?”

“We are,” Endrick answered flatly.

“Good. Now, be still,” Artima instructed. She held her hands out in front of her, their tips already beginning to glow with magic, “Or you may be left behind.”

She began to cast her spell.

Sonder could feel the joy radiating from the sorceress as her magic shot forth from her being. The snow beneath their feet melted, vapor rising as it flowed around them, through them, into them. A dark light began to shine from the ground, echoing the shape in which they stood. A distant musical note blared in Sonder's ears, and he cried out in spite of himself. Feeling like his body was being ripped in two, he reached for Antenel's hand next to him, and soon all went black and cold as they were whisked away on the wings of the spell.
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Warm air hit Sonder's face like a physical force, and he gasped in deep lungfuls as Artima's magic faded around him. The Golden Valley had been deep in the frigid arms of winter, but the beach on which Sonder now stood was as pleasant as a mild summer evening. There was sand beneath his boots, fine and delicate, and the sound of the waves rushing in and out from the shore was soft in his ears. Palm trees grew in patches and groves before him, and beyond, Sonder could see what looked to be a large domed building rising above the island.

“Is that?” Sonder asked, his mouth a little groggy, legs wobbling as he took a step forward. He would never get used to magic. It felt like he had just risen from a deep slumber.

“The Repository,” Meredith whispered.

Artima was already striding up the beach toward the large dome. She wore trousers and boots beneath her frock, and she left soft footprints in the sand as she went. “Yes,” she called back to them. “Unpleasant though it is for many of us to be here, we had better get going. Archmage Korina is waiting.”

They followed behind the sorceress, Sonder marveling at what he saw. He'd never been this far north. The air was hot and humid. Birds sang softly in the night, the wind rustling the fronds of the palms, and he could hear small creatures like toads and crickets chirping loudly in the long grasses that grew to one side. It wasn't entirely unpleasant. If they weren't here to discuss the ultimate destruction of the gods, Sonder would have wanted to park himself in the sand and watch the waves roll in and out until he fell soundly asleep, preferably with Antenel at his side.

The soothing nightscape was suddenly interrupted by a loud splash, and Sonder turned to see a massive shape disappearing into the water.

Endrick and Meredith both stopped, looking at the sea in astonishment.

“Was that?” Meredith breathed. “A whale?”

“Meredith! Endrick!” a young voice cried.

Sonder looked back. Two figures were running toward them, one short, with long hair that flowed behind as they ran, the other taller, leaner, quickly overtaking the other and running straight for Artima.

“Mother!” Herel cried.

The Chosen Son reached them before his cousin, throwing himself into Artima's arms with a sob. Sonder looked away. Seeing Herel in his mother's arms was like a slap to the face, a reminder of just who and what he was. The Son of Dartos. The Son of Artima. Someone whose help they had only grudgingly come to accept.

“Meredith! Endrick!” Etia now reached the group, flinging herself similarly into Meredith's arms. Both Meredith and Endrick knelt down in the sand to embrace her.

“Etia!” Meredith cried. Sonder could see tears streaming down her face, but her smile was more genuine than Sonder had seen in a long time. “We missed you so much!”

“I missed you too,” the girl sniffed, her voice muffled as she buried her head into Meredith's shoulder. Endrick was gently smoothing down her long, dark hair, looking down at Etia with a careworn expression. “There were so many terrible things out there. I thought I'd never see you again.”

“We're here now,” Meredith replied, still holding her. “Don't worry. We're here. We'll keep you safe,” she continued in soothing tones until Etia's own sobs slowly ceased.

“Did you see Virha?” the girl asked, still somewhat sniffly.

“Yes, little one,” Endrick answered gently. “I am glad she has found you.”

“And Yusmi, and Vyo, and Eera too,” Etia continued.

“What?” Meredith exclaimed, pulling back from her. “All four of them?”

Etia nodded, “Virha came to save us from Mages' Peak. My Papa was there,” Etia frowned, her deep blue eyes clouded. “We managed to escape before he could hurt us. She flew us to the Repository, and the others were already here, waiting.”

“That's wonderful,” Meredith was beaming at her with obvious affection. She gave another swift hug, and Sonder saw the girl wince. “Etia,” Meredith frowned, “what's wrong? Are you hurt?”

“Not badly,” Etia said. She gave the woman a tentative smile, indicating where her cloak had been slashed and hastily stitched back together. “It only hurts when you touch it.”

“Then we shall be more careful with our affections, little pearl,” Endrick said, a faint humor tugging at the corners of his lips. “Embraces should not be harmful.”

Once again feeling out of place, Sonder let out a sigh, and turned away. Antenel, seeming to sense his distress, placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

“Sonder?” he asked hesitantly.

“It's nothing,” he shook his head, and looked back to Herel. He had pulled away from his mother, who was looking down at her son tenderly, running her hand across his face and through his hair, wiping the messy mop of curls at its top out of his eyes.

“My son,” she murmured, pulling him close again and holding him tightly. “Oh how I have longed to see you.”

“Mother,” Herel choked. “I can't believe it. You're here. And you're well!”

“Yes, my son,” Artima said quietly, eyes closed in bliss as they embraced. “I have lifted the curse. Seltos no longer has dominion over me. The planets have aligned in our favor, and we will soon have our revenge. I am proud of you, Herel,” she stepped back and held his chin with her hand. Her eyes bored into his, “This is not the path I had chosen for you, but you have managed to walk it well. ”

“Yes, Mother,” Herel replied, solemnly. “Thank you.”

It was then that Herel's gaze came to rest on Sonder, his grim expression breaking, eyes lighting with excitement. “Uncle Sonder!” The boy left his mother and pulled Sonder into a swift embrace, releasing him shortly. Taken aback at the normally surly child's sudden display of affection, but pleased by it all the same, Sonder smiled at the lad uncertainly.

“Herel,” he chuckled. He looked down at the boy, “I'm glad to see you're okay. I hear you've had quite the ordeal these last few days.”

“If that's what you want to call it,” Herel scoffed, quickly reverting to his usual demeanor. He placed his hands on his hips, his expression haughty. “I'd just as soon call it a grand adventure, a great expedition.”

“Really?” Sonder raised an eyebrow.

“Of course,” Herel said, flipping the hair out of his eyes. “Stealing from the gods? Nothing easier.”

“If you say so, kid,” Sonder replied evenly. There was something disingenuous in the way he spoke, as if Herel himself didn't believe what he was saying. His dark eyes had taken on a haunted aspect, and he seemed somehow older than when they had last spoken. Had it really only been a few days? Had the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars really been less than a week ago? So much had happened, so much had changed. And not just for him, but for Herel. What kind of hardships had he endured? What had happened to him that he looked so...different?

Realizing that they had lapsed into silence, Sonder cleared his throat and placed a hand on Antenel's shoulder, “Herel, this is Antenel Gantares. Ant, meet Herel of Astquary.”

Antenel held out his hand in the fashion of humans, his blue fingers gently encapsulating the boy's brown ones. They were of a height now, Sonder realized. The kid really had grown since they had left Sivarr's Keep. “How do you do,” Antenel said.

Herel was staring at the elf with a scrutinizing gaze, “I remember you from when I left Astquary. You're the elf prince he's always talking about.”

“We saw each other briefly, yes,” Antenel nodded, his smile gentle. “But I am pleased to finally meet you under more pleasant circumstances.”

Herel nodded in turn, “I suppose this is more pleasant, isn't it?” He let go of the elf's hand. “Still a bit of a mess though, if you ask me.”

“That's certainly what I would call it,” Nesryn the half-elf interjected, standing mostly forgotten behind them. She was looking between the two groups with discomfort, hands tapping idly at the hilts of her curved blades. “It would be best if we sorted out what's happening next, and soon.”

“Soon is too hopeful,” Artima answered her, coming to stand next to her son. She gave Sonder an appraising look that reminded him of when he'd been interrogated as a prisoner of the Godskeep long ago. “It will take longer than necessary for the Council of Mages to decide what is to be done with the spellscroll, mark my words. But I am in agreement. The sooner we begin, the better.”

“And begin we shall, Artima of the Plains,” a voice resounded from the direction of the dome. From behind a stand of palms walked a woman in linen robes. She was of average height, with a golden-dark complexion and graying black hair. Perhaps in her sixties, she was plump, and her eyes were lined with wrinkles that Sonder would have thought were kindly, but which did nothing to soften the woman's ill-natured aloofness. In her hand she carried a slender staff of gold, tipped with one large, faceted ruby.

Artima turned, seemingly unsurprised to see the other woman, and bowed. “Archmage Korina,” she said, smirking. “How wonderful to finally meet you in person.”

“Likewise,” the Archmage said, bowing slightly in turn. Sonder shivered. There was a coolness in the way she looked at Artima that couldn't be explained by animosity alone. The woman had no soul. She had exchanged it for the study of magic, as had Endrick, as had each and every one of the hundreds of thousands of wizards who had come before them. Korina straightened, gave them all a sweeping glance, and continued, “There will be time for more formal introductions later. As you see, we have much to discuss, and little time to spare. Please follow me, and we will begin as soon as we may.”

No one protested. Quiet and grave, the wizards, children, and warriors followed Archmage Korina up the sandy path from the beach and into the immense structure of the Repository. They entered the building via a marble corridor that ended in a set of large double doors, opened at a wave of Archmage Korina's hand, leading into the dome itself. The room inside was large and spherical, its ceiling coalescing many stories above. It appeared to have been painted, its upper half depicting a map of the night sky, complete with constellations, planets, stars—it was massive, detailed, a work of the highest caliber. If Sonder had not known they were inside a dome of stone, he would have thought that night itself had been let inside.

Silently they were led into the chamber. To one side were set several raised benches of stone, on which sat a mixture of humans, elves, and, to Sonder's surprise, an ogre. One of the humans he recognized by description as Endrick's father, Jerritt. He shared the same dark skin and angular features as his son, gray locs cascading down to his waist as he sat, a taciturn expression on his bespectacled face. Opposite the wizards were another group of benches, where Sonder could see two familiar faces—Ophie, Artima's lover and apprentice, and Lusidi the knight.

“Lusidi?” Sonder hastened his stride to meet her. She looked like hell. Her dark hair was sweaty and disheveled, and she held on to her side as if in pain.

She stood when she saw him, dented green armor clanking, and bowed. “Lord Keeper,” she said. “I am glad to see you are well.”

“Never mind that,” Sonder grabbed her by the forearms. “What are you doing here?”

“Your sister sent me after them,” Lusidi intoned. “After Herel and Etia. Forgive me for asking,” she continued, her face set into a worried frown, “but I don't see that she's with you. Where is she? Where is Lady Dienna?”

Sonder almost choked, his throat suddenly feeling tight, his vision blurring. He hadn't expected that question. “She's—she's gone,” he managed to sputter. Antenel placed a hand on his shoulder, and he realized that he'd been shaking. He took a deep breath, and continued, “Well, not gone in the traditional sense. She's been cursed. Enthralled. As has everyone who was at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.”

“Enthralled?” Herel asked, coming to stand next to Lusidi. He was frowning, a deep line of confusion between his brows, “What do you mean?”

Sonder opened his mouth to reply, but Archmage Korina interrupted from the front of the room, “There will be time for explanation in a moment, Herel of Astquary.” She was now standing before a large chair set in the middle of the benches whereon the nine remaining wizards sat. “But there are other matters that must be discussed first. If you would please take a seat, I believe we are ready to begin.”

Herel scowled, muttered something that Sonder thought he might have picked up from him, and went to sit next to Artima and Ophie, who had already taken their seats. Sonder and Antenel sat next to the boy, the rest filing in around them.

Archmage Korina turned and nodded at the wizard who sat at the end of the benches. The man stood and announced, “Lady Artima of the Plains, Lady Ophie Dale, Lord Herel of Astquary, Lord Sonder Darpentus, Keeper of the Gods, Lusidi Ditesh, Etia of Iolimi, Endrick Arelo. I present to you Korina of Mahli, Archmage of the Repository.”

The Archmage's eyes were cold as she continued, “Well met. Welcome to the Repository of Mages.”

“Archmage Korina,” Meredith stood from the bench. There was a quiver in her voice, but her eyes were bright and defiant. “You have forgotten to call my name.”

“I have not forgotten, Meredith Hauvish,” Korina answered, deadly calm. Saying no other word, she tapped the butt of her staff on the floor, and Meredith suddenly yelped in surprise as she was pulled forward by some force of magic. She fell to her knees before the Archmage, gasping for breath as if the wind had been knocked out of her.

Endrick was on his feet, shouting for half a moment before the Archmage made a gesture for silence.

“Not another word, Endrick, or her burden will soon be your own,” Korina instructed. “Now, Miss Hauvish,” she resumed, still in that same tone of calm that made Sonder shiver. “Do you care to tell us how you came into possession of the spellbook in your pack? Or will I be forced to kill you where you stand?”

Meredith looked up at the Archmage, her face contorted in agony. “I didn't steal it.”

“Answer the question,” Korina intoned.

Meredith's shoulders hunched, her body seeming to go rigid with pain. Sonder thought at first that she wouldn't answer. Her teeth were gritted, her eyes shut. He looked to Endrick, mortified at what was happening, but the wizard only stared at her, eyes impassive. Sonder balled his fists in his lap. He knew Meredith had gotten herself into trouble with the Repository, but he hadn't thought that it was this bad.

“I took it from the library,” Meredith finally replied. She hung her head in shame. “When I was here, after the Battle of the Godskeep, when we first created the Chronicle. It had been left out, on a desk—it was there for days, untouched, unclaimed. I thought it had been abandoned. I—” she paused, her jaw once again quivering, “I didn't mean for it to go this far. I felt weak. Useless. I was a scholar, not a fighter, not a mage. I had no way to defend myself against the gods. I thought, perhaps, I'd take just a look, see what it was like. It was an elementary spellbook, meant for children. It was easy enough to decipher the language of magic, to teach myself the runes and spells within. I have always been a fast learner, and, I admit,” her tone was bitter, “that I've let myself get carried away for the sake of knowledge more than once in my life. That would be sin enough, but when I learned the spells, and found that I actually had magical ability in my blood,” she shook her head, her breathing audible in the echoing chamber, “there was no turning back.”

Silence fell. The ten wizards looked down at her gravely, her fate written on their faces in ominous folds and shadows.

“Meredith Hauvish,” Archmage Korina said, her own face still frigid, “You have broken the laws of the Council of Mages. You have taken a spellbook which was not freely given to you. You have learned magic without the proper instruction, and, most grievous of all, you sought to conceal this transgression from us.”

“I didn't mean to—” Meredith began.

“In all the years of recording your efforts against the gods, you never once made mention of your magic in the Chronicle,” Korina rebuked. She looked down at her, eyes half-lidded, “Even when it made your stories seem quite incredible, you painted a picture of yourself as a lowly scholar, riding into battle on the back of a flying whale to face the Great Wyrm with no magical ability,” she shook her head. “That would have been suicide.”

“So you knew?” Meredith breathed, eyes wide.

“We suspected,” Korina replied.

“Then why not send someone for me?” Meredith demanded. There was fury in her eyes, a dignified anger that reminded Sonder suddenly of his sister. “If you're so intent on bringing me to justice, why not send someone to dispose of me like you've disposed of every other rogue?”

Korina let out a small sigh, “The reason for that is two-fold.” There was at last a shred of sympathy in her tone, a small speck of emotion under her wizardly apathy. “You have been a great ally in our fight against the ones who call themselves gods. Perhaps not at first,” she continued matter-of-factly. “Much of the information you chronicled was not unknown to us. We have been familiar with the avatars of the gods for quite some time—even before Dienna Darpentus read and shared with us the secret knowledge of the Tome. Her efforts combined with your research finally allowed us to tie them all together, to put a name to the ones who had been pulling the strings of Dorneldia for centuries. We are not ungrateful for this,” she said, now somber. “Nor are we ungrateful for your help in destroying the Great Wyrm, nor for your discovery of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. Indeed, we would have no way to unravel the great scheme of the gods without her.”

“So you'll let me go?” Meredith asked, her tone hopeful.

Korina shook her head, “You have not yet heard the second reason. While it is true that, if we had sent someone to eliminate you, as the laws of the Council of Magic require, we would be depriving ourselves of one of the key players against our greatest enemies, it is also true,” and her voice once again became cold, aloof, “that one of our own has spent the last thirteen years at your side, one who should have, by our laws, brought you to us the moment he was made aware of your wrongdoing.”

“Endrick had nothing to do with it,” Meredith was quick to reply, her eyes going wide. “Please, you can't blame him. He didn't know!”

“Until recently, I imagine,” Korina replied. “Am I correct in assuming that when you faced the Wyrm you were forced to reveal the clandestine studies you had gleaned from our order?”

“Yes, but—”

“And what does Endrick Arelo say to this?” Korina asked, her gaze lifting to where Endrick still stood next to the others. “Why did you not bring this to our attention?”

Endrick did not, at first, say anything. He stood, still holding his staff tightly, staring at the Archmage with an unreadable expression, then, so quickly that Sonder could have blinked and missed it, he strode with purpose to Meredith's side.

“Because I love her,” he said. “Because she is good. Because, despite what she has done, I trust her with my life, just as I trust her with the magic.”

“You love her?” came a voice from further down the line of wizards. It was Jerritt who spoke. He leaned forward in his seat, his wrinkle-deep eyes glinting beneath his half-moon spectacles. “Enough to betray the Repository? Enough to risk your own life in her protection?”

“Yes,” Endrick said, turning to his father. “I do.”

Jerritt shook his head, “I don't believe it. You have no soul with which to love.”

“And yet the memory of my love for her is strong,” Endrick replied evenly, a hint of color flushing his cheeks. He looked to Meredith, “The Ritual has made it difficult over time, but I remember my love for her still. I may not always feel it,” he continued, still gazing softly at Meredith, “But my mind remembers it, and it will not let me forget it even in my darkest hours. When I am lost, when I am adrift in the endless nothing that threatens to consume all who were forced to give their souls in the pursuit of something said to be greater, it is her that keeps me going, her that pulls me back from the brink of destruction.” He turned, speaking more to his father than to the Archmage, “How could I betray that?”

Jerritt said nothing. Silence again fell upon the wizards.

“How indeed,” it was Archmage Korina who replied after some time, and Sonder thought he saw sadness in the way she stood. The grip on her staff slackened, and her eyes seemed lost, contemplative. “We all know of what you speak. Your father, perhaps, better than most,” her eyes flickered briefly to where Jerritt sat, one hand covering his mouth as he leaned to the side, eyes downcast. “This is why we have chosen to extend no punishment to you, Endrick Arelo. Nor any punishment to you, Meredith Hauvish,” Sonder saw Meredith's face light up, joyous, disbelieving, “other than that which you are now required to do to maintain your good standing with this council.”

Meredith's face fell, “And that is?”

“You must perform the Ritual,” Archmage Korina commanded, her form intimidating from where she stood on the dais. “You must conform to the laws of the Repository, and make the exchange that all who study our ways must make. You must give your soul for the magic.”

Meredith's expression shattered. Pain and horror filled her face, panic making her eyes wide. Sonder's heart lurched in his chest. It was cruel. Too cruel. He had half a mind to stand and tell the Archmage that she was mad, crazed to even suggest such a thing, but Antenel's touch on his hand recalled him to his senses. What could he do? He wasn't in any place to tell the Archmage of the Repository how to perform her role. He thought of Dienna—of how many sentences she had dealt in the Trials of Exile, how many terrible decisions she had had to make. She had sentenced a man to death. Was this any better? Somehow, looking at the empty eyes of the ten wizards who sat on the raised benches before them, Sonder thought it might be worse.

“And if I refuse?” Meredith asked, her voice low and hollow.

“You know the answer to that, Meredith Hauvish,” Korina replied.

Meredith's body shook, hands visibly quivering as she stood before the ten wizards. Endrick placed a hand on her shoulder, looking at her with an unspoken plea. This was madness, Sonder wanted to shout. Meredith was no danger. She would never use her magic for her own gain. Who cared if she still had her soul? Sure she was more powerful, could become as strong in her art as Artima or the gods themselves, but Meredith would never do something like that.

“What about him?” Meredith asked, still in that same sunken tone. She inclined her head to where Herel sat, between Artima and Ophie. “What about the Chosen Son? Or better yet, his mother? Why let them be whole, while I must suffer?”

“How dare you,” Artima rose to her feet and stood protectively before her son. “Herel is protected by the treaty I made with Archmage Yuen. I will not meddle in the Repository's affairs, and you will not meddle in mine!”

“She is right, Miss Hauvish,” Korina replied, opening her hands in apology. “As much as I would like to agree with you on this matter, the Repository cannot go back on its word. We made a promise to Artima, a treaty of non-aggression that we can hardly afford to break.”

“You have more to fear from that child than me,” Meredith replied tightly. Her tone was bitter, her eyes flashing, “I've only known him briefly, but I see something in him, a greed that reminds me of the gods who created him, of the mother who bore him. Both of us have our souls, it's true, but he has something that I will never have,” she looked squarely at Archmage Korina, “a great teacher, a mother who is likewise brimming with power who has been there to teach him his art and will continue to teach him as long as she can. I had no teacher, not even Endrick,” she stood tall, proud. “But the Chosen Son has spent his entire existence in the care of Artima of the Plains and Ophie Dale, two women who turned from the Repository long ago. I know of your treaty with them, but I also know that you are reasonable and just. How can you hold me to the oaths of your order and not him? I am no threat to you—now or ever. I only wish to destroy the gods,” her voice was hard, steel. “And when that task is finally done: I will set my magic aside, and rest.”

Korina turned to Herel, “Is this true, Chosen Son? Is there any reason we should fear your abilities, amplified as they are by the wholeness of your soul?”

“No,” Herel scoffed. Artima still stood next to him, one arm around his shoulders.

“And what do you intend to do with the magic your mothers have taught you?” Jerritt asked critically, looking over the top of his spectacles.

“I intend to take down the gods,” was Herel's straightforward reply. “They've hurt my family, and my people.” Sonder frowned. There was fear in the kid's voice, beneath the bravado, and conflict in his eyes. “It's my responsibility to protect them, to make it right.”

Jerritt looked the boy over, appraising, but saying nothing. Archmage Korina took a step forward.

“Wise words from one so young,” she said, although her voice was devoid of approval. She waved her staff dismissively, “but you need not fear. As I said, we can make no move against you, although I am sure it pleases the council to know that we are, at least in this matter, on the same side.”

Herel grumbled, “Of course.”

“But we do not take this lightly, Herel of Astquary, and nor should you,” Korina continued. She gestured toward Meredith with her staff, who was standing quite still, Endrick's hands still on her shoulders, as if bracing her. “Here is another who shares in our cause, who has fought for as long as you have been alive to bring the gods of the Way to justice. You are exceptionally lucky that your mother has secured your fate. Were you anyone else's son, you would be subject to the same laws as she. Think on this opportunity, young man,” she intoned, “and do not waste it.”

Herel swallowed, his eyes softening as he looked to Meredith, “I won't.”

“Very good,” Korina smiled sadly. She made another gesture with her golden staff, “Now please, let us all be seated once more, and put this matter behind us. I do not expect your answer now, Meredith Hauvish,” Korina looked to her not without sympathy, “but I do expect to have it soon. It is not a happy pair of choices, but it will be your choice nonetheless.”

“Yes, Archmage,” Meredith whispered. She and Endrick bowed, his arms still supporting her, and then they turned, slowly heading back to their seats, the wizard guiding her steps. Meredith kept her gaze on the floor as she sat next to Etia, and Endrick took her hand in his as the Archmage continued.

“Now,” Korina said, sitting herself in the large chair behind her. Her hair fell gracefully into place down either shoulder, coming to rest at her waist, “I am told that Jezla, the wizard who calls herself Seltos, made an appearance at the Godskeep. Perhaps the Lord Keeper would care to tell us what happened.”

“Certainly, Archmage,” Sonder nodded, inwardly distressed at having been called upon. He had no desire to relive the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, not again, not before all these people, but he knew it would only look foolish to refuse. He was the Keeper. The Godskeep was under his care. If anyone should explain what had happened within its walls, it was him.

He started with an explanation of how he had become Keeper, unsure how familiar the wizards would be with the goings on of the Way. He told of the trials and how he had reclaimed his birthright, how he had brought Herel to the Godskeep and how he had managed to win the grudging admiration of the Faithful. When at last he came to describing the terrible night that Seltos had appeared, Sonder found his resolve, and his voice, wavering. Still, he soldiered on. The Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars was not the first tragedy he had endured, and he knew, somehow, that it would not be the last. By the end of his tale, Sonder felt oddly numb, detached, as if speaking of these horrors had somehow taken their sting right out of him.

“That is a grave tale indeed, Lord Keeper,” the Archmage said when he finished. She looked down the line of wizards on both sides. “We were alerted of the existence of the thralls by Endrick, but have not heard the whole of the matter until now. You have my condolences for the loss of your sister.”

“But she's not dead,” Herel suddenly spoke from the back. He stood, worry pinching his face. “I thought, when she sent us away,” his gaze flickered to Etia, “when she gave you that knife—I thought  for sure she was going to do something stupid.”

“She did do something stupid, kid,” Sonder sighed. “She waltzed right up to Seltos and effectively told her to piss off.”

“Is there no way to save her?” Lusidi asked, sitting behind Etia, whose eyes were downcast with sorrow. “Is there nothing you can do to break this curse?”

“I am afraid not,” Korina answered, regret tinging her voice. “There is no magic in this world that can unmake a thrall. Their like have not walked the earth since the War of the Great Soul-Mages, since before the Repository was formed.” She shook her head, “We do not even know how to defeat them, let alone break their curse. The best we can hope is that they will be destroyed along with their makers. Herel of Astquary,” Archmage Korina stood, “I call upon you once again, now to tell us what happened after Lady Dienna sent you away.”

“Yes, Archmage,” Herel nodded and made his way to the front. Once there, he paused, looking back to where Etia sat. “But she should tell you too.”

Korina raised one eyebrow in amusement. “Very well. Etia of Iolimi, if you could please step forward as well.”

Etia did as requested, coming to stand next to Herel before the line of wizards. She fidgeted with the folds of her tunic, apparently still distressed at the Repository's ultimatum to Meredith and the news of what had happened to Dienna. “Yes, Archmage,” she said.

The children of the gods took turns telling their tale. Sonder listened, seated once more, shocked and awed by what he heard. He was proud of Dienna for sending them away, proud of Herel for what he had done to procure the spellscroll, and proud of Etia too, although he didn't know the girl particularly well. He could see that they had become friends, and Sonder was glad for it. The tight-lipped, loner of a boy was gone, or at least, had finally had the opportunity to make a friend his own age, and even better, one who would understand his crusade against the gods as much as he. Sonder was also increasingly grateful for Lusidi, who had protected the children even at risk of her own life—and against Lantos himself, no less. No wonder Connal held her in such esteem. Sonder couldn't imagine a more capable soldier, or a more loyal friend, than the knight who had trekked into the mountains at his sister's request, knowing nothing of the secrets of the gods or the falsehood of the Way.

“And you are certain that Lantos referred to a sacrifice?” Archmage Korina asked. 

“Yes,” Etia answered, her voice small. “He asked for our blood. He said he wanted it to be spilled the night when he and my,” she hesitated, “my Mama have most need of its power.” 

“He referred, no doubt, to the night of alignment,” Korina said, almost to herself. She exchanged looks with the other wizards. “The gods were seeking not only to kill you, but to use your blood in some great feat of magic, something to further their own power, no doubt.”

“But the alignment is over,” Herel said. “It happened just after we escaped with the spellscroll.”

“And it was fortuitous timing indeed that you left Lantos behind before his power reached a zenith,” Jerritt replied. He did not seem as worried as Korina was by the foiled plan of the gods. His attention had already turned. “Now,” he leaned forward in his chair. “May we see it?”

“The spellscroll?” Herel asked uneasily. He hesitated a moment, then, carefully, he removed his pack, opened it, and unfurled from within a thick, heavy scroll of parchment. The eyes of the ten wizards lit up. Jerritt stared hungrily at it, one hand almost moving forward to touch it.

“We've done it,” he said, a quiver of excitement warming his otherwise cold voice. He turned to Korina, “We've done it!”

“We will soon,” Korina replied, her own golden skin flushed faintly with pleasure. She held her hand out to Herel, “Give me the scroll, child. It must first be copied, then I will set myself and my team to the task of deciphering its contents, cataloging its meaning, and creating a counter-spell to unmake the Spell of Invocation Transference itself.”

Herel did not move. He held the scroll in his hands, his dark, curly mop of hair hanging down into his eyes.

“Herel,” Etia said, her brows contracted. “Do as she says. Give them the scroll.”

Herel lifted his gaze to her, “But...” He turned to face Artima, who looked at her son in confusion. What was going on? Why didn't Herel want to give them the scroll?

“Herel,” Sonder began, voice stern. The boy turned to look at him, his dark eyes imploring, almost pleading. Sonder started, taken aback by the sudden change in his aspect. Then, slowly, as if approaching a snake that would slither away from him at the slightest movement, Sonder gave an encouraging nod. “It's alright,” he said to the kid. “They'll take good care of it.”

Herel's eyes once again shifted to where Artima and Ophie sat, then looked, curiously, to Antenel. The Chosen Son's face blanched, whatever inner conflict raging within him apparent on his young features. Then, all at once, the boy heaved a small sigh, and turned back to Archmage Korina. “Fine then,” he said. Slowly, reverently, he stepped forward and presented the scroll.

Archmage Korina took it with somber dignity, bowing at the boy's retreat and placing it neatly in her lap, one hand resting upon it.

“Thank you, Herel of Astquary,” she said, a glint of wisdom in her eyes. “I can assure you, our plans for the scroll will be for the benefit of all, not for the few.”

“Of course,” Herel mumbled. Sonder frowned. What had she meant by that? Whatever it was, Herel had seemed to understand. He returned to his seat with a heavy sigh, his gaze almost as haunted and distraught as Meredith's.

Sonder did not have long to contemplate this strange behavior, however, for soon, all ten wizards of the council rose to their feet.

“We will conclude this meeting for now,” Korina said. Her eyes swept the room, “I thank you all for the parts you have played in this fight. Each one of you has been integral in bringing this scroll to our doors. I promise, on behalf of the Repository, that we will unravel the Spell of Invocation Transference, for us, and for all of those who have perished at the hands of the gods. As for you,” she looked now to Meredith, “there will be a Ritual in three days, Meredith Hauvish. You will tell us your choice by then, or we will be forced to make it for you.”

“Yes, Archmage,” she said softly.

“Very good,” Korina intoned. “We will begin our work without delay. You are all invited and encouraged to stay on the island until we have concluded our research. I fear it will not be safe for you beyond these shores.”

Sonder looked up, alarmed to hear her speak so, “Why? Do the gods know we're here?”

“It will not be difficult for them to deduce where we have gone, and what we intend to do with that which we have stolen,” Endrick continued.

Sonder frowned, “But we're safe here? The wizards can keep the gods at bay?”

The Archmage shook her head, “Not we, Sonder Darpentus. There is another force that protects this island. Perhaps you saw them on your way in? They arrived only the day before yesterday, creatures of might and power such as we have not seen in more than an age.”

“The whales?” Antenel prompted.

“Indeed, prince of the elves,” Korina nodded. “The gods have a great fear of them. They have been circling our island, swimming in a never-ending watch. As long as they are near, the gods would not dare to harm us. Is that not right, Daughter of the Moon and Stars?”

Etia looked uncertain for a moment, before nodding and answering all the same. “We wouldn't be safe forever,” she lifted her gaze, blue eyes suddenly bright, almost glowing, “but for now, we'll be fine.”

“Then it is settled,” Korina said. She motioned with her staff, “Jerritt Arelo has volunteered to be your host for the duration of your stay. He will see to it that you are quartered and fed. Ask him for anything that you should require. The rest of us will be hard at work in my personal laboratory. With any luck,” she said, her gaze upon the representation of the heavens on the ceiling of the dome, “we will soon be able to close this chapter of history, and free the world from the grasp of the greatest impostors it has ever known.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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Meredith padded across the stone floor of the library. It was a glorious morning; the sun had only just risen, a small, hazy orb over the ocean's horizon. Its light illuminated the large room, one of many in the grand building that housed the wealth of knowledge of the Repository. She had changed into a gauzy blouse and loose fitting breeches, her boots loud even as she tried to keep quiet in the stillness of the chamber. She was lucky they had let her in here. The guards who stood at the library's entrance had looked at her with eyes colder than ice before allowing her to pass. They had disarmed the protective enchantments, and she had gone hurriedly inside, her steps bringing her to the room where rested the object she sought. She had seen none of their party that morning. They were probably still asleep, enjoying a well-deserved rest after the perils they had endured after the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.

But Meredith could not rest.

She could not escape her torment, could not still her mind or her body. Every thought, every sense within her was focused on one thing, and one thing alone. Her soul. Her magic.

The Ritual.

She shivered even as the tropical island was burning with the heat of the rising sun, the rocks of the library absorbing its warmth. She walked through the aisles of books, arms hugging her torso. She had brought this on herself. She knew, had known for some time now, what the ultimate consequences of her actions would be. She shouldn't be shocked, shouldn't be aghast at the choice she had been given. And what a choice. Her soul or her life. She could not have both. Not with the magic, not with the knowledge she had taken from the Repository without their consent.

And what could she do?

Meredith shook her head, her coily hair bouncing. She could do nothing.

She stood before a large glass box, tucked away in a corner of the library's third floor. Inside the box was a marble pedestal, and upon that pedestal rested the ink and parchment twin of the Chronicle. Meredith hadn't seen it since they had last visited the Repository some ten years ago. It was exactly as she remembered. Although currently idle, she knew that, as Meredith had written in the pages of her own Chronicle, its copy would magically fill with the same words and sketches within. It had been left open to the last page that Meredith had completed: the note she had hastily scrawled in the drawing room of Brockridge Manor to let the wizards who routinely reviewed the Chronicle know that she had given the book to her cousin Daela and her husband Ivor. Meredith frowned, placing a hand on the glass that protected the Chronicle. Perhaps she shouldn't have mentioned them. She stared at their names on the page, wondering if her words would bring them danger. The Repository was strict with their laws, as Meredith knew all too well, but surely reading her findings of the false gods was nothing to hide. They should be glad for it. By sharing her knowledge with her cousin, she might well bring them fully into the truth, and the Repository would acquire future allies for the fight against the gods. At the least, Meredith thought bitterly, Daela might finally understand why Meredith had turned from the Godskeep, and had never looked back.

Carefully removing the ward on the glass—guilt coursing through her for performing a spell in the place where she had first broken the Repository's decrees—Meredith took the Chronicle in both hands and brought it to a nearby table. It was comforting, doing what she had always done, paging through the same words and drawings that she had been paging through these last thirteen years. Meredith wondered, not for the first time, if she would take it all back. If she could tell herself not to take the spellbook, if she could tell herself that it would only be a matter of time before the Repository discovered her deception—would she still take it? Running her hand over the ink, seeing the evidence of countless hours and days and years of her life that she had devoted to the gods' destruction, she was certain she wouldn't. How could they have defeated the Wyrm if she hadn't? How could she have defended herself, or Etia, or even Endrick from their foes if she hadn't taken the spellbook, if she hadn't taken the magic into her own hands and decided it was hers to use, Repository be damned?

The Archmage had said she was grateful for the part she had played in the fight against the gods. She had found Etia, fought the Wyrm, set the girl on the path that would lead her to finding the spellscroll. But that was not enough. There were consequences to her actions, and Meredith could no longer escape them.

Three days.

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad, Meredith thought. She had always suspected that Endrick was more prone to the effects of the Ritual than others—not that she blamed him. He had seen terrible things in his life, had experienced numerous horrors even as a child. Trapped in a marriage with a man who could not love her, Eredbeth Arelo had taken her own life, her child a witness to her passing. Jerritt had come to the scene of her demise, and, saying not a word, had led his son away, taking him to the Island of the Repository, where he would soon lose his own soul to the Ritual. There were plenty of other wizards, however, who did not suffer the effects of that bargain as keenly as he. Renna Goldcrest came to mind, the spirited, easygoing woman who had taken them on her ship, the Sky Seeker. Although they had not parted on good terms, Renna had rarely exhibited the same aloofness as Endrick. She had often been charming, jovial. The members of her crew too, had been affected by the Ritual in varying degrees. Although a dour lot on the whole, they had shown signs of life and vigor that Endrick himself sorely lacked. They were still on Iolimi, victims of the Great Wyrm, who had been forcibly converted to the Way by its magic. Were they happy there, Meredith wondered? Did they still think of Etia as the enemy? Would they ever be free of the gods' influence?

Would anyone?

She closed the Chronicle. Hands shaking, she stood and placed it back inside its case of glass and, hardly able to utter the words, reactivated the simple ward that the wizards had placed upon it. Thinking she had better return to her room, or at least, try to eat some breakfast, Meredith stood and headed for the stairs, taking them slowly down to the library's first floor. Students, younger even than Etia by the look of them, had gathered near the entrance. They looked eager, their eyes bright, lively. Whole, Meredith thought, still with their souls. They stared openly at her, whispering loudly to each other about visitors. Meredith hurried past. Seeing them was too much—she wanted to shout, wanted to tell them to run from this place, to turn from the path they were walking before it was too late—but she couldn't. Hadn't she just told herself it was worth it? That she wouldn't take it back? Why then did she feel such dread at seeing these children, innocent, ignorant of the great lie they would soon be told, the terrible choice they would soon make that wasn't really a choice at all? Their souls would be taken, tethering them to the Repository like dogs to their master, slowly choking them with each passing day.   And there was nothing Meredith could do to stop it.

Freeing herself at last from the stifling library, Meredith took a deep breath, righted her pack, and turned her steps to the Hall of the Arts.

An immense shadow overtook her.

“What the—?” she looked up to see what had blotted out the sun—and gasped.

From behind the library soared Yusmi, one of Etia's four whales, singing her low, mournful song as she passed just high enough overhead to clear the roof of the building. Her smoothly ribbed belly was wet, water dripping off of it and onto Meredith's face like a gentle splash of rain, and the groaning echoes that reverberated from the whale's throat seemed almost palpable to Meredith, the sound almost loud enough to touch. The whale gently undulated in the direction of the beach, where Meredith could see the small, distant form of Etia dancing in the shallows of the waves. A smile tugged at Meredith's lips. Maybe it was not yet time for breakfast. Hastily, Meredith removed her boots and hurried to the beach to join her.

“Morning Meredith!” the Daughter of the Moon and Stars exclaimed as she approached. Etia was up to her knees in the ocean, her breeches and tunic already soaked. Her blue-black hair hung long and straight with the weight of the water, droplets flinging from it dramatically as the girl twirled and danced in the waves. Yusmi landed in the sea before her with a mighty splash, and no sooner had she landed than another, Eera, Meredith thought, breached the surface of the water behind her, the whale's immense form launching artfully into the sky.

“Good Morning, Etia,” Meredith replied, smiling down at the girl. “Where's Virha? And Vyo?”

Etia laughed, twirling as the waves crashed into her, “Look behind you!”

Meredith turned and, sure enough, just as Yusmi had passed over the library, so too came Virha and Vyo, flying low over the dome of the Repository. They flew in graceful arches, twisting in the air with their fins splayed wide like gliding birds as they rode the wind. One encircled the other, both moving in tandem over the sun-kissed island, their shadows just as graceful as they. Meredith's heart swelled. She had missed them. They reminded her of a happier time, before Endrick had known of her magic, before anyone else had been made aware of her darkest secret.

Virha and Vyo's aerial dance ended in the distant sea. Their bodies sliced through the water's surface, a great wall of surf crashing around them as Etia looked on, laughing with delight from the shallows. It was still early, not long after sunrise, and the Daughter of the Moon and Stars was quite apparently alone on the beach.

“Want to help me say hello?” Etia asked as Yusmi once more took flight.

Meredith started. She looked to the water, stomach lurching at the sight of the foam-tipped waves crashing into the wading whales. She had flown with them before, but swimming with them seemed somehow far more terrifying.

“I—” she hesitated. “I don't know.”

“Come on, it'll be fun,” Etia urged, running back through the waves to meet her. Her small hand encircled Meredith's wrist, and she smiled up at her as she began to tug, “I promise. They'll love it!”

Meredith hesitated a moment longer. “Okay,” she said with apprehension. She let Etia pull her swiftly into the surf. “Just for a little while.” 

They splashed forward. “I never got to teach you our dance,” Etia said once the water was almost to Meredith's knees. The girl's eyes were deep, deeper than the sea in which they stood, and they shone bright with excitement as she looked at Meredith. “Do you want to see?”

“S-sure,” Meredith replied, taken aback by the offer. She had seen the girl greet her whales with her frenzied dancing before. She hadn't realized there was a method to it. But how could she refuse? Etia's look was earnest and imploring, and Meredith had longed to spend time with her after their terrifying week apart. She gave an affectionate smile, “I'd like that.”

“Great!” Etia replied. “Now stand like this,” and the girl proceeded to position Meredith in the waves. “Then do this. And then wave your arms in the air,” she instructed. “No, not like that, like this.”

Meredith did her best to copy the elegant arch of the girl's arms and nearly lost her footing in the water.

“Now we turn,” Etia continued, and as she spun Meredith saw both the whales in the sky and in the water mimic her move. “And step. Not too far! There! That's it! Like that! Now we have to speak to them.” She took in a deep breath, and bellowed in her best impression of her aquatic friends, “Helloooo!”

The whales echoed her cry.

“Now you try!” Etia insisted. “Hellooooo!”

“I'd feel foolish,” Meredith protested with a laugh. She felt like a Ruithan dancer as she twirled in the waves, the salty spray hitting her tongue.

“Just try!”

Meredith swallowed her pride and copied the girl. “Hellooo!” she bellowed, and was delighted when the whales replied in kind.

“That's perfect!” Etia reassured her. “Now twirl!”

The whales continued to dance, waving their fins when Etia and Meredith waved their arms, twirling their great forms when the dancers spun on their legs, the two groups in perfect harmony as they danced in the sea and sky. It was marvelous, Meredith thought. It was wonderful! She felt so light and free, as weightless as the whales that flew overhead. She forgot about the Ritual, forgot about the gods. Nothing else existed. Nothing else mattered. It was just her and Etia, laughing, dancing in the waves as the whales played in the air.

She wished it would never end.

The ocean was beautiful, the whales were beautiful, the little girl at her side was beautiful. Meredith felt a tug at her heart, a sweetness that ached for how pure and good it was, for even as she danced, the gulls crying overhead, the warm breeze rustling the palms, Meredith knew that this morning could not last forever. Etia was not hers to love. 

It wasn't fair. She couldn't lose her soul. Not now. 

She'd often said that all she wanted to do with her life was defeat the gods and rest—but that wasn't true anymore. She wanted this life. She wanted Etia. She could almost see it, in her mind's eye. Her and Endrick and Etia, far away, on some other beach, in some other sanctuary far from the reach of the gods and the thralls and the wizards, playing and dancing with the whales as the sun glinted off the sparkling waves. Etia would grow, the years passing in peace and tranquility. Meredith would love her as a mother loves a daughter, Endrick would love her as a father. Tip would visit them, of course, for the Head Islander was the man who had raised her, a surrogate father who would be welcomed back into their lives once the fight against the gods was won. Sonder and Antenel, too, would visit, and Daela, and her husband and son.

But none of that could ever be.

Not if she gave up her soul.

How could she love a child, raise a child, without a soul? How could she give Etia all the love and affection she deserved if she couldn't even feel love or affection herself? Without a soul, Meredith's love would be stunted, a shriveled husk of what it should have been. Meredith knew, better than most, the pain of trying to love someone without a soul. She could never do that to Etia. She was too young to understand, too young to make the choice that Meredith had made to stand by Endrick's side. Meredith had known what she was getting into, or at least, she thought she had known at the time. Etia knew of the Ritual, knew what choice Meredith now faced, and her elated attitude this morning only proved to Meredith that she couldn't fully grasp the gravity of the situation. How could she be out here, playing and cavorting as if Meredith's soul weren't on the line? How could Etia so easily laugh and smile with her, knowing what would happen to Meredith in just three days' time?

Tears stung her eyes, and Meredith stopped her dance.

“What's wrong?” Etia asked, eyes wide in concern.

“Nothing,” Meredith lied. She wiped at her face, “Just a bit of salt in my eyes. I think I should stop now.”

“Okay,” Etia said, her look appraising. She took her arm again, “Let's go sit down, and watch the whales.”

“Okay,” Meredith agreed, and together they waded back to the beach. As soon as Etia left the water, the whales in the air each gave a groan, and settled back down into the sea. Something of a crowd had gathered on the beach as they had danced. Meredith was startled to see wizards of all ages and races huddled together, watching the whales with dim wonder in their eyes. They wore practical robes of gray and black, many with staves at their sides, and they whispered amongst themselves at the fantastical sight. Among them were Endrick and Jerritt, the resemblance between father and son even more apparent now that Endrick was older. They were almost of a height, tall, their dark eyes glazed and passionless as they watched the Daughter of the Moon and Stars take a seat next to Meredith in the sand. Meredith wished they would leave. She wanted to be alone, with Etia and Endrick, and no one else.

“What magic is this?” a young wizardess asked. “What force makes them fly?”

“We do not know,” was Endrick's reply. “They fly only for Etia.”

“How is that possible? She's not a wizard is she?” another voice asked.

“No, the girl has no magic,” Endrick responded. Meredith could feel Etia tense next to her. “The power the whales display is their own.”

“Why do they fly for her then?” the wizardess asked, her voice harsh and nasally. “She's just an island-born brat from a tiny village no one's ever heard of. Probably doesn't even realize how lucky she is.”

“Yeah,” another wizardess chimed in, “What's so special about her?”

Etia's face fell, and before Meredith knew what she was doing, she stood to her feet and whipped around to face the wizards. “Everything,” Meredith replied vehemently. “Everything is special about her.”

The wizard looked taken aback, her long nose wrinkling in disgust, “Her appearance is extraordinary, I grant you, but you can hardly argue that such magnificent creatures would choose to use their powers based on that alone—”

“I'm not talking about her appearance,” Meredith cut her off. Etia was looking up at her from where she sat, eyes wide. “I'm talking about who she is. Etia is the kindest, gentlest person I have ever met.” She ignored the amused smirks of the wizards, keenly aware that she was soaking wet and that they had all just witnessed her dancing and yelling in the surf. “I don't know why the whales chose her. Maybe they see her the same way I do, that Endrick does,” she gestured to the wizard, whose eyes, for once, reflected a fraction of the love she felt for him. “The Elder of Iolimi named her the Pearlchild. She is precious, cherished by all. She holds nothing but kindness in her heart, even for those who do not deserve it,” her tone was passionate. “That is reason enough to choose her and that is why I will not stand for such cruel and unwarranted speculation.” She looked back and took Etia's hand, her face flushing with embarrassment. “Come on, Etia. Let's go. We'll get a change of clothes and some breakfast, and leave these dithering fools behind.”

She started to pull Etia in the direction of the Hall of the Arts, but Etia did not budge.

“No, it's okay Meredith,” she said softly. Meredith stopped in her tracks, looking down at Etia's calm and serene expression with a careworn frown. “They aren't bothering me,” the girl continued, her voice small. “They're only curious.”

“My pupils meant no disrespect,” Jerritt intervened, stepping forward from the crowd. He leaned slightly on his skull-tipped staff, looking down at Etia like she was indeed a pearl to be admired. His dark eyes were surprisingly bright beneath his half-moon spectacles. “But we have no one from Iolimi here, and we are not familiar with this legend of the Pearlchild. Perhaps if you would enlighten us, we could better understand what Miss Hauvish is trying to say?”

Etia looked back to Meredith, biting the corner of her lip. Meredith sighed. She couldn't fault the wizards for wanting to know more about the strange child. She supposed it wouldn't hurt to indulge them.

“If you would like to, Etia,” Meredith prompted, her own tone still uncertain.

“Well,” Etia answered, frowning, “I won't tell it as well as the Elder,” she turned back to Jerritt, her look determined, “but I can try.”

“Thank you, little one,” Jerritt said, and for a moment Meredith was stunned by how gentle his tone was. She looked to Endrick, who stood behind his father, and saw that he too had noticed the unexpected warmth.

Etia nodded in acknowledgment, then, letting go of Meredith's hand, she came to stand in the middle of the wizards, their expressions hungry and curious.

Taking in a deep breath, the Pearlchild began, “This is an old tale, taught to me by my grandmother, taught to her by her grandmother, and so on until the first day of time, when the first grandmother spoke the first tale.” It was a ceremonial line. The girl had no grandmother, having been born of the gods themselves. The wizards did not seem to question this, however, and they listened with rapt attention as Etia began to tell the tale of the Whale and Wicked Moon: how the Wicked Moon and the Evening Star argued over a pearl they had found in a tiny puddle, the Whale swallowing the pearl whole, the Moon tricking the Whale into thinking it was flying, then being tricked himself when the Whale actually did fly away into the heavens, leaving behind the girl-shaped remains of the Moon and Star's precious pearl. She told how the girl so resembled the aquatic stone that the Wicked Moon and Evening Star deigned to raise the child as their own, and how the flying Whale became the Pearlchild's greatest friend, carrying her all across the heavens from this world and into the next. 

“This is a tale told by our people for thousands of years,” Etia concluded with the traditional words. “I heard it from my grandmother when I was babe in arms, just as she heard it from hers, and so I will tell it to my own children when I am old and gray.” Her dignified mien suddenly disappeared, and she added with a shy smile, “That's all.”

The wizards clapped politely, mumbling amongst themselves. Some of their faces looked pensive, others still bore the same cynicism they had worn at Meredith's speech.

“You have our thanks, Etia,” Jerritt said, stepping now into the middle of the circle that had formed around the girl. There was a faint smile on his lips, “You have given us much to think about. I believe that your tale, and your whales, will be the subject of our lectures for the rest of this month, at the least.”

“Rest of the year, more-like,” someone grumbled from the crowd.

Jerritt continued, “And it is to our lectures that we should return. It is almost time for classes to begin. Let us leave the girl in peace.”

There was an unenthusiastic chorus of, “Yes, master,” and then the wizards began to disburse. Jerritt bowed to Etia, low and reverent. His eyes met Meredith's as he straightened—once again cold, calculating, devoid of any light or levity—before he too turned and made his way back to the Repository, leaving Endrick, Meredith, and Etia behind.

“Nice of your father to try to intervene,” Meredith remarked bitterly after the wizards had gone. He hadn't done much other than put Etia on the spot, not that the girl seemed to mind. She stood between Meredith and Endrick, quiet, but seemingly unperturbed.

“Indeed,” Endrick replied, his brow furrowed. “I am unsure how much he has helped our cause.”

“Why isn't he with the Archmage?” Meredith asked, frowning. “Why isn't he helping with the scroll? And why aren't you?”

“It is far beyond my knowledge,” Endrick said, confusion still marring his face. “But my father is a Wizard of the First Class. He is certainly capable of offering his assistance.”

“I'm sure they need his help,” Meredith said darkly. They had begun to walk in the direction of the dining hall, the sand giving way to a dirt path. “I wonder how long the counter-spell will take. And how long the whales can keep us safe.”

“We'll be alright,” Etia answered with a smile. She added, “I think.”

“Oh?” Meredith exchanged a glance with Endrick.

“They seemed strong this morning,” Etia explained brightly. She was fixing her long, wet hair into a braid as she walked. “And I didn't feel as tired after playing with them as I used to. I think they liked that we were both dancing for them. It made them happy.”

“Is that so?” Endrick remarked, smiling gently. “I must say you two were quite a sight.”

Heat rose to Meredith's face. “It was fun,” she said, tossing her head proudly. She wasn't ashamed of spending time with Etia, no matter how foolish she might have looked.

“I was being perfectly serious,” Endrick intoned.

Her blush deepened, “Oh.”

The three fell into silence. It was a pleasant walk from the beach to the dining hall. The path was cool in the shadow of the palms that covered the island, and bright, happy flowers grew on either side. They really must have been a spectacle this morning, Meredith thought. The dancing, the laughing, the shouting. She thought of Etia's eyes, Etia's smile as they had played. Precious, her pearl. So precious. How could she ever push her away? How could she ever let her go?

“So what are we going to do after?” Etia asked, breaking the silence. 

Meredith started, alarmed and wondering if the girl had been thinking the same thoughts as she. “After what, Etia?” she asked, trying to remain calm.

“After my Mama and Papa are,” Etia hesitated, sorrow suddenly softening her smile, “after they're gone.”

Meredith sighed, looking down at her with apprehension. “We don't even know if we will defeat the gods.”

“You have always said that we would,” Endrick interjected. His gaze was steady as he walked, his voice gentle as his eyes held hers. “And I do not doubt that sentiment now.”

Meredith was unsure how to respond. She had only meant to avoid the question. She closed her eyes, pained, “Etia...”

“It's alright, you know,” Etia replied, her expression falling. Her eyes were downcast, her long lashes blocking them from view. “I was there last night. I know what you have to do.”

Meredith stopped walking. She didn't want to have this conversation. Not now. Not ever. “You mean the Ritual?”

Etia nodded, “Yes.”

Meredith let out a deep breath, “It's not alright, actually. I'm terrified.” Her voice was small, her eyes averted.

“Of what?” Etia asked.

Meredith looked at her sharply, “Of them. They're going to take my soul. They're going to rip it from my chest and place it in a lantern and seal it away in the vaults beneath the island. You know what that means, Etia.”

Etia nodded, “You'll be like Endrick.”

“Yes,” Meredith replied, exasperated. She looked to the wizard, “Like him, and his father, and the Archmage, and all the other wizards on this island.”

“Except Herel and Artima,” Etia said.

“Right, except Herel and Artima,” Meredith said bitterly. Seeing the frown grow deeper on Etia's face, Meredith let out a sigh and knelt before her, placing her hands on the girl's shoulders. “Look, I can tell you and Herel are friends, and I'm so proud of you for going to Mages' Peak with him. Together, you were able to find the one thing that might be able to help us defeat the gods. But I don't trust him. And I don't think it's right that he is free to keep his soul when I am not.”

“I know,” Etia said, fidgeting slightly under her gaze. “I don't think it's right either.” She looked like she would stop, but the girl suddenly lifted her eyes and continued, “But I believe in Herel. He saved my life, he and Lusidi. I don't think it's like what you said. I don't think he's a threat, even if he does have his soul.”

Meredith gave a sad smile, “I wish I had your kindness, Etia. Not that it matters, not anymore. In three days, I'll have to give up my soul, and I won't be able to feel anything anymore—sadness, happiness, kindness—they won't be able to touch me.”

Etia shook her head, “That's not true.” She looked up to Endrick, “Endrick still feels sad sometimes, and happy. I know he does. I've seen it.”

“It is not the same, little pearl,” Endrick answered gently, kneeling as well. “I can feel but a fraction of the emotions that I recall in my youth.”

“But you remember them,” Etia implored. “You said you remembered your love for Meredith. So Meredith will remember her love for you,” Etia said, turning back to Meredith, her eyes large and earnest, deep blue like the ocean, full and round and drawing her into their depths. “Won't you?”

Meredith blinked, caught suddenly offguard by the girl's candor. Was it really that easy? Was it really that simple? Meredith could think of no argument against what she had said. Endrick did remember his love for her—it was not the same, would never be as it once was, but Meredith had been loath to give it up nonetheless.

And Etia felt no different.

Meredith pulled her into a tight embrace. Tears stung Meredith's eyes once more, and she could feel her jaw quiver with the sudden wave of protectiveness that surged through her body. She would never let her go. Etia was hers. Come what may, soul or no soul, they belonged to each other now, and that would never change.

“Yes, Etia,” Meredith said, her voice shaking. “I'll remember my love for him. Just as I'll always remember my love for you.”

Meredith held her in her arms, no longer willing time to freeze. Let the moments pass. Let time take them where it willed. Meredith's future would never be as dark as she had imagined, not with Etia at her side, not with Endrick. They were her light. They were her soul. And the Repository could never take them from her. 

How long Meredith held her, she could not say. At length, the two drew away from each other, each wearing a gentle smile. Meredith stood to her feet. The girl captured Meredith's hand in her right, and Endrick's in her left, and, together, the three resumed their walk across the sun-dappled island.
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Chapter Twenty-Three


[image: image]


“Why can't I help?” Herel protested loudly. He stood before the door to the Archmage's laboratory, his mother looking down at him with a cool expression. “I found the thing. None of you would even be in there if it weren't for me.” Herel had made the same protestations to Ophie that morning before she had left for her duties, and, one mother denying his request, he now turned to the other, hoping this time for a different answer to his plea. But by the frown on Artima's face, Herel could already guess what her answer would be.

“My son,” Artima replied, her tone almost disappointed as she blocked the door. “After all I've done to keep you safe, must you still insist on putting yourself in harm's way?” She shook her head, her large golden earrings clanking with the movement. “Working with the spellscroll will be dangerous, even for one such as I. Why don't you find your cousin? Keep yourself occupied. There will be plenty of time for us to spend together when our task is done.”

“But mother,” Herel took a step forward.

“That is my final word,” Artima reaffirmed. Her expression then softened, and she placed a hand on his cheek, “Go. Enjoy the sun while you can. Dark times lie ahead, Herel, and I would rather you walk in the light than in the darkness.”

“Fine,” Herel grumbled, unsure what she meant but annoyed by her ominous tone all the same. “I'll go find Etia. I'll go play.”

Artima smiled faintly, “That is very well, my son. I will see you this evening.”

“Yes, mother,” Herel sighed. It seemed he wouldn't be getting his way. “I'll see you tonight.”

Artima gave another small smile, then pulled the door shut behind her as she retreated into the wizards' laboratory, leaving Herel alone in the Repository's lower levels. Hands in the pockets of his long tunic, Herel shuffled down the hall, heading back the way he had come.

He didn't want to see Etia. Not now. Etia wouldn't understand. She didn't have magic. She couldn't know the depths of the conflict he'd felt in his soul ever since the audience with the Archmage last night. His mothers would. But they were both too busy with their work on the spellscroll, had no time to listen to their son. He clenched his fists as he walked. He had been reunited with them after months of being apart, and it stung Herel to know that he still didn't have their ear. He was happy, of course, to see them again. Artima was looking stronger and healthier than Herel could ever remember, and she herself seemed happier for it. Even so, Herel thought bitterly, what good was it to have his mothers back if they were too preoccupied with the fight against the gods to pay him any heed?

Herel left the great dome of the Repository, taking the nearest path. A wall followed it on one side. It was built of stone, and into it had been carved fanciful shapes and designs, depictions of plants and animals and creatures that Herel both knew and did not recognize. The unnatural smoothness of their curves and contours told Herel that they had been carved by magic, rather than by hand, and he began to wonder what kind of spell its maker had used to manipulate the stone so precisely, and if it were a spell he could add to his own repertoire.

Herel's musings were cut short by a pair of voices—loud in the stillness of the morning—coming from the other side of the wall. He scowled. He knew those voices. It was Sonder and Antenel, and from the sounds of it, their paths would soon cross. Herel frowned and kicked at a stone. He didn't want to talk to them either.

“I saw one from my window,” Antenel was saying, his voice somewhat subdued. “Flying as easily in the sky as if it were in the water.”

“What? I didn't see anything,” Sonder returned, his pout imagined if not seen by the boy. “When was this?”

“Right before you came to call,” the elf replied.

“Just my luck,” Sonder harrumphed. “How did I manage to miss a whole gods-be-damned flight of whales? Oh,” the man and elf rounded the corner. Sonder smiled as he saw the boy, “Good morning Herel.”

Herel stood, arms crossed, in the middle of the path, “Morning.”

“You're up rather early,” Sonder approached him with ease, his white and black robes blowing in the gentle wind. “I don't think I've seen you on your feet before noon since the Wastes of Iador.”

Herel scowled. He turned from them, keeping his gaze on the path. He didn't want to admit that he'd woken up early in an attempt to talk to his mothers, and that they'd both spurned him in favor of working on the spellscroll. “I was just,” he hesitated, “getting breakfast.”

Sonder smirked, “I hardly believe that. Come on, why don't you join us?”

“We were just going to see the whales,” Antenel explained kindly.

“I've already seen them,” Herel dismissed the idea with a flip of his hair. “I've ridden one too. It wasn't that impressive.”

“I see,” Antenel replied, polite. He and Sonder exchanged glances, and something in their look invoked an immediate onset of panic. Had they seen through his act? Had they realized how much he was struggling? Maybe he should just leave. They wouldn't follow him if he just ran away, would they?

“Ant,” Sonder turned to the elf with an easy expression. “Why don't you go ahead? I'd like to have a word with Herel alone, if that's alright.”

“Of course,” the elf replied. He leaned in, gave Sonder a chaste kiss on the cheek, and smiled, “I'll see you soon.”

“Al Roshashi,” Sonder said, returning his smile like a lovesick puppy. Herel rolled his eyes. Did he think saying goodbye in elluini was impressive? Herel had known that phrase since before he could write.

Herel waited until the elf was out of earshot before approaching Sonder and grumbling, “I don't want to talk.”

“Bullshit,” Sonder said, eyeing him critically. The circlet of the Keeper glinted in the sun. “I know that look when I see it, kid. Something's bothering you—you just don't want to say what it is. Luckily for you,” Sonder continued wryly, “I'm a master at the art of talking about things without actually talking about them.”

Herel raised an eyebrow, “What is that supposed to mean?”

“Come on,” Sonder said, already beginning to walk down the path. “You'll find out.”

“Ugh. Gods take me,” Herel muttered, but followed after him all the same. 

They were silent at first, each looking pensively at the likenesses of plants and animals that had been carved into the wall. It wasn't so bad, Herel decided, being with Uncle Sonder again. The morning was pleasant, the bothersome wizards were nowhere to be seen. And neither were the whales. Herel turned his gaze to the beach, just barely visible through a grove of palm trees. The water shimmered, the ocean a brilliant turquoise. Herel had never seen anything like it, and he found himself wishing that he hadn't turned down Sonder and Antenel's offer. Even if he had grown somewhat used to the whole magically flying whale phenomenon over the last couple of days, Herel still found himself longing to run into the gently crashing surf, letting the soothing waves rush over him.

They came to a shady section of the path. Vines grew on the wall, their thick tangles dotted here and there with wide, red flowers whose long stamens ended in great yellow anthers of pollen. Herel wished he were alone. He would take the charcoal and parchment from his pack and try to capture their likeness. But no, he was here with Uncle Sonder, once again being poked and prodded and coaxed into talking about things he didn't want to talk about. But that wasn't true, was it? He did want to talk. He would just rather be talking to his mothers.

He looked up at Sonder, and was startled to see that his own gaze was withdrawn, his brows contracted slightly in what might have been sorrow.

“Uncle Sonder?” he asked, forgetting entirely that he was trying to keep his distance from the man.

“Hmm?” Sonder turned to him expectantly. The pain was already gone.

“It's nothing,” Herel said hastily. He'd probably just been thinking about his sister. He'd lost a lot, Herel suddenly realized. He hadn't seen the thralls that the goddess had made on the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, but hearing Sonder's horrifying account to the Council of Mages had been enough to churn Herel's stomach. And if his sister's enthrallment weren't bad enough, there was still the matter of the elf prince. Even Herel could see that their reunion wasn't a happy one. As long as Sonder was the Keeper of the Gods, the two could never be together. 

“Oh?” Sonder tilted his head to one side, smiling nonchalantly. “Nothing? I'm afraid I don't quite believe that, kid.”

Herel did not respond. He was still unsure, didn't know if he should confide in Sonder now or if his inner agony could wait until his mothers were done with their day's work. He had come to admire the man, had learned to trust him when he had trusted no others. But could he trust him with this?

Sonder frowned, real concern warming his brown eyes. He leaned forward and gave Herel a nudge with his elbow, “Seriously, Herel, what's wrong? You know you can tell me anything.”

Well, that settled things, didn't it?

Hoping he wouldn't regret it, Herel gave him one last, appraising look, and continued, “It's about what they said last night. About me.”

“A lot was said about you last night,” Sonder replied.

Herel frowned at his sudden flippancy, and let himself lean against the wall behind him, arms crossed over his chest. “Your friend, Meredith Hauvish. She said that the Repository should be afraid of me. She said there was a greed in me that my mothers only made worse. She wanted me to give up my soul.”

Sonder's smirk disappeared, “She was out of line. She was upset because of, well, because of what's about to happen to her. It can't be easy to hear that she has to give up her soul, especially with you right there, allowed to keep your own.”

“But that's just it,” Herel countered, anger flaring to the surface. “She wasn't wrong. They have every reason to be afraid of me. I,” he hesitated, feeling like a weight were crushing down on him. He didn't want to say it. Didn't want to confess to what he had thought. But he couldn't turn back. He needed the guilt out of him. He needed it gone. He brought his eyes to Sonder's, “I didn't want to give the Archmage the spellscroll. I didn't even want to bring it here. If Lantos hadn't chased us out of Mages' Peak, I would have brought it straight back to Astquary, to my mothers.”

Sonder's expression was drawn in confusion, “Why would you want to do that?”

“To use it ourselves.” 

“What do you mean?” Sonder asked, now clearly perturbed. “I thought you hated what the gods did. You said the thought of immortality was terrible.”

“Living forever and watching everyone I care about die would be terrible,” Herel explained, sour. He looked up at Sonder through the curly tufts of his hair, “But what if I could share my immortality? What if I could make it so that everyone I love lived forever with me?”

“But why be immortal in the first place?” Sonder asked.

“To make things right,” Herel answered, his tone harsh. “To pick up the mess when it's all over.” Seeing no more clarity in the older man's face, Herel took a deep breath, and continued. “Remember the Court of the Keeper? Remember the mess your sister let Oris create? You had to step in, you had to control the damage done to the Herelites while she and I just sat by and watched and did nothing.”

“You helped,” Sonder said, something like pity in his eyes as he looked down at Herel.

“How? By reading books? By being your squire? Is that all the Chosen Son is good for?” he demanded, voice cracking. “There are people who love me, adore me—have done terrible and wonderful things in my name.” He thought of Eythen Nat, whom he had seen hanged from a distance as he had first arrived at the Godskeep, and his anger turned to sorrow. “People who have died with my name on their lips. I thought, maybe if I used the spellscroll, I'd finally be worthy of them.”

“So you want to become a god,” Sonder stated critically. “You want to do what your father did.”

“No!” Herel cried, exasperated. “I don't care about people's praise. I don't care about living forever. Look,” he said, “destroying the gods isn't going to solve all our problems. The Way isn't just going to disappear, and they certainly aren't just going to accept the Herelites with open arms. They won't even know the gods are gone! We're still going to have war, we're still going to have trials, we're still going to have conflict and hatred between them and the other faiths of the world.”

“So what do you propose?”

“To use the Spell of Invocation Transference,” Herel said, his confidence growing. “And take their place. I could make myself as powerful as they are, I could live as long as they did. I would reveal myself to everyone as the Chosen Son, the One as foretold by the prophet Ayers. If I appeared before the Godskeep, they would have to accept me, they would have to end their mistreatment of my people.”

“I've told you before, kid,” Sonder warned. “You can't just make people believe in something. The Faithful despise you. You can show up at the Godskeep and proclaim whatever you want to proclaim—nothing's going to change their minds.”

“Not at first, maybe,” Herel returned, feeling excitement as they arrived at the crux of his plan. “But with enough time—”

“It would take decades, centuries,” Sonder interrupted.

“That's why I'd have to use the spell,” Herel countered. “If I made myself immortal, I'd have all the time in the world to unite them.” Seeing Sonder sigh and shake his head, Herel took a step nearer, “Think about it, Uncle Sonder! No more fighting, no more conflict. No bloody trials. The Way would be undone; everyone would fall under one banner, everyone would be united. I could undo all the evils of the gods, all the harm my father caused. And I wouldn't have to do it alone,” he pledged. “I could use the spell on you too. And Antenel! I could make you gods—you'd never have to be apart. You could be together forever!”

Sonder's face blanched, and Herel realized he had gone too far. The man's jaw was tight, his eyes flashing in anger and pain. He turned from Herel, took a few faltering steps, placing distance between them. They fell silent, neither willing to continue. Fear gripped Herel's heart once more. This was it, he realized. He shouldn't have trusted Sonder. He would tell the wizards for sure, he would betray him and his plan.

“Herel,” Sonder said at length, his gaze full of sadness. “Do you remember when I said that someday you would realize what was truly in your control, and what wasn't? This,” he gestured vaguely, “This is well outside of your control. I'm not saying that it wouldn't be possible, given enough time, to do what you're describing, but why,” his gaze captured Herel's, “why in the name of all that is good would you want to spend your entire existence, hundreds of thousands of years, trying to atone for the sins of the gods?”

“Because I care for them.”

“Who?”

Herel lifted his gaze, “My people. I didn't at first, back when I still lived in Sivarr's Vale. I resented them, hated them for the role I played in their lives. I was a sham, a puppet pulled by the strings of my master—and yet they loved me. I craved their praises even as I abhorred them. I encouraged their baseless belief in me even though I knew it would only hurt them. But when I came to the Godskeep,” he continued softly, “and saw the trials, everything changed. I finally saw them for what they really were.”

“Which was?”

“People,” Herel said simply, shrugging his shoulders. “Victims. They had been just as used and abused as I was. And it felt good to be able to protect them.”

“You can still protect them, Herel,” Sonder said, and Herel detected relief in his voice, in the way he now leaned against the wall. “And you don't have to use the Spell of Invocation Transference to do it.”

“But you said it would take decades, centuries,” Herel protested.

“I did,” Sonder nodded. “And I stand by what I said. But take it from someone who fought in the war,” he smiled sadly, “A decade is more than enough time to spend atoning for your sins.”

Herel frowned, “So you've forgiven yourself then? For Hastos' hostages? And that elf prince?”

“Zeem?” Sonder smiled ruefully. “Yes, I think I have. I think, if he were here today, he would feel no ill-will toward me or his brother for trying to escape Artima's custody. We didn't know what would happen, didn't know that your father had tricked us into thinking we could stop the war that was about to break in the East. Although,” Sonder's smile fell, and he gave Herel such a sorrowful look that he was momentarily taken aback. “There's something else I haven't forgiven myself for. Something that actually relates to you more directly.”

Herel's stomach fluttered in fear. “What?” he demanded. “What do you mean?”

The man gave a long sigh, “Back on the Wastes. When we changed course and headed North, I never told you the reason.”

“You said Dienna was in danger,” Herel replied, brows contracted in confusion.

“But I never told you how I knew,” Sonder continued, and Herel could tell his sorrow was directed at himself, not Herel. “I almost wish you would have questioned it more. Maybe then I would have told you sooner.”

“Told me what?”

“Seltos,” Sonder said heavily. “She was the reason I took you to the Godskeep. She wanted you there.”

Herel frowned, “What?”

“She appeared to me, out on the Wastes,” Sonder explained, speaking slowly. “She told me that Dienna was in danger, that she would die before the year was out, and in exchange for this knowledge, she asked me to bring you to the Godskeep with me.”

Herel was about to ask 'why' when he realized with a cold shock that he already knew the answer. She had been planning this. Seltos had, even then, been planning to use the children of the gods in some way—and Uncle Sonder had helped her.

Herel shook his head, “No. How—how could you do that?”

“I'm sorry, Herel,” Sonder said, still with that air of shame. “I should have told you when it happened, but I didn't want to lose your trust in me.”

Herel's hands shook, his mind racing, heart pounding. “You didn't want to lose my trust, so you lied to me?”

“I know I was wrong,” Sonder implored. He reached out for Herel's shoulder, but Herel angrily shrugged away. Sonder's hand dropped, and he continued, frowning deeply. “I know I put you in danger—but what else could I do, kid? She was talking about my sister. She promised she would die—I had to make a choice.”

“And you made the wrong one,” Herel replied by instinct. He was angry. He didn't care if his words made any sense. He only wanted to bite, only wanted to hurt the man as he had hurt him.

Sonder gave an incredulous laugh, “How can you say that? Lying to you was wrong, I admit it, Herel, but you can't possibly argue that I should have ignored Seltos' warning. I may not have been able to save my sister, but think of how much worse it would have been for everyone if we'd never gone to the Godskeep. She would have married Oris, he would have been made Keeper, the trials would still be ongoing—who knows how many more people would have died for your cause?”

Herel looked away from him. He couldn't think. He couldn't deal with this. “This is exactly what I mean,” he said, betrayal bubbling warm in his stomach. “This is why I need to do something. You shouldn't have to make these kinds of decisions. The gods shouldn't be meddling with us. They've done terrible things, you've done terrible things—my mothers have done terrible things. I want to make things right.”

“And that makes you a good person Herel,” Sonder said, his expression earnest. “That makes you one step above any of them. I mean no disrespect to Artima and Ophie. I'm glad that they're here and willing to help us defeat the gods, but if they had half as much goodness in them as you, we all might have avoided a wealth of heartache.”

“And if you had been honest,” Herel added, still unwilling to forgive the man.

Sonder nodded wearily, “Yes, Herel, that too. I'm sorry that I kept it from you. It was selfish of me to keep you in the dark. You deserve better.”

Herel looked away, conflict constricting his chest. He could tell that Sonder was genuinely sorry for what he had done, but that didn't make the pain of his betrayal any easier to bear. He thought of his mothers—they too had kept things from him. It was just like Etia said. Parents were always trying to keep things from their children, and Herel wasn't even sure he understood why. What was so hard about telling him the truth? Why couldn't he have just told Herel about Seltos' command? Herel would have understood—or at least, he frowned, he would understand now. His face flushed in shame. He hadn't made things easy for Uncle Sonder, had he? He had made himself a nuisance, had been surly, difficult, had tried to run away from his protection on the Wastes. Maybe it wasn't so strange that Sonder hadn't trusted him. Who knew how he might have reacted?

Herel closed his eyes, thinking of the whispered words his mothers had shared with him last night—about Cormin, and what Artima had done to him. He shivered. He was glad the man was gone, but the horrors Artima had made him endure for using her son as he had made Herel numb with disgust. But he had already forgiven her. He had already swept the darker side of her under the rug, at least for the time being. He loved her, more than anything. And Sonder's own transgression was nothing when compared to that.

“It's alright, Uncle Sonder,” Herel said at length. He looked up at him, “I forgive you.”

Sonder's smile was grateful and genuine. Herel could practically see the weight lifting from his shoulders. He stood up straight, the Keeper's robes settling around his form, his bearing almost regal.

“Thank you, Herel,” he said.

“But that still doesn't help me, you know,” Herel groused, looking back down at his feet.

“Kid,” Sonder's gaze was once more full of sympathy. “Using the Spell of Invocation Transference isn't going to accomplish anything. You want to help the Herelites? Fine, but do it as Herel of Astquary, not the Chosen Son or the One or any of that nonsense.”

“How can I though?” Herel said. His voice sounded small in his ears as his anger and panic began to fade. “All I have is my magic. What spell can I use to help them, if not the Spell of Invocation Transference?”

Sonder smirked, “Why does it have to be a spell? Why use your magic at all?
“It's what I'm good at,” Herel frowned.
“Among other things,” Sonder said evenly. “And I'm sure you know what those are.”

“Maybe,” Herel mumbled. He supposed he was good at research, at reading and learning things. He'd also developed a certain flair for the dramatic, thanks to Cormin. “But how can I use that to help my people?”

Sonder shrugged, “I'm sure you'll think of something. It took me until I was much older than you to realize that not everyone is as good at talking to people as I am, and even longer to realize that I could use that to my advantage.”

Herel shot him a scowl, earning a sheepish grin in return.

“Not that I'm trying to manipulate you or anything, kid,” Sonder laughed uneasily. “I just meant that you'd be surprised at what you can do with your talents. It might not seem like it now, but magic is only one part of you, just like being a warrior is only one part of me. I mean,” his laugh was now jovial, light, “look at me. A veteran of the Second War for the Continent wearing the robes and circlet of the Keeper. I certainly never saw that coming.”

Herel had to admit that he had a point. He hated when his elders tried to tell him that he was too young to understand something—Cormin had been a chief offender of that—but he could see the truth in what Sonder was saying. Just because he felt magic was his only talent now didn't mean it would stay that way forever. Who knew what he would be doing when he was Uncle Sonder's age? Why commit to something like the Spell of Invocation Transference when so much of his life still lay ahead of him, unexplored? The gods themselves had not cast their spell of immortality until they had been on the brink of death. Maybe there had been a good reason for that.

“Not to mention that I'm fairly sure Artima and Ophie would never go along with your plan,” Sonder continued, leaning against the wall once more.

Herel raised an eyebrow, “You think so?”

“I know so,” Sonder replied. “They wanted to send you off to the middle of nowhere, remember? They wanted you to enjoy the peace and solitude of the Wastes while they dealt with Seltos' curse. Using the spellscroll to become a god to atone for the sins of your father is almost certainly the exact opposite of what they want for you.”

“You're probably right,” Herel sighed. Artima had said almost as much this morning. She wanted him safe, out of harm's way. It wasn't that she didn't believe in him or his abilities. He knew she was proud of what he had accomplished—facing Lantos, taking the spellscroll—but he also knew that she never wanted him in that position again. The more he thought about it, the more flaws Herel began to see in his plan. Of course his mothers wouldn't want this for him, no more than Sonder. And considering all that Sonder had said, Herel was starting to think he didn't want it for himself either.

“I'm sorry, Uncle Sonder,” Herel said, leaning with a sigh against the wall behind him. “I should have never thought such a thing. It was foolish to think I could undo all the wrongdoings of the gods, or even that I should.”

“No need to be sorry, kid,” Sonder replied, smiling. “I'm just glad you've come to see reason.”

“Yes, but why do I still feel like there's something I have to do?” Herel complained. It was a nagging feeling, something at the back of his mind that kept prodding him, kept trying to get his attention, but he didn't know what it was. “Why do I still feel guilty?”

Sonder's face was thoughtful, “I would probably feel guilty too, if I got to keep my soul when someone else had to give up their own.”

“There's nothing I can do about that,” Herel scoffed. “I could vouch for your friend, but I doubt the Archmage would listen to me.”

“I doubt she would,” Sonder agreed. He stood next to Herel, looking out into the distance. “But the Repository has good reason, I suppose. After the gods of the Way, they can't take any chances. What if Meredith went rogue?”

“You think she would?” Herel asked.

“No,” Sonder said, his hair and robes blowing in the breeze. “Not in a thousand years, but I understand their point. They don't know her like I do, like Dienna did. They're only trying to protect themselves and the world from being taken advantage of again.”

Herel said nothing. The early morning sun had just surmounted the tops of the palm trees, bathing him in sudden light. He turned away from it, deep in thought. The Archmage had told him not to waste the opportunity his mother's protection afforded, and yet, the more Herel began to consider his options, the more he felt that he might not need that protection after all.

“But it's such a terrible thing,” Herel said after some time. “Not having a soul. I wonder what that would even feel like.”

“Empty, I imagine,” Sonder said, voice soft. There was that look of pain in his eyes again, and Herel wondered if he were thinking of Dienna. “Broken.”

“My mother said it was the worst thing she'd ever felt,” Herel confided. “And Ophie...well,” he shook his head, “Ophie doesn't like to talk about it, but I've see it affect her more and more as I've grown. Sometimes she looks at me like she doesn't know who I am.” Herel thought of what Endrick had said to the Archmage yesterday. “It's like she doesn't remember her love for me.”

“I'm sure she does, kid,” Sonder said with confidence. “I would bet all the gold in my purse that Ophie still cares about you, as much as she always has. She probably just has a harder time showing it because of the Ritual. Give it time, and I know you'll see it again.”

Herel nodded thoughtfully. That nagging feeling was poking at his brain even harder, trying to tell him something. What was it? What was he supposed to do? At least some of the guilt he had felt had been alleviated. He was glad he had talked to Sonder, relieved that he had made him see that using the Spell of Invocation Transference on himself and his loved ones was entirely out of line. Still, there was something Herel felt needed doing. His people needed his help, that much he knew, and when the fight against the gods was finally won, Herel would turn his attention back to them. But that wasn't it either. The Court of the Keeper suddenly came to mind. Justice. That's what the voice at the back of his mind was saying. Justice.

“By the gods,” Sonder suddenly breathed. “Look!”

Herel looked to where he was pointing and saw, flying in a pair over the top of the great dome of the Repository, two of Etia's whales. Gracefully they glided, slicing through the air in fanciful twists and turns, their pectoral fins splayed wide.

Sonder let out a low whistle, “Antenel wasn't kidding. They're beautiful.”

“Yes,” Herel agreed, watching as they glistened in the sun. “I suppose they are.”

“Come on, let's go watch them,” Sonder said eagerly. He took a few steps off the path before stopping and looking back at Herel, “Unless there was something else you wanted to get off your chest?”

“No,” Herel said, not entirely sure himself if he were lying. There was still that strange need within him, that vague calling to some action he couldn't quite name, but Sonder couldn't help with that, could he? He dusted himself off and began to follow after him. “I feel better,” he said truthfully. “Thank you, Uncle Sonder.”

“Anytime, kid,” the Keeper said with a smile. “Now let's go. I want to see these things up close.”

The beach was deserted by the time they arrived, everyone had gone save the whales themselves, who, much to Uncle Sonder's disappointment, would not fly without the aid of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. They reunited with Antenel, and spent the better part of the morning wading in the water and watching the whales swim from a distance. The sun felt good on Herel's skin as he lay in the sand, and he found himself relaxing as Sonder and Antenel talked quietly nearby.

But still, that voice inside of him whispered.

Something, somewhere deep inside had begun to speak, but whether they spoke the false promises of snakes or the balm-like wisdom of ages, Herel did not know. Growing up in Astquary, Herel's conscience had sounded like an echo of High Priest Cormin, but, more recently, Herel had realized that it had begun to sound like Uncle Sonder instead.

Justice, Herel thought.

Attrition.

Sacrifice.

These three words repeated themselves in Herel's mind as he lay on the beach that morning, and followed him all through the day and night. They were with him when he went for his noontide meal, when he sat next to his cousin and his friends, surrounded by the soulless throng of wizards in the dining hall. They were there when he was taken, supervised by Endrick Arelo, to the wizard's library, allowed to look at nothing but the Chronicle's twin, which Herel read slowly as the sun set over the magical isle. And they were there with him as he returned to his quarters to find that Artima and Ophie had concluded their work for the day, and as they spent the rest of their evening simply talking and enjoying each other's company.

Justice.

Attrition.

Sacrifice.

It was not until Herel laid himself down to sleep that night that the solution to his problem finally came to mind. Perfectly still on his bed, Herel found himself lying awake, staring out the window at the stars that hung in the sky, at the moon high above, until the sun began to break over the golden horizon.
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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Meredith spent the next two days in the company of her friends. Each morning saw her, Etia, and Endrick visiting the whales, the wizard looking on as the other two danced in the surf. She took a flying tour of the island from Yusmi's back, marveling at how much smaller the Repository was compared to Iolimi. Etia's home was large enough to house a volcano, several villages the size of any in Dorneldia, and numerous ports full of the narrow boats they had become experts in crafting. The island of the Repository couldn't even contain half of Etia's village. What it did have, Meredith thought as she flew over the island the morning of her third day at the Repository, was an intricate network of underground vaults, ancient and deep, that housed the hundreds of thousands of magical lanterns where the souls of wizards both living and departed rested.

Her own soul would soon be among them.

Etia tried to keep her spirits up. She would laugh with Meredith and tell her amusing stories of Iolimi, tales that she had heard from the Elder or Tip when she had been young. Meredith appreciated her efforts, but she could only keep the oncoming sense of dread at bay for so long before it would inevitably break through her defenses. Meredith would stop listening mid-story, or laugh halfheartedly at the wrong times. Endrick was always near when this happened, ready to offer her a clasp on the shoulder, a hand on her own. Between his attentions and Etia's general cheerfulness, Meredith found she was distracted more often than not. The warriors Lusidi and Nesryn came to see them on the beach, and Sonder and Antenel also spent much of their time with them at the shore. Even Herel of Astquary visited on at least a few occasions. He would avoid Meredith whenever he did, looking away from her, addressing her in short, clipped tones that lacked any of the warmth that was present when he spoke with Etia, Sonder, or even Endrick.

Meredith supposed she couldn't blame him. She hadn't been the most kind to him, trying to convince the Archmage that the boy was a far greater threat to the world than she. Maybe it wasn't fair of her, to judge the child based on the little time she had spent with him at the Godskeep, but Meredith had been desperate, was still desperate, to avoid the fate that awaited her this very night. She had hoped that comparing her own ineptitude with the magic to Herel's skill and resources might have convinced the Archmage to reconsider. Now, as she watched Herel with his cousin, laughing easily with her, playing with reckless abandon as if they were anyone's children but the gods', Meredith was ashamed that she had tried to condemn him. Sure, the danger was still there; the negative influences in his life were many. Herel had been raised by three people whom she had regarded as villains at one point or another—Artima of the Plains, Ophie Dale, and Meredith's own cousin, Cormin. She shuddered, sitting on the beach where they were all gathered, watching the whales swimming in the distance as the sun began to set behind the great dome. It couldn't have been easy, living under his thumb. Meredith's own childhood had been rife with unrest. Gran had been overbearing, unrelenting in her wishes for who Meredith should be and what her life should look like. Herel had experienced that same kind of unrelenting pressure—on a much larger scale. 

Meredith tried to imagine it: a young Herel of Astquary adorned with flowers, paraded through the derelict streets of Sivarr's Vale as Cormin followed ominously behind, whispering words in the boy's ear just as he had whispered into Meredith's at the Sunset Ceremony thirteen years ago. He'd always had a silver tongue. He'd always tried to talk his way out of things, chores mostly, and Gran was never wise enough to see through it. Bearing a passing resemblance to Meredith's father, Gran doted on Cormin, even as she refused to send him to study in the same way she had sent Meredith. Taken in, an orphan with nowhere else to call home, Cormin was called their cousin, but was, in truth, treated more like a ward than a member of the family. There was a separateness, an otherness in how Gran spoke to him. He ate at their table, broke the same bread as they, but, at the end of the day, it was obvious to any who entered their small home that Daela and Meredith were favored. It was no wonder he had left as soon as he was old enough. At fourteen, hardly older than Herel himself, Cormin had packed his belongings and left the Golden Village. His departure had affected Gran, but only for a short time. She had seemed almost relieved, like the charitable deed she had committed by taking him in had at last been completed, as if Cormin's upbringing were just another achievement to write on the long list of works she had done for the gods.

And now he was gone.

Any tears Meredith might have shed for Cormin had dried the moment she'd learned of his true nature. He and Weaponsmaster Morr, who had been Dartos in disguise, had executed dozens of Faithful at the Godskeep when Artima had been in power. He'd imprisoned Gran and Daela, had shown not a shred of sympathy for his old family, and had laughed when Meredith had suggested that he should care for them. Time had quieted Meredith's thoughts of him, thirteen years making the fire of her hatred burn low in comparison to her own hatred for the gods, but that flame had begun to burn anew when they'd arrived at Sivarr's Vale. Cormin had tried to take Etia from her, had tried to choke the girl into submission. If not for Meredith's magic, the Daughter of the Moon and Stars might still be in his hands, might even be—but no. Meredith shook her head. She didn't want to think about that. It was too painful. Etia was safe. She was here, sitting beside her, talking animatedly about the first time she had gone fishing with Tip. Meredith was only half-listening. She had heard this story before. Etia, all of five years old at the time, had managed to catch a fish no bigger than the size of her hand. As she had tried to get Tip's attention to help her pull it in, an even bigger fish—at least three feet long, Etia swore—had jumped up and eaten it right off of her pole.

“Tip was furious,” Etia was saying, the rest of her audience laughing. “He thought I was telling tall tales. 'There was no fish, little pearl, was there?' he kept asking.”

“Did he ever believe you?” Sonder asked.

Etia shook her head, “I don't know. We haven't spoken about it in a long time.” There was sadness in her eyes, but it did not last long. The girl let out a short sigh and was soon smiling again, “But I'll ask the next time I see him.”

“Is that where you're going next?” Herel asked from where he sat in the sand. His gaze was earnest. “Back to Iolimi?”

Etia hesitated, “I'm not sure. I miss Tip, but the rest of my people...I don't think they'll be happy to see me.”

“Hmm,” Herel said noncommittally, his gaze inward. 

“Where are you going to go?” Etia asked, her head tipped to one side, blue-black hair falling across her shoulders.

“Back home,” Herel answered. Everyone, Meredith included, looked at the boy with interest. “Back to Astquary.”

“Truly?” Antenel asked.

Herel nodded, “Yes. Unless things don't play out well with the gods.”

Now it was Sonder who spoke, his face drawn in worry, “Do you really think that's best, kid? Who knows what's happened there now that Cormin's dead. Someone else might be leading the Herelites in his place. It might not be safe.”

“I know,” Herel replied calmly. “But I'll be fine. I'm sure of it.” Strangely, the boy looked to Meredith, his eyes grim. Meredith met his gaze with confusion. “There will be no repeat of my time as the Chosen Son.”

Meredith said nothing. She had no idea what he meant by that remark, but, her mind still amiss with thoughts of what would take place that evening, she soon forgot it entirely. When the island grew dark, the sea a deep gray against the burnt umber sky, the companions returned to their rooms in the Hall of the Arts. Non-wizards were rarely allowed on the island in general, and were certainly not allowed to witness the Repository's clandestine Ritual. Thus Sonder and Antenel took charge of Etia after the evening meal, promising to tell her stories of the great elven queens of old. Etia seemed excited by this prospect, and returned Meredith's farewell embrace with a cheerful smile. Meredith was grateful for this. She wasn't sure how she would react if Etia had shown any reluctance for what was about to happen. It was hard enough to let go of her as it was, and to see the looks of sorrow and pity in the eyes of her friends as they said their goodbyes.

“We'll make sure she gets some sleep,” Sonder said softly, Etia already within their room, talking animatedly with Nesryn, Lusidi, and Antenel inside. 

Meredith nodded, “Thank you.”

“Don't mention it,” Sonder replied, giving a small smile. He gave Meredith a swift embrace before heading back into his chambers. “I'll see you tomorrow.”

“Goodbye,” Meredith muttered. With halting steps, she made her way back to her own room, there to await Endrick, who would take her to the secret location where the Ritual was to be held. Each initiate was led to the location by a single patron wizard, each pair going alone. Meredith couldn't have devised a more disheartening way to begin the ceremony if she'd tried. She knew Endrick would be waiting with her if he could, but custom dictated that she was to spend this period of reflection alone. As if the Ritual weren't terrifying enough, the wizards forced their initiates to wait, potentially hours, until they were summoned by their patron to perform the rite. Meredith spent it as calmly as she could. Night fell, the bugs and birds of evening beginning their incessant calling. She sat on her bed, unable to move, unable to think of anything but the Ritual. How would it feel? What would happen between her and Endrick? And Etia? They had both declared their love to her, but what if that weren't enough? What if they changed their minds? Meredith would be left alone. Utterly, completely, alone. She would have no one, nothing.

Not even herself.

Panic rose to her throat. Fear gripped her heart. She tried to keep her mind occupied, tried to let it fall to any other thought, any other topic, but it was as if her thoughts were not her own. Try as she might, Meredith could not turn them from the Ritual, could make them focus on nothing else but what would happen this night, and what she stood to lose.

Endrick's voice called from the hall.

“Meredith, it is time.”

She stood, paused to take a deep breath, and opened the door. Endrick entered, staff in one hand, a bundle of dark fabric in the other. He strode in and set his staff aside.

“Put this on,” he instructed, already unfurling the dark fabric and helping her into it. It was a cloak, with wide sleeves and a long hood that would cover her face down to the chin. Endrick's hands worked with ease and tenderness, tying the clasps and ribbons that Meredith's would never have been able to toggle for how much they shook. When the cloak was in place, he procured a length of cord and used it to gently twist her coily hair into a knot at the back of her neck, coaxing the curls neatly down and away from her face. His work done, he placed his hands on her shoulders.

“How are you feeling?”

Meredith gave a bitter laugh, “Terrible. But better now that you're here.”

Endrick nodded, “There is a grove on the island's northern side. I will take you there. Once we have entered the grove, there will be no way to leave without completing the Ritual.”

“I understand,” she said. The warmth of his eyes softened her panic somewhat. Endrick was closer now to the place where his soul had been buried. Meredith supposed that was one thing to consider. The Repository was the most humane place for a wizard to reside—but they could not stay here forever. There were gods to slay, and a child to raise. But that was a matter for another day. Meredith had this mountain to climb first. “Endrick,” she looked up at him, breathless to ask the question she had both longed to voice and dreaded. “How will it feel? What is it like?”

Endrick's eyes were drawn in agony, “There will be pain,” he said, “and your heart will ache. You will feel like you've just had your own feet ripped out from under you. You will feel like there is no reason to draw another breath.” He paused, looking at her deeply, “It will pass. And it will not. It will get better, and it will not. There is no cure. You will be unwell. Forever.”

Meredith felt the blood draining from her face, felt lightheaded, dizzy. She already felt like her feet were being ripped out from under her, and she began to sway where she stood.

Endrick steadied her. 

He lifted one dark hand to caress her cheek, “But in the midst of all the nothingness, in the very middle of the void that you will suddenly feel opening like a terrible rift inside you, I will be at your side. If it becomes too much, if the night is too dark to see, if the yawning chasm of isolation is too deep and profound for you to traverse alone, and the despair begins to consume you—I will be there, Meredith, and I will take you in my arms, and, broken though we are, we will hold each other, and we will be all the more complete for our brokenness.”

Meredith's eyes began to fill with tears as he pulled her close, burying her face in his chest, but she did not let them fall. If she did, if she opened that floodgate now, there would be no closing it. She pulled away.

“Thank you Endrick,” Meredith said, holding his hands in hers. “We should go now.”

Endrick kissed her forehead, and took her by the hand, “This way.”

They left the Hall of the Arts, emerging into the dim moonlight. It was almost midnight, and the island appeared deserted, their only companions the nighttime fauna that lay mostly hidden in dark bushes and at the tops of trees. As promised, Endrick led her north, to a part of the island she had seen, but had never visited. From the back of the flying whales, the northern third of the island had appeared to be jungle forest, a thick canopy of trees blocking out all sight of land, and it was into this thick plot of trees that they now walked. She wore the hood of her cloak low over her face at Endrick's instruction, and he did the same with his own. Like two specters of death they strode, arm in arm, through the sand, passing through a small opening in the trees and into a cleared grove beyond.

How the wizards had managed to conceal the hole in the canopy, Meredith could only guess, but emerging into the grove showed that its ceiling was open to the stars themselves, and to the crescent moon above. Other initiates had gathered beneath the ring of palm trees, wearing robes identical to the one Meredith had been given, their features obscured by their long, draping hoods. Meredith was unsurprised, but no less chilled, to see that they were all short in stature. She could not see their faces, but she knew that the average age to undertake the Ritual was a paltry ten years, and that the majority of those who had gathered this night to give up their souls in exchange for the magic were children.

Endrick led her to the center of the grove, where the other initiates stood in an orderly row. Meredith joined them, standing next to the only other initiate who stood over five feet. Endrick left her side and went to stand at the outskirts of the grove, where Meredith could see other hooded and cloaked figures who watched the proceedings with staves in hand, and hoods obscuring their faces.

Before the line of initiates were several objects of interest: a long stone table—an altar, Meredith realized with a sinking feeling—upon which had been placed an immense book, larger than the Chronicle by several times. So broad and numerous were its pages that Meredith was unsure if she would have the strength to lift it. On either side of the altar had been placed a triad of tall, black wax candles, the flames of which glowed an unsettling blue, and in the middle of the altar had been placed seven seemingly ordinary lanterns, their inner chambers left empty.

But they would not be empty for long.

Behind the altar stood Jerritt, the only wizard whose face was not obscured by a hood. He held his own skull-topped staff in one hand, standing tall and straight, his dark skin and locs illuminated by the wan moonlight behind and flickering blue candlelight before him. At his side stood two other wizards, hoods drawn, their slight figures suggesting that they too were younger, perhaps still novices themselves.

“Seven initiates I see before me,” Jerritt spoke in his deep baritone. “And seven sponsors who have vouched for your relative skill and fidelity. Are there any others who wish to partake in the Ritual this night? Are there any others who would pledge themselves beneath the heavens to magic eternal?”

The seven sponsors spoke from the shadows, “No, first mage.”

“Then let the grove be sealed,” Jerritt commanded.

In unison, the wizards who stood at the grove's perimeter raised their staves.

“Ihm aht ali, nuyunda amendi,” Endrick's father began to chant from behind the altar, and as he repeated this phrase, the blue light of the candles seemed to fly like fireflies from their wicks, soaring to the tips of the staves held by each of the sponsors, who in turn began to echo the chant until the entire grove was awash in light. A blue magical flame encircled the grove, trapping the initiates within and separating them from the ones who had brought them to the sacred site.

“Let us begin,” Jerritt intoned. “Xshuing,” he turned to the wizard at his right, who nodded and proceeded to walk to the front of the altar, where the immense book rested. Procuring a raven feather quill from no place that Meredith could see, the wizard Xshuing cut its tip, ensuring that it was sharp and ready for use, before setting the quill beside the book. The wizard then produced a well of ink, set it next to the quill, bowed, and returned to Jerritt's side.

“I will call you each by name,” Jerritt continued dispassionately. His eyes swept the line of initiates. “When you are called, you are to step forward, remove your hood, and answer the question I shall ask of you. You will then write your name within the book, and return to the line.”

“That's it?” one of the initiates asked, their voice young and full of fear.

There was nothing in Jerritt's eyes as he answered, “Yes. That's it.”

Meredith could almost feel the relief of the other initiates like a physical force, and her stomach twisted and churned in rage. She wanted to scream, wanted to shout, wanted to call Jerritt out on his lie. That was not it. That was definitely not it. They really didn't have any idea what they were getting into. They really didn't know the terrible exchange they were about to make. Meredith felt a surge of compassion, a wave, cool and refreshing as she thought of Endrick, and all that he'd endured. She used to blame him, she used to think he had been in control of his fate, but now Meredith saw, truly saw with her own eyes, how little choice he had had in being separated from his soul. Now she knew, now she understood. The Repository was evil. They were wrong. They were completely, utterly wrong.

She thought of Jezla, of Rollis, of Yorn. Those gifted with magic, those who had either shunned the Repository or run from it. They really were the lucky ones, Meredith thought, and for the first time, Meredith felt a shred of sympathy for the ones who would become the gods, and she found she could not blame them for the horror they had felt for the Ritual, for the lies the Repository had been willing to tell. The gods had deceived them all, but the Repository had deceived them first.

“Jaspin Harkset,” Jerritt called the first name.

The initiate on the end stepped forward, removing his hood to reveal, just as Meredith had suspected, that he was still a child.

“S-sir,” the boy stuttered.

Jerritt eyed him critically from behind his half-moon spectacles, “Do you pledge undying loyalty to the Repository, the Council of Mages, the magic, and the preservation of balance throughout all the realms of Nhis?”

“I,” the boy hesitated. “I do.”

Jerritt nodded, “Very well.” He turned to the wizard who stood at his left, “Udra?”

The other wizard took a lantern from the altar, walked up to the boy, and pressed the lantern neatly against his chest. Before the boy could express any surprise or confusion at this almost certainly unforeseen turn of events, Jerritt began to cast the spell.

“Belstalkani aet sos almulne, maeretesila, maretis ta nulyui,” he cried, the hand that was not holding his staff outstretched. Meredith winced. She hadn't expected to recognize the spell. Endrick had used it against the Wyrm, and it was eerie now to hear the same words repeated by Endrick's father as the young boy Jaspin shook and cowered in fear before him. “Nulyui ta maretis, maeretesila, Belstalkani aet sos almulne.” The lantern in the other wizard's hand glowed a vivid magenta, the boy's chest emitting rays of gold, and now the boy began to yell and scream in pain. Next to Meredith, the other initiates gasped and whimpered, but none dared move. Meredith watched, horrified as liquid fuchsia began to flow from within the child into the lantern's glass chamber. It flowed swiftly, the transfer lasting not even ten seconds, before the golden light dissipated, the boy ceased his cries, and the wizard shut the opening at the front of the lantern. It was then returned to the altar, still glowing.

The boy was gasping, “What-what happened?” Meredith could already hear the difference in his voice. There was a hollowness to it, like tin.

“You are now free to study the magic, as promised,” Jerritt intoned. He gestured, “Now, sign your name, child, and all will be done.”

The boy hesitated a moment, then did as he was commanded. With slow, shuffling steps, he turned to the massive book and penned his name before returning to his place in line.

“Very good,” Jerritt said. “Clovus Alledini. Step forward.”

One by one, Endrick's father called the initiates. Children shuffled out of line, clearly filled with trepidation at what they had just witnessed, but followed Jaspin's example all the same. As far as Meredith could tell, there had thus far been three human children called to perform the Ritual, and two children of the elves. Only two initiates remained. Herself, and the initiate who stood to her right, the one who stood slightly taller than the rest. Her palms sweat. It was nearly her time. A few minutes more, and it would all be over.

“Meredith Hauvish.”

Jerritt called her name and, almost of their own accord, her feet began to walk toward him. Her limbs were heavy, her lips were numb. Her voice, if she were to speak, would not make any sound.

She stood before him and removed her hood. Was it just Meredith's imagination, or was there now a glint of cunning in his cold brown eyes? Meredith shuddered. Jerritt's eyes looked so much like Endrick's; the father greatly resembled the son.

“Do you pledge undying loyalty to the Repository, the Council of Mages, the magic, and to the preservation of balance throughout all the realms of Nhis?” he asked.

Somehow, Meredith formed the words, “I do.”

Jerritt turned to the wizard at his side as she began the process she had repeated several times this night. She took one of the two lanterns that had not yet been used from the altar, crossed the short distance to Meredith, and held it to her chest. It was cold, shockingly so, and Meredith gasped as its chill seeped through her clothing, as if it would freeze her very heart.

“Belstalkani aet sos almulne, maeretesila, maretis ta nulyui,” Jerritt chanted. Meredith wished she could close her eyes, but she could not bring herself to look away. Instead she watched, fascinated, curious and transfixed as the lamp began to glow a vivid blue. In almost the same instant, Meredith felt a rip in her chest, and she cried out in pain. “Nulyui ta maretis, maeretesila, belstalkani aet sos almulne.” Now the golden light flared from her chest, and she watched, whimpering as a liquid, thin and the same vibrant blue as the glowing lantern, began to issue forth. From a distance, it had looked like the liquid had simply poured like wine from a pitcher, but now Meredith could see that it was more like ink dropped into a goblet of water. The blue liquid that entered the lantern, thin though it was, was somehow thicker than the air around it, and it moved in sluggish streams and tendrils from her chest into the rapidly filling glass chamber held in the wizard's hands.

The agony did not last long.

In seconds, the liquid had been entirely sucked into the lantern, which continued to glow a brilliant, turquoise blue, and Meredith heard her cries of pain diminish.

“You are free to practice the magic,” Jerritt repeated for the sixth time that night. “Now sign your name in the book, and return to the line.”

Dazed, still mesmerized by what had just happened, Meredith nodded, reached for the raven feather quill, and signed her name beneath the last. She almost didn't remember returning to the line of initiates; her thoughts seemed to intertwine, a messy clump of things that she suddenly seemed unable to understand.

This was not good. This was not right. But what was right?

What was wrong with her?

She placed a hand to her chest. She knew what had happened, knew the reason she was here. Her soul had just been taken, and there it rested, in that lantern on the altar next to the rest. She knew this, and yet she couldn't—couldn't what? Couldn't feel it? Her eyes seemed reluctant to move away from the brightly glowing lantern that encased her living essence, and Meredith thought, strangely, of Etia, whose deep blue eyes had the same ability to beckon. Etia—Meredith thought of her with a gasp. The feeling of warmth and love that normally filled her chest at the thought of her felt distant, dim, as if her love were nothing more than a pinpoint of light at the bottom of a vast well of darkness.

“And now we come to the last initiate,” Jerritt spoke. “Herel of Astquary, please step forward.”

Meredith, who had let her mind wander in the immediate stupor of having her soul taken, now snapped back to attention, eyes wide as the initiate who stood next to her took several steps forward and lowered his hood, revealing the boy she had only nights before accused of being too dangerous to retain his soul.

The initiates murmured, and, somewhere outside the ring of magical fire that surrounded the grove, Meredith heard a woman's voice cry.

“Herel! No! What are you doing?”

Meredith turned, marveling at how calm she was, and saw that Artima stood at the edge of the grove. She could see, through the wall of flame, that she did not wear the robes of a sponsor, but rather her own fanciful dressing robe of silk, as if she had gotten dressed in haste.

“You cannot do this Herel!” Artima cried. “It is folly!”

“Silence,” Jerritt commanded from within the grove. He looked through the flames at the woman, gaze icy cold. “It is every initiate's choice to undergo the Ritual. Herel has chosen this for himself.”
“And who was his sponsor?” Artima snarled. “He must have a sponsor in order to partake.”
“I brought him here, Artima of the Plains.”

Meredith saw, from the shadows of the grove, Archmage Korina emerge, lifting her ceremonial hood to reveal a face that was cold, but drawn in pride.

Korina stared at the other woman from several feet away. “He came to me this very morning.”

“Then you have poisoned his mind,” Artima accused, the tips of her fingers glowing bright with magic. “You have made him do this!”

Korina shook her head, “I have made him do nothing. It was his choice, and his choice alone.”

“Mother,” Herel himself now spoke. He looked small in the heavy black robes he had been given, and, although he stood tall, there was fear in his eyes. “Please. I must do this.”

“Why,” Artima demanded. “Why would you give your soul for something that is already yours by right?”

“Because it is just,” Herel replied, and Meredith was suddenly struck by the change in his aspect. Gone was the fear, gone was the trepidation, and in their place shone a wisdom that far exceeded the boy's thirteen years. Now Herel looked to Meredith, his expression unchanged, “Because it is fair.”

Something began to surge within Meredith. Her breath hitched and, within the lamp upon the altar, the essence of Meredith's soul began to pulsate, its blue-green light beating almost like a heart.

“If we are ready to continue,” Jerritt said, and Herel turned back to face him. “Do you pledge undying loyalty to the Repository, the Council of Mages, the magic, and to the preservation of balance throughout all the realms of Nhis?”

“I do,” Herel said without hesitation.

“Then it is done,” Jerritt turned to Udra, and the wizard took the final lamp from the altar, came to stand before Herel, and pressed it firmly against his chest.

“Belstalkani aet sos almulne, maeretesila, maretis ta nulyui,” Jerritt began the spell for the last time. Herel's lamp began to glow a deep, royal violet, and the boy gritted his teeth as the threads of his soul began to transfer into the lantern. “Nulyui ta maretis, maeretesila, belstalkani aet sos almulne.”

It was over soon enough, and when the last of his soul had been captured, the wizard Udra stepped carefully from the boy and placed the glowing lantern next to Meredith's.

“You are free to practice the magic,” Jerritt said. “Sign your name in the book, and return to the line.”

Herel walked without hesitation to the book, dipped the quill in the ink, and signed his name with a flourish.

“The Ritual has concluded,” Jerritt announced once he had returned to the line. He raised his arms at a wide angle, “Sponsors!”

Meredith heard a great thunk, the sound of seven staves hitting the ground, and the ring of fire was blown away by a gust of magical wind. 

“Please escort our newest novices back to their chambers,” Endrick's father instructed, closing the immense book upon the table. “And explain to them what they need to know.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Five
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Herel's memories of what had happened after the Ritual were somewhat garbled. He had turned to Meredith, hoping to speak with her or Endrick, who had come rushing to her side to ask in gentle tones if she were okay, but his mother had reached him first. She had screamed at him, shouted at him, tears streaming down her cheeks such as Herel had never seen. She had pleaded with him, touched his face, at times gentle and supplicant—until she would notice that he'd shown no reaction to her passionate display, and her anger would only return two-fold. At one point, she had raised her hand as if to strike him, but Herel had given her such an accusatory glance that her hand had dropped to her side, and she had taken her son once more in her arms.

Archmage Korina had lingered long after the others had gone, watching their interactions carefully. When his mother's fury had at last blown out, the Archmage herself had approached them, and had offered to lead them back to their chambers as was customary.

They had exchanged not a single word between them as they'd walked across the island to the Hall of the Arts. Archmage Korina had bidden them a hasty goodnight, and had retreated slowly from the door of Herel's bedchamber, which was situated next to that of his mothers. 

The next morning was heralded by a storm, fraught with loud peals of thunder and intricate webs of lightning. A heavy rain poured down upon them, and Herel found himself scurrying, alone, under the cover of his cloak, to the Repository's dining hall.

The hall was filled, as ever, with students of magic of every age and description. There were humans, elves, and a smattering of other races—a pair of ogres sat in the corner, a lone dwarf not far from them—and seated among this sea of pupils was a group of some of the most un-magical folk that Herel could have ever imagined. Lusidi and the half-elf, what was her name? Nesryn? Sat across from each other, leaning over the table and speaking in low voices, while Sonder and Antenel sat nearby, quietly eating their meals as they watched the girl across from them. Etia. Herel frowned. Despite the proclamation of the gods that the girl had no magic, he would have considered her one of the most enchanting individuals he had ever met. Even in a hall full of the most magically gifted people on Nhis, Etia stood out like a shimmering pearl on a bed of sand. She did not participate in the general buzz of chatter, and her normally cheerful expression had been replaced by pursed lips and an abstracted gaze, her hands moving with absent mind as she brought her toasted bread to her lips.

Herel began to walk to her, and noticed, as he did, that the chattering seemed to stop. Eyes stared at him, cold eyes, unfeeling eyes—eyes that Herel knew he would see in the reflection of his own mirror in the months and years to come. There was neither hatred nor admiration on their faces, but there was, perhaps, a diluted kind of curiosity.

“Good Morning,” Herel said, sitting down next to her.

“Herel!” Etia cried, flinging her arms around her cousin. Herel's shoulders stiffened in her embrace, and he waited patiently for her display of affection to be over.

“Master Herel,” Lusidi the knight looked up from her meal. Her small eyes were full of concern. “Are you well? We've heard strange tidings.”

“About the Ritual, I imagine,” Herel intoned.

Etia asked anxiously. “Did you really take it? Is your soul gone now too?”

Herel nodded, “Yes.”

“Kid that's,” Uncle Sonder seemed at a loss for words, if such a thing were possible. A flicker of amusement touched Herel, and he felt his lips quirk slightly upward. “That's great,” Sonder finished lamely.

“Do you really think so?” Herel asked, calmly grabbing a heel of bread and spreading it with jam.

“Well,” Sonder grimaced. He exchanged glances with Antenel, whose large eyes seemed clouded with conflict. The Keeper looked back to him with concern, “It certainly shows commitment.”

“It does,” Herel nodded.

“And I'm glad for that, Herel,” Sonder continued, trying his best to smile, although Herel wasn't fooled. He still saw the revulsion in the man's eyes, the worry. “But after our conversation, I would have never thought... well, clearly I was wrong.” He took a deep breath, and when he let it out his grin seemed far warmer, and more genuine. “I'm proud of you, kid.”

“You are?” Herel said between bites of his breakfast. It was strange. Hearing those words would have once meant something to Herel. Now they were just words. 

“Yes,” Sonder nodded. “And I would think that Meredith is happier too.”

“I didn't do it for her,” Herel clarified, thinking that Uncle Sonder gave him too much credit. He poured himself a glass of juice from a large decanter. “Although she did play a part.”
“Why did you do it then?” Sonder asked.
Herel met his gaze, “Because it is right.” It felt, not good—good was too strong a word for it—but fitting to finally relay the thoughts that had been nagging at his mind ever since arriving at the Repository. “It was wrong to rely on the protection of my mother. If the other wizards must give their souls in exchange for the magic, then so must I.”

“That's very noble of you,” Antenel said gently.

Herel shrugged, “I suppose so. Although I have Uncle Sonder to thank for what I did.”

“Me?” Sonder nearly choked on the juice he was drinking, and he set his goblet down with haste.

Herel gave a small smile, “Yes. You made me think about the future, about eternity.” He shook his head, “I realize now that I need to focus on what I can do for my people in this life, in this time. The age of the Chosen Son has passed. It is time for Herel of Astquary to take his place, and Herel of Astquary is a wizard like any other.”

“Thus does the snake shed his skin,” a voice whispered behind him. “And the child is born anew.”

Herel turned, startled, to see that Ophie had entered the dining hall. She stood near their table with her hands folded in the sleeves of her cloak, her long, ginger hair partially obscuring her face.

“Ophie,” he said, feeling his stomach sink. Herel had already begun to notice that, for whatever reason, negative emotions were more easily felt now than positive ones. Herel's sleep had been fraught with terrible dreams and nightmares, and he had woken more than once with a scream on his lips. “Good morning.”

“Good Morning, child,” Ophie bowed to the group at large and continued in her spidery tones, “And friends. I would like a word alone with my son. Please do excuse him.”

Herel hesitated, fear rising to his throat. Sonder, apparently seeing his distress, replied to the sorceress. “Perhaps now isn't the best t—”

“I will say when it is best to speak with my son, not you,” the sorceress practically hissed.

Sonder gritted his teeth and seemed about to respond when Herel intervened. “It's alright, Uncle Sonder. I'll go. It's fine.”

“Are you sure?” the Keeper raised one eyebrow.

“Yes,” Herel was already on his feet.

“Wait,” Etia said, eyes wide and earnest. “You haven't seen Meredith or Endrick yet have you?”

Herel shook his head, “No. I have seen no one this morning.”

Etia's face fell, and she nodded dejectedly as Herel turned and followed Ophie out of the dining hall. The storm still raged outside. The rain was a wall, falling almost sideways for how fierce the wind blew. Herel found himself thinking of the whales, hoping they had found shelter somewhere beneath the waves. He scowled. He was spending too much time with Etia. The whales should not be his concern right now. Ophie was probably leading him back to his mother, there to be berated and screamed at for the-gods-only-knew how long for making the choice that he had made. At least the Ritual made taking such abuse easier, in its own way. He still felt their anger, but its bite was no longer keen, and he found that being the object of their wrath was more akin to watching someone else being scolded, than being scolded himself.

To Herel's surprise, they did not wander far from the dining hall. Once out of its doors, Ophie rounded the corner, keeping under cover of its eaves until they reached the lee side of the building, sheltered from the wind, sheltered from the rain. Herel supposed it was not an entirely unpleasant place to talk. They were the only ones out of doors, save for the distant forms that scurried along the path to the Repository's great dome, and Herel didn't mind standing. The rain sloughed off the rooftop overhead, creating a veritable waterfall inches from Herel's nose that he could easily reach out and touch. Best of all, Artima was nowhere to be seen. It was just the two of them, Herel and Ophie.

They might have stood there forever, the two soulless wizards. They stared at the rain, each apparently lost in their own thoughts, neither willing to interrupt the magnificent performance of the storm. It was the most at peace Herel had ever felt around his other mother, at least, that he could recall. Whatever barrier that had once existed between them seemed to have vanished, and Herel found that he could breathe easy in front of her, a new camaraderie blooming between them.

After several minutes of thunderous contemplation, Herel cleared his throat.

“Well, what did you want to say?” he asked.

“Many things,” Ophie whispered. Her long, ginger-colored hair blew about her, obscuring her pale, freckled face. “Some, more difficult than others.”

“Start with the easiest, then,” he offered.

“Very well,” Ophie nodded, “I wanted you to know, child, that I do not harbor the same disgust for what you have done as your mother.” She turned, and her light blue eyes met his, “I wish, perhaps, that you had made your intention known to us before performing the Ritual, but I assume that you feared we would not approve of it, and would try to prevent your undertaking in some way.”

Herel nodded, “Yes.”

“Your mother,” Ophie hesitated, her face betraying some hint of distress. “Is extremely upset with you.”

“I know.”

“But I believe she will come around,” the sorceress continued. “Once it is all over, once the ones we have sought are finally destroyed.” Ophie's lined face was contemplative, “She thinks you have endangered yourself, giving up your soul, and in a sense, she is correct. Your magic will never be as powerful as it was. You can neither attack nor defend with the same degree of power, and in such times as these, Artima fears that you have made your own passage into the darkenworld by performing the Ritual.” She arched an eyebrow at him, “Have you performed your magic since last night? Have you cast any spells?”

“Yes,” Herel admitted. The moment he had returned to his rooms, he had tried to summon fire to his fingertips, and, for the first time since he had been a small child, he had failed to do so. It had taken several tries to ignite the flame of his magic, and even once he had, that fire had burned low and cool.

Ophie gave a grim smile, “It was terrible, was it not? I am not surprised. Unlike me, your abilities were already great when you gave up your soul. I can only imagine how it must feel to see your powers so drained.”

Herel frowned, staring at the wall of rainwater that poured from the roof. There was a low fence surrounding the dining hall, lining the path that led to its door and around its back, and on that fence inched a caterpillar. It was bright green and red, with yellow stripes down his length. It scooted along the fence, a hair's breadth away from crossing the invisible line where the roof ended high above, fractions of an inch from being doused in a heavy downpour that would surely be its end.

“It's like a well that goes suddenly dry,” Herel explained softly. “It's like lowering my bucket to find that it will only fill half-way, no matter how deep I let it drop. Water spills from its sides and splashes over its top as I raise it back to me—and by the time it's in my arms, there's hardly enough to drink, hardly enough to quench my thirst.”

“You will learn to live with that thirst, Herel,” Ophie whispered. “It will be one of few things you will continue to feel. All else, all other feelings, good and bad and indifferent, will fade.”

Herel wrinkled his brow, “So they say. I expected to stop caring when I gave up my soul. But,” he brought his hand to his chest, taking a fistful of fabric from his tunic and twisting it, “It's still there. I still care about my people. And Etia, and Uncle Sonder, my mother, and you.”

“Hold on to that, my child,” Ophie said, still standing at a distance, “as long as you are able. It will not be easy. You will forget happiness. You will forget joy. You will forget hatred, jealousy, despair, elation. You cannot know these things, you cannot regain their knowledge; your soul is no longer with you to know them. There it sits, in an ancient vault collecting dust and decay and wasting away into the same nothingness as you. It will never be as it once was. You will wake one morning and realize that you've forgotten what it was like to be loved. You will look inside yourself, and you will find nothing.”

Herel did not reply. He'd been witnessing Ophie's own descent into apathy his entire life. He'd hated her, resented her for how distant and cold she could suddenly seem. Artima had pointed to such behavior as an example of the horrors of the Repository, had held Ophie before him almost as a cautionary tale, but now he found that his hatred had been somewhat subdued, and had been replaced with a grim understanding.

“Not for a while, I hope,” Herel said with a sigh.

“There are those who proclaim to be more immune to the symptoms of the Ritual than others,” Ophie continued, her voice raspy and thin. “There are those who, even after learning of the great sacrifice they have made, say that they would not reverse the process if given the chance.”

Herel frowned, watching the caterpillar as it scooted and inched around the corner and out of sight, almost crossing into the veil of rain as it went. There was something he still needed to know. “How did she do it, Ophie?” his voice was curiously devoid of emotion. “How did my mother regain her soul?”

Herel had never wanted to know, had never much considered how she had done what only the god Lantos had done one thousand years before. It had never mattered. The Ritual would never touch him or his mother. Ophie was its only victim, the only one in his life to be affected by the sordid practice. Herel had been taught to rebuke the Ritual, to loathe it, to fear it. Artima had whispered of it to him like some whisper ghost stories in the dark, and in her grooming she had not only created a hatred of the Repository in the boy's mind, but also a hatred for its wizards. Now that he was one of them, Herel found that he must know. He needed to know, as much for her sake, as for his own.

Ophie looked away from him, eyes suddenly taking on a haunted aspect. “I cannot say.”

“Ophie, please,” he implored.

“I promised her, Herel. I will tell no one her secret.”

“Why not?” Herel demanded, a touch of anger sparking deep within. “Isn't that what she wants? For me to regain my soul?”

Ophie shook her head, “That, I am sure, would be quite impossible. Artima does not want you to regain your soul. She wishes that it had never been taken from you in the first place.”

“I can't change the past,” Herel muttered. “It's too late for that.”

“It is,” Ophie agreed, her expression even. “And thus it would be futile to explain how Artima was able to reverse the Ritual. It would help none of us now, nor would it be pleasant for you to hear.”

“I don't care if it's unpleasant,” Herel took a step nearer and placed a hand on her forearm. “Ophie please. I need to know what's kept me safe all these years. I need to know what she did. I need to know that I've made the right choice.”

Ophie's face seemed to drain of color, orange freckles stark against her skin. She looked down at his hand on her arm, gaze faintly tinted with sorrow. “You are determined,” Ophie observed. “I can see as much. Very well. I will tell you how it happened,” she said, her eyes now meeting his. “But you must promise me, Herel, that you will tell no others. Her wrath would fall upon the both of us, if she were to find out.”

“I understand,” Herel nodded

“So be it,” Ophie said.

The thunder clapped, the wind howled about them, and, her voice hardly discernible above the din of the storm, Ophie began to explain how Artima had completed her darkest feat. She described her childhood with the ogres, how the ogre she had served as a slave had begun to teach her their own secret form of magic, how she had been recruited by the Repository and how she had, after completing the Ritual, realized that her own powers had been severely diminished by the separation of her soul. Herel had known much of this already, and had not felt any shock or surprise at his mother's younger years, but, when Ophie began to explain how Artima had befriended an orphan boy from the city of Southaven, Herel could feel himself beginning to shake with fear. His heart in turmoil, Herel listened as Ophie described how she had used the boy's soul to replace her own in the vaults of the Repository, burning his body to a crisp to prevent the boy from hosting her own soul in turn. 

“Horrible,” Herel managed to mouth, hardly able to give voice to the distantly raging revulsion within. “How could she? How could she do that?”

“She feared her weakness,” Ophie whispered dispassionately. “She feared what the Ritual had made her. She, like you, had known power, and had had that power taken away.”

“But I would never,” he swallowed, his tears already drying, his revulsion already being replaced by cool level-headedness. “I would never do anything like that. I couldn't. This,” he again clawed at his chest, over the place where his heart still beat slow and steady, “is a terrible thing on its own, but not terrible enough to take someone's life.”

“I know, Herel,” Ophie said, a touch of sadness making her face suddenly beautiful. Her blue eyes filled with sorrow, “But you know your mother as well as I. The betrayal she felt drew out the worst within her. I have not yet forgiven her myself,” she continued, her voice whispering, “and I do not expect you to have forgiven her either. But consider this, Herel,” Ophie stepped nearer to him and placed a hand on the side of his head, her long, pale fingers brushing the shaven hair beneath his tumble of dark curls, “She now has a little boy of her own. And here you are, freely giving what she was willing to kill to regain. Any rage that you see, any anger that she has shown you, is directed at herself.” 

Herel leaned into her hand, comforted at her touch. It was strange. He felt more of her love for him now than he ever had before. The long, desolate road that he had chosen for himself now seemed dappled in the faintest light, illuminated, if only slightly, and his purpose in completing the Ritual seemed fitting all-the-more. While he had long suspected that the shield Artima had held before him had been stained by misdeed, Herel now knew for certain that it had been covered in the most innocent of blood.

And he had been right to cast it aside.

“Thank you, Ophie,” he murmured. He placed himself gently against her. Soft and hesitant, his estranged mother wrapped her own arms around him, covering Herel in soft black linen.

They held each other for some time and, when their embrace was broken, Herel straightened and smoothed down his own vestments; the gray and black robes of the Repository, which he had accepted from Archmage Korina only just last night, and wiped away the errant drops of water that had begun to slide down his cheeks.

“The storm has stopped,” Ophie observed, and Herel noted too that the rumbles of thunder had subsided, and that the songs and chirping of the island's birds could now be heard in their place. The rain had trickled into hardly more than a mist, and through that mist, Herel could see two of his now-fellow Repository wizards, Endrick and Meredith, making their way down the path that led to the dining hall. Meredith looked up as she walked, catching Herel's eye. Betraying nothing more than simple understanding, the woman nodded at Herel, and continued on her way.

“Yes,” Herel said. “I believe it has.”

“When do your lessons begin?” Ophie asked.

“Not until tomorrow,” Herel answered. The Archmage had made it clear to him, in their secret conversation the day before, that undertaking the Ritual was not the only requirement of joining the ranks of the Repository wizards. He must also be subject to their instruction—the same instruction that had brought about the likes of Jerritt and Endrick, Ophie and Korina herself. He would be made to unlearn much of what Artima had taught him, and begin his magical training almost anew. How long these lessons would take, the Archmage could not say.

“You will study with us as long as you can,” Korina had said. “Until such time as your duty calls you away.”

“My duty?” Herel had frowned at her, not understanding.

“Yes,” Archmage Korina had answered. “Your duty to your people. And to the world. It should come as no surprise to you, Herel of Astquary, that the counter-spell is likely to include you and your surrogate cousin in its casting.”

“So you'll need me for something?” Herel had asked, still not entirely following her meaning. “If you need any of my blood for your spell, I'll happily give it to you—”

“It may take your blood, yes,” Korina had agreed, but there was something else in her gaze, an unnameable secret she kept hidden behind her long lashes and cold brown eyes. “But then again, it may take more of you than that. When the day comes that we are ready to face the false ones known as the gods of the Way, you may find yourself pulled from your studies, and, perhaps, unable to continue.”

Herel had looked at her with confidence, “I think I can manage.”

“That, I think, remains to be seen,” Korina had replied.

Ophie again placed her hand on his shoulder, rousing Herel from his reverie. “If you require any assistance, anything at all, come to me first,” she whispered. “Your mother's anger will not last forever, but her wrath is not to be tested. She will come around all the sooner if she realizes she has pushed you away.”

“You think so?” Herel asked, frowning slightly.

“I do,” was Ophie's spidery reply. “You are the one she loves most in this world, and she cannot long keep herself from you.”

With a sigh that he felt in his bones, Herel and Ophie began to walk away from the hall. His heart somehow heavier than he could ever recall, Herel replied, “I hope you're right.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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The next few weeks were some of the most difficult in Meredith's life, and some of the most rewarding. Seeing Etia for the first time after the Ritual had been a mix of heart-felt fear and gratitude—fear that the girl would not accept the changes the Ritual had already wrought within Meredith and gratitude at how Etia had handled herself. Meredith and Endrick had entered the dining hall the morning after the Ritual with caution, coming to sit next to Etia and their friends with hardly a word of greeting. Meredith hadn't tried to be aloof, but she had been unable to think of anything to say that would have been both appropriate to the situation and a genuine reflection of how she felt. She needn't have worried, though, for, as soon as Meredith had taken her seat next to the girl, Etia had flung her arms around her.

“I'm so happy you're alright!” she had said, happy tears streaming down her face.

“Of course,” Meredith had replied, placing her hands gently around her, soothing her dark, iridescent skin. “No harm has ever come to one's body in the Ritual.”

Sonder had given Meredith a skeptical look, but his words, when he had spoken, were full of worry, “We were a bit more concerned with your mind than your body, Mer.”

“My mind is well,” Meredith had assured him, letting go of Etia and filling her own plate. “And I have already begun to acclimate to the effects of living without a soul.” She had smiled grimly at Endrick, who sat near her, “It helps immensely to have someone by my side to guide me through it.”

Meredith's magical instruction had begun two days following the Ritual. Endrick had woken her in the early hours and had led her to the one part of the Repository Meredith had never before been allowed to visit—the classrooms. Comprising of two floors of modestly-sized rooms beneath the great dome of the Repository, the classrooms were where the students of the island spent most of their time. From as young as six, children recently taken from their families began to learn the language of magic. They learned the runes that caused their blood to spark and sizzle, learned how to control those sparks and—lest that fire threaten to consume them and those around them—it was here that initiates first learned of the Ritual, were first told the lie that this secret ceremony would set their magic free, when, in the truth of all things, it would only castrate it.

Meredith's head swam with such thoughts as Endrick led her to the floors beneath the dome, into an empty classroom with two small windows that offered a view of the beach. Meredith could see the spouts of water that signified Etia's whales were about, but the girl herself could not be seen. Endrick motioned for Meredith to sit across from him at one of the room's low tables, and between them he set a stack of hefty books.

“Archmage Korina has asked that I be your tutor,” Endrick said softly. “She has surmised, rightly so, that your abilities are that of a novice. There is no shame in this, considering how you came to know the magic, but I think you will agree that it would not be fitting to place you in a classroom full of children.”

Meredith nodded, “I don't feel any shame, no.” Her eyes met Endrick's, and for some reason his own gaze seemed more steadfast, more emboldened than it had been before she had taken the Ritual. It was as if he had before kept his distance, wary of the soul that had still glowed warm and bright within her—but now it was gone. And Meredith suspected that many of Endrick's inhibitions had gone with it. A shame, really. He hadn't been able keep his walls down when she had been whole, but now that they were both empty, now that neither of them could truly feel the love that had taken thirteen years to grow, he seemed at last able to drop his barriers, like a man whose greatest temptation has now been affixed so far from his grasp that he ceases to fear he will reach for it. “And I would like very much for you to be my tutor.”

Peace came between them for the first time. The anguish of their love felt far as they sat across from each other at the table, Endrick quietly and gently filling in the gaps of the knowledge Meredith had had to glean in solitude from the stolen spellbook. The mornings passed in harmony. Meredith found her magical theory rapidly improving, and it showed in each and every spell that she cast. Endrick was a patient and kind teacher, knowledgeable and willing to answer her many and myriad questions. He watched with what Meredith knew was dim pride in his eyes as her magic began to improve. For all that she no longer had her soul to amplify her magic, Meredith found her magic was, if not possessing the same raw power as it had before, far more precise, far more orderly. They ended their lessons with practical displays of her progress, and the number of spells in Meredith's (new, Repository-sanctioned) spellbook grew.

Afternoons were spent partly in preparing for the next day's lessons, and partly in leisure. She hoped that Etia wasn't too lonely in her absence. The girl had her whales, but playing with them was not the same as spending time with those she cared for, as Meredith well knew. At least she was rarely alone; the Pearlchild and her whales were often surrounded by a host of curious wizards, silently and not-so-silently observing Etia and her flight. Lusidi was often there with her, the warrior woman now wearing a simple tunic and breeches, foregoing her armor at the Archmage's insistence that there was no need to roast in the heat of the island sun. Nesryn the half-elf also visited the beach from time to time, saying little, sharpening one of the many curved blades she wore on her slight person as she observed the girl and her whales, at other times sparring with Lusidi if the woman were around. Sonder and Antenel made frequent appearances as well, but none visited Etia more than Herel of Astquary.

He also had lessons in the morning, but whether he had been given a special tutor or whether he sat surrounded by his peers in another classroom, Meredith had no idea. The boy would appear after the noon hour, walking pensively on his own from the great dome to the dining hall, and from thence to the beach to join his cousin. Meredith watched their interactions with trepidation, but it seemed that Etia was not particularly bothered by Herel's post-Ritual state. The two played and laughed, Etia with the same vigor as always, Herel more subdued. She had even tried to teach him the dance of the whales, which had caused the boy to trip over his feet and fall into the water with a mighty crash. The fact that they still spent time together was a relief to Meredith, and their relative pleasure in each other's company was reassuring.

Her own interactions with Etia were quite different.

When Etia had first greeted Meredith the morning after the Ritual, the girl had been glad, unabashedly supportive of the struggles that Meredith was now sure to face. Smile alighting her face, Etia had spent the day with her and Endrick, the three of them enjoying a repose that had been pleasant for all involved. As the days wore on, however, Meredith had begun to notice that, during the afternoons spent in the company of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, Etia's face would at times grow dark, her deep, beckoning eyes would lose some of their ease, and she would find that Etia seemed suddenly on the brink of saying something, only to clamp her lips shut half a moment later. What words was she afraid to speak, Meredith wondered? What thoughts lay hidden behind her downcast eyes, her long, luminescent eyelashes. Doubt would then enter Meredith's mind. Pain would well within her. Had she said something wrong? Had she failed to smile, to laugh, to say something appropriately light and airy? Meredith would then replay the last few minutes of conversation in her mind, trying to determine what she had done that had apparently upset the girl, but this proved to be a fruitless endeavor. She could not tell, could not understand what it was that made Etia suddenly full of sorrow, and Meredith felt her sadness like a weight on her chest.

And she had come to a horrible conclusion.

The pleasant feelings that Meredith had come to associate with Etia were no longer there. The light that had seemed to shine forth from the child no longer stirred anything within Meredith, for there was no longer anything to stir. Worse than one blind, Meredith could no longer glean the presence of her radiance, no longer feel it upon her skin, warm or cold, daylight or moon. Meredith still felt a vague urge to protect the child, yes, but this feeling seemed to stem from a sense of obligation, something that she had long ago sworn to do, rather than any active regard for Etia herself. Meredith began, over the course of the last three weeks, to distance herself from Etia. She took her afternoon studies to the library, choosing a seat far from the window where she could not be distracted by the sight of the once adored child on the shore, and she began to eat at odd intervals, the easier to avoid her in the dining hall. When she did see Etia, it was with the acrid taste of dread in her mouth and the mild panic that roused her from the blanket of calm that had enveloped her since completing the Ritual. 

“This is how Endrick felt,” Meredith said to herself one evening as she walked alone to the Hall of the Arts. She still shared a chamber with Etia, but the girl was often asleep long before Meredith returned from the library for the evening. “This is why he acted so strange. This is why he tried to push me away. Loving someone without your soul—it's torture.”

She had promised Etia she would remember her love for her, and remember it she did, but that, Meredith was beginning to realize, was not the same as actively loving someone. It was all well and good for Meredith and Endrick to decide to remain loyal to each other even after both of them had given up their souls—indeed their own relationship had almost improved because of it—but Etia was a child, an exuberant child at that, and she needed the love of someone whole.

“We should take her back to Tip,” Meredith sighed, speaking low as she tread the marble floor of the Hall of the Arts. “I'm sure he misses her, and he is now far better equipped to raise her than either of us.” Meredith openly admitted her failure, at least, to herself. Her dream for the future had been shattered by the Ritual, despite all of her promises to the contrary. Meredith had felt so confident, so assured in her love and her vision for the three of them, but now Meredith knew that she was wrong. Endrick was wrong. Etia was wrong. Nothing could make that dream a reality. Nothing in the world could make them a family again.

Meredith reached the door to her room but, seeing the flickering light of a candle through the gap in the floor, she stopped, hand hovering over the handle. Etia was still awake, had probably already heard Meredith's approach. She felt like a coward. She wanted to run, to turn from this place and never look back—and that thought terrified Meredith more than anything.

“I'm sorry,” Meredith whispered as she turned from the door and headed back the way she had come. A thousand questions flew through her mind. A thousand answers yet to be heard. Would it always be this way? Would it always be this difficult to even look at the child she had once loved as her own daughter? Why could she still feel fear and loss, when love and affection seemed to wither and die the moment her soul had been placed in its lantern?

Suddenly Meredith knew where she was going, where her feet had already begun to lead her, and she found herself searching her memory to recall the conversation she had had with Endrick in the moments immediately following the Ritual.

“Your soul will be taken to one of the vaults,” he had explained as he had supported her faltering steps. “The same vault where my own soul is kept, for it is the newest and least filled of the many crypts that lay beneath the sands of the island.” His expression had then turned dark, and his voice had been almost pleading as he had continued. “But it is best that you forget of its existence entirely, Meredith. Visiting will only cause you pain. And it will only remind you of what you have lost.”

Meredith began to walk inland, into a grove thick with palm trees and bushes, straining her eyes in the moonlight for the telltale marker of the entrance to the resting place that had given the Repository its name. It did not take long. Soon, Meredith had located the large stone archway that was contained just under the canopy of the trees, and she passed easily under its frame. Darkness overtook her, for the room she had just been transported to via the arch was darker than the starlit island night. An immense marble staircase was at her feet, and Meredith began to descend its steps with a solemnity born of desperation.

The air was thick with moisture and magic, dank and almost toxic in Meredith's lungs. As she descended the stories-tall stair, the cavern around her began to grow lighter by fractions, a strange glow emanating from the thousands upon thousands of compact objects that lined the rows of shelves that filled the tomb from floor to ceiling. Each glowed a different color, no two hues exactly the same, their blues and reds and pinks and greens coalescing into a vibrant violet that illuminated the chamber.  

It was not difficult to locate her own soul lamp. Its turquoise light grew brighter and brighter the closer she came to it, and a slow walk through the rows revealed that its location was near the bottom of the staircase, her name written in Old Lathaian on the shelf where it sat. Her heart began to pound, her brow began to sweat as she stood before it, already able to feel its effects. Emotion began to surge from someplace deep within, the well of her being suddenly awash with life. Hand shaking, Meredith reached for the lantern, knowing she could not touch it, knowing that severe pain awaited her if she tried to remove the lantern from its place on the shelf. As her fingers hovered, as they came nearer, the light within the lantern began to flash erratically, a mix of blue and green and gold, bright enough that Meredith was forced to close her eyes.

“Etia,” she whispered, welcoming the pain, for now it was accompanied by something more—love, affection, passion. Now when she brought the Pearlchild to mind, the void that had opened within her was no longer empty, and rather than merely remember her love for the girl, Meredith felt it somewhere between her bones and the soul that was encapsulated in glass and iron before her. “Ah!” Meredith cried in pain as the tips of her fingers touched the burning hot lantern, and she withdrew her hand with a curse.

“It is a shame, is it not?” a voice whispered from the shadows. It was familiar to Meredith, but she could not immediately place it.

“Who's that?” Meredith asked, turning from the lamp and peering down the length of the row. “Who's there?”

From behind one of the hundreds of massive shelves stepped Jerritt Arelo. Now beyond his middle years, the man walked heavily against his skull-topped staff of iron, his gait a shuffle as he moved toward her, dark skin and locs illuminated by the multicolored glow of the lanterns around them.

“Only an old fool,” Jerritt said, his voice echoing in the vast chamber. Meredith instinctively took a step back, fear such as she had not felt since before the Ritual constricting her throat. She should not fear him, she knew, but Endrick's father had never been the kindest to her, and something about the way his eyes shone in the dark set her on edge.

“What are you doing here?” Meredith asked, trying to compose herself. “What is a shame?”

“You, and the girl,” Jerritt replied, taking a step closer, his staff clanking on the ground. “And my son. Things are not as they were before the Ritual, are they?”

Meredith frowned, acutely aware that Jerritt had allowed the magic to tear his own family apart. “No. No they're not.”

“I might have guessed as much,” Jerritt replied, a wry smile tugging at his lips. His low voice held more passion in it than Meredith would have expected, and she wondered if his own soul were housed somewhere nearby. “Although I had hoped differently, for my son's sake.”

“Why?” Meredith demanded. She took a defiant step forward. “What does it matter to you? You haven't treated Endrick like a son in years. Why care about him now?”

Jerritt did not answer. Taking another step toward her, he narrowed his eyes, examining her face as if to read something unseen within, “What would you do, Meredith Hauvish, if you could get it all back? The girl's love, my son's admiration, the little family you three have created—what would you give, if you could make everything as it was before your soul was taken?”

Meredith gave a short, humorless laugh, “It doesn't matter what I'd give. It's not possible.”

Jerritt raised an eyebrow, “Others have taken their souls back before.”

“Lantos and Artima,” Meredith scoffed, leaning away from him. “And I have no wish to emulate them. I know what they did to make themselves whole, and I'm not willing to kill to get what I want.”

“I speak not of killing,” Jerritt's eyes flashed beneath his spectacles. “Nor do I speak of making yourself whole.”

“What then?” Meredith demanded.

“You have yet to answer my question,” he reminded her.

Meredith froze, then continued in a cold tone, “Aside from killing? I would give anything to have what we once had. Anything at all.”

“Even your soul?”

“It's already gone,” Meredith recoiled.

“Not gone,” Jerritt said, again stepping closer and bringing his face to the level of Meredith's own lantern, which continued its steady turquoise glow. “It is here. Safe in the tomb designed to house it for all eternity. Here, it is spared from the ravages of time, here it cannot be harmed by any untoward spell or incantation. It cannot be shattered and freed and left to enter another vessel, causing madness of the most horrific kind.”

“And?”

Jerritt looked up at her sharply, “Would you risk removing it from that safety?”

Meredith frowned, “That's not possible.”

“Not by conventional means, no,” Jerritt admitted. He turned back to her with a faint smile. “But I have never been a conventional wizard, Meredith, and, despite what you may think, the sins of my past have haunted me such as you can never know. I have long sought to loosen their hold on me.”   Before Meredith could reply, Jerritt reached for the neckline of his gray and black robes and began to unclasp them. Holding the thin fabric aside, the wizard revealed what appeared to be a set of metallic straps crossing his chest, and at the intersection of these straps, in the immediate center of his torso, was a medallion—and it was glowing a brilliant crimson. Round, the flat disk at the center of the harness was marked with a single, large sigil that Meredith did not recognize, and it was inset within a case of a clear, glass-like material that dulled its reddish glow, if only slightly.

“What is it?” Meredith asked, fear again welling within her. She knew of only one thing that glowed in that same manner, one thing that pulsed and cast such a warm, lively light.

“An amulet,” Jerritt answered softly, and in that moment Meredith could have sworn Endrick stood before her for how much one's voice resembled the other's. “A soul amulet.”

Meredith swallowed, her hand reaching for the glowing disk almost of its own volition, noticing as she did that the light only pulsed all the more, flickering like fire.

“How is this possible?” she brought her eyes to his. “What does it mean?”

“It would take many years of study for you to understand the method of its making,” Jerritt murmured. “Suffice it to say, I have not been idle these many decades since the death of my beloved Eredbeth.” His eyes, so dispassionate in Meredith's memories, were now alight with grief and sorrow as they held her own. “Her death destroyed me. Her passing, wrought by my own hands as if I myself had tied the noose around her neck, affected me more profoundly than any other happening of my sordid existence. Even through the emotionless haze of the Ritual, even missing the singular part of me that had caused her to feel so distant, so distraught, I could feel her loss. And I knew I was to blame for what had happened. Endrick may say that I acted coldly. He may say that I spared no effort to comfort him through the loss of his mother. But in truth, I had no comfort to give. I was a man destroyed. Anguished and adrift within my own personal prison. What I felt, I could not express, and even that was a diluted, impure version of what I should by rights be feeling. I took Endrick from his mother's home, brought him to the Repository to suffer the same fate as I, but what else could be done? The boy had magic—it was known by all—I could not very well keep him safe from the Ritual. The Repository would have found him one way or the other, and it would be at far less distress for the boy to have a stable home on the same island as his own father than to pawn him off on our distant relations, who would certainly not have been able to protect him when the wizards came calling. I raised him,” Jerritt took a shuddering breath, “as best as I could considering that he had seen his own mother destroy herself. And now, seeing all the good he has done in this world, I am content with the choice I made, more now than I ever was.”

“But you're always so cold,” Meredith protested, although she knew it was a foolish thing to say. They were, all of them, cold and distant. The Ritual had made them so.

“And Endrick is not?” Jerritt replied, again arching one dark eyebrow. “Perhaps I would understand your plight if you had not, yourself, undertaken the Ritual, but you know as well as any of us what awaits you in the years to come. It will only get worse—the coldness, the isolation, the indifference. I have long sought to conquer these ill-begotten symptoms of keeping the magic in check, for I knew they had been the cause of my wife's undoing. But where to start? Our souls are kept here,” he gestured grandiosely at the crypt, his voice reverberating, “on shelves, in the vessels devised by wizards long dead and gone, some three thousand years ago. Does it not seem absurd that we have not adopted a new model of housing our souls in the intervening millennia? Magic has advanced, our knowledge and understanding of our art has grown, yet we still, like our noble ancestors, stuff our souls into these immobile objects, content to distance ourselves from the one thing that makes us feel alive.”

“I find it absurd that you have not abolished the Ritual all together,” Meredith said bitterly. “Why change the vessel when you can be rid of it entirely?”

Jerritt's smile was grim, “You clearly have not had the chance to study our histories, Meredith Hauvish. If you had, you would know that the War of the Great Soul-Mages, a war which lasted centuries, only ended when the founders of the Ritual banded together to overthrow those who had used their magic to enslave the world.”
“I have read about that,” Meredith replied coolly. “It was how the Repository was formed.”
“But do you know what it was like, Meredith?” Jerritt implored. “Do you know what life was like for those who lived under the wizards' rule?”

“No,” Meredith admitted.

“If you think the false gods of the Way have used their powers for ill,” Jerritt began, “then you would consider the wizards who operated prior to the Repository to be the worst doers of evil ever to walk the earth. There were dozens of them. Morgail Alnui, Yousemmet the Gravebreaker, Gohr of Gant—murderous villains who raised armies of the dead to roam up and down the lands of Lathai, who sent plagues and poxes to destroy entire populations before invading their lands and building monuments to themselves on top of their bones. Have you never wondered why the lands of Dorneldia and the rest of the South Continent were so barren when the Lathaians came from the north? The Mulbruhnda are all that remain of the humans who once populated this land. A terrible sickness was cast by Malwayn the Mad in the days when dragons still walked the earth, striking down entire histories, entire cultures, entire tongues that will never again be heard. In Yuhr, the dwarves still tell tales of their distant cousins, the gnomes, whose ancient writings are sometimes unearthed from deep within their great mines. The elves too have other cousins whose populaces have long since ceased to exist, thanks to the wayward magics of Elnarum the Elfslayer. And halflings are not just a people of legend—they once walked the hills and valleys of what is now called Lidau in great numbers until Dame Hallen Almoris blasted their capital off the face of earth, creating the Bay of Lidau and sending the area into a calamity that caused the demise of their entire population within a matter of months. Can you not see, Meredith Hauvish? Magic amplified by the soul is not bound by any ceiling. It is uncapped, unchecked, and all it takes is one lawless lowlife with magic in their blood to learn the words and the incantations and suddenly a whole population is erased. The Ritual prevents this from happening. The Ritual ensures that we are safe, that the world is safe.”

Meredith was silent. She had never heard the details of the Great Soul-Mages, not in as much depth, at any rate. What Jerritt described was truly terrible—thousands of lives lost, dozens of cultures obliterated—she felt foolish for having suggested that the Ritual be put to an end. They could never return to such a dark time. They could never go back to such a catastrophic misuse of magic.

Meredith placed a hand on her aching head. “Then what can we do?” she said wearily. “The only choice we have is between our souls and our safety.”

“That may be about to change,” Jerritt said, and he motioned again to the glowing red amulet strapped across his chest. “I may have found the solution, the next incarnation of the lanterns that surround us.”
Meredith stood straight, her attention once again caught by the red, pulsating light shining forth from the amulet. “You don't mean...” 
“Yes,” Jerritt said, touching his hand to the amulet. “I have removed my soul from my own lantern, Meredith. It now lives here.” To Meredith's surprise, he did not flinch, did not cry out in pain as his fingers touched the crimson disk. “As you can see, it is much improved. The closer one is to their soul, the greater its effect upon them. It is no cure, to be certain, but it is, perhaps, a kind of medicine for our wizardly condition. When I wear the amulet, I feel almost like my old self again.”

“What about the magic?” Meredith asked, fascinated to see raw emotion flash across Jerritt's face. Elation, pride, regret. “Does it still amplify your spellcasting?”

“No,” Jerritt replied. “I have designed the amulet with the original purpose of the lanterns in mind. It is just as effective as they in regulating the flow of magic, yet its mobility comes with a cost.” He brought his eyes even with Meredith's, “It is not as strong as the lanterns; the soul within is not as well protected. If you were to take a common knife to the core of the amulet,” he pointed to the exact middle of the glowing red disk, where the strange sigil had been carved, “the entire device would shatter, and the soul within would be free to attach to the nearest living host.”

“Which would be you,” Meredith said.

The wizard was grim in his reply, “Hopefully. In such a case, the Ritual would need to be completed again. Or else the wizard in question would be left with access to their full magical potential.”

“And if the soul went to someone else?” Meredith asked, fearing that she already knew the answer.

“Madness,” Jerritt growled. “Insanity. A most torturous existence that would be better ended than prolonged. As I said,” his eyes reflected the crimson light of the amulet over his breast, “My offer is not without its risks.”

Meredith faltered, “Offer?” She had forgotten the proposal he had made earlier, the question he had asked. Is this what he had had in mind?

“Yes,” Jerritt replied, and he reached into the deep pockets of his robes and pulled from them two identical sets of harnesses, each securing a disk of polished platinum, embellished with the same rune as the amulet Jerritt himself wore. He held them out to her, and Meredith took them cautiously in both hands. “I offer you the chance I wish I could have given myself—the chance to rebuild your family. It was not my design to offer these to you,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact, “but my son's display before the Archmage and your antics with the girl and her whales leave me with little doubt that you are the perfect candidates to test this lifelong endeavor.”

“Test?” Meredith frowned.

“Indeed,” Jerritt said, “for though I have successfully been able to use this amulet the last several months, I have not yet been able to test it on any others,” he smirked, “and I can hardly consider my experiment a success with only one subject involved.”

“Then no one knows about it,” Meredith surmised, still palming the two disks, one in each hand. “Not even the Archmage?”

“No,” Jerritt shook his head and smiled wryly. “Korina is, as the elves say, a tree with many roots. She is stuck fast to the old traditions, and she will not be easily swayed away from the current method of doing things. That is yet another risk of this endeavor. You must keep the soul amulets a secret. Concealing them is easy enough—simply wear them under your robes, as I have done, but concealing their effects will take some cunning on your part. Your apathy will be greatly reduced, your emotions will become ever more apparent the more you wear it—you must be careful not to let your newfound lack of inhibitions betray you.”

Meredith was silent, weighing her options and the disks in each hand. What Jerritt offered was tempting, oh so tempting. A chance to have what she desired, a chance to live the life she had dreamed of—safety without sacrifice, temperance without suffering. Meredith could conceal her emotions well enough, she knew, and trusted Endrick to do the same. In public, they could wear the guise of soullessness with relative ease, but when they were alone, it would be as it had been when they were young—better even. And Etia. She would no longer have to keep the girl distant. Meredith would once again feel the love she had developed for her, once more feel the brilliant, shining light of her affection. The only downside was...

“A common blade may break them?” Meredith breathed, her whisper echoing in the warm chamber. “Could they not be enchanted against such a thing?”

“I have tried,” Jerritt said with a sigh, his eyes preoccupied, careworn. “But souls are difficult to work with by nature. We know little about them, compared to other components of the body and spirit. None of the wards I have tried to cast against their breaking has been successful.” Apparently seeing the frightened expression on Meredith's face, Jerritt continued, “But consider this: how often have you been harmed by the tip of a blade to date? How many times have you, scholar and godhunter, had a knife or sword thrust through you? And if you had, your soul would not be your only worry. I foresee little cause to be concerned about the amulet's limitations, all things considered.”

“True,” Meredith murmured. The amulets suddenly seemed buoyant in her hands, innocuous, benevolent. A light shone clear as day through Meredith's mind, and she felt, for the first time in many weeks, the seductive touch of hope. Maybe things would be alright. Maybe the Ritual was not the end of Meredith's life as she had known it after all. Maybe this was just the solution she, and all the other wizards of the Repository, needed to change their fates for the better. But to be killed by a common blade—a common blade had killed Dartos, Meredith reminded herself, and he had still had his soul. What difference did it make, wearing her soul on her chest or in her body? Anything was better than stuffing it away. Anything was better than allowing it to rot down here in this gods-be-damned tomb, her life slowly crumbling to dust around her.

Her hands stiff and unwieldy, Meredith stuffed the amulets into the pockets of her robes. “I will think of your offer.”

“As will Endrick,” Jerritt nodded sagely. Leaning on his staff, he said, “Come see me when you have made your decision. I will need to arrange the transference of your soul when you decide to continue.”

“And if we don't?” Meredith asked, startled at the certainty in his voice.

Jerritt sneered, his old hostility returning, “Oh, but you will. The moment you turn from this place, Meredith, the moment the void of nothing washes over you once more, you will decide to wear that amulet. Of this, I have no doubt.”

“We'll see,” Meredith replied, trying to maintain her composure. She bowed to Endrick's father, turned, and made to ascend the immense staircase. A few steps in, she turned and, realizing she should have said something before they parted, continued, “We will be sure to seek you out, Jerritt, one way or the other. And,” she gave a soft smile, “no matter which we choose, you will always have my thanks, and Endrick's.”

It was difficult to tell in the dark, softly glowing chamber, but Meredith could have sworn she saw the faintest of smiles on the old man's face. He nodded, saying nothing in return to her statement, and Meredith began to ascend out of the crypt, each step carrying her deeper and deeper into her newfound state of emptiness. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Sonder sat before his father's grave. It was about time that he visited. The wizards had done their best to keep the simple marble headstone clean and clear of overgrowth. Someone had polished it in the recent past, and it shone glossy and bright in the light of the late afternoon sun. The southern side of the island of the Repository was mostly beach and tide pools, but, here, the ground was higher, and the grave of Lord Mayrim Darpentus had been dug into good, sturdy earth, under the shade of the mighty palm trees. His resting place was proclaimed by the etching of his name, written in both the Dorneldian font and in Old Lathaian, and, at the bottom of the headstone, someone had crudely carved the Old Lathaian word for Keeper and the circular Mark of the Way.

“Bet you thought I'd never visit you,” Sonder said softly. He sat cross-legged, head bowed, the robes of the Keeper pulled up to his knees to expose bare shins and feet. “Or that I'd be wearing these bloody vestments, of all things.” The grave did not answer. Not that he had expected it to. He rather hoped his father's spirit was not in any position to talk back to him. “You'd never believe what I've been through. It's been how long since we last talked? Thirteen years? Even longer when you consider how much I tried to avoid you in the end. I regret that now,” Sonder frowned, confused. “Why was I avoiding you then? I guess I wasn't ready to face you after I, how did Mother put it? After I shunned my obligations to the family.” Sonder sighed, “Maybe she had a point, I ran away from my responsibilities, but you and Mother took too many things for granted. I could never have been the son you wanted. And that's fine by me. I'd rather be the son I wanted to be, and that's what I did.” Sonder shifted where he sat, tracing idle patterns in the sand, “I'm sorry if none of this makes any sense, but I guess what I mean to say is: I'm happy with where I am, and what I've done. I wish some of the circumstances had been different—I wish you were still here, and that Dienna hadn't been cursed. And Antenel...” he trailed off into silence as the wind rustled his unkempt hair. He hadn't shaved or trimmed since coming to the island. Why bother? He was hardly Keeper here—there were no followers of the Way to impress. “Okay, maybe I'm not so happy about that part of it. I don't regret becoming Keeper. It's what needed to be done, but I do regret what it means for me and Antenel. Not that you would understand,” Sonder sounded bitter, even to himself. “How many times did you look the other way instead of facing and acknowledging who I am?” He ran a hand through his hair and let out a low breath. “Sorry, this probably isn't what I should be saying in front of your grave, is it? But it's the truth. I wish you were here. I miss you. But there are things about you I don't miss. And I think it would be even worse now that I'm older.” He paused, and when he continued, his voice was small, “Still. I wish we could be a family again. Is that wrong of me? I mean, you weren't exactly the kindest man, even to your own children. And all that nonsense with the Tome. Was it really better to end it all than face the truth?” Sonder's voice was low, hurt, “I certainly don't think so. Neither did Dienna.” His voice was more emphatic as he continued, “It was all a lie, Father. All of it. The gods, the Way. Everything you ever told us—it was all made up—and that's okay. There's still truth out there, somewhere, and if you could have only weathered the storm, you would still be here with us, and maybe, somehow, we would have found that truth by now.”

Sonder let his head fall into his hands, “But now I don't know what to do. I don't know what the truth is. You're gone, Dienna's as good as gone—the Godskeep is in shambles, I'm sure it must be. Never before has the Hall of Ceremony seen such an explosive Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars,” he smirked in spite of himself, “So maybe you could be proud of me for that. But when this is over, when the gods are dead and gone, I don't know what I'll do. I could hardly manage being Keeper for two months before things started to go sour. Imagine me, growing old and alone and miserable, wasting away the rest of my life in that godforsaken place!” Sonder shook his head vigorously, “That might have been fine for Dienna. She seemed intent to go down with her ship, but I have other plans, other things I want to do with the years I have left, and the Godskeep doesn't feature in them at all. I know,” Sonder sighed, “I should have thought of that before I became Keeper. It's a lifetime duty, and one I'm not likely to share with Antenel.” Sonder turned his face from the grave, looking to the southern beach. The tide had come in, and the flats below were covered with water less than a foot deep. Gulls were flocking to the pools created in the tide, swooping down to catch their crustacean prey. Etia's whales were nowhere to be seen. “Not that me being Keeper is the only problem here.”

Sitting before his father's grave was more than enough to remind Sonder of his own mortality—and how it differed from Antenel's. The elf would outlive him, and by several decades, aging both more slowly and more gracefully than his human lover. Sonder would, some day, appear old enough to be his grandfather. It was not a savory thought. Sonder had been bracing himself, practically from the start, for their relationship to fail—for time to take its toll on them. He was just as surprised as any that Antenel had not yet deemed the forty-year-old man too mature for his taste, never mind that their minds were operating at the same pace, their hearts in sync if nothing else was. “Maybe being the Keeper will be a good thing after all,” Sonder said at last, his voice a breath on the wind. “It saves Antenel the trouble of having to tell me to get lost. Convenient for both of us.”

“What is convenient, my love?”

Sonder turned, startled to see Antenel himself approaching from between the palms and bushes, his bare feet leaving divots in the sand. He had removed the outer layers of his traveling garb, and wore only a thin tunic over his calf-length breeches. The tunic had been left partially untied, and his light blue hair was tousled with the wind.

Sonder gave him a soft smile. “Nothing,” he lied. “I was just...conversing with my father.”

“That is very good of you,” Antenel said, coming to kneel next to him with a respectful air. He bowed, bringing his face to the ground before righting himself again, looking at the headstone with contemplation. “I never did have the opportunity to meet him.”

“You wouldn't have liked him,” Sonder replied, although he wasn't entirely sure that was the case. If Mayrim hadn't known about their relationship, he actually would have gotten along with the elf quite well. Tempered, well-mannered, and decisive, Antenel was the kind of person that the former Keeper had tried to mold Sonder into, but his hand, no matter how adept, could not shift the clay of Sonder's being.

“Oh?” Antenel gave him a look of interest. “How do you know this?”

“Just a feeling,” Sonder said, staring at his father's name on the grave. He gave Antenel a tight smile, “But who knows. You're the kind of person he liked. Maybe he would have been happy to have you as a son.”

“Or son-in-law,” Antenel said smoothly.

Sonder tensed, “Ant...”

“I am teasing, Sonder,” the elf said, giving Sonder a gentle kiss on the cheek.

“No, you're not,” Sonder said, looking at his lover squarely. He frowned, “Are you?”

Antenel's playful smile shattered, and he dropped his head with a sigh, “No. I'm not.”

“Why?” Sonder demanded. “You know it would be impossible.”

“I do not know that, actually,” Antenel returned, his expression defiant, heat making his nose and the tips of his pointed ears go purple. “Neither do you.”

“Look,” Sonder began, then stopped, suddenly all too aware that they were about to have this argument over the top of his father's bones. Sonder stood and offered his hand to Antenel. “Let's not do this. Not now. Not here.”

“When then?” Antenel took his hand and stood, immediately capturing Sonder's other hand as soon as he was on his feet. “Where?”

“That's not what I meant.”

“Well,” Antenel said offhandedly, “I, for one, think we should continue this conversation somewhere where the sun is warm and the water is cool, where we may speak without fear of a single soul overhearing.” Antenel inclined his head in the direction of the tidal flats. “Somewhere like that, perhaps.”

“Ant,” Sonder regarded him with caution, but he recognized that look of determination on his lover's face. He couldn't very well say no. Well, he could, but he would never hear the end of it. And that was almost the same thing, wasn't it? “Alright.” He conceded.

Antenel smiled and, gently, he tugged Sonder away from the grave and into the light of the setting sun. They descended a ridge down to the sands of the beach, soon giving way to an expanse of flat lands covered in several inches of clear, cool ocean water. The shore proper, where the water receded at low tide, was a half-mile out or more, and the flats between them and the sea were golden and teeming with life. Crabs skittered, turtles waddled, and gulls gathered all about to pick creatures out of the sand. Sonder removed the robes of the Keeper for practicality's sake (he considered removing the Keeper's circlet as well, but thought better of it), and he and Antenel walked, hand in hand, through the water. The light of the setting sun was pleasant on his skin, the wind a breezy balm that blew the loose shift he wore under his robes about his body. After several minutes of wandering and admiring the beauty of the high tide, the two came upon a rock, too high to be covered by the tide, its lower sides green with some hairy algae, and decided to rest on top of it. They could see the entire shoreline, their vantage point offering a spectacular view of the purple and orange waves as the sun set somewhere beyond the westward trees.

Antenel was first to speak, “What is on your mind?”

“Easier to ask what isn't,” Sonder said lowly. At least the sound of the waves was soothing, still audible even here on the flats.

“You seem to think we've reached an impasse,” the elf said. He gave Sonder a sad smile, “Is that not so?”

“You have to admit, Ant, we're at the end of our luck,” Sonder said, hating himself for even voicing the opinion. “You're not the king of Elluin yet, but that day will still come. And let's face it; the elves aren't ready for a human ruler. You know that as well as I do.”

“They could learn,” Antenel assured. “And my mother has many decades of her life yet to rule as Queen.”

“And I'll be the Keeper of the Gods for all of them,” Sonder said bitterly.

“Even when your gods are slain?” Antenel asked, one eyebrow arched. “Even when there is no one left for them to worship?”

Sonder shook his head, “Living or dead, the Faithful won't know the difference. Nothing can shake their faith, nothing will, but, as far as I can see it, there will always be those who try to use that faith for unsavory means. Someone has to be there, someone who knows the truth, to protect them.”

“Always the protector, my love,” Antenel said sadly. The red sunset touched his violet eyes with flame, tinged his skin almost lavender, “But do not forget there are those who wish to protect you as well.”

“I know that.”

“Then listen when I say that you have done all that you can for your people,” Antenel implored, looking up at him with a gaze so earnest and dear that Sonder could feel his heart begin to race. “Listen when I tell you that you have given them far more than they could ever repay.”

Sonder shook his head, sorrow making his voice low and hoarse, “And when did I ever try to turn you from your own subjects? When did I ever tell you to leave the elves to the ogres and Hastos and be done with it because I wanted you safe and sound? Never. But that's what you're asking me to do, isn't it? You're asking me to leave my people to the wolves and vultures who would swoop in from all sides if the last of the Darpentuses left.”

“You will be the last of the Darpentuses in any case, Sonder,” Antenel replied, gentle and soft. His mouth was set into a solemn line, “Unless you marry a woman. Unless you father a child.”

Sonder froze, “You know I would never do that.”

“Not even for your people?” Antenel asked, smiling sadly. “It seems your protection has its limits after all. I am only trying to help you see them. I do not mean to sound selfish. I myself have limits, even where the elves are concerned. My brothers, three of them, are traitors to my mother, traitors to a Queen—there are some who would punish them, deal them no mercy for daring to pick the wrong side, but I am not one of them. Nor is she. If the Queen had come to me and demanded blood for those who had sided with King Hastos, I would have been just as traitorous as they.”

“That's different,” Sonder replied. “You can't choose to protect just some of your people, it's all or nothing.”

“True,” Antenel leaned back on the rock, letting his legs extend until his toes dipped into the water. “But knowing what you've told me of the Old Faithful and the New, I think you would face a similar dilemma.”

Sonder let out a long sigh, “You're not wrong. It was one of the things that had driven Dienna mad, in the end.” He remembered her that night, hair and gown disheveled, ranting and raving about hearing their father's voice as she had run down the hall to his old chambers, there to fling herself from the mysteriously open window. Sonder had long contemplated what had led her to that point. He had first attributed it to Seltos, who had tempted him on the Wastes of Iador to bring Herel to the Godskeep in the first place, but now, looking back, Sonder could see that his sister must have been unwell for some time. The only one who had known the truth about the gods, Dienna's mind must have been in constant torment. Her duties as Keeper called her to protect the Faithful. Her duties as the one who had read the Tome called her protect the Disloyalists, and when she had found herself playing the judge to both parties, something inside her had finally snapped. Herel's little tirade hadn't helped either, but he couldn't entirely blame the kid. Dienna had imprisoned and even killed one of his own followers. Was Sonder willing to put himself in the same position? He had tried, before all hell had broken loose at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, to mend the relationship between the Faithful and the Herelites, but his mild success was not likely to last forever. He had forced the Herelites to hide their faith underground, hoping that keeping their practices out of sight would at the very least douse the fire of dogmatic hatred the Faithful had developed for them, but Sonder knew that no group could keep their beliefs quiet forever. Something was bound to happen. Something was sure to ignite that fiery hatred between them once more. Could Sonder put himself in the middle of it, like Dienna had? Would he ever be able to sow peace?

What would happen to him if he couldn't?

He didn't want that life. He never had. He had become Keeper out of necessity. Sure, he had been willing to sacrifice a future of love and happiness with Antenel to save his sister from her people and the danger of marrying Oris, but Dienna was gone now—and Oris too. In fact, all of the Prominents, all of the most Faithful who had attended the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars had succumbed to Seltos' curse. They would never be as they once were. What would the Way even be like in their absence? Sonder wished they had been able to reach the Godskeep before encountering the thralls again. He still had no idea of what state the castle was in. Had anyone stepped forward to rebuild it? Had anyone begun to lead his people in his absence?

He wished someone had. He had dreamed, more than once, of returning to the Godskeep to find it standing tall and whole, finding that someone far more capable than he had begun to wear the Keeper's robes, and that he'd been told to go home, that he wasn't needed anymore. It was an unlikely circumstance, and even if it did come to pass, where would Sonder go? What could he do? The dream he had always had, of a little cottage, growing old with his love—that was still just as ephemeral. There were still too many things to come between them.

“Antenel,” Sonder started, looking at the elf tenderly, “I know neither of us wants to hear this, but we have to face facts. Even if I took this circlet from my head and tossed it into the ocean, even if I turned my back on the Way and we rode off into the sunset together—I'm still a human, and you're still an elf. You'll outlive me, you'll have to watch me wither and age and hold me in your arms as I die. I don't want that,” he almost choked on the words, “And neither do you. Hell, I already look old enough to be your father. Soon I'll be the spitting image of my grandfather Heston. Who wants to come home to that?”

“Do you think that's all I care about?” Antenel asked, anger now flashing in his eyes. “Is that all you care about?”

“What?” Sonder blinked, taken aback. “No, of course not.”

“Then stop being an ass and listen to me,” Antenel turned to face him, indignant. “Do you think I've never thought about it before? Do you think it's never crossed my mind that I might outlive you?”

“No,” Sonder mumbled. “But you've never really voiced an opinion on it.”

“It was war, Sonder!” Antenel continued heatedly, his face and ears tinged purple. “People were dying every day. We had no reason to think about the future. For all I knew, I could take a lance to the heart and you would have to hold me as I died.”

“I know that,” Sonder said, shaking away the gruesome mental imagery that accompanied his speech. “We were soldiers. We knew that every time we rode into battle could be our last. But now that time has passed. Now we have to face the reality that, barring another thirteen year war, you will outlive me.”

“We don't know that,” Antenel scoffed, turning and kicking softly at the water beneath them. “Elves are prey to any number of diseases. I could fall ill and die, I could be assassinated by some crazed supporter of Hastos and Johlun. I could—”

“Okay, okay, enough,” Sonder said, exasperated and horrified at the things he was describing. The thought of outliving his lover was terrifying. “But these things are so unlikely—”

“And what if they are?” Antenel demanded. “Most people do not die at the exact same time as their loved ones. There are couples, elf, human, dwarven, ogre, that are ripped from each other's embrace by the icy hand of death, and whichever of them is left must deal with their loss in solitude and sorrow. Your own mother lost her husband, and she has mourned him these many long years. Do you think she would rather have left him long ago for the mere sake of avoiding the sting of his loss? For the simple fact that she would miss him when he was gone?”

Sonder cringed. His parents' marriage had been arranged out of convenience rather than love, but even so, Lady Grenna had come to love Lord Mayrim in her own way. She had come to depend on him, to confide in him, to revel in her life with him. Her affect had changed entirely at his death, and if that wasn't proof of their love, Sonder didn't know what was. “No,” he admitted softly.

“And think of Nesryn,” Antenel continued, his tone now more hopeful. “Her father and mother were married fifty long, happy years before he passed from this form into the next.”

“Were they?” Sonder asked, surprised. He hadn't realized by her narrative that it had been so long.

“Yes,” Antenel answered, nodding his head. “And although Nesryn mourns the loss of her father, she does so no more or less than you or I.”

“What about how old I'll look?” Sonder couldn't let that point go unanswered.

“What about it?”

Sonder rubbed the back of his head, “I mean, are you sure you'll be okay with it?”

Antenel's look was wry, “I hate to tell you this, Sonder, but I did not begin to love you because of your looks. You helped me in my darkest hour. You gave me hope when I had only despair, and, best of all, you did not turn from the mistakes we made. There are few people in this world, elf or man, who would do what you have done, who would fight for so long for a people who did not want you.” His smile grew, “And I am lucky to have found one of them.”

“Antenel,” Sonder smiled and turned from him, feeling his face beginning to flush. He almost couldn't believe it. “You really wouldn't be bothered?”

“Not at all,” Antenel said without hesitation. “I would consider myself privileged to spend the rest of my life with you. No matter what that life may bring.”

Sonder covered the elf's hand in his, tears coming to his eyes. He kept his gaze averted, looking out over the slowly receding water, the slowly darkening sky. It was that magical hour just past twilight. The darkness was not yet absolute, the sun still kissing the fringes of the horizon with a fire-forged light.

“I would consider myself privileged to be with you, Ant but,” he hesitated, a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “I can't promise you that life, not yet. I can't just walk away from my people. I'm the Keeper of the Gods. I took a solemn vow. I won't turn from that, not for anything, or anyone.” His eyes bored into the elf's. “But I promise you, if there comes a day when the Faithful will no longer have me, when I can break those vows in good faith, I will seek you out, I will find you.”

“And we can live in a little cottage in Nusmal?” Antenel said, his smile bittersweet.

“How did you know?” Sonder blinked. He'd never told Antenel about that.

Now the elf's smile grew, “Because I know you, Sonder. I know what kind of peace you have sought these last thirteen years. I can't promise that Nusmal will always have room for idyllic little cottages in the midst of well-maintained gardens, but I can promise that, if you seek me out, I will answer your call.”

They kissed, the moment frozen in time, surreal, until Sonder pulled away and beheld his lover with a slight frown. “What if there is someone else? What if I never give up the Way? I can't make you stay loyal to me—”

Antenel hushed his concern with another kiss, “You are not making me do anything. While you live, while you breathe, we belong to each other. There will be no one, not now, not ever, who will take your place.”

“You say that now,” Sonder grumbled, wondering why he could not take his lover's response for the good news that it certainly was. Maybe the events of the last few months had finally put a dent in his eternal optimism, or maybe he had forgotten how superfluously romantic the elves could be. He placed his hand on Antenel's, “Ant, if I stay Keeper forever, or if I, if I die before you—I don't want you to be beholden to my memory. I want you to be loved. I want you to have all that you deserve, whether by me, or someone else.”

“I will consider your words, my love,” Antenel said gently. He brought his hand, still holding Sonder's, to his cheek, holding it there as if trying to steal its warmth. “But I doubt very much that there is anyone out there who is quite like you.”

“Well, that's true enough,” Sonder said, still not smiling. Everything within him was screaming to remove the circlet from his head, break the fragile thing in half, and throw it in the sea. What did he owe the Faithful? What did he have to give to those who had only liked him as his father's protegee? To those who had seen him for what he was and had cursed him for it? Nothing. And Everything. The Faithful were bigoted, zealous, blinded by their devotion to their faith, but they were more than their flaws. They were also kind. Their hearts beat, their souls yearned to love. Just as Sonder had come to empathize with the ogres he had fought so vehemently during the Second War for the Continent, so too had Sonder come to see the best in those he protected as Keeper. Gods aside, there would always be those who preyed on their faith, those who took advantage of the best and worst his people had to offer. They would need someone with a level head, someone who knew the truth about the gods to keep them safe from themselves and from each other. Sonder had decided long ago that he would not run from his duties. He would not change that now, not even for Antenel.

Antenel turned from him, his violet eyes focusing on the distant ocean. “It seems Roshan has freed me from one path, but keeps me still from another.”

“I'm not sure I would put it that way,” Sonder said mildly, not wishing to offend. There were times when Antenel put too much stock in the things he thought his god had done. “Who knows? Maybe there's still something he wants me to do as Keeper, some reason to keep us apart.”

“Perhaps,” Antenel nodded absently.

Sonder was about to comfort his lover further, but when he turned to face the elf, his eyes caught a glimpse of something bright and white moving swiftly toward the horizon. A shooting star, he thought. Nothing too strange. But half a moment later, another star fell from the sky. And another. And another.

“Dear gods” Sonder breathed, not quite believing what he saw. “Antenel, look at the sky. Tell me you're seeing this too.”

Antenel craned his neck back, and Sonder saw his eyes go wide. “Praise Roshan. A star shower!”

“No,” Sonder shook his head, bringing himself to stand atop the boulder. His eyes scanned the heavens. “I've never seen one like this. The stars aren't falling. They're moving.”

Antenel came to stand next to him, and together the two gazed upward, mouths open in shock, as each of the thousands of stars in the sky began to shift and slide, seemed to converge on a singular point, or rather, into a singular line. Like a great river, the immensity of stars began to flow toward the horizon—the southward horizon—until the skies to the west and the east were black and empty as the flowing river of stars continued its journey through the night in a shimmering band, an arch of golden twinkling light shining from one shore to the other. Sonder didn't know why, but something inside him knew their destination, knew where it was the stars were bound, and knew who it was that was calling them. “They're headed for the Godskeep,” he breathed. 

“What?” Antenel asked. “How?”

“Seltos,” Sonder said, and he could almost hear the goddess' shrill cackle in his mind. “She is behind this. She must be.”

“But why?” Antenel turned to him, the river of stars reflected in his eyes.

Sonder turned his gaze back to the sky, to the flowing river of stars. “Her stars guide us.” He gave a grim smile, the thought sending shivers through his body. “And she wants us to follow.”

“And will we follow?”

Sonder was silent a moment, arranging the thoughts in his mind like the stars being arranged in the heavens above.

“Yes,” he answered. “We will.”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“Everybody, back to your rooms,” Archmage Korina was wading through the groups of excited and terror-struck wizards that littered the island, heads upturned as the stars shifted and flowed across the sky. 

“Archmage!” Sonder called above the din. He was shoving his way through the crowd, Antenel following close behind and apologizing swiftly for their brashness. He could see Meredith, Endrick, and Etia already at Korina's side, Artima, Ophie, and Herel not far behind them. Nesryn and Lusidi had just emerged from the dining hall not far away, both looking grim and pale at the sight of the stars converging across the night-fallen sky. “Archmage!” Sonder called again.

At last, Sonder and Antenel burst free of the crowd. Korina stood, watching the skies with one hand on her ruby-tipped staff, frowning deeply. Behind her, Artima had already begun to argue.

“What is to be done then, Archmage?” the sorceress said with vehemence. “You know whose work this is as well as I. We have stayed too long. We must use what research we have completed and form a plan!”

“What research we have completed is insufficient,” Korina intoned, eyes still on the sky. “And of course I know whose work this is. We all do. Is that not right, Sonder?” The woman suddenly turned to him. They stood on the island's southeast beach, where Etia and her whales usually played, and he could see, in the strange ribbon of light reflected upon the ocean waves, that her whales were agitated, writhing and crying out in what seemed to be pain and agony.

“Yes, I do,” Sonder nodded. “This is Seltos' work.”

“But what is she doing?” Etia wailed, her small face drawn in distress. Meredith had both arms on her shoulders, restraining the girl. Her gaze was on the floundering whales. “She's hurting them!”

“She grows tired of waiting,” Artima said, still staring with sharp intent at the Archmage. “Seltos knows what we have, knows we are even now trying to unmake the spell that they cast, and she is using every last bit of her power to prevent that from happening.”

“By moving the stars?” it was Herel who spoke, staring dimly up at the river of light from behind his mother.

“By reminding us of the extent of her power,” Endrick answered. He looked at the boy with solemnity, his deep voice composed, “She is taunting us, mocking us, and considering that we are standing here contemplating her work and discussing our next move, I would say that her tactics are working.”

“Of course they're working,” Nesryn the half-elf snapped at the wizard. She and Lusidi joined the circle, her own eyes reflecting fear and awe as she beheld the river of stars.  “Look at what she's done. I have lived many decades upon this earth, and I have never seen anything the likes of this.”

“Nor have I,” Sonder stepped forward. “But the stars are Seltos' sign. I have no doubt that she is now the one who commands them.”

“But with what power?” Antenel asked, his brow furrowed. “Can she truly have recovered so much of what was used at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars?”

“She would have to, to do something like this,” Sonder gestured to the sky, where the stars were still migrating in an ever-widening stream. “Something must have happened, something that would give the gods enough power to move them.”

“There haven't been any festivals,” Meredith said, still holding gently onto Etia's shoulders. “Not until the Festival of the Spring Sun.”

“She doesn't need a festival to gain worship,” Sonder countered. He knew how she worked. Of course it was easier to predict the waxing and waning of the gods' powers based on when their days of worship arrived, but what was to stop Seltos or Lantos from harnessing belief in other ways? “She just needs a big enough group of people, a big enough disaster to unite them and make them pray to her, and her specifically.”

“Moving the stars would certainly do that,” Ophie said sagely.

“We have to strike,” Artima took a step toward the Archmage. Sonder noticed as she did that the woman's face was haggard and drawn, her cheeks lined as if she had recently been weeping. There was iron in her voice, “We have to bring them down before they become too powerful. They're mad, desperate. They know what threat we pose and they will use every last ounce of their power to stop us. This is how they prepare, this is how they bring their power to its greatest height. All across the kingdom, the fools who worship the gods are staring up at the sky and frantically whispering their names, frantically pledging themselves to them, and the more they whisper, the more they pledge, the more powerful they become.”

“We are not yet ready to face them,” Archmage Korina's reply had a ring of supplication. Her eyes met Artima's with surprising apprehension. “You know where our research stands. The scroll has been deciphered, but the counter-spell is incomplete.”

“Then we must complete it,” Jerritt said, approaching from the direction of the great dome. He came alone, his black and gray robes billowing behind him as he walked with his staff. As the wind blew, Sonder thought he saw something gleam on his chest, like a jewel catching the light, but it was gone so quickly that Sonder could not be sure that he had seen it.

“Oh?” Korina looked coldly at her fellow wizard. “Are you at last offering your services?”

“I am,” Jerritt said.

A glance passed between the two, and Sonder noticed that Endrick and Meredith had begun to stare pointedly at their own feet. What was going on? Did they look...guilty? Getting the distinct feeling that he was missing something, Sonder cleared his throat, “So what can we do? How much longer will the counter-spell take?”

“Now that my greatest pupil has finally decided to assist us,” Korina began, continuing her icy stare at Jerritt, “We may be able to complete the spell within a week.”

“We do not have a week,” Artima countered, gesturing ominously to the night. “In a week we may yet see the moon swallowed up by the sea, the sun wink out of existence.”

“We will do all we can to prepare the counter-spell,” Korina said with a note of finality. “But understand that our haste comes at a price. The blood of the gods is woven deeply into the Spell of Invocation Transference, and it requires a delicate hand to un-weave it. Too little time, and we may yet be placing the children of the gods in danger.”

Sonder saw fear flash in Artima's eyes, and she looked to her son in sudden panic before she was once more able to compose herself. “So be it,” the sorceress snarled and, her nighttime frock swirling behind her, Artima stalked away from the group, heading back to the Repository and leaving her foul mood with them.
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The next few days were a blur to Sonder. The river of stars had flowed itself out by break of day, leaving behind a horrid, flat black sky that only faded when the sun began to rise over the sea.

“She could not have truly moved the stars,” Endrick had remarked at the next evening meal they had shared. “They are too far away, too large, and too old for her to manipulate.”

“Too old?” Meredith had asked him.

“Yes, Archmage Taniel of the last century spent her entire life in the study of the stars, and I have read a wealth of her research on the subject,” Endrick had explained, “She hypothesized that much of what we see in the heavens are merely the echoes of celestial bodies that ceased to exist long ago.”

“Meaning?” Sonder had prompted, unable to follow.

Endrick had given him a sad smile, “The stars are dead. Their ghosts are all that remain.”

Sonder thought about this as he and Antenel headed for the great dome of the Repository two days later. The stars are dead, their ghosts remain. What would happen when the gods themselves were dead? Would their ghosts linger on like those of the stars? And Dienna—is that all she was? A ghost? Cursed and enthralled, was there any hope, any at all, that she would one day walk the earth as she once had? Recalling the chilling voice, the red eyes, the murderous stares as she had ridden across the plain, Sonder had finally begun to doubt that she would.

“How do you explain what we saw then?” Lusidi had asked Endrick across the dining hall. “How did the stars move if the gods are not able to move them?”

“An illusion,” had been the wizard's answer. “A trick of the eye. Nothing more.”

“A blasted good one,” Sonder had mumbled. Black, flat, inky, the only thing that shone in this new, starless night was the waxing moon, whose light seemed oddly cold and stark without its nighttime companions to surround it. Sonder looked up at the moon as he and Antenel crossed the island. He shivered. It looked so unnatural up there, all on its own. Like an eye. Like a snow-white iris in a sea of blackest night.

“What is that noise?” Antenel asked suddenly.

Sonder tore his gaze from the moon. “I didn't hear anything.”

“It sounded like...rigging?” Antenel said with a quizzical expression. “Like a ship.”

“There are ships on the other side of the island,” Sonder offered, recalling Dienna's tales of her own visit to the Repository. “The wizards' dock is in a cave not far from here.”

Antenel shook his head. “It came from the sky, not the ground.”

“Maybe it was a trick of the wind,” Sonder replied, although he could tell by the look on his lover's face that the suggestion would not appease him.

“No,” Antenel said. “Nor was it a trick of the sky either.”

They fell into a weary silence. Sonder was not looking forward to the meeting they'd been summoned to. He'd been in constant agony since the night the stars had gone, his mind bent on thoughts of the Godskeep. The Archmage had assured him that she'd attempted to contact several of the Repository wizards that might be near the Golden Valley to ask that they visit the castle on his behalf, but Korina had been unable to reach any of them. This did nothing to alleviate Sonder's concerns. The river of stars had led straight to the Godskeep. It must have. And what was waiting for them on the other side?

Sonder and Antenel ducked into the Repository's great dome. The Archmage was there, stately robes carefully smoothed into place, and next to her stood Endrick's father Jerritt, who held a slew of parchment in the crook of one arm. The other wizards of the council had also been gathered, but, rather than being formally arranged in seats upon the dais, the council stood, murmuring darkly in the very center of the room. The wizards' guests were there as well—Artima, Ophie, Herel, Endrick, Meredith, Etia, Nesryn and Lusidi. He and Ant were the last to arrive.

“Are we late?” Sonder whispered loudly.

“I do not think so,” was Antenel's reply.

“Come friends, join us,” Jerritt called as they made their way across the large room. “There is much yet to discuss.”

Sonder took his place next to Herel, Antenel coming to stand beside him. Sonder was relieved to see the kid standing with his mother, even if Artima did look like she would rather swallow a bug than speak to her son. She stood slightly apart from him, jaw tight and eyes carefully diverted. Herel, for his part, did not appear bothered in the slightest. His dark face was calm, his lips set in an even line. It was strange. Sonder wasn't used to the kid's post-Ritual demeanor yet. He never thought the day would come when he'd actually miss his impetuousness. He was proud of Herel, in his own way, for having the nerve to undertake the Ritual, but Sonder still didn't know if he approved of the consequences. 

“Now that we are all present, I hope you will forgive me for skipping the formalities,” Archmage Korina said solemnly. “Time is of the essence, now more than ever, and the news I share is both grave and wonderful. I will start with the gravest,” she paused, her eyes sweeping the room, meeting each of their gazes in turn as she continued. “The Godskeep is in a state of dire disrepair. One of our colleagues reports that it has lain in ruin since the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars. There has been severe structural damage to the Hall of Ceremony, the barracks, living quarters, and the outer walls of the keep. It is currently unlivable.”

Sonder gritted his teeth, “As I expected.” 

Korina turned to him, a touch of sympathy in her cold gaze, “I am sorry to report this, Lord Keeper, but there is yet more foul news to be shared.” She turned back to the group at large, “Our esteemed colleague traveled to the Holy Hill, expecting to find the Faithful therein, in the midst of rebuilding their home.” Her eyes hardened. “What she found instead was a castle deserted. No one roams its halls or its bailey. No hands work to raise the stone that has fallen, no mouths whisper to the gods to restore their grandest monument.”

“What do you mean?” Sonder frowned. “Where did they go? What happened to the Faithful?”

Korina's voice was flat, “We do not know. When our colleague visited those grounds, she found not a single living soul—only corpses, blasted and boney.” 

“Corpses?” Sonder's head reeled. This was too much. How had they been killed? How many had there been? Hundreds had been enthralled. Had hundreds more been killed? Sonder had experienced loss before. He had been a general, had fought thirteen years in a terrible, bloodthirsty war, but this was different. The Faithful were innocents—priests, scholars, acolytes as young as six years occupied the Godskeep—had they all been destroyed? Sonder swallowed the bile that had risen to his throat and turned to Korina, unable to keep his voice from shaking. “What about the Village? What news from there?”

“Our colleague did not say,” Korina replied coolly. “She made no inquiry at the Golden Village, but it is thanks to her that we now know where we stand.”

“Which is where?” Sonder demanded.

“Between a rock and a red ogre,” a voice called from the far end of the room. Striding toward them was a wizardess whom Sonder did not recognize. She was slight of build, quick in her step, and her blonde hair was arranged messily beneath an over-sized sailor's hat. She approached the group, leaning jauntily on her silver staff. “But you probably already knew that, didn't you?”

“Renna?” Meredith said, aghast.

“Meredith,” the wizardess replied evenly. She looked Meredith up and down, taking in her new wizardly garb with something just shy of animosity, “You look well.”

“What do you mean, between a rock and a red ogre?” Sonder interrupted. “What's going on? What happened to my people?” 

Renna turned to him, a bored scrutiny in her gaze, “I mean you're walking into a death trap. The gods are there. At the Godskeep. Waiting for you.”

A chill ran down his spine, “They're...they're actually at the Godskeep? You saw them? In their true forms?”

“Not in their true forms to be sure,” Renna groused, leaning casually against her staff. “But their godly forms almost certainly haunt the Godskeep.”

“How did you get away?” Meredith's voice was harsh and critical. “They would have killed you the moment they'd seen you.”

Renna gave a roguish grin, “That's just the thing, Mer. They didn't see me. I was on my ship.”

“Ship?” Herel asked, giving the blonde a quizzical look. “The Golden Valley is landlocked. You couldn't possibly have a ship near enough to—”

“The Golden Valley is landlocked, yes,” Renna interrupted the boy, still grinning, “but it is not air-locked.”

“Then you have finally done it,” Endrick remarked from Meredith's side, his eyes slightly wide.

Sonder watched in confusion as the crowd of wizards began to murmur excitedly, a few of their number even clapping in congratulations as Renna beamed. Sonder and Antenel exchanged confused glances.

“Done what?” Sonder asked, exasperated.

“Ushered in a new era of travel,” Renna replied, practically glowing in the midst of her colleagues' praise. “I've made my ship fly.” She turned to Etia and gave a soft laugh that was not reflected in her eyes, “Like your whales.”

“So you flew to the Godskeep?” Artima asked, clearly unimpressed. “What did you see? Aside from the rubble.”

Renna turned to Artima, and the color seemed to drain from her face, her bravado gone in an instant. “Strange things, my lady,” she said, her tone haunted. “I saw the form of a woman, larger than life, shrouded in white and royal blue, standing upon the bones of the Godskeep, the stars flowing across the sky and into her palms. At her side was a man, taller than she and pale, thin, and sickly. He supplicated to her, as if giving of his own strength, magic bursting like firecrackers about them. I don't know what they were doing, in the midst of all those corpses, but I know that it left even my soulless self terror-struck and gobsmacked.”

“We already knew they were up to something,” Artima said with a frown of irritation. “The movement of the stars warned us of that.”

Renna's brow contracted sharply, but before the woman could reply, Sonder stepped in.

“You mentioned there was some good news in all this,” he said to Korina. The wizardess' talk of the Godskeep was unnerving. “I'm quite desperate to hear it.”

“Yes, I would imagine so, Lord Keeper,” the Archmage answered gravely. She straightened and addressed those gathered, “The good news is that the counter-spell is in a workable condition. It is not complete,” she added, already hearing the concerned whispers of her fellow mages, “but it can now be used with only one condition added to its normal spellcasting.”

“That is?” Artima drawled.

Korina turned to the rogue sorceress, her eyes meeting Artima's, “The children must be present to cast it.”

There was a heavy pause, the silence broken by Artima's hiss, “I forbid it.”

“But Mother,” Herel protested.

“I forbid it,” Artima repeated, not even looking at her son. “Herel is to go nowhere near the gods of the Way. He has only narrowly escaped their clutches before and I will not send him once more into the path of danger.”

“And what of the other child?” Jerritt asked, his eyes on Etia. She stood between Meredith and Endrick, skin and hair dark against the white tunic and breeches she wore. “Will she be there? Will she give of her blood to destroy the gods?”

“I already gave my blood once,” Etia replied, her voice small. She looked at Jerritt uncertainly, “How does the counter-spell work?”

“It is here,” Jerritt said, indicating the bundle of scrolls in his arms. One by one, he began to hand them out. He gave one each to Endrick and Meredith, one to Artima, one to Ophie, and the last he gave to Herel, who took the scroll with a look of defiance at his mother that the sorceress keenly ignored. Artima was first to unfurl the unassuming parchment, and she scanned its contents hungrily.

“This is the best that could be done?” she quipped.

“You have seen the original,” Korina reminded her. “You know what little we have to work with. The Spell of Invocation Transference is a closed circle. Breaking it required more than a little ingenuity on our part.”

“You call blood sacrifice ingenuity?” Artima sneered.

“I call it the only means we have to counteract the gods at such short notice,” Korina answered.

Sonder was tapping his foot with impatience, “What does it say? What's the plan?”

“The plan,” Artima answered him with ill grace, “seems to be to throw my child into a pit of vipers.”

“No one is throwing me in, Mother,” Herel turned to her with surprising heat. His dark eyes flashed beneath his curly mop of hair as he met her gaze, “I'm choosing to go. And you can't stop me.”

“It is too dangerous, child, I will not let—”

“Could someone else please explain to me what's going on?” Sonder demanded.

Endrick stepped forward, his face pensive, “It appears that the counter-spell will only function within a range of five hundred feet of its intended target.” He looked back to Etia, eyes soft and apologetic, “The children will need to be close to the gods, close enough to offer their blood to the ones who cast the counter-spell.”

“And who is going to cast it?” Sonder asked.

“We have prepared five spellscrolls,” Korina gestured to the rolls of parchment that Jerritt had handed out. “Each of you who has been given the scroll has been deemed capable of performing this feat. It is my recommendation that all five of you make an attempt.”

“All of us? At once?” Herel's brow wrinkled.

“Correct,” Korina nodded.

“Can Herel be both the caster and the,” Sonder fumbled for a word that made sense, but could think of nothing more appropriate than, “donor?”

A faint smile of amusement touched Korina's face, “He can, and it will make his spellcasting all the easier. If his mothers will allow it.”

All eyes turned to Ophie and Artima, whose face was drawn and dark with fury, “We will not.”

“Come now, Lady Artima,” Jerritt intervened. “You will be there alongside him. You and Lady Ophie both may offer protection as you make your attack, just as Endrick and Meredith will offer Etia their own.”

“And why do you not join us, Master Jerritt?” Artima asked archly. “Are you unable to cast the spell yourself? Or you Archmage?” She met Korina's dour frown with a sneer. “Why do you send us to complete this task when it was your institution that created these monsters?”

“Our resources are limited,” Korina replied. “We have only the components needed to create five scrolls, and the spell is, as you can see, far too complicated to perform from memory. As to our choice of spell-casters,” Korina's expression grew clouded, and she seemed to sway on her feet, as if weighed down by some great burden, “We have not chosen you idly. The children are the key to the spell's success. Their safety is paramount. We have selected those who would be most willing and able to protect them. I am sure it would be no surprise to you that I fear for the lives of any who now travels to the Godskeep. So I will ask, once again, are you, Herel of Astquary, and you, Etia of Iolimi, willing to face the gods, willing to give of your blood so that the spell may be cast to unmake them?”

“I am,” Herel said without hesitation.

Etia did not immediately respond. Sonder could see the girl biting her lower lip, some conflict apparent in her deep blue eyes. He thought for a moment that she might refuse, but her indecision soon passed. With a determined nod, Etia said, “So am I.”

“And are you,” Korina turned to Meredith and Endrick, “willing to protect her? To shield her? To keep her safe even in the face of the two most powerful beings that ever lived?”

Meredith's face was pale, her jaw clenched as she placed one hand on Etia's shoulder. “If it means the end of the gods,” she said, “I would gladly give my life.”

“As would I,” Endrick said, doing the same. “We have fought this battle for thirteen years. I will be there to see it through to its end.”

Korina gave a satisfied nod and turned to Artima and Ophie, “And you—”

“You needn't ask if we are willing to protect our own son,” Artima snapped at the Archmage. “If he is determined to throw himself headlong into the path of the gods, then Ophie and I will be there to defend him.”

“As you say,” Korina bowed to the two sorceresses and the boy. “So we have all agreed. We now know the who and the what. It is time we address the how. My fellows,” Korina spoke at large to the members of the Council of Mages, “If you would please excuse us, I fear it will take some time to decipher the details of the plan we have begun to formulate. I would ask that only those who are directly involved in this endeavor stay, and all others return to their quarters. I will speak with you all in the morning.”

Dutifully, but not without a few looks of disappointment, the wizards of the council bowed and began to filter out of the great domed chamber. Following after them was Renna, the wizardess who had spied on the Godskeep from her flying ship.

“Where are you going, Goldcrest?” Jerritt barked.

The wizardess turned, wearing a sheepish grin, “To my quarters, as the Archmage commanded.”

Jerritt shook his head, “Not yet. I believe we will have need of your services in all this, pupil.”

“My services?” Renna drawled, walking back toward them. “Master, you flatter me. There are no more spellscrolls and I don't have any particular affinity for these children. What would you ask of me?”

“You have a flying ship,” Sonder stated, wondering if the woman was being purposefully dense. Even he was able to see where Jerritt was going with this. “And we have to get to the Godskeep.”

Renna frowned, looking at Jerritt like a child being made to share their favorite toy, “So let them go by land. There's any number of boats in the dock to get them to Southaven. Or better yet, let them take the girl's whales.”

“The Godskeep's too far for them,” Etia protested, looking up at Renna with eyes wide and full of concern. “Virha almost didn't make it from Mages' Peak—there's no water, no place to rest.”

“There are rivers,” Renna said nonchalantly. “And lakes. Plenty of water to keep those blasted whales of yours rested and moist.”

“Renna, stop it,” Meredith snapped, grabbing hold of the other woman's arm. Her eyes flashed, her mouth drawn in a snarl. “Don't tease her. She's just a child.”

“I'm not teasing her,” Renna replied coldly, snatching her arm out of Meredith's grasp. “I'm stating the truth. You said Lantos was afraid of the whales when he saw them on Iolimi. Why should they stay behind while my ship gets dragged into danger again?”

“All this over your ship,” Meredith spat. “We're talking about risking our lives, and you won't even risk injury to some big rotting hunk of wood and canvas.”

“Enough,” Archmage Korina commanded. Silence fell. Meredith stepped back to Etia, while Renna stood, face flushed and eyes averted, before her superior. “Renna,” the Archmage intoned. “I understand that your ship is your life's work, but the girl is right. The whales are not a feasible means of transport. There are too many variables, too much that is not known about them. Your ship, you tell me, is a trustworthy vessel. You will use it to transport those who will face the gods back to the mainland. I cannot ask you to participate in the battle that must ensue, but you will serve this organization by offering transport. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Archmage,” was Renna's clipped reply.

“Good,” Korina said. “Then stay, and we will try to decipher a plan of action.”

Renna gave Meredith one last, withering stare before her shoulders slumped, and she fell back into line. “Yes, Archmage,” she repeated.

Sonder cleared his throat. “Well, now that that's settled,” he said, thankful to finally be getting to the meat of the issue. “Let's start from the top. We've got five wizards, two children, two gods, one flying ship, and four warriors who have no idea how to use magic or how to help.”

“You can help by staying out of our way,” Artima hissed.

To Sonder's surprise, it was Lusidi who responded, her brow contracted, eyes full of disapproval. “We wish to help as much as you, Lady Artima, and we have the skills to do so.”

“We need only a little direction,” Nesryn the half-elf added.

“Your roles may be limited,” Archmage Korina warned. Sonder felt Antenel shift next to him, but the elf said nothing. “But you will, I think, prove to be of some use to us by way of reconnaissance. Let me share with you my plan, and we will see if it may be improved.” 

“We are all ears,” Antenel said smoothly.

Sonder snorted and gave the elf a smile, and together they and the others listened as Archmage Korina began to explain what they hoped would be their final encounter with the gods. 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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They spoke long into the night. Chairs were eventually summoned, and both Herel and Etia began to nod off well before the god hunters concluded their business. Excited as Herel was by the prospect of at last slaying the false gods of the Way, the logistics of how that battle would occur were tedious, boring. They set dates and hours, created lists of supplies, sent missives and communications, and argued back and forth over the smallest of details. In the end, Uncle Sonder roused Herel and Etia from their stupors so that the children of the gods could listen as the Archmage recounted the final iteration of their plan.

They would leave in two days. They needed that long to prepare both themselves and Renna's ship for the journey. Those in possession of the counter-spell were to study it day and night, familiarize themselves with it as much as they could in preparation for the conflict that lay ahead. Herel wasn't worried about this. His mothers had both been given the scroll, and they were both equally capable of helping him with it. Herel was worried, however, about what would happen once they actually reached the Godskeep.

“The children will be separated,” Archmage Korina had instructed. “Herel going with Lady Artima and Ophie, Etia going with Endrick and Meredith. Two targets are more difficult to confront than one, and, if the gods are successful in repelling one group, the other will still be able to attempt the  counter-spell.”

The Archmage spoke of their potential demises almost casually, as if Herel and Etia meant nothing to her outside of their relative utility to the plan. Herel didn't like that. Affected as he was by the Ritual, he could still feel unease at the callous way Korina bargained with their lives. True, she had asked them, had given both he and Etia the chance to refuse to join this final battle, but it was a beggar's choice, the options so limited that it was really no choice at all. Herel wanted to fight, wanted to see the gods who had harmed him and his people finally destroyed, but, as Ophie bid him goodnight that evening, Herel realized that he was still very much afraid of them. Lantos' ghastly form haunted his dreams, his mad eyes staring at Herel with hatred as he once again chased him through the crumbling caves of Mages' Peak, and Herel had found himself waking in a cold sweat with a cry of terror on his lips.

He pondered this as he ate his breakfast the next morning, silently stirring his porridge. Ophie and Artima had both been summoned to the docks to help prepare the flying ship (which, much to Herel's annoyance, he had not yet been allowed to see), and he sat perfectly alone in a corner of the dining hall. How was it that he could still feel fear, when so much else had begun to slip away? How was it that the Ritual had taken all the happiness and goodness from within and had left him, not with apathetic bliss, but with the feelings he had always loathed in the first place? Herel had always known he'd been a brat. He'd been impulsive, sarcastic, had made no attempts to hide his foul moods—and he had thought, or, rather, hoped, that the Ritual would smooth out the rougher edges of his personality. Herel supposed that it had, to some extent, but he couldn't understand why removing his soul and binding it to a lantern of glass below the sand and rock of the island would mellow his moods, but not his fears. Maybe fear didn't come from the soul, he thought. Maybe fear was something else entirely.

His meal concluded, Herel left the dining hall and made for the beach. The morning was clouded, the horizon laden with dark, tall storm clouds, and the wind blew his gray and black robes about him. Finding a suitable spot, Herel sat down upon the crest of a dune and unfurled the scroll he had been given the night before. The parchment was fine, its fiber a pure, unnatural white, and the ink that stained its woven surface was flecked with gold. Alone, Herel began to read the spell he would soon need to cast. He practiced the motions in the air, his lips murmuring words but giving them no sound, and, when he came to the crux of the spell, the moment when the blood of the children was to be given, he feigned the movement of drawing a knife across his palm and touching it to the very center of the scroll.

“Is that how it works?” a voice asked behind him.

Herel turned to see Etia, a hesitant smile on her face as she approached. She wore cropped pants and a tunic under a thin cloak, and her hair was pulled back from her face by a long, intricate braid. 

“How what works?” Herel asked.

She sat next to him on the dune, “Our blood. Is that what the spell calls for?” She mimicked what he had done, slashing an invisible knife across her palm and setting it flush against the parchment of the scroll.

Herel shrugged, “I guess so. It doesn't actually say,” he gave the scroll a puzzled frown. “But generally speaking, that's how a wizard incorporates blood into a spell.”

Etia nodded, “It's a good thing I still have this then,” she unsheathed the knife Dienna had given her before they had fled the Godskeep, the knife that had originally belonged to Herel's mother and had last been used to kill Herel's father. Etia looked faintly ill as she continued, “I can use it to help Endrick or Meredith when they cast the spell.”

Herel regarded the knife uneasily. It was thin, long, and the tip of its blade was wickedly sharp, sharper than he had expected.

Seeing his concern, Etia pouted, “I know what I'm doing. Lusidi's been showing me how to take care of it.” She produced a whetstone from her pocket and demonstrated, drawing it with a loud shhhhing across the blade. “See?”

The sound brought Herel instantly back to the days he had spent on the Wastes. Uncle Sonder had sharpened his longsword almost every night in an effort to keep himself awake as he'd sat his watch. Herel had heard it as he'd slept, the sound deeply embedded in his mind. It was comfort. Protection. It reminded him that someone was there, looking out for him, keeping him safe. 

“Where are the whales?” Herel asked, rolling up the parchment and placing it back in its case. “They're usually here by now.”

A look of pain crossed Etia's face, “I saw them swim out this morning. I think they know.”

“Know what?”

Etia's lips were set in a frown, “That something's about to happen. They've been acting strange since the stars went away. They won't dance with me, they hardly fly.” She shook her head, “I don't know how, but I think my Mama and Papa are to blame.”

“The gods do seem to fear them,” Herel said, leaning back on the sand dune. The wind of the oncoming storm shook the palm trees above their heads, and Herel could hear the clank of several coconuts falling from a trunk. “I wonder why.”

Etia gave him a quizzical look, “The whales are powerful. They have a magic all their own.”

“I know,” Herel said evenly. “What I meant was, I wonder why they're so powerful.”

“The Archmage says they've always been this way,” Etia said, looking somewhat glum as she brought her knees to her chest and rested her chin upon them. “She came to see them, one day. I showed her the dance, and she listened to their songs. We even flew on Yusmi's back.”

Herel regarded her with interest, inwardly marveling that Etia had let the often cold and aloof woman get so close to her beloved friends. “Really? What else did she say?”

Etia's gaze was on the storm-tossed sea, her eyes as dark as its murky, churning depths, “She said that they didn't choose me idly, that there must be something, or someone, that guided them to our shores. She didn't know who,” Etia gave a small smile, “but I'm not worried about that. I know the tale of the Whale and Wicked Moon. My people have spoken of their kind for a long, long time. I might not be the first they've ever chosen, and I don't think I'll be the last.” Her smile grew, “I'm just happy they found me.”

Herel nodded. He no longer felt jealous of her, he realized, although he wasn't sure if that was because of the Ritual or because he had come to understand his own purpose in life better. He wasn't supposed to fly the whales, just like he wasn't supposed to use the Spell of Invocation Transference on himself. The Chosen Son was gone. The gods would soon follow.

“What do you think of the plan?” Herel asked her. Lightning flashed from cloud to sea, thunder booming loud after it. “About the counter-spell, and the gods?”

Etia's smile disappeared, and her expression was once more troubled. “I don't know. I think it will work, but,” she hesitated. When she continued, her voice was hardly discernible, a shiver on the wind, “I don't think I can do it. I know I promised the Archmage I would help but...I can't.”

“Can't what?” Herel asked, somewhat alarmed at what she was saying. She couldn't back out now. Their chances of defeating the gods would go from bad to worse if she wasn't there to give her blood.

“Destroy them,” Etia whispered. She lifted her head slightly from where it rested on her knees, looking neither at him nor at the sea.

“Etia,” Herel frowned. This again? Why did she still hesitate? “You know they must be stopped.”

“I know,” Etia replied, sorrow seeming to hang in the air around her. “I know they've done terrible things. I know they've hurt so many people. They wanted me to be the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. They wanted people to worship me, even though I didn't do anything to deserve it.”

Herel nodded, “Yes, but—”

“When the spell is cast,” Etia continued, her voice low as the waves crashed on the shore, “Mama and Papa will be weak. The thoughts and prayers of everyone they tricked won't be able to help them anymore.” The girl sniffled, and violently shook her head, “I don't want that. I don't want to see them like that. You remember what Dienna said?” Etia turned to him, her deep blue eyes pleading, “How Dartos looked when he used all this power? Old and decrepit and horrible,” she almost choked. “I know that they're evil. I know what they've done can't be repaid. But they're my parents and I still—still—” the girl couldn't go on. She placed her forehead to the top of her knees, shoulders heaving as she began to sob.

All too aware that she was still just a child, Herel sat beside her, waiting for her sorrow to pass. The storm continued to blow closer to shore, the sky growing darker before them. Wind tousled her blue-black braid and made her thin cloak billow behind her. It was difficult to see her cry. He didn't know why. He couldn't understand. He didn't feel anything when she cried, but some distant memory, some long-lost knowledge told him that it was a terrible thing to behold, and that he should make some kind of effort to comfort her.

“It's okay, Etia,” he said softly. “I love my parents too, even knowing the wrong they've done. I won't compare one evil to another,” he thought with dim horror of the nameless boy his mother had murdered for the chance to save her soul from the Repository, “but I understand how you feel.”

“You do?” Etia sniffed.

“Yes,” he intoned.

“I guess your mothers haven't been the kindest to me,” Etia murmured. “And they did attack the Godskeep before we were born. And then there was that war with the ogres and the elves.”

“They aren't to blame for the Second War for the Continent,” Herel said dismissively, some deep-welled pride coloring his face. “It was not within their power to stop it. What I'm trying to say is,” he faced Etia, let his gaze fully encompass hers, “I don't blame you for how you feel about the gods, but we have to face the facts—Lantos and Seltos will never rest. If there is to be any end to their madness, we have to destroy them.”

“I know, but—”

“Think of all the lives we can save,” Herel continued. “Think of all the good it will do, if the gods are gone. We can finally start to undo all the damage they've caused. I could go back to Astquary, you could restore the legends of Iolimi—”

“My people won't stop believing in the gods just because they're gone,” Etia said.

“Neither will mine,” Herel answered. “But that doesn't mean we should just abandon them. The gods have their hands in everything. Who knows what will happen when those hands are gone. The balance of the world, the natural order of things that's been knocked asunder for thousands of years might start to come back.”

“Balance?” Etia asked.

“Yes,” Herel returned, feeling a faint twinge of excitement. “You know, order, law. My mother always says that there is only so much power in the world to go around, and that the gods took too much of it.”

Etia nodded, “That sounds about right.”

“That power let them do too much. They took the threads of the tapestry of the world and started to snip and snag and tear and pull until its picture suited their needs,” Herel continued. “That's one of the reasons I decided to take the Ritual. I didn't want to be like them. I didn't want the power to change the world from the outside. I'd rather change it from the inside.”

Etia's small face was pensive, “Why would it need to change?”

Herel blinked, caught off guard by the question, “What do you mean?”

“My people are happy,” Etia replied, sorrow making her gaze hard. “They may hate me, they may believe in things that aren't true, but they're happy. They have homes, families, days of feasting and stories of old, even if they can't remember them. What if restoring the balance makes them miserable? What if it only makes things worse?”

Herel frowned. He hadn't considered that. He had planned to return to the Herelites of Sivarr's Vale with a humble mien and an open heart, had planned to tell them everything about who he was and who he was not. He had imagined resistance, had imagined that there would always be those who, no matter how loudly the truth was spoken, would not listen, yet he had always thought that his efforts would bring about more good than ill—but maybe Etia had a point. Maybe the damage was already done, the wounds inflicted by the gods and those who followed them too deep to ever truly heal. What if their faith in him was all they had left? What if breaking that faith meant breaking them too?

“I guess it could make things worse,” Herel admitted, shifting uncomfortably on the sand dune. “But still, I'd like to try. I've led my people so far astray; I won't give up on them now. I won't be the snake that devoured its tail. I'll break the cycle. I'll make sure they walk free from the shadow of the gods and don't ever dream of looking back.” A thought suddenly struck him, and he turned to Etia with a questioning glance. “If you're not going back to Iolimi, where are you going?”

Etia frowned, her voice small. “I don't know. I miss Tip, but I don't want to leave Endrick and Meredith either. And the whales...” she trailed off, staring at the foaming sea. “What if they leave me again?”

“I'm sure it would be for good reason if they did,” Herel said, sympathy tugging faintly at the corners of his heart. “They seem to have a will all their own.”

“Maybe,” Etia murmured. Her shoulders were hunched, her face pinched, and Herel suddenly realized what she was thinking. She had already been abandoned by her parents and her people—she didn't want that to happen again. She didn't want to feel that heartache. “If I had my way, we would be together, all of us. You, me, the whales, Meredith, Endrick, even your mothers and the Keeper and Lusidi and the elves. I know that can't happen,” Etia's tone became practical, “but it's nice to think about, all the same.”

Herel nodded, “Yes, that would be nice.”

“Still,” Etia said with more cheer, “wherever we go, I'm sure we'll visit you.” She turned to him, smiling brightly.

Herel frowned, thinking for certain that she was teasing him, “Really?”

“Of course,” Etia said. It began to rain, the storm coming ever-closer to the shore. The wind blew strands of hair from her braid, and her luminescent skin shone sea-green in the overcast sky. “We're friends now.”

“Friends,” Herel muttered the word, some hollow part of his being growing warm at the thought. Like fire. Like magic. He looked down at his cousin, “I've never had friends before. Most of the people I meet tend to see me as an idea. The Chosen Son. The mighty savior. The,” he floundered, thinking of many processions he'd been dragged through in Astquary, “prized cow.”

Etia gave a playful laugh, “But you aren't any of those things.”

“I'm glad someone's finally noticed,” Herel drawled. The rain was starting to pour harder, but Herel didn't feel like leaving just yet. “Alset ul-akshantah,” he drew his finger in an arch through the air. The spark of his magic ignited—dimmer than it had been before—and a dome of protection sprang forth around them, keeping he and Etia perfectly dry as they witnessed the dance of the waves in the oncoming storm.

“Thank you,” Etia said, but her smile, Herel noticed, didn't quite reach her eyes. They sat in silence for several minutes, each contemplating the shore, until Etia at last turned to him and asked in her still, small voice. “Do you think there's any chance that we won't have to slay them?”

Herel regarded her, a touch wary. She really couldn't let this go, could she? “No. No chance at all.”

His words were like a dagger to the girl's heart. Her expression crumpled, her head fell once more to her knees, and she wrapped her arms around them, hugging herself as if to contain the enormity of emotion she felt.

“I know it's a foolish wish,” she said, “but I can't help it. I don't want to do it, Herel. I don't want to face them. You don't understand. They're my parents.”

“But the plan—” Herel started.

“I'll go,” Etia assured him, her jaw quivering. “I promised them I would. I'll help them cast the spell. I'll let them take my blood, but after that—after that—” She shook her head, “They'll be weak, Herel. They'll be helpless and afraid and I might have to—have to—” her words devolved into quiet sobbing, but this time, Herel found he could not stay silent. He had to do something. But what could he say? He had already tried to tell her, had already tried to convince her of each and every reason why the gods deserved the end they had planned. And Etia had agreed. She knew. She already knew. What more could he do to convince her?

Seeing the knife Etia wore at her hip, the blade that had been plunged deep into his own father's heart, Herel suddenly realized what it was that the girl truly feared.

“You think you'll have to deal the final blow,” he stated, eyes widening slightly. “You think you'll be the one to slay them after the spell is cast.”

Etia nodded her head, tears still falling.

“I won't let that happen,” Herel said.

Etia turned to him, “But Herel, how could you—”

“Because I'll do it,” he continued, resolute. “I'll destroy them. So you don't have to. I may not have my mother's knife,” he gave her a tight smile, “but I can still do my part to make sure you don't have to be the one to end it.”

“I couldn't ask you to do that,” Etia looked at him uncertainly through her tears.

“Why not?” Herel replied. “If I were you, I would gladly—” he stopped, realizing with a start that what he had been about to say was not entirely true. He would never ask Etia to destroy his own mothers, regardless of what evil they might have done. He would hate her, loathe her if such a thing were to happen. It would destroy them both. It would ruin their friendship without question.

Etia regarded him with that sagacious look that so often made her seem older than her eleven years. “You see?”

“What about the others?” Herel asked, leaning forward where he sat. “What if Uncle Sonder is the one to slay them? Or Endrick, or Meredith? The gods will be weak after the Spell of Invocation Transference is broken. It could be anyone.”

“I know,” Etia replied, her gaze intent. “That's why I know that no matter what happens, I'll lose three people I love the day we fight the gods. Not just two.”

“You don't know that,” Herel answered darkly.

“Someone has to slay them,” Etia countered.

That reminded him. This was not the first time a god had been slain. He let out a deep sigh, and turned to his cousin.

“You're right. Someone does. Someone is going to have to finish what Dienna started. She's the one who slew my father. And I hated her for it.” His smile was bitter, “I spent so much of my time dreaming, wondering what it would be like if he were still alive—it wasn't until I was older that I started to understand how heinous and terrible his crimes had truly been. I still disliked Dienna,” he said matter-of-factly, “But for reasons that had nothing to do with what she'd done.”

“But Dienna is wonderful,” Etia replied. “Er, was,” she added, crestfallen. “How could you ever hate her?”

“She took my father from me,” Herel said simply. “But it didn't last. I liked her well enough, in the end. I forgave her for what she did.” He shook his head, “I realized in time that there really wasn't anything to forgive. She only did what was right.”

Etia was silent, the rain falling around them in an even arch. “Dienna loved Dartos, didn't she?”

Herel frowned, taken aback by the question. “I suppose she must have. She was certainly devoted to him.”

“And yet she killed him,” Etia said quietly, still hugging her knees to her chest.

“Yes,” Herel nodded.

Etia let out a long sigh, then flung herself back to lay on top of the sand dune, staring up at the rain as it fell, hit Herel's magically conjured barrier, and slid harmlessly down its sides. 

“I hope it's Meredith or Endrick,” Etia said, her tone now practical. “I couldn't stay mad at them, not forever, at least.” She wrinkled her nose, “They've been acting strange lately, you know.”

“Strange?” Herel remarked, his thoughts immediately going to the Ritual. Meredith had just undertaken it, the same as he. He would have been surprised if her behavior hadn't changed. “What do you mean?”

Etia propped herself up on one elbow, “They're always whispering to each other. And staring at each other.”

Herel shrugged, “They're in love. Sounds like my mothers.”

“No, it's different somehow,” Etia insisted, lifting herself up to sit cross-legged. “They're not making eyes at each other—I think they're keeping something from me. A secret. But I don't know what.”

“Adults have lots of secrets,” Herel reminded her, thinking of the conversation they'd had with Lusidi in the bowels of Mages' Peak. Parents were always keeping things from their children, and Meredith Hauvish and Endrick Arelo had been acting as parents for Etia for several months now. “I wouldn't worry.”

“You're probably right,” the girl conceded. “If it were anything important, they would tell me.”

Herel wasn't entirely in agreement with Etia's assessment, but he let the subject drop. “Yes,” he lied. “I'm sure they would.”

The rain continued to pour, the lightning continued to flash, and Herel and Etia remained on top of the dune, under protection of his spell, until well after it had passed. When at last the two children of the gods deemed that they had had their fill of watching the waves curl and the trees bend in the wind, Herel took the magical barrier in one hand and held it aloft, and the two walked together across the island, back to the Repository.
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Chapter Thirty
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It didn't take long for Meredith to pack her belongings, nor for Etia to pack hers. Before the girl seemed fully awake, Meredith was leading her by the hand down the rough-cut spiraling stair that led to the cavernous docks of the Repository. Endrick was already there, helping Renna and his father ready the ship. Meredith's hand went instinctively to the amulet concealed beneath her robes, giving it a gentle squeeze. Both she and Endrick had accepted Jerritt's offer. The spell had been performed three nights before last, and Meredith had already begun to feel more like her old self again. Excitement filled her, keen and thrilling, and wonder made her eyes grow large at the sight of the massive ship that was docked before them.

It was a caravel, that much Meredith recognized by its shape and depth. It bore the same structure and assignment of sails as the ship they had sailed with Renna to Iolimi. Three masts, the middle the tallest, stretched high overhead, almost touching the top of the underground cavern, where orbs of light floated and bounced like bubbles, casting their warm glow upon the otherwise dark dock and illuminating the words written in gold paint upon the ship's hull: The Sky Seeker's Revenge. Other boats were tied up beside her, dwarfed by the massive ship, empty of their own captains as Renna Goldcrest, her gray and black robes accentuated by a sash of crimson and blue, barked orders.

“Endrick, get that sail,” she strode from one end of the ship to the other, “Master Jerritt, check the mizzenmast if you please.”

Meredith and Etia walked carefully up the gangplank.

“I've never seen a ship this big before,”  Etia marveled, looking up at the masts. “Mistress Renna's really outdone herself.”

“She certainly has,” Meredith murmured, watching as the other woman ordered the two wizards about. Something seemed strange. Aside from them, the ship was empty. Where was the crew? It had taken thirteen wizards to man the Sky Seeker. They had all succumbed to the ravaging of the Great Wyrm, some perishing beneath the waves, others converting to the worship of the Way against their will. The Sky Seeker's Revenge was nearly twice as large as its predecessor; it should need a crew of similar size or larger to sail it.

“Morning Meredith, Etia,” Renna said briskly. She gestured with her silver staff, “What do you think of her? A suitable replacement for her elder sibling I should think.”

“She's marvelous,” Meredith answered, still taking in the dozens of sails, white canvas painted with the sygil of a sunburst, Renna's family crest.

“Does she really fly?” Etia asked.

“She does,” Renna grinned.

“Without a crew?” Meredith asked dubiously.

Renna's grin faltered, her green eyes going suddenly blank and cold. She gave Meredith a haughty look, “Yes. Without a crew. The enchantment takes only one wizard to cast. I designed it that way for a reason. A reason you would do well not to forget.” With that, the captain bowed stiffly and turned from them, heading for the bow.

Etia's own face was troubled. “She misses her friends.”

“Yes,” Meredith said, placing her hand on the girl's shoulder.

“She blames me for what happened to them,” Etia continued.

“She shouldn't,” Meredith said bitterly. She smoothed down the girl's dark hair, “The Wyrm was the gods' doing, not yours.”

“But my whales...”

“Didn't mean to wreck her ship, and you know it,” Meredith said with a note of finality. She wouldn't let Renna's misguided blame weigh on Etia's heart. The girl had enough on her mind already. “Now come, let's get settled below.”

No sooner had they found their cabins below deck than the other members of their party entered the docks. Meredith could hear Sonder's impressed whistle and Artima's caustic remarks at the ship's name as she and Etia went deck-side once more. Renna was all smiles before her guests, pride radiating from her face in almost physical waves as she gave the more interested of the party a quick tour of the Sky Seeker's Revenge.

Lusidi, her armor polished and in better shape than Meredith had ever seen it, came up to them and leaned against the railing, watching Renna with narrowed eyes as she led Sonder, Antenel, Nesryn, Ophie, Artima, and Herel around the ship. 

“You would think she invented the ship the way she talks about it,” the knight muttered.

Etia looked up at the woman, “Well she did invent the flying ship, didn't she?”

“I'll believe it when I see it,” Lusidi said, and Meredith detected a faint green tinge to her skin, a tightness at the woman's chiseled jaw that reminded her to ask Endrick for his seasickness potion.

“You won't have to wait long,” said Endrick, emerging from below deck as if summoned by her thoughts. “We'll depart as soon as the Archmage arrives.” With care, Endrick drew a vial of a slightly bubbling liquid and handed it to Meredith. Her eyes met his as she took the potion. They were warm, tender, their brown depths as passionate and burning as her own. Meredith averted her gaze and downed the drink. Moments like these made it difficult to conceal the amulets. If Renna or any of the other wizards had observed the interaction, they might have grown suspicious.

She cleared her throat and handed the vial back to him. “We might need more of those. I think Lusidi suffers the same way I do.”

“I offered earlier,” Endrick replied, gripping his plain wooden staff tightly. “She declined.”

Meredith raised an eyebrow, “That's strange. I could have sworn she looked nervous.”

Endrick shrugged, “Perhaps it is not the ship that makes her so. We are about to undergo a most perilous undertaking.”

Seeing that the knight and Etia were still engulfed in their own conversation, Meredith chanced a touch at Endrick's shoulder, and leaned in close. “An undertaking we have waited thirteen years for.”

“Yes,” her own passion was reflected in his voice, and he placed his hand on her waist, “Do you feel it Meredith? We are finally ready. We will leave this place. We will face the gods, our very souls on the front line of the battle we have fought since the day Dienna shared the secrets of the Tome.”

“If only she were here,” Meredith's voice broke as she struggled to keep her emotions in check. She rested her head on his chest. “If only she were with us to finish what she started.”

“She will be with us in the end, I think,” Endrick intoned. His breath was soft on her ear.

Meredith looked up in alarm, “At the Godskeep?”

Endrick nodded, “The thralls have no other place to go, now that the children of the gods are out of their reach. I fear that Lantos and Seltos have drawn their pawns back to them.”

Meredith's heart lurched. “So we'll have to face her?” That couldn't be. She couldn't lift a hand against her friend. She shivered in Endrick's arms, recalling how Dienna had looked the last time they'd seen her—eyes red, skin deathly and ashen, hair loose and ghastly behind her star-shaped mask. 

“Perhaps,” Endrick replied. His eyes hardened, “But we must be strong, Meredith. This is what Dienna would want, the future she fought for. We have to see this through to its end, whether she stands in the way of that future or not.”

Meredith let her head fall once more to his shoulder. “I hope she doesn't,” she murmured.

Their respite was soon interrupted by the silkily accented voice of Archmage Korina. “Are all present and accounted for?” 

Meredith opened her eyes and drew away from Endrick just as the Archmage ascended the gangplank. She looked at the ship with an appraising eye, her gaze sharp and solemn as she stepped aboard.

“Yes, Archmage,” Renna rushed forward, bowing low to her superior before straightening and giving Korina a smirk. “What do you think?”

“I will reserve judgment until it is in the air,” the Archmage replied.

“You'll see nothing grander, I assure you,” Renna replied, all confidence. Around them, the passengers began to gather, and Meredith gently urged Etia forward to join them.

“A bold statement, pupil,” Jerritt said, joining them with a hint of amusement in his eyes.

Renna's face was indignant, “Master I assure you, when you see the Sky Seeker's Revenge soar off the water and into the clouds—”

“Like my whales?” Etia interrupted.

Renna shot her an ill-tempered glare, “Yes, girl, like your whales. Only this is something I enchanted myself. This ship flies by my own work, not by whatever force keeps your silly creatures afloat.”

“That is quite enough, Renna,” Archmage Korina said flatly. She drew herself up to her full height, still slightly shorter than the captain, “As it happens, I will not have the pleasure of witnessing your flight from below.”

Renna blinked, “You won't?”

“I will witness it from the bow,” Korina continued.

“You're coming with us?” Herel asked, standing between his mothers. The boy's expression was somewhere between incredulity and accusation.

“We are,” Jerritt answered, coming to stand next to the Archmage. “After speaking with the council at length, it was decided that we should accompany you on your endeavor. The Repository has a great interest in ensuring the gods are destroyed. We cannot cast the counter-spell ourselves, you five still have the only scrolls—”

“You can have mine,” Meredith offered immediately. She grabbed the scroll from where it was stashed at her waist and held it out to Endrick's father.

Jerritt did not take it. He eyed her critically from the top of his spectacles, “Do not you think yourself capable of casting it?”

Meredith blushed. She had spent almost every moment of the last two days dedicating the spell to memory, practicing it both by herself and with Endrick, until her lips could almost remember the syllables of their own accord. “No, I—I'm more than capable of casting it.”

“Then you should keep it, and fulfill the task that has been given to you,” Jerritt answered.

“But you have years, decades more experience than me,” Meredith countered, still holding the scroll out to him. “It should be you, or the Archmage.”

Jerritt shook his head, “If you are capable, you are capable. Remember, Meredith, you were chosen not just for your ability to cast the counter-spell, but for your attachment to the girl,” he inclined his head at Etia, who stood at Meredith's side. “You are more apt to protect her than I, and you will need her by your side to complete the spell. To whom would she run in times of danger? To me, a stranger, someone she has only met in passing, or to you, one whom she loves?”

Meredith lowered her eyes and let her arm drop. She could think of nothing to argue against him. Even now, Etia smiled up at her, calm, serene. Of course she would seek Meredith's protection. She placed the scroll back into the folds of her robes.

“Yes, Jerritt, I understand,” she said.

“If you're done with the theatrics,” Renna drawled. “We're behind schedule. We should embark with the dawn if we want to arrive by nightfall.”

“I believe we are ready,” Archmage Korina stated. She gestured with her ruby-tipped staff, “Lead on, Captain Renna. I defer leadership of this party to you.”

“Captain on my own ship?” Renna cooed. “Archmage I'm flattered.”

“Where do you want us?” Sonder asked sternly, apparently irked at the captain's lack of tact. Meredith couldn't help but suppress a smile. It wasn't long ago that Sonder himself had been the tactless one. Now, standing aboard the ship in his full Keeper's regalia, longsword at his back and Antenel at his side, Meredith suddenly realized that the man she had once known was all but gone. This wasn't the same Sonder who had abdicated his father's position, nor even the same Sonder who had decided to betray his god to free his sister from the clutches of Artima's reign. He had grown. He had changed. And he was just as eager to complete Dienna's work as any of them.

Renna waved a hand, “Anywhere that's out of my way. The bow.”

“The bow it is,” Sonder muttered, already walking away from the woman, Antenel in tow.

“I'll be at the helm,” Renna shouted behind her as she strode to the massive wooden wheel at the back of the ship.

Meredith followed Sonder and the rest to the front of the ship. There was no figurehead to grace its bow, only one long, protruding bowsprit that was surely twenty feet or more in length, made of dark, polished wood.

“How can she possibly catch any wind in here?” Nesryn the half-elf was remarking to Lusidi. She was once more wearing the lithe armor she had come to the island with, her hair and ears hidden beneath a tight hood and topped with a slender leather helm. A myriad of knives and shortswords of different makes hung from her petite form. She looked like a child next to the huge, hulking form of Lusidi, who must have weighed at least four times as much as her warrior companion. “We'll need a tow.”

“I believe they will use magic to propel the ship from the cavern,” Antenel remarked. He turned to Meredith, “Is that not right?”

Meredith nodded, “You'll see soon enough.” Her attention was then caught by Etia, who was leaning on tip-toe to try to look over the edge of the bow, Herel at her side. “Etia!” she called out, fear gripping her heart. “Get down from there please. You don't want to fall over do you?”

“I can swim,” Etia protested.

“But can you climb up the side of a moving ship?” Meredith countered sternly. Etia pouted her lips, but obeyed all the same. “There's nothing to see down there anyway,” Meredith added.

“We were looking at the cavern floor,” Herel explained, neither apologetic nor contrite.

Meredith gave the boy an austere nod. He was still without his soul, and the change of his mannerisms made it difficult for Meredith to read his intent. There was also the matter of the amulet. She couldn't seem too emotive. She had to remember to be reserved. 

“I see, well, it's best practice on a ship this size to keep the railing at a healthy distance,” Meredith remonstrated, “and I think your mothers would agree.” Her eyes darted to where Ophie and Artima stood, somewhat apart from the others, apparently deep in discussion.

“I understand,” Herel intoned. He stared up at her, unblinking. “Thank you.”

“Er, you're welcome,” Meredith responded, unnerved at his placid gaze. How could Etia still be close to him? The Ritual had taken the vigor right out of the Chosen Son. Yet there she stood, smiling eagerly at her playmate with not a care in the world, as if nothing untoward had happened to him. Meredith felt her face flush in shame. Maybe she shouldn't have hidden herself from the girl. Maybe she hadn't given her post-Ritual life with Etia enough of a chance. Her hand went once more to the amulet at her chest, concealed beneath her robes. It pulsed ever so slightly, alive and beating almost like her own heart. It felt good to have her soul again—so warm, so near—but Meredith was all too aware of the danger it posed. A common blade. That was all it would take to shatter its paltry protection. A common blade, like that which had killed the god Dartos himself, could penetrate the amulet's defenses and release her soul to the gods-knew-where. It was a gamble, she knew, but one she was willing to take if it meant having her family back again.

Renna began to cast her spell. From the back of the ship, the woman's voice rose unnaturally loud and clear as the magic began to take it on its wing, and a soft, almost pleasant hum began to echo off the walls of the cavernous dock, reverberating all around them. The ship stuttered and groaned, as if it were a beast just roused from its slumber, and Meredith held tight to the rail, jaw clenched and legs unsteady, as Renna's spell reached its crescendo. There was a great rush of wind and then, all at once, the Sky Seeker's Revenge began to move forward.

“Incredible,” Nesryn remarked, watching as the glowing orbs of light began to fade behind them. The walls of the cavern grew narrower and narrower, until there was hardly room for the ship to pass.

“You can say that again,” Sonder said, his eyes wide as he looked back at the now full, billowing sails.

They passed through the narrow opening, the Sky Seeker's Revenge emerging out of a rocky cliff-face that was just taller than its highest mast, sailing effortlessly from the Repository and out into the open sea. The morning was already warm, the sun already beating mercilessly down upon them from its ascending position. Clouds were few and fluffy, pleasantly scattered across the sky as if placed by a painter's hand. The smell of salt and air was enough to make Meredith's stomach churn as the ship's sails continued to swell and fill with a southeasterly wind.

“Look! The whales!” Etia exclaimed. The passengers leaned over in unison to see the four backs of the massive creatures breaking the surface, sluicing almost without sound in and out of the water, their flukes the last part of them to disappear beneath the waves. They flanked the Sky Seeker's Revenge, two on each side. Etia was calling out to them, hastening from one side of the deck to the other. “Goodbye Virha! Goodbye Yusmi! Goodbye Eera! Goodbye Vyo!”

The whales, seeming to understand her, began to sing a short, mournful phrase.

“Get those things away from my ship!” Renna thundered from the helm, where she had one hand on the wheel, one hand on her glowing staff.

“Swim further now,” Etia instructed her friends. Meredith watched with breath held as the girl once again reached over the railing in an effort to communicate with them, but she needn't have worried, Endrick had already moved behind her, one hand on her shoulder to ensure that she didn't fall. “Out to the sides. That's it, there you go!”

The whales began to fan out, leaving the waters open for Renna to steer her ship. Coming around the Repository's southern end, the Sky Seeker's Revenge rocked and pitched as it turned, and Meredith hung on to the railing with all her might, bumping into the stout Lusidi behind her.

“Careful, Miss Hauvish,” the warrior advised, steadying her with one large hand. 

“Thank you,” Meredith replied, her eyes still locked on Endrick and Etia at the railing. He was the only thing keeping the girl on her feet as she leaned over the edge to speak with her whales.

“Stay clear friends, stay clear!” she called to them.

“Perfect!” Renna called from the helm. “Now, brace yourselves!”

“She tells us now,” Sonder groused, already having fallen from the wizard's erratic maneuver to avoid the whales. He was pulled to his feet by Antenel.

“Hush love, and do as she says,” the elf replied gently.

Renna's voice again began to chant in the language of magic, but Meredith was too intent on staying upright on the heaving deck to listen to the words she spoke. Her spell filled Meredith's ears like a formless noise, mingled and matched by the still-singing whales that could be seen just ahead. They were gaining speed, magic mixing with the gusting wind, and Meredith thought, for one fleeting moment, that they were sure to run into the creatures. Then, at the last possible moment, the Sky Seeker's Revenge began to lift up and out of the water.

With a lurch felt in Meredith's bones, the ship went skyward. They flew at a shallow angle, the hull of the vessel just barely clearing the flukes of the whales below as it steadily gained in altitude.

“By the gods!” Sonder exclaimed.

“Roshan be praised,” Antenel said at almost the same moment.

“Most impressive,” Jerritt remarked to the Archmage, who stood still and unaffected, looking up at the clouds with a stoic expression.

The sea grew large. The whales grew smaller, and behind them, the island of the Repository, its shores dotted with the forms of the wizards who had risen to watch their flight, began to fade into the distance.  

“The whales!” now it was Herel who was peering over the edge of the ship, his mothers close behind.

Meredith stepped forward, expecting to see the creatures still in the water below, when suddenly her entire vision was blocked by Yusmi whooshing up from beneath the bow. She gasped in surprise and took a step back as the whale circled and looped around the ship, her fluke within arm's length and her fins dripping gentle falls of water upon their heads. Eera and Vyo were next to join her in the air, undulating through the sky on the ship's starboard side, while Virha flew next to Etia on the port bow, the girl reaching her arms out to touch her.

The whales sang more loudly now, and in their song was something new: Promise. Hope. Resilience. Meredith felt her spirits rising, purpose coursing through her veins as they flew up, up into the clouds, the whales circling alongside, the sun glistening off of their still-wet bodies as they danced and swirled and glided with the ship as it climbed into the day. They followed the ship for several minutes, and it was not until they had ascended past the clouds that the whales began at last to lower their altitude. One by one, they each gave a reprise of the song they had sung, and then broke from the encircling pod. First Vyo, then Eera, then Yusmi, until finally it was just the ship and Virha in the sky. The smaller whale sang her own final phrase, twisted her body in a kind of salute, and let herself fall beneath the hull of the ship.

“Goodbye,” Etia managed to say over the rush of the air. Her tears were large and luminous in the morning sun. “My friends.”

Four gentle splashes could be heard in succession, and when Meredith looked behind them, she could barely make out the flukes of each of the whales disappearing beneath the waves.
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They flew all that morning and into the night. After the whales' fantastic display, Meredith and Endrick had taken Etia below deck, there to make sure she would be able to cope with their departure.

“I knew I would leave them behind,” Etia had said, wiping the tears from her eyes as she sat on the tiny cot that had been reserved for her. “But I didn't think it would be like this.” She had sniffed, “I'm glad they saw us off.”

Seeing the circles beneath the girl's eyes, Meredith and Endrick had insisted she try to rest before they land, and, when they had left the bunk ten minutes later, Etia had already fallen fast asleep. They had then returned above deck, where they'd watched as the world passed beneath them.

The Sky Seeker's Revenge flew a touch slower than Etia's friends, but what it lacked in speed it made up for in comfort. Renna had enchanted its deck with a weather-calming spell, which stopped the worst of the wind and the cold of higher altitudes from affecting its passengers. Meredith could review the counter-spell with ease as they passed over the Deszhartan Sea, Running Province, and the Enalgath Mountains. It was, she admitted, far more practical than flying on the back of one of the whales, although not nearly as charming. Archmage Korina spent most of the journey making rounds to each of the groups that had formed across the ship's deck, reviewing their plan in soft but sturdy tones. When she came to Artima and Ophie, however, Korina had bowed low and had moved on without any word or comment. Meredith had watched the exchange with trepidation. As much as she hated to admit it, they needed the rogue sorceresses' help if they were going to successfully take down the gods, and seeing the apparent animosity between them and the leader of their final stand did nothing to settle Meredith's nerves. 

The sun was low as mountains gave way to forest. Renna took the ship in an easterly curve away from the Godskeep, their plan making it necessary to land the Sky Seeker's Revenge near the Golden Village. By the time they began to veer south, the sky was completely black, the moon the only herald of the onslaught of night.

“We should be passing the Godskeep now, on the starboard side,” Renna called from the helm.

Meredith peered into the distance. She could make out, in the ghastly light of the gibbous moon, the faint outline of the castle sitting high atop the Holy Hill. “Not much to see,” she remarked.

“Antenel, Nesryn,” Sonder called the elves starboard. “Can you see anything?”

The elf prince came to the edge of the deck, his large lavender eyes staring off shrewdly in the direction of the Godskeep. His handsome face was set in a frown, “Movement. Shapes and forms roving the ramparts.”

“Dozens of them,” Nesryn the half-elf added, coming to stand next to her prince. “Maybe even hundreds.”

“Then it is as we feared,” Endrick's deep voice spoke from Meredith's side. “The thralls are there. The gods with them.”

“It is no matter,” Artima said icily, also coming to stand near the rail. She looked out over the landscape as the ship began to lose altitude. The soft hills and sloping valleys that surrounded the Golden Village were growing closer, the Village itself still some miles out from where they banked toward the ground. “We are prepared to deal with their kind.”

Meredith said nothing. The thought of Dienna being there, the thought of once again facing her dearest friend in the state she was in was enough to make her head spin—or maybe that was the ship's descent—Renna was bringing them down at an alarming speed. 

A thought suddenly struck her. She turned to Jerritt, and asked with mild panic, “Where exactly are we going to land?”

“I believe my pupil is attempting a dry landing,” Jerritt said, the corner of his lip twisting.

“I don't like the sound of that,” Sonder replied.

But it soon became obvious that Jerritt had spoken truly. The Sky Seeker's Revenge was skimming across the plain, inches from the ground and flying parallel to it. Much of the winter snow still remained, and the long grass that stuck up through it's fold was laid flat by the immense ship's passing.

Meredith cried out in alarm as they knocked into a protruding rock. She tumbled forward, caught gratefully in Endrick's arms.

“Hold on!” Renna barked. “I'm trying to slow her!”

“Hurry!” Antenel called, “There's another ahead!”

“Seltos' tits!” Renna swore, and began to chant the words of a spell.

“We will assist,” Archmage Korina said with a nod to Jerritt. Together, the two wizards marched to the bow of the ship, held their staves aloft, and crossed them before each other as they added their magic to Renna's.

The spell augmented, the Sky Seeker's Revenge avoided one last errant boulder, and slowed to a graceful halt.  Meredith blinked, hardly aware that she had closed her eyes in the last few frenzied moments of flight, and looked around. It was difficult to see, even by the light of the moon, but they seemed to have landed the ship against the side of a hill, just taller than the main mast and several times as wide as the deck. The starboard side, where the passengers had mostly huddled, rested against the steep incline of the hill, keeping the gently hovering ship at an almost upright angle.

Sonder gave a low whistle, his nose inches from the grassy slope, “That was close.”

“That was damn near perfect,” Renna said, crossing to them from the back of the ship. Her footfalls were loud in the night, and her captain's hat was slightly askew as she approached them. “The spell will hold for two hours' time. Any later and she's going to be laying in the snow. The sooner you leave, the better.”

“And you will conceal it?” Antenel asked as they began to file down the gangplank.

“Of course,” Renna scoffed. “For the same length of time.”

“Do not worry, Goldcrest,” Artima said as she too began to descend to the ground. Her face seemed drawn and pale in the starless night, her voice foreboding, “It will all be over, one way or another, before the sun is to rise again.”

Renna did not seem cheered by this prospect. She stood on deck as Etia and the other passengers who had been below now made their way off the ship. “Thank you for the encouragement Lady Artima,” she drawled.

Lusidi was last to disembark. Once all were accounted for on the ground, Renna came to stand before the Sky Seeker's Revenge and, speaking the spell so swiftly that Meredith could hardly catch a syllable, caused the ship to shimmer and shine until it seemed to disappear before their very eyes.

“See? Nothing to worry about,” the captain said smugly.

“Not yet,” Meredith muttered.

“We will stay with you, Captain Renna,” Archmage Korina said, speaking for herself and Jerritt. “If that is agreeable.”

“Yes, Archmage,” Renna replied, eyes slightly wide at the request. “Although I can assure you I'm more than capable of guarding the ship on my own.”

“We do not doubt this, pupil,” Jerritt said with a low wave of his hand. He leaned slightly against his skill-tipped staff. “But the Sky Seeker's Revenge is an integral part of our plan, and we wish to leave nothing to chance.”

“Are we ready?” Artima snapped, already bundled deep within her cloak against the chill of the winter night. Ophie was by her side, one hand on Herel's equally bundled shoulder.

“Yes, Lady Artima,” it was Sonder who replied. His face was grim beneath the circlet of the Keeper, and Meredith belatedly realized that he had trimmed his hair and shaven his face, the perfect picture of dogmatic piety. White and black robes of the Keeper glistening in the moonlight, he indicated northwest, “The Village is this way. Follow me.” Unsheathing his sword, Sonder began to walk, Antenel by his side, around the side of the hill where the ship lay concealed, toward the lights of the distant village.

“Ready?” Meredith looked down to Etia.

The girl did not return her gaze. Strangely blue eyes still focused ahead of her, she took Meredith's hand in her own. “I think so.”

“I've got my mirrorcom ready and waiting,” Renna said. She leaned against the invisible ship. “Just let me know the minute you're heading back.”

Meredith nodded at the woman, then, giving Etia a reassuring smile, began to follow after Endrick, Sonder, and the others.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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They circumvented the main gates, entering the Village via a small, little known alley that Sonder had taken often to visit the disreputable alehouse known as the Pretty Priestess in days gone by. He'd never imagined he would be using it like this. Sneaking out to the pub as an ordained priest to drink and gamble and flirt with other men was one thing, but sneaking into the Golden Village to gather information about the rumored presence of the gods and their shadowy minions at the Godskeep was something entirely different. They had considered walking in through the front gates and announcing the Keeper's return, but, after their hasty departure from the Golden Village with the thralls in tow and the fact that the Keeper had now been absent for well over two months, Sonder had turned the idea down. A horde of questioning villagers would do nothing but attract attention. They needed to know where they stood. They needed to know what awaited them at the Godskeep. Who better to ask than those they had left behind?

“This way,” Sonder whispered to his party. The alley let out into a wide avenue, one of the few in the normally cramped and twisted Golden Village. “Stay close to the buildings, keep to the shadows.”

“I never knew this path was here,” Meredith remarked in a hushed whisper.

Sonder smirked, “You never had to make use of it.” Pausing as a villager crossed an intersection far ahead, Sonder continued, “Consider yourself lucky.”

“I do,” Meredith replied with a grim smile.

What had come over her, Sonder wondered as he led them up the sloping road to Greenheight Street. Meredith had been, predictably, morose and distant immediately following the Ritual, but now she seemed almost like her old self again. She followed close to Etia, holding the girl's hand, whispering alternatively between her and Endrick, who himself seemed more lively than Sonder had ever known. The man's eyes were keen and full of life as he surveyed the Village, much more alight than Ophie's dour expression, who followed along behind. Maybe it was the nearness of their mission. They were closer now than they had ever been to defeating the gods. Sonder wished he shared their enthusiasm. All he felt was the tight grip of fear in his chest as they reached Brockridge Manor, apprehensive for what their companions might tell them about the Godskeep—and about his sister.

They crossed the lawn of the manor, still partially covered in snow, and, as loudly as he dared, Sonder knocked on the door. There came a muffled flurry of exclamations, accompanied by what could only be described as someone running into the end of a table, before a voice called haughtily from the other side of the door.

“Who goes there? Who disturbs us?” it sounded like the priest of Lantos. “Return to your own hearth. We do not entertain beggars this night.”

“Perrick, it's us,” Sonder implored in a loud hiss. “It's Sonder Darpentus. Go get Meredith's cousin. We need information.”

“Sonder Darpentus!” Perrick's voice practically cracked in panic, and was shrewd as he continued, “Is it really you?”

“Gods on high!” Sonder cursed, still trying to keep his voice down. “Yes, of course it's me. Who else would it be?”

“An impostor for all I know,” Perrick replied with importance. “Perhaps I should fetch the lord of the house to come sort you out.”

“Perrick, please, open the door,” Endrick interceded from behind Sonder. The wizard's voice was gentle, patient, “There are many of us here, and we do not wish to be seen.”

“Endrick?” the priest exclaimed. There was the sound of a key turning in the lock, a bolt being removed, and the door flung open to reveal a rather frazzled and lavishly dressed Perrick Underton. Over his priestly vestments he had donned a sumptuous velvet robe that Sonder would have guessed belonged to the lady of the house, and over his balding head he wore a matching nightcap. His spectacles had slid down the length of his nose, and he was peering at them with a mixture of bafflement and fervor. “Yes, of course, please do come in,” his voice suddenly faltered as his gaze fell upon Antenel, Nesryn, Artima, and Ophie. “Er, all of you,” he continued uncertainly.

“We will, thank you,” Sonder swept through the door and into the foyer, the others close behind.

“Where's Daela?” Meredith asked.

“Meredith? Is that you?” Daela herself appeared from behind the staircase, wearing a similar velvet dressing gown over a winter frock, her deftly braided hair pulled away from her face. She rushed over to her cousin and caught her in a welcoming embrace. “Sorry about him,” she pulled away, gesturing to Perrick, “We were just having our evening meal. I didn't realize it was you.”

“We need to talk,” Sonder interrupted their reunion. He sheathed his sword and looked to Daela, “If you would extend your hospitality once more.”

“Of course,” Daela blinked in confusion. “But why?”

“Dearest, what's going on? Who's here?” Ivor emerged from the back of the manor, carrying baby Vallern in his arms. The child was sniffling and kicking his tiny legs in the air, as if he would cry at any moment. When Ivor saw Sonder and his party, he stopped in his tracks, his face breaking into a smile. “You! You're back.”

“And you found the children,” Daela remarked, seeing Etia and Herel among their number. “And,” she took a step back, eyes wide, “Artima of the Plains!”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Artima said caustically.

Seeing that their hosts would only grow more confused, Sonder quickly stepped in. “Maybe it would be best if we all sat down, and we can get everyone up to speed.”

Eyes still wide and mouth still slightly open in fear, Daela nodded, “Yes, yes I think so.” She gave Meredith a sidelong look, “You're sure it's alright?”

“Yes,” Meredith reassured her. “Artima's with us.”

“As much as she could ever be,” Sonder added in an undertone. He took not two steps before another form emerged from the adjoining room.

“Is that my Sonder I hear?”

Lady Grenna entered the room, a shawl of dark fabric held tightly about her, skin pale beneath her wimple and eyes looking lost and glazed as she walked hesitantly into the foyer. “Oh it is you!” she  hurried to him and placed a hand on his cheek, bright eyes imploring. “Oh my Sonder!” She collapsed into his chest, heaving and sobbing. “Thank the gods you're alright!” 

“Yes, Mother, I'm fine,” Sonder said, wrapping his arms around her, heart sinking. “No thanks to the gods.”

Connal now emerged from the dining hall, flushed and exasperated. “My lady! You shouldn't run off—L-lord Sonder!” His doughy face quivered as he saw the great number of people gathered in the foyer, before breaking into an incredulous smile, “Lusidi?”

“Connal,” the warrior woman said fondly. She rushed forward to meet him, armor clanking, and took his hands in hers. Connal's face flushed a delicate pink beneath his short, sandy hair as he looked up into her eyes, apparently rendered speechless.

Artima cleared her throat. “Need I remind the party that there is still a job to be done? Or shall we stay here enjoying each other's company all night?”

Sonder sighed. So much for that. He released his mother and looked around the foyer, “Artima's right. We must be going.”

“Going where?” Daela asked.

“To the Godskeep,” Sonder said, “but before we do, we need to know what's happened since the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.” He looked to Daela, “Can you help us?”

A pall seemed to have fallen upon the room. Daela and Ivor exchanged grave looks. “We'd better go sit down then,” Daela said quietly. “We'll tell you all we know.”

––––––––
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Daela led them, not to the sitting room they had occupied on their last visit to Brockridge Manor, but to a large dining hall, where their evening meal of roasted beef and vegetables was still laid out. Lady Grenna clung to Sonder as they went, asking in a dozen different ways if he had come to stay for good or if he would soon be leaving her again. Sonder evaded her questions as best he could. He had hoped to deposit his mother with Connal, who seemed to have kept his promise to take care of her in Sonder's absence, but the young man had already taken his seat next to Lusidi, and the two had begun to whisper in low voices, foreheads practically touching. Instead, Sonder passed his mother's hand to Antenel, who led her gently to a seat at the end of the table between himself and Nesryn. Giving his lover a grateful look, Sonder took the seat at the head of the table and called for everyone's attention.

He told his hosts all that had happened since they'd fled the Golden Village two months prior. He told them how their plan to divert the thralls from the children of the gods had been successful, how the thralls had disappeared by daylight only to reappear outside of Lonmar, and how they had allowed the demons to search the city after their failed attempt to repel them. He told them of Mages' Peak, and all that Herel, Etia, and Lusidi had witnessed there, how they had successfully found the spellscroll containing the Spell of Invocation Transference, how Lantos had appeared, and how they had narrowly escaped his wrath on the back of one of Etia's flying whales. He told too of the Repository, and how they now returned to Dorneldia with the counter-spell in hand, ready to use against the false gods of the Way as soon as was possible.

“So you really do believe in it,” Perrick the priest remarked once Sonder's explanation was through. His expression was, for once, appropriately serious, “All the things Miss Hauvish wrote in her Chronicle. You believe she speaks the truth.”

“Yes,” Sonder replied, grim but pleased that the man was finally catching on. “The gods are false, and we're going to destroy them.” He saw Daela's eyes flash in pain, saw his own mother look somehow paler at these words, but Sonder was beyond the point of caring. There was no reason to deny the truth—not now, not when they were so close to their goal. “I know you probably think we're crazy,” Sonder continued. “Misguided at best—”

“I would not say crazy,” the priest of Lantos looked thoughtful, twiddling his fingers on the long oak table. He looked to where Ivor sat, next to his wife.

“We've been reviewing the Chronicle,” Ivor explained. His expression was dark as he held his child in his arms, “My belief has not been strong for some time, and Meredith's words only suffocated the dying embers of the Way within me all the more.”

“Not in me,” Daela turned to her husband, eyes flashing. “I still believe.”

“Daela...” Meredith started.

“And I'm not the only one,” Daela continued, tightening her velvet robe around her shoulders. She looked to Sonder with a critical expression, “Your Mother is still Faithful, and although she and I may be the only ones in this house who still hold the gods with the regard they deserve, my faith has not been shaken.”

There was a note of panic in her voice that Sonder didn't miss, an air of desperation that told him the Chronicle had affected her more than she would admit. He looked to his mother, who sat at the end of the table. She seemed hardly coherent of what was happening around her—her gaze often flitted to Antenel, who sat nearest to her, her lips set in a deep frown.

“Is this true Mother?” Sonder asked gently. “Do you still believe the gods are good?”

Lady Grenna met her son's gaze, a sudden clarity in her eyes. The woman let out a sigh that Sonder could see more than hear, and when she spoke, it was with a weariness that made Sonder's heart lurch, “I do not know.”

“It is hard to know, with such a sordid account as what we have read,” Perrick interjected matter-of-factly. He looked to Meredith over the rim of his glasses, “Your descriptions are meticulous, your notations precise. No doubt you believe in what you are writing, but whether such observations mean what you think they mean remains to be seen.”

Meredith's face was drawn in disgust, “I think we've seen more than enough to draw the right conclusions, Perrick. I've seen the gods with my own two eyes. Dartos was slain right before me.”

“That is most distressing,” Perrick's eyebrows contracted sharply.

“And there are two more gods yet to be slain,” Sonder said, hoping to bring the conversation back to the matter at hand. “If any of you is uncomfortable with this, I suggest you leave. I won't stop you.”

His eyes were on his mother, but it was Daela who suddenly stood, not with pride, but with tightness in her shoulders, teeth biting at her lower lip. Sonder thought at once of Gran, the kindly old woman who had raised Meredith and Daela. The old zealot was gone, but Sonder thought it likely that her ghost still haunted the youngest of her grandchildren.

“I can't be a part of this,” Daela said, jaw clenched. She turned to her husband, voice taught, “Ivor. Stay, but please don't do anything rash.”

“I won't, dearest,” Ivor replied solemnly. “I promise.”

Daela nodded, took baby Vallern from his arms, and strode out of the room.

Sonder looked to those who remained, surprised that both his mother and Connal were still in their seats. Connal's hand was entwined with Lusidi's on top of the table, both looking grim, while Lady Grenna looked more awake and focused than she had earlier that night. Perrick the priest was gazing at Sonder shrewdly, face flushed in what might have been exhilaration.

Etia turned to the priest of Lantos with a quizzical expression, “You're going to help us?”

Perrick jumped in his seat and looked at the girl as if she were a specter that had appeared out of thin air. “I am,” he said. He leaned his wrinkled face closer to her, holding on to his spectacles with one hand, “But I'm still not sure if I believe all this nonsense. You, the daughter of Lantos and Seltos? I hardly think so.”

“It's not the first time you've heard it,” Meredith remarked scathingly.

“And what do you think I am?” Herel chimed in from across the table, a hint of sarcasm coloring his voice. “A snake charmer?”

Perrick's face flushed deeper, “You could be a charlatan for all I know.”

“Well you're not entirely wrong,” Herel drawled, rolling his eyes and earning a smirk from his mothers. “You did read the thing, didn't you?”

“Everyone, we need to focus,” Sonder reminded them all with mild command. The light of the nearly full moon shone high. They needed to leave soon. Renna and the others were waiting. “Ivor,” he turned to the man, thinking him the most level-headed. “What can you tell us about the Godskeep? What happened after we left?”

Ivor's face fell grim. He looked to Connal, then to Perrick, as if unsure if he should reply.

“Well?” Sonder prompted, befuddled by the man's sudden silence. “You did agree to help us, didn't you?”

“Of course, Lord Keeper, but,” Ivor seemed at a loss for words,“it is difficult to explain.”

“Time is short,” Endrick intoned. “We must return to our colleagues within the hour, or our plans may be foiled.”

Seeing he would get nowhere with the lord of the house, Sonder turned to his old companion. “Connal?”

The lad blinked, shook his head, and said, “Like he said milord, it's difficult.”

“Just try, Connal,” Sonder said gently.

“Well,” Connal let out a short sigh. He looked to Lusidi, then back to Sonder. “The first thing is the thralls,” he began. “They left the Village pretty quick, but they'd done a lot of damage on the way in. Six, maybe seven dead. We buried them in the yard behind the chapel.” His brow was deeply furrowed at the memory, “After that, me and Ivor,” he nodded to the man, “went with a few of the other folk to check on the Godskeep. A dozen or so of us went. We didn't see much at first. There had been a fire—lots of ash. We didn't start to see the corpses until we looked inside. We had to help bury them, the corpses, more like skeletons,” Connal continued, his head lowered. “Not sure what killed them. They didn't seem burnt by the fire, strangely enough. By the time we came back to town, there was already talk of restoring the castle.”

“But we ran into problems,” Ivor explained, folding his freckled hands atop the table. “People had questions. They had seen the thralls and the goddess herself descend from the sky, just as they had seen the Keeper of the Gods fleeing the Godskeep in its time of need. Where was Lord Sonder? They asked. Why had Seltos destroyed the castle? What would happen to them now? The Faithful wanted answers, and the priests that remained could give them nothing.”

“They started to curse your name,” Perrick continued offhandedly, as if he were not bothered by this fact in the slightest. “Many called for a new Keeper to be elected, others defended you,” he shrugged, “but it was the disappearance of the Prominents that upset them the most. There are no provisions for how the Way is to proceed if the very Prominents themselves have fled.” He harrumphed, “Needless to say that several factions arose, each backing a particular priest they wished to ascend to the role of Keeper. When word came that you had been spotted in Lonmar, the Faithful began to pray for your swift return,” he looked at Sonder over the bridge of his glasses, “but when you did not return, the Faithful, urged by a missive from the King, turned once again from you, this time for good.”

“What about the Herelites?” Herel asked.

Perrick gave the boy a withering stare, “They have remained silent on such matters.”

Herel made a face, “Why is that?”

“They've been lying low,” Ivor explained, not unkindly. “My friends among that circle say that the destruction of the Godskeep heralds your own safe return to Astquary after your disappearance last summer. They take recent events as vindication that the Way is false, and that the New Way is righteous. The Faithful believe the opposite.”

Artima snorted, “I will show them righteousness.”

“The people are divided, the faiths at odds,” Nesryn the half-elf said from next to Antenel. Her hands were tracing idly up and down the hilts of the many knives she wore at her hip. “Are we to believe the Godskeep is still in ruins? What kind of conditions can we expect?”

No one replied. Connal, Ivor, and Perrick each pointedly avoided the others' gazes. Sonder frowned. Not this again. “Connal?” he looked to the guard. “What can you tell us?”

Connal held his gaze for a moment, fearful and uncertain, before he began to speak. “The Godskeep was safe for many days,” the lad said, eyes downcast. “We could come and go as we pleased, taking care of the fallen, clearing away the worst of it. But one night, there was a great commotion. Flashes like lightning struck the Holy Hill, only the night was cold and clear and there was no sign of a storm. There was a panic; people thought the thralls had returned, or else, that another god would soon unleash their wrath upon us. A mob was formed by one of the priests, and several dozen marched to the mouth of the Godskeep to see what was happening.”

“And?” Sonder prompted when it seemed like the lad would not go on.

Connal lifted his face, “They were never seen again.”

“What do you mean?” Sonder asked, brow furrowed. That couldn't be right. “What happened to them?”

“We don't know,” Ivor replied. He looked to Sonder with a grim expression, “You had mentioned the gods were going to sacrifice these children. I have read Meredith's words. I understand how their magic works, I think.” He raised an eyebrow, “Do you think the priests who disappeared could have been...sacrificed?”

“The gods wanted the children for their blood,” Artima answered him coolly. “It is powerful to them. It is tied to the very spell that allowed them to create their sordid and slippery personas.” She gave Ivor a harrowing stare. “What is the blood of a dozen priests and peasants?”

“Or of ninety-nine elven hostages,” Antenel countered, a touch of menace in his voice as he looked at his former captor.

“Not as much as my son's,” was Artima's scathing reply. “And you are not the only one who has lost compatriots to the wiles of Dartos.”

“To the wiles of his consort, you mean—”

“Everyone, please,” Sonder interceded with an imploring look at his lover. Antenel's blue skin was flushed purple, his bearing rigid. The elf grimaced at Artima for a moment more before turning to give Sonder a tight nod of apology. Sighing deeply, Sonder turned back to Connal, “What happened after that night? Did anyone else go to the Godskeep? Did anyone go looking for the missing priest and his party?”

“I looked myself,” Connal answered, “with a few other folk,” he shook his head. “We could only get so far as the base of the Holy Hill. When we tried to go closer...”

“You were met with a feeling of overwhelming foreboding,” Endrick finished. “A dread such as you have never before felt, which made you turn on the spot and cry out in terror as if you had gone mad?”

All eyes turned to the wizard, and Perrick regarded the man with wonder, “Yes, but how did you know?”

“I believe I have begun to understand their plan,” Endrick murmured. “Connal,” he looked down the table. “The night of that strange storm, that was five days after the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, was it not?”

Connal adopted a look of such intense concentration that Sonder couldn't help but suppress a chortle. After a few seconds, the lad nodded, “Yes, five days after. Why?”

Endrick looked from Etia to Herel, “That was the night of the planetary alignment, the night you obtained the spellscroll from Mages' Peak. If Lantos was there to stop you, Lady Seltos must have been responsible for what was seen at the Godskeep. Although we know by Renna's account that Lantos has since rejoined her, supplicating his power unto his goddess in kind.”

“That still does not explain why they cast the Spell of Terrorguard upon the Holy Hill,” Ophie whispered.

“Does it not?” Endrick raised an eyebrow at the spidery woman. “When we combine Renna's report with the con-flux of stars—”

“You saw it too?” Perrick asked, mouth open in astonishment.

Endrick nodded, “Yes. And I suspect that all who now look upon the sky see the same. The stars appear to be gone. The Faithful, no doubt, pray each night for their return.” He gave the priest a piercing glance, “Is that not so?”

“It is,” Perrick replied, emphatic, “But the stars cannot truly be gone—”

“It's just an illusion,” Sonder interrupted, somewhat surprised by the priest's sudden enthusiasm. “At least,” he continued with a small cough of embarrassment for having stolen Endrick's thunder, “that is what Endrick and the other wizards believe.”

“Indeed,” Endrick continued. He leaned over the table, “And it now seems that they are planning something far more sinister than originally thought—something that cannot risk being disturbed, something that requires both the great amount of prayer generated by the Faithful at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars and by the feigned disappearance of stars wrought by Lady Seltos herself only three days ago. I fear,” Endrick's voice quivered ever-so-slightly, and Sonder was surprised to see the depth of that fear reflected, for once, in his warm brown eyes, “that they know we are coming, and that they are, even now, preparing for our inevitable meeting.”

“Preparing how?” Etia's small voice asked.

Endrick turned to her, looking almost apologetic for the horrors he was about to describe, “There are spells, of the vile, unimaginable sort, that require the caster to perform a ritual sacrifice. I find it likely we will soon discover which spell they have begun to cast, and why they have been so intent to keep others out.”

The party was silent. A ritual. A sacrifice. But not with the children. No, others had been made to pay this time. Sonder sat heavily in his chair. How many more would die before this was over? How many more would suffer? The gods had billed themselves as protectors of the innocent, caretakers who gave of themselves to help those who walked in misery upon the world beneath their reign. But to see the reality face to face, to know firsthand that the mercy the gods offered was nothing but a way to further their own devilish plans made Sonder's resolve all the keener. They didn't deserve this. Neither those who had been turned into thralls, nor those who had been sacrificed at the Holy Hill. The Faithful were excitable, ponderous. They preached mercy with their lips and violence with their deeds, the same faces looking at Sonder with disgust and approbation in spring as with loyalty and admiration in winter. They were weak. They were foul. They were flawed. But—gods help him—Sonder still wanted to save them. 

“If they know you are coming,” Ivor interrupted his thoughts, “perhaps it would be best to save your plan for another day. By all accounts, the gods are the most powerful beings that ever lived. I would think your counter-spells would be more effective with the added element of surprise.”

Sonder shook his head, “No. I won't let anyone else die for the gods they worship. We knew they were summoning us when we left the island. This ends now.”

“But they could be doing anything up there,” Perrick protested. “They could be conjuring another army of those dastardly thralls and posting them across every inch of the Godskeep!”

“That would make our position difficult,” Antenel said from the end of the table, his tone practical. Sonder caught his eye, reading his lover's thoughts as easily as if they were his own. Antenel was beginning to have doubts. Sonder frowned.

“Not too difficult,” he answered evenly. He looked to Artima and Ophie, “You cleared the thralls from the plain. Could you clear them from the Godskeep too?”

“Not if you want us to cast the counter-spell,” Ophie whispered.

That wasn't what Sonder wanted to hear. “Why not?” he asked.

Artima looked at Sonder as if he were a child. “Our son's safety is our first priority,” she said acidly. “If his well-being involves dispersing more thralls, then so be it, but if it is another enemy that targets him,” the woman shrugged her thin shoulders, “then we will not waste our energy protecting the rest of you.”

Sonder clenched his fist beneath the table. Trust Artima to be so stubborn. Not that he could blame her. Sonder wanted Herel to walk away from the Godskeep as much as she did, but hearing her so blatantly admit that she was more interested in protecting her son than in the safety of the group as a whole was unsettling, and to more than just him. Meredith's face was flushed in anger, Endrick's expression cold, almost loathing, while Herel sat with his gaze averted, jaw clenched tight in what might have been embarrassment.

Putting aside his own frustrations, Sonder stood. “Well, it seems we have what we came here for.”

The company stared at him, faces drawn in varying degrees of perplexity.

“Have we?” Artima drawled.

Sonder nodded, “We know what awaits us at the Godskeep. Or at least, we know more than we did when we left the Repository this morning.”

“But all we've learned is ill news,” Antenel replied. There was a plea in his lavender eyes, a look Sonder had often seen in the darkest days of the war. Be rational. Be reasonable. “Are we sure we can still defeat them?”

“We were never very sure,” Sonder answered him with a sad smile. “Whether they know we're coming or not, we have the spell, we have a chance.”

“But if we can't get close enough to cast the spell,” Nesryn spoke up, her voice critical, “we'll have no chance of defeating them.”

“Nesryn is right,” Lusidi intoned. “We cannot risk our plans going astray. Can the Holy Hill even be reached with such an enchantment upon it?”

“My father and I are both more than capable of revoking the Spell of the Terrorguard,” Endrick assured her. “I am more concerned with what lies on the other side of the Godskeep's walls than how to breach them.”

“What we find may be fraught with horror,” Ophie warned, her voice a harsh whisper.

“Or great danger,” Artima admonished.

“Or something far greater than we could ever hope to face,” Ophie continued.

The table began to devolve into chatter. Sonder paled. They didn't have time for squabbles. The hour was near. They needed to leave—now. He lifted his gaze, half a second from intervening, when suddenly Herel came to his feet with a clang as his chair fell to the floor behind him.

All eyes went to the boy.

“It doesn't matter what's at the Godskeep,” Herel said, looking balefully at those around the table. “It doesn't matter what the gods are planning. Etia and I are still here. The gods' blood flows through our veins. As long as we still live, they will fear us, they will hunt us down. I don't want the gods at my back for the rest of my life. I don't want any more Faithful or Herelites to die at their hands, and I don't want to turn and run from them just because we fear that they'll be waiting for us. Like Uncle Sonder said,” he gave an impetuous toss of his hair that reminded Sonder of how he had been before the Ritual, “this ends now.”

Sonder smiled grimly, pride welling within. “There you have it,” he gestured to Herel, who still stood, face flushed and eyes dimly alight with passion. “We'll continue the assault as planned. Unless anyone has any objections to the Chosen Son? No? Very well,” Sonder said briskly. “And anyone who wishes to stay behind...” his eyes flickered around the room, but no one met his gaze.

“I certainly do not object,” Perrick offered.

Sonder raised his eyebrow, “I wasn't asking you.”

“Oh, well,” Perrick stammered, turning his gaze from Sonder's. “In that case, I should like to ask your permission to join you.”

“I'm afraid not,” Sonder answered. He gestured for the others to rise, “You're a priest, not a soldier, not a mage. There's nothing you can do to help. No offense,” he placed a hand on the man's shoulder, “but you'll only be in the way.”

Perrick shrugged out of his grasp and continued, indignant, “I helped with the Great Wyrm,” he turned to Endrick and Meredith and Etia, who were trying to file out of the room behind him, “Didn't I? Endrick?”

Endrick stopped, a look of uncertainty on his face, “You did assist with spotting the Wyrm through your telescope, yes. Without you, we would not have had such advance notice of its coming.”

“You see!” Perrick rounded on Sonder, the velvet cap he wore almost toppling off his head, “I could do the same for you! You say you have a flying ship? I am sure my telescopes would be the perfect way to—”

“Fine,” Sonder conceded. He could see that nothing would change the man's mind. “If you want to join us, then I won't stop you. But there's no way around it—you'll be risking your life.” He was about to add that they would only do so much to protect him, but, remembering what Artima had said earlier, thought better of it. He set his hand on Perrick's shoulder, “And we'll do all we can to make sure you're safe.”

Perrick seemed taken aback by this statement. The priest's eyes went wide behind his spectacles, his eyebrows raised comically high, before he composed himself and gave Sonder a nod of determination. “Thank you, Lord Keeper. I only wish to see my god face-to-face, and tonight, I might finally have my chance.”

“You might not like what you see,” Sonder cautioned as Antenel led Lady Grenna through the door behind them.

Perrick looked up at Sonder, the light of the moon reflected in his spectacles from the window beyond, forming a kind of halo around his wispy strands of graying blond hair. “I know,” he answered softly. “But that is a risk I am willing to take.”
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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Sonder said his goodbyes to his mother and thanked Ivor and Daela once again for their hospitality as the party began to mobilize. Connal expressed that he would also be accompanying the godhunters in their mission, and he quickly donned his full Holy Guardsman regalia, walking side-by-side with Lusidi in her green plate armor as they prepared to leave the manor. Perrick, meanwhile, ran to his quarters and emerged with an armful of telescopes that he had apparently brought with him from Iolimi, showing them to Endrick with great satisfaction as Meredith hailed Renna on the mirrorcom. Artima and Ophie were speaking in low voices about some matter or other, and Herel and Etia stood by the door of the manor, waiting patiently for the adults to be ready to depart.

Sonder gathered himself, trying not to dwell on the very surreal thought that he, Sonder Darpentus, somehow Keeper of the Gods, was about to lead a group of ragtag adventurers and wizards on a mission to destroy the gods he had once believed in.

“Time to return to the ship,” Sonder said. “The plan goes into immediate action as soon as we're there. Does everyone know what they're doing? Are there any questions? Not you Perrick. You'll have to be briefed. You too Connal. No? Okay. Follow me.”

Sonder began to lead them out of the manor, prepared to take them back to the Sky Seeker's Revenge the same way they had come, but, on exiting the foyer into the yard of the ancient home, Sonder quickly saw that something was terribly wrong—

The moon was falling.

Or at least, that's how it looked to Sonder. What had earlier that night been a gibbous moon now shone entirely full, hanging unnaturally close and large in the empty, starless sky.

“Gods be good,” Sonder breathed. “What's happening?”

Three times larger than the harvest moon, pure white and shining silver, the moon of Lantos was growing by fractions even as Sonder and his party stopped to stare at it. He could see, from their vantage point at the top of Greenheight Street, that the entire Golden Village was in an uproar. Sonder watched with a fluttering of panic as men and women, young and old, priests and laymen alike began to flood the streets, necks craned, eyes trained to the sky to watch the descent of the ominous orb.

“Praise Lantos,” Perrick murmured. Meredith gave him a critical glare, and the man shrunk back, contrite. “Old habits, Miss Hauvish, die hard.”

“Another illusion?” Sonder asked, looking to Endrick.

“I very much hope so,” Endrick replied. He was staring at the orb in the sky as it grew slowly, painfully, closer to them. “Although the moon is far more movable than the stars, albeit no less catastrophic.”

“A cheery thought,” Artima remarked.

Sonder swore under his breath. This changed nothing. Even if the gods knew they were here, even if they called the very moon down to stop them, they couldn't turn from their task now. He looked to Herel and Etia, who both stared upward, the moon reflected in their eyes—Herel's flat and grim, Etia's large and full of wonder.

“Come on,” he said, beginning to lead them down the street.

“But Sonder, you'll be seen,” Antenel said, jogging to catch up to him.

“Then let them see me,” Sonder replied. “I don't think it matters at this point.”

They waded and weaved past the crowds of Faithful that littered the streets. They stood in door-frames and in alleyways, in the middle of the road and in the shadows of their homes. They held children by the hands, babes in arms, spouses clinging to each other in fear. They shouted in praise and in fright, they spoke the names of the gods who, even now, grew more powerful by their unsuspecting exclamations.

“Dartos protect us!”

“Lantos enlighten us!”

“Seltos guide us!”

Sonder heard, too, whispers and cries directed at him and his party as they passed, all of which he summarily ignored.

“The Keeper!” they cried. “The Keeper is back!

“Artima of the Plains! The foul witch! And is that—”

“Her son? Her son? Did you see her son?”

“It's Herel of Astquary! It's Herel!”

“He is here! He is here to free us!”

“Blasphemer, he is here to destroy us! And the Keeper along with him!”

Faithful and Herelite alike watched their procession with faces drawn in awe and fear. The more zealous of the Disloyalists called to Herel, tried to run to him, begging him to touch their hands, their faces, their lips, their feet, but the boy was able to deter them with nothing more than a glance and a shake of his head. Seeing the dark look on their young lord's face, the Herelites soon fell silent, and they allowed their Chosen Son to pass. The Faithful too hindered their progress. Several priests barged their way through the crowd to Sonder, shouting in his face, demanding to know where he had been and what in the darkenworld was happening to the skies above. They were easily deterred, however, by the simultaneous drawing of his, Connal's, and Lusidi's swords, and by the tip of Antenel's spear being pointed at their noses.

Silent, armed, and foreboding, the company walked the breadth of the Golden Village, exiting by the gate, soon to reach the hill that protected Renna's ship from view. The Sky Seeker's Revenge was fully visible when they arrived, hovering unsteadily above the snow as if it would fall over at any moment.

“You're late!” Renna called from the bow as they began to ascend the gangplank.

“Things are worse than we thought,” Sonder countered, looking to Archmage Korina and Jerritt as the wizards gathered around.

“You're telling me; the moon is falling!” Renna groused. She blinked, then gave a haggard cry. “What is he doing here?” she demanded, pointing her staff at Perrick as he ascended the gangplank.

“I am here to provide aerial support,” Perrick informed her, his chest puffing slightly.

“Ha!” Renna laughed. “You? What kind of support can you provide? Going to chuck those telescopes at the gods are you?”

Perrick's face flushed darkly. He sputtered, “Of course not! We'll use them to see the gods before they see us!”

Renna rolled her eyes, “I already have a spyglass for that.”

Sonder relayed all they had learned to Jerritt and Korina as Renna got the ship up and ready. Both wizards seemed perturbed at the disappearance of the priests, and agreed with Endrick that it was likely the godhunters' nearness was not unknown to the gods.

“But we can't turn back,” Sonder urged.

“No, no that we cannot do,” Archmage Korina agreed. “Although the heavens themselves seem in rebellion against our coming.”

“The moon began to wax as soon as we landed,” Jerritt explained. He was forced to pause as the Sky Seeker's Revenge gave a great heave and almost rammed into the hill on their starboard side. Renna could be heard yelling colorful oaths from the helm. “And its descent began an hour past. Accounting for its current position and the rate of its fall,” his spectacles glinted in the oddly bright moonlight, “I judge that it would strike the earth within the next seventy minutes. Whether real or illusory, we do not want to be here when that happens.”

“Then we'll waste no more time,” Sonder replied. “Ant,” he turned to the elf, taking his arm and looking into his eyes. He was so glad he was here, so glad he didn't have to face this trial alone. “Ready the newcomers. Connal will come with us; Perrick will stay with the ship. Make sure they know the plan.”

“Yes, Sonder,” Antenel answered. His expression was clouded, troubled. “Forgive me, my love,” he said softly. “I did not mean to question the mission before. My only thought was to proceed with caution.”

“I know,” Sonder smiled, the incident already forgotten. “But now's not the time for caution, Ant. We've got gods to slay.”

Antenel did not return his smile. He was grave, pensive, as he took Sonder's hand. “We do.” He gave it a squeeze, and looked up at him in earnest, “We shall.”

They kissed, brief and sweet. The elf pulled away, now smiling faintly, “I will see you soon. I hope you're ready.”

“To fight by your side?” Sonder replied. “Always.”

The elf shook his head, “To fulfill your destiny.”

“Destiny?” Sonder chuckled. “I don't believe in it.”

Antenel's smile grew, “After tonight, perhaps you will.”

Sonder watched him cross the deck of the Sky Seeker's Revenge with a tightness in his chest. This could be their last moment together, their last respite before they would face whatever it was that awaited them at the Godskeep—thralls, gods, Dienna—who knew what they would find. Who knew if they would return? Who knew if they would live?

“Ant, wait!”

The elf turned. “Yes?” His tone was businesslike, one general awaiting advice from another.

Without thinking, without hesitation, Sonder rushed forward and pulled him into a fierce embrace, pressing his lips against his with an almost violent urgency. Antenel responded eagerly, and when they pulled apart from each other, the elf's ears and lips were flushed purple, his violet gaze deep and full of determination. Everything was suddenly clear to Sonder, all the worries, all the fear, all the doubt—it didn't matter. He did. They did. Yes he was human. Yes he was Keeper. Yes he could never hope to live the life he wanted as long as the circlet remained on his brow. But that didn't matter. Not after tonight. Not after they faced the gods and did the impossible.

“This isn't the proper way of doing this, I'm sure,” Sonder remarked as he fell to his knees. The ship rocked again, and this time Renna called out for them to brace themselves. The wind rushed all around as she began to cast the spell that lifted the ship into the air, and Sonder had to hold on to Antenel's arms as the Sky Seeker's Revenge shot upwards into the heavens, the huge, otherworldly moon large behind them.

Sonder looked up at the elf's moonlit face. “When this is over,” he hesitated, unsure how to ask something like this. True to form, Sonder hadn't prepared, hadn't fully thought things through. But he wouldn't stop now. He knew what he wanted, had known all along. “Will you marry me?”

Antenel laughed.

Sonder froze, his fingers going numb, his breath all but suspended as he waited for what he knew, in that wild moment, would be rejection.

“Of course I will,” Antenel answered, regarding him fondly. He helped Sonder to his feet, and held him by the waist.

“Really?” Sonder blinked.

“Yes,” Antenel said. “I would love nothing more,” his gaze was steady, “than to spend the rest of our time on this earth together. Consider it done.”

Something warm and golden coursed through Sonder's veins, and they were once more in each other's arms.

“Guess I have two uncles now,” Herel intoned next to an enthusiastically clapping Etia.

“Well done,” Endrick said with a small smile.

“Er, thanks,” Sonder said, suddenly embarrassed as he realized everyone, including the Archmage, was staring at the couple.

“Quesi elle anthela,” Nesryn bowed low before Antenel.

“Thank you, Nesryn,” Antenel said cheerfully, still holding on to Sonder, “I will.”

“This is all very touching,” Artima interrupted, striding across the deck of the ship with purpose, “But I'm afraid you will have to postpone your little fete. See how close we are to your former home,” she gestured, with one of Perrick's telescopes, to the north, where the Godskeep could be seen high on the Holy Hill. It did not appear as ruined as the others had said, although the light of the slowly falling moon illuminated it so thoroughly that it was almost lost in silhouette. “And there is more.”

Reluctantly, Sonder disentangled himself from Antenel, and took the proffered telescope. It was larger than the spyglass he had seen Captain Renna use, bigger and clunkier, but it also seemed to have a longer scope. Placing it to his eye, Sonder focused it on the distant horizon. The Godskeep was magnified before his eyes, and now he could see that it had been burned and charred and ravaged by a magical fire—and there, atop the ramparts of its three walls and its three pointed towers, moved forms whose faces were obscured by large, star-shaped masks.

“Thralls,” Sonder said, passing the telescope to Antenel.

“Indeed,” Artima replied. “More than were initially present at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars.”

“I estimate their number has doubled,” Ophie whispered.

Sonder gritted his teeth. They hadn't anticipated this. How had they managed to gather and curse three hundred more devoted servants? How could they keep Herel and Etia safe against six hundred thralls as they fought their way to cast the counter-spell?

“And the gods?” Sonder asked.

“See for yourself,” Artima said.

Sonder peered into the darkness, “I don't see anything.”

Artima shook her head, “Look not to the Godskeep, but to the moon.”

Antenel, who still held the telescope to one eye, angled his view higher, and gasped, “There! I see them! Two forms! It is as Captain Renna said.”

“What do they look like?” Sonder said, resisting the urge to take the telescope and look for himself. Around him, several of the others were also gazing through telescopes of various shapes and sizes at the moon above as Perrick ran excitedly among them, somehow the only one not to have one of his devices.

“A woman,” Antenel said. “Her hair is black, her skin is white. She wears a cloak that is dotted with thousands and thousands of brilliant diamonds, like a sea of stars”

“Seltos,” Sonder agreed.

“And a man,” Antenel continued, his voice betraying his growing wonder. “He is thin, wasted. He has no belly to speak of, abdomen concave. He is bald and wears naught but a shift of white silk. He has joined hands with the woman, and they face each other as the moon grows near.” Antenel removed the telescope from his eye and pointed to one of the moon's craters. “There.”

Sonder gazed, with his naked eye, to the place where the elf was pointing. He could see nothing but a misshapen mark, a barely perceptible blur against the moon's surface. The Sky Seeker's Revenge was nearly at the Godskeep now, the Golden Valley several hundred feet below them as they sped toward the ancient castle that Sonder had for so long called home. Knowing he did not have much time, Sonder took the telescope from Antenel and looked to the moon.

“Ant are you sure—” but before Sonder could finish, there came a deafening roar, and the Sky Seeker's Revenge veered sharply to the right as bolts of magical energy flew just overhead. “What was that?” Sonder demanded. He had barely dodged the volley.

“Thralls,” Endrick said, pointing to the closest of the three towers of the Godskeep. Sure enough, Sonder saw that both the tower and the ramparts below were crawling with the masked creatures. They held their arms forward, their ashen, pale hands glowing.

“That's not good,” Sonder grimaced. The thralls had magic now?

“Not at all,” Antenel agreed.

“There are too many to make a good landing,” Sonder continued, thinking fast. “Artima and Ophie will have to go first; we'll need magic to clear them out.”

“I think not,” Artima replied coolly. “You, warriors of iron and steel, gather before me.” She gestured as Connal, Lusidi, and Nesryn stepped forward with dubious expressions. “I had hoped it would not come to this. Hold out your weapons, you as well, Lord Keeper, unless you wish to fight these accursed things with your wit and your charms alone.” Sonder, Antenel, and the others did as they were told, three swords and one spear held out before the sorceress. Closing her eyes, Artima raised her hand and spoke words that Sonder could not understand, and, all at once, their weapons began to emit a warm, dawn-like glow—a glow that remained even after Artima lowered her hand and ceased her spell. “It is an enchantment,” she explained, apparently seeing Sonder's perplexed expression. “They have been imbued with purest light. You cannot kill them, even with these,” Artima cautioned. “But you will find that you may, at least, drive them back.”

“Artima, that's amazing,” Sonder replied, giving his sword an experimental swing. A trail of light seemed to follow his blade, like the tail of a comet. “Thank you.”
Artima tossed her head, “Do not thank me so eagerly, Sonder Darpentus. It is for my son's sake, and that alone that I use my magic on you. Do not expect me to repeat the favor.”
Sonder flashed her a jaunty smile, “Sure, sure, no expectations here.”

“What about me?” Etia emerged from behind the warriors. She held in her small, dark hands a knife that Sonder instantly recognized—it was Artima's blade, given to Dienna behind Dartos' back, to be plunged deep within the god's human heart. “I might have to face them too,” Etia continued, her look grim. “Can you enchant this?”

Artima's face grew solemn, and she took the knife from the Daughter of the Moon and Stars with unexpected reverence. “I can,” the woman said. “But I will give it a special enchantment. One that will ease its use this night.” Holding the knife in one hand, Artima passed the other over it, murmuring once again in the language of magic. The blade began to emit a faint, blue glow over its normal metallic sheen, now bearing an eerie resemblance to the glow of Etia's own skin. Artima handed the knife back to Etia with care. “You shall face the thralls, and others, this night. Take care that you do not fail in your duty.”

Etia looked up at Artima in confusion, “My duty?”

“Yes,” it was Korina who spoke, standing at the base of the mast behind them. Her long hair blew about her short, plump frame, her hand resting on her ruby staff. “Do not forget, little one, that beyond the doubt you feel in your heart, there is resolve, and purpose.”

Etia nodded, although Sonder could still see confusion in her eyes, “I'll try.”

Meredith, Endrick, and Jerritt approached from the bow of the ship.

“We're almost in position,” Meredith announced. “We'll head for the east tower as soon as you land.” Seeing Etia clutching the hilt of her knife, Meredith frowned and asked, “Etia? Are you alright?”

The girl quickly sheathed the blade. “Yes. I'm fine.”

“You had better say goodbye to Herel,” Endrick suggested in a gentle tone. “You'll be parting soon.”

Sonder watched as the Daughter of the Moon and Stars turned to the Chosen Son. Both children were silent, solemn. Herel's look was brooding, and, at first, he avoided her gaze.

“I'll see you after,” Herel mumbled.

Etia's face blanched, and she shuffled nervously on her feet. “Yeah, I'll see you.” She lifted her gaze, eyes suddenly large and earnest. “Please be safe, Herel. Please, you have to promise me you'll be safe.”

Herel gave a small smile, “I promise, Etia.”

The girl nodded, “Alright. If something does happen to you—”

“You'll have to consider me a terrible liar,” he said, his smile growing.

Etia gave the boy a swift hug that seemed to stun him, then, before he could reply, she scurried away after Meredith, Endrick, Jerritt, and Archmage Korina, who were taking positions all around the ship. Trying not to think of his own goodbyes, Sonder turned his attention back to the Godskeep, which they would pass in less than a minute.

“We need to land above the gate,” Sonder commanded, heading swiftly to the opening in the rail where the gangplank was drawn. “We can reach ground from there. Remember—the counter-spell only works within five hundred feet. We'll need to protect Herel as he tries to get close.” He looked behind, making sure the kid had followed. Herel's face was reserved, his gaze focused on the moon that continued to grow nearer and nearer. It filled almost the entire sky. “Herel,” Sonder said gently. The Sky Seeker's Revenge began to slow; another volley of magical bolts soared overhead. The boy's eyes met Sonder's. Dark, dimmed by the Ritual, but, in their depths, Sonder could still see the fire that burned within. “Are you ready?”

One nod. His hand gripped the spellscroll tightly in his hand. “I am.”

“Stay close to me, my son,” Artima said, clutching him by the shoulder.

“I will,” Herel intoned.

“And don't lose the scroll,” Ophie came to stand at his other side.

The Godskeep was close. The thralls loomed before them, the ship bringing them of a height. Their red eyes shone beneath their star-shaped masks, their hideous voices raised in a terrible refrain.

“Find the children; bring them to Her!”

“Find the children; bring Her their blood!”

The ship was inches from the walls of the Godskeep. Renna called from the helm, “Time to go!”

Readying his sword, Sonder waited until the side of the Sky Seeker's Revenge nearly collided with the castle and, using the momentum of the ship's sudden stop, flung himself from the deck, onto the ramparts, and into the outstretched arms of a dozen thralls.
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Antenel, Lusidi, Connal, and Nesryn landed next. They shouted their battle cries and pushed onward into the fray on either side of Sonder, who was already swinging his sword, using the flat of it like a bat to push the thralls that swarmed all around. He managed to knock a pair of the red-eyed creatures over the ramparts, their hideous snarls accompanying their falls. Turning, he sent another thrall flying to its backside with a well-timed hit, his magically glowing sword striking swift and true. His fear turned to elation. Maybe this wouldn't be so difficult after all. He turned to another thrall, and another, swinging his sword like the seasoned veteran he was, forcing his enemy back, clearing a path for those he was trying to let pass, never allowing their deadly hands to reach him.

Soon the four warriors had created enough room for Artima, Ophie, and Herel to cast themselves from the side of the Sky Seeker's Revenge, landing easily and gracefully upon the ramparts with the aid of their magic.

“We must get closer!” Artima commanded, her eyes on the gods conjoined high above. 

“Working on it!” Sonder grunted as he shoved another thrall away from the wizards. Antenel was next to him, using the length of his spear to jab at the oncoming creatures, who hissed in pain when the enchanted metal met their shimmering bodies. Lusidi and Connal worked on the opposite side, swords swinging in unison at their foes, while Nesryn worked alone, her arms a flurry of knives and shortswords and daggers. They were making progress, clearing the ramparts by inches, but it was slow, tiring work. No sooner did they strike down a thrall than two more stood in its place. And no sooner did they strike down those than their allies came rushing in. Where were they coming from? Sonder chanced a glance over the balustrade to the inner bailey. A group several hundred large awaited them below. They cried and flung magic from their fingertips, bolts of dark energy that Sonder had to stoop to avoid. “You could help, you know!” Sonder called out to Artima behind him.

“We must conserve our strength for the gods,” the sorceress countered. “You must get us close!”

The thralls kept coming. Those who had fallen below seemed to have found their way back up, and Sonder was suddenly shoved from behind, landing on the floor of the ramparts with a heavy thud.

He swore and twisted to his feet just in time to see the star-shaped mask hovering over him. It was Oris, he realized with disgust, or what used to be Oris. The man's eyes were red, his hands wasted and ghastly against the color-drained robes of Dartos he still wore. His mouth cracked into a grin as he stood over Sonder, and, for a moment, it seemed as if the former Prominent recognized who it was he had just struck from behind.

Knowing he had only seconds to stop the thrall's deadly touch, Sonder swung his sword with one hand, using the other to steady himself against the wall behind him, and felt the reassuring collision of flesh and steel. Oris howled and recoiled, falling to his knees. Thinking the thrall's stance was too solid for anything else, Sonder threw caution to the wind and dashed shoulder first, eyes trained on the thrall's hands. He twisted in the air to avoid their touch, and caught himself on the far end of the wall just as the Prominent was pushed over the ledge, landing below with a sickening crunch.

“No!” a voice cried. Garbled, mangled, inhuman though it was, Sonder knew whose voice it was. Leaning over the balustrade, Sonder watched in horror as Dienna, still wearing her large, archaic star mask, eyes as crimson as her robes had once been, ran, practically floated, to where Oris had fallen. She did not run to his aid, but, rather, to find his assailant. Several hundred feet below, Dienna's gaze locked with Sonder's.

“Dee!” he shouted over the din of the thralls, the clang of iron and steel. “Dee, can you hear me?”

Dienna did not reply. She raised her hand, pointing at the ramparts, and said to the thralls that surrounded her, “The child! We must have the child!”

The thralls hissed in glee and dispersed to the nearest stair. Dienna remained behind, staring up at her brother with her fiery gaze.

“Dienna!” he tried again. The recognition in Oris' eyes had renewed his hope. Maybe she was still in there, somewhere. “Dienna it's me, it's Sonder! Call them off, Dee! You don't know what you're doing!”

Again Dienna said nothing. She turned to another group of thralls, who had arrived behind her, seeming to await her orders. “The child!” she pointed again up to the ramparts where Herel was making his way down, flanked by Artima, Ophie, and the warriors. “Bring me the child!”

The thralls rushed off to the stairs, where they met the flat of Lusidi's great-sword as she bullied her way down.

“You don't want to help them, Dienna!” Sonder continued to call from the top of the ramparts, but Dienna took no heed. Whether to summon more support or to go in search of the other child she had been cursed to find, Sonder did not know, but Dienna soon turned on her heel and began to walk away. “No!” Sonder cried. He couldn't leave her. He couldn't let her be lost to the crowd of thralls that now flooded the inner bailey of the Godskeep. He looked around, trying to find some way to follow, but Herel and the others still struggled to take the stairs from the thralls, and there was no other way down from where they had landed.

“Sonder!” Antenel called from the top of the stair. His face was covered in sweat and blood, but whose it was, Sonder had no idea. “There!” he pointed, panting, to a spot below the wall. “Go!” he grunted, stabbing another thrall with the length of his spear. “Follow her!”

Sonder looked to where the elf had pointed and saw that, below the ramparts, the charred remains of several buildings had been gathered. Beams that were more ash than wood, old scraps of tapestries and other textiles that were too soot-covered to be used were heaped in a pile taller than he was. It wouldn't be a soft landing, but it would be better than falling like Oris.

He gave Antenel a nod, then, giving himself plenty of momentum, vaulted over the balustrade.

He landed hard. “Gods on high!” he swore. He looked down to see his leg covered in ash, blood spurting from the side of his thigh where a nail had pierced him below his chain-mail. He grunted, bringing himself to his feet as quickly as he could, and began to limp after his sister, whose ghastly robes could be seen disappearing around the remains of the Hall of Ceremony. “Dienna, wait!”

He kept to the shadows, trying to avoid being seen by the thralls that roved the inner bailey. Most of them were running in the direction of the stairs where Herel and his escorts still struggled to gain ground, or else to the east tower, over which Sonder could see the Sky Seeker's Revenge flying. Sonder rounded the corner of the Hall of Ceremony, and discovered, to his surprise, that Dienna was not there. He looked around in panic, certain that she had come this way, but, although he stood in perfect view of the entire eastern bailey, he saw no sign of his sister.

“Blast,” Sonder choked. “Where did she go?”

It was then that he saw that the double doors of the Hall of Ceremony, broken and covered in soot but somehow still standing on their hinges, were slightly ajar.

He followed inside.

The antechamber of the Hall of Ceremony was dark, empty. The sounds of the thralls outside seemed to fade unnaturally, as if the building existed in a space all its own, where the accursed creatures could not reach. Still gripping his sword, wary of having been led into a trap, Sonder stepped forward with caution.

“Dee?” his voice was absorbed by the derelict antechamber. “Are you in here?”

No answer. He crossed the room, coming to another set of double doors, leading to the Hall of Ceremony proper. Their hinges creaked loudly as he pushed them open, and, entering the back of the aisle beyond, Sonder let out a relieved sigh. There was Dienna. She knelt before the altar, or at least, what remained of the altar. The ceiling and second floor of the church had almost entirely collapsed, and its inner sanctum was completely exposed to the night sky. The moon was round and impossibly huge above. It silhouetted the sanctuary of the church like an over-sized halo, its craters and scars more visible than if Sonder were staring at it through one of Perrick's telescopes, and there, at its exact center, hovered the distant figures of the gods. 

More than five hundred feet in the air, Lantos and Seltos embraced just as Antenel had described. Seltos' hair undulated and flowed, her diamond-encrusted cloak glittering and swirling about her as if it were night itself. The emaciated form of Lantos, missing one forearm, held onto her as a dark aura grew and danced about them. Sonder could hear their voices, aged and decrepit, on the wings of the wind and wondered, fearfully, what kind of spell it was they were casting. Were they still trying to pull down the moon? Or was this something more sinister? Whatever it was, Sonder had no time to question it. He was here for his sister.

“Dienna,” Sonder called.

The thrall at the altar did not move.

“Dienna, you have to listen to me. You're under a curse, you're being used by the gods.” Sonder strode down the aisle to meet her. “Can you hear me? You're under a spell. You're not yourself. You have to snap out of it.” He reached the end of the aisle, and placed a hesitant hand on her shoulder. “Dee?”

The thrall recoiled with an angry hiss. 

“Easy there,” Sonder backed away, sword drawn as Dienna whipped about to face him. Eyes glowing red, she stood and advanced, deadly hands outstretched. “Now Dienna,” he tried another approach. Maybe she would recognize him if he acted like his old self. “You've really got to stop all this nonsense. What would Mother say? Or Father? I think they would be most disappointed in you for the trouble you've caused.”

The thrall lunged, “You disturb the gods. My communion fails!”

“Oh so that's what you're doing,” Sonder said, walking slowly backwards. Each step he took was agony, the wound in his thigh still spouting blood. “Trying to talk to those two lovebirds up there are you? Well, sorry to say, but you've got pretty poor taste in masters if you're taking orders from those lunatics. They're in some nasty business, Dee. Killing children, cursing their followers, making whole nations fight each other just to stretch their pathetically long and boring lives. But you remember all that, don't you?” Sonder asked, eyebrow raised. “You remember the Tome.”

Sonder thought he saw something flicker across Dienna's red-eyed gaze, but it was gone in an instant. She continued to advance, growling,“You have disturbed my mission. You must die.”

“Your mission?” Sonder barked a laugh. “Your mission was to expose the gods. But here you are, at their side. Don't you remember? You fought for years to keep your people safe while our friends fought to end them. That end is now, Dienna. They're up there, in that ship, ready to deal the final blow,” Sonder inclined his head to the Sky Seeker's Revenge, which could be seen flying in silhouette across the ever-growing moon, banking past the entwined forms of Seltos and Lantos, trying to gain altitude to reach them. “You remember Meredith and Endrick, don't you? She's your best friend, and he saved your life on more than one occasion. They love you dearly, almost as much as I do.”

The enthralled Dienna stopped. Her hands lowered a fraction, and the hellish glow of her eyes started to flicker.

“Meredith?” Dienna rasped. “Endrick?”

“Yes,” Sonder answered, trying to contain his excitement. He was getting somewhere. He was going to save her! “Yes, Meredith Hauvish and Endrick Arelo. You've known Meredith your whole life. We used to play together. Remember when I found that fox?” he smiled at the memory. “You were going to tell Father, but I bribed you with a trip to the kitchens—but I was caught, and I had to endure one of father's long-winded lectures while you and Meredith watched the cub, and when Father came back to deal my punishment—”

“He caught us playing with it,” Dienna seemed just as stunned at her response as Sonder. She placed a hand to her lips, as if unsure that it was she who had just spoken. Her eyes still glowed crimson, but now there was pain in their depths, confusion. “What is happening?” she rasped, her voice once more mangled, as if her throat had been slashed with knives. “What have you done?”

“Father called for Mother,” Sonder continued, stepping closer to the confused thrall, “Meredith was sent away, and you and I had to go to bed without supper. But what happened next Dee? What did you do?”

“I remember,” Dienna spoke, her voice returning to normal. She groaned, and placed a hand on her head. “I remember, sliding bread beneath your door—” She fell to her knees, crying out in pain. It was a terrible howl, and Sonder beheld his sister with mild panic. What if he'd pushed her too far? What if breaking the curse meant breaking her too?

“No, Dee, that was another time,” Sonder said gently. “You slipped me many a slice of bread, many a bit of cheese when I was locked in my room as a child. Even when it was my own fault, you could never stand to watch me suffer. You're still the same,” he took another step forward. She was staring at him now, motionless. Her hands, with their deadly touch, were poised in the air as if to strike him, but she did not move. “You still can't stand to see the people you love suffer. It was your greatest strength as Keeper, and your greatest folly.”

“Keeper?” the thrall asked, still immobile.

“You were the Keeper of the Gods,” Sonder said. “You were the head of the Way, responsible for all its teachings, all its workings, all its people. You were born to be Keeper, younger sibling or not. You took our father's mantle. You succeeded him when he died. You were the Faithful's greatest ally. You knew the secrets of the gods—hell, you were the one who discovered them—and despite that, no, because of that, you dedicated your life to protecting those the gods continuously try to exploit.”

“The gods are,” the thrall began, but when she continued, it was with Dienna's voice. “False.” She fell to her knees once more, groaning and writhing in pain. Sonder was suddenly reminded of the spell Dartos had used on them at the Battle of the Godskeep. Like the Spell of Invocation Transference, his magic had been based on belief—he could only use it to hurt those who believed in his divinity. What if the curse of Seltos was the same?

“That's right, Dee, the gods are false,” Sonder said, trying to ignore the agony he felt for his sister as her body was wracked with violent spasms. “They're wizards. Their names are Jezla and Rollis. You slew their brother, Dartos, who was once the wizard Yorn. You saw through his lies. You stopped believing in him, and you plunged Artima's knife through his heart.”

Dienna was panting on the ground, her head clutched in both hands, screaming. “I remember!” she cried. “I remember!” Her eyes were still red, her voice garbled, “The children!” she cried. “We must have the children! The Lady” she grunted, “commands!”

“No!” Sonder returned. He placed his hands on her shoulders, desperate to regain the clarity that seemed to be slipping, “No! Don't listen to her!” He looked into her eyes, trying not to recoil for how horribly they shone, “Remember the truth, Dienna. Remember the Tome! Remember me!”

A shadow passed overhead.

Sonder looked up to see the Sky Seeker's Revenge soaring across the face of the moon, higher now that it had been before, pitching forward in an attempt to reach the gods. They were close to them now, close to where Seltos and Lantos embraced in the throes of their spellcasting, but, just as the ship's long bowsprit seemed about to pierce through the veil of darkness that surrounded the chanting gods, there was a resounding boom, and the Sky Seeker's Revenge began to fall through the sky.

“No!” Sonder gasped.

He watched, horrified, as the ship plummeted, reaching its final velocity and colliding headlong with the east tower. It splintered and shattered into a thousand pieces, its form lost beneath a giant plume of flame, but the gods seemed unfazed by this development. They continued the spell that bound them high in the sky, heedless of the chaos below.

But Dienna saw.

No longer afflicted by the thoughts that had nearly broken the curse, she watched with her fearsome red gaze as the rear of the ship fell into the bailey not far from where Sonder could see Artima, Ophie, and Herel fighting a host of thralls in the distance with a flurry of magic. Herel looked just as stunned as Sonder to see the great ship fall. The boy stopped in his tracks, looking for one disbelieving moment at the smoldering wreckage of the ship, before running headlong toward it.

“Herel, no, what are you doing?” Sonder exclaimed, knowing full well that the kid couldn't hear him. He was running away from his mothers, leaving Artima and Ophie behind as he practically dove into the ruined hull of the Sky Seeker's Revenge to seek its fallen inhabitants.

“The child,” Dienna whispered. “The child!”

Before he could react, Dienna shot a force of energy from her fingertips, sending Sonder flying into the decrepit remains of the church's pews.

“Argh!” Something smacked into his head as he landed with force on wood and stone. He struggled to get to his feet, pain shooting down his spine and through his legs with every movement—but he had to keep going. Herel was in danger. He had to save him. He had to try. “Dee!” he coughed. “Wait!” But it was too late. His sister had already left the Hall of Ceremony by way of its mostly decimated wall, floating across the bailey and screeching for the Chosen Son.

Grunting in pain, Sonder stuck his sword between the stones and hauled himself up. He caught his breath for a moment, brought his sword to both hands, then, blood on his lips and pouring down his leg, Sonder Darpentus followed after his sister.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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Meredith watched with hands clutching the railing as Sonder leaped from the Sky Seeker's Revenge onto the thrall-infested ramparts of the Godskeep. Antenel was next to follow, then Lusidi, Connal, and Nesryn all flung themselves after him. Harrowing minutes passed as the warriors drove back their foes, Renna holding the ship steady as they worked to clear ground for Artima, Ophie, and Herel to join them. Artima surveyed the scene below with a cool expression, and, in minutes, turned to her lover and son and called out, “Now!”

Herel gave Etia a grim nod as Ophie spoke the words of magic, and the three of them floated effortlessly down from the flying ship to the blasted battlements below.

“Moving out!” Renna called from the helm. “To positions!”

“Come, Etia,” Meredith took the girl's hand and together they ran to the starboard side. Endrick was positioned further ahead, near the front of the ship. He stood with staff in hand, looking at a patch of ominously dark magic that obscured part of the behemoth moon.

“Do you see them, Meredith?” he asked over the rush of the wind. “They are casting a spell.”

Meredith followed his gaze and gasped. They were closer now, Lantos and Seltos. What had before been visible only through Perrick's telescope could now be seen plainly. The gods were still locked in a smothering embrace, magic dark and powerful swirling and coalescing around their larger-than life forms.

“Mama,” Etia looked up at them, anguished. “Papa.”

“Everyone ready?” Renna shouted. “Archmage? Master Jerritt?”

“Aye,” Endrick's father replied. He and Korina were stationed on the port side, in much the same configuration as Meredith and Endrick.

“Meredith, Endrick, Etia?” the captain called.

“Aye,” Endrick answered.

“What about me?” Perrick was running across the deck of the ship like a chicken suddenly sprung from the coop. “Where am I to go? What am I to do?”

“Keep an eye on those two,” Endrick replied, motioning with his staff to the gods. “Inform us immediately if anything changes.”

Perrick seemed delighted at this prospect. Fetching one of the abandoned telescopes, he said, “Yes, absolutely! I would like nothing better!”

“Hang on!” Renna commanded, and no sooner had she spoken than the Sky Seeker's Revenge began to bank wide and to the left, bringing the ship's port side closer to the east tower.

Thralls covered this tower as much as the west. They watched their approach with red eyes, mouths open in their cajoling refrain.

“The child! The child! Bring Her the child!”

“Not today!” Renna answered with a wild laugh, and the Sky Seeker's Revenge suddenly lunged forward, almost ramming into the column.

The thralls recoiled as the ship passed just over their heads, some of them having the wherewithal to cast their accursed bolts of magic in their direction.

“Etia, get down,” Meredith covered the girl's head and forced them both downward. Above them, Endrick retaliated.

“Alstal imet sotha!” light flared from the tip of his staff, the blast hitting several thralls as the ship flew over the ramparts. 

“Don't waste your magic, boy!” Jerritt bellowed from across the deck. He and Archmage Korina were already casting spells of their own against the thralls, countering their magical volleys with shields of light.

Endrick did not reply. Hauling Meredith to her feet, he said, “They have learned new tricks since last we fought them.”

“I wonder how,” Meredith replied over the din of the battle. She clutched at the soul amulet beneath her robes. That could have been a direct hit. She swallowed. She didn't want to know what would've happened if she hadn't moved out of the way in time.

Endrick shook his head, “The gods have not been idle, I am sure. They have given their servants more power in an attempt to keep us away. Whatever they do up there,” his brown eyes darted to the moon, “is too important to interrupt.”

“Well, we'd better interrupt it then,” Meredith smiled grimly.

“Renna,” Endrick called to the captain, who was laughing maniacally as she spun the helm to keep the ship away from the range of magical volleys sent by the furious thralls. “Bring us closer! We must be in range to cast the spell!”

“Aye,” Renna replied. “Master Jerritt, I'll need your assistance.”

Endrick's father moved quickly to the helm, and, after a moment's deliberation, the two raised their staves and began to cast their spell. The ship started to rock and rumble and, just in time, Meredith grabbed the side of the railing and pulled Etia close. The Sky Seeker's Revenge shot upward in a nearly vertical line, their sudden velocity sending Meredith's stomach violently into her feet. Up and up they rocketed—until the Godskeep was no more than a toy beneath the ship. But the gods, it seemed, were further away than they'd thought. They hovered in each other's arms, still several hundred feet above the rocketing vessel, entirely heedless of their adversaries' approach.

The ship stopped abruptly, and Meredith had to wait several seconds for her vision to clear and her stomach to settle. Closer now than they had been, she looked to Lantos and Seltos and realized with a sense of growing dread that they had made themselves appear much, much larger than they normally were. They were twenty or more feet in height and, just like the moon, seemed to be growing even as Meredith watched. Seltos' hair, blacker than night and dotted by a veil of pearls, extended far past her ankles, and Lantos' pallid skin seemed to be glowing almost translucent as his form stretched, his already long arms and legs grotesque and lanky.

“We're still too far,” Endrick shouted.

“I know!” Renna snapped, one hand on her staff. “We'll have to bank for it!” The captain began once more to spin the wheel with fury, and the Sky Seeker's Revenge began to bank slowly upwards into the sky. Minutes passed as they spiraled higher and higher, still bombarded by the magical bolts flung by the thralls far below. Korina and Jerritt resumed their defense of the ship, and Meredith watched with eyes like a hawk for any errant volley that might strike her or Etia, ready to shield her with magic, if not with her body, as Renna brought the ship closer and closer to the gods.

“Meredith,” Etia tugged at her robes.

“Not now, Etia,” Meredith replied, eyes still locked ahead of her. She clutched the counter-spell in one hand, wondering when it would be best to unfurl it. Her hands shook. “Do you have your knife?”

“Yes, Meredith, but—”

“Good, keep it out, keep it ready,” she said, trying not to let her panic show. “We should be in range soon.”

Etia fell silent, and the ship continued its upward spiral. Endrick had also retrieved the counter-spell from within his robes, and was holding it poised before him, waiting until the perfect moment to begin its casting.

“I will attempt the spell first,” Endrick bellowed. He glanced backward, “Etia, stand close to me. I'll have need of you soon.”

“Yes, Endrick, but—”

“But what, little one?” Endrick asked, now turning fully around, and both he and Meredith gasped in unison. Something was happening to Etia. The same dark energy that surrounded her parents hundreds of feet above surrounded the girl as well, seemed to be wrapping itself around her small form like the silk of a spider, her iridescent skin losing its luster, dull and ashen beneath the pall of the dark magic's web.

“I feel strange,” Etia said, wrapping her arms around herself. She held the knife Artima had enchanted in one hand, shaking as if with fever as the magic continued to encompass her. “What's happening to me?”

“That spell,” Meredith looked to the girl's parents, rotating, almost dancing in the air before the lager-than-life moon. The dark energy that encompassed Seltos and Lantos was growing thicker. It solidified around them, a perverse cocoon. “It must be blood magic,” Meredith realized with horror. “It's affecting you just as it affects them!”

“Can't you stop it?” Etia looked truly unwell. The ship jerked in the air, and she fell into the railing with a pitiful sound. She clutched the side of the ship, tried to pull herself up, but the dark magic only grew around her, hardening around her small body just as it did around the false ones high above.

“Endrick,” Meredith turned to the wizard. His expression was torn. He looked from the girl, to the gods, to the scroll in his hand.

“I must cast the counter-spell,” he pleaded.

“Endrick,” Etia whimpered, slumping to her knees as the black mass of energy began to blot out her skin, her hair. “Please...”

There was a moment's hesitation before Endrick shoved the spellscroll back into his robes and knelt at the girl's side.

“I will attend to her,” he said gruffly. “Ready the counter-spell Meredith; you will have to be the one to cast it.”

“Yes,” Meredith barely heard her own faint reply. Etia would be alright. She had to be. She would not lose her. Not now, not like this. Endrick would find a way. He would break whatever spell threatened to overtake the Pearlchild. He would save her from the wrath of the gods who had made her.

“Endrick! Meredith!” Perrick was shouting from the port side of the ship. He ran up to her, Lantonian robes flapping wildly about in the wind and waving one of his telescopes in hand.

“Not now,” Meredith snapped, hands unfurling the counter-spell. “We're a little busy at the moment!”

“But you must see this!” Perrick fairly shrieked. He thrust the telescope at her. “The gods! They are beginning to transform!”

“Transform?” Meredith snatched the telescope from him. She had been able to see the gods well enough without it, but a look through its lens now showed details she had been unable to decipher before. The eyes of the gods were open, vacant and white. Their mouths still spoke, still chanted their clandestine ritual, but now Meredith could see blood flowing down the centers of their lips, blood that met and coalesced somewhere between Seltos' breasts and Lantos' sunken chest. Was there no end to their power? They had been casting for entire minutes, had been drawing from their vast well of energy for longer than Meredith would have ever thought possible. How many prayers had it taken? How many songs of praise and worship had been sung? How many lives had been spent in contented ignorance to collect the power needed to perform such a task? “I see the darkness grow around them, but I don't see any kind of transformation—”

“Look there, at their arms!” Perrick instructed.

Meredith shifted the position of the telescope and let out a startled cry. Lusidi had sliced the forearm of Lantos clean off, but there, ghastly and formed of the very darkness of night itself, the god had grown himself a new one. And that was not all that she saw. One of Seltos' arms, which had before been entwined around Lantos' back in a lover's embrace, was now somehow reaching through his back and out the other side.

“What are they doing?” Meredith lowered the telescope, mouth open in horror-stricken astonishment. She had never seen anything like this, had never heard of anything like this—not in all the years she'd spent hunting after the gods. Their avatars had never been seen in the same place at the same time, let alone morphing into each other.

“I don't know,” Perrick's voice was small and strangely wistful. “But I am glad I am here to see it.”

Meredith didn't share the sentiment.

She drew her own small knife, hardly sharp, used on the road for preparing meals, and knelt to reach Etia's hand. Endrick was still struggling with the spell that had bled over from Lantos and Seltos and into their daughter, although he had managed to weaken its effects. A dark aura still surrounded the girl, but it had lost much of its substance. Meredith was able to pass her hand through it, icy cold, and, at a reassuring look from Endrick, she poised the knife in the center of Etia's palm, waiting, her gaze on the gods high above.

She need not wait long.

The ship accelerated. Meredith could hear the fervent chanting of Renna, Jerritt, and the Archmage as the Sky Seeker's Revenge shot like an arrow up, up toward the moon, flung from some bow unseen at the heart of the intertwining gods.

“Now!” Endrick instructed.

“Halmet amund al-joras,” Meredith began the spell half a second before. “Sanguitia al-mortesti, yuliah amnet kaoros,” the ship was nearly of a height with them now, but Meredith was only dimly aware of the gods ahead. The amulet she wore against her skin began to pulse and verve with life as her soul reveled in the spellcasting. “Joras amund halmeti, yuliah amnet kaorosi, teah maroti,” she drew the knife across Etia's palm and brought the blade to the parchment of the scroll. “Ut. Met. Almet,” she drew a circle with the blood, slashed by a single, vertical line. “Sanguitia—”

But she couldn't finish. Seconds from completing the spell, Meredith heard a loud boom, and her lungs suddenly seemed to lose all air. Breathless and startled, Meredith came out of the trance of her spellcasting, and saw, to her horror, that the bowsprit of the Sky Seeker's Revenge had collided with the magic surrounding the dancing deities.

And it was beginning to break.

“No!” Endrick shouted.

Meredith had hardly a moment to think as the deck of the ship tore beneath her feet. Knowing only that she could not leave Endrick and Etia's side, she leaped across the now several-foot wide crack that separated them, landing somewhere between his arms and hers. She held her knife in one hand, the scroll in the other, both ineffectual and useless as they plummeted to the earth.

Renna was shouting a string of obscenities from the helm as Jerritt and Archmage Korina, more practically, had begun to cast a spell that Meredith hoped would slow the rate of their fall. She clung to Etia, shielding her against the rail of the ship with her own body as Endrick shielded her, staff raised as he cast what Meredith recognized as a spell of protection.

“Hold on to me,” Meredith instructed the girl. She held her tighter. “Don't let go.”

Whether Etia could hear her over the terrifying sounds of the ship bursting into a thousand pieces and the wailing of the jubilant thralls, Meredith did not know. She hugged Etia close, closed her eyes, and waited for impact.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirty-Five
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Herel landed between his mothers on the Godskeep's ramparts, and already the thralls were upon them. Ophie threw a spell at the oncoming creatures, a ray of light extending from her hand and hitting multiple thralls square on. The masked creatures howled in pain. One fell back against the ramparts, and Herel, seizing the opportunity, propelled the thing over the wall with a well-timed shove.

“Careful!” Artima pushed Herel away as another thrall almost reached him with its deadly grasp. “Go that way, that way!” his mother urged him toward the green plate armor of Lusidi, who was using her massive sword to bat three thralls at a time.

“Stay close, Master Herel!” Lusidi grunted as he came to stand in her shadow. “They can't get around me!”

But no sooner had she said this than another thrall rushed from her other side. Herel lunged away as it ran to him, shouting, “The child! The child!” before one of Nesryn's light-enchanted knives caught it in the throat, and it fell to the ground in agony. 

“Connal, move on! Follow Lord Sonder!” Lusidi commanded, but the young Holy Guardsman was caught in a fight between himself and two thralls whose masks were more ornate than the others, one short and squat, the other tall and rotund. The Prominents, Herel realized with dim horror—Lady Amelie and Lord Varent. They seemed stronger than the others, for whenever Connal struck them with the tip of his enchanted sword, they would cry in pain, but would not falter.

“I need help!” Connal shouted. “They're too strong!”

Lusidi answered his call with lightning speed. She rushed at the two Prominents, using the flat of her sword as a barrier between herself and their deadly touch, and, in one fearsome motion, she shoved them from the ramparts. 

Connal stooped to catch his breath, hands on his knees. “Thanks,” he looked gratefully up to his savior.

Lusidi grabbed him by the arm and flung him forward, where Antenel and Nesryn had located a flight of stairs, and were beginning to descend. “You can thank me later. We need to move.”

They ran to the stairs, dashing as quickly as they could across the ramparts, but they were not fast enough. Thralls were already climbing the crumbling stair from below. They made no use of the steps, climbing instead on each other's backs and shoulders in an attempt to reach Herel, whom they sought with a mad frenzy. Even stuck between the immense form of Lusidi in front and his own two mothers behind, Herel felt fear grip his heart as they called for him.

“Find the boy! Find the children!”

“Bring them to Her!”

“Bring them to Her!”

Herel tried not to look at their hellish eyes, tried to drown out the sounds of their guttural howls by reciting the words of the counter-spell in his mind, but it was hard to ignore the hands that stretched and groped for him by the hundreds from below. He didn't fear their deadly touch—the thrall's chorus told him that gods still wanted the children alive—but seeing how often those hands nearly collided with the people he loved made even his soulless body ache with dread.

“We'll never get anywhere at this rate,” Artima snapped behind him. “And where's he off to?”

Herel turned just in time to see Sonder leap from the battlements and land in a heap of rubble and ash in the bailey. He stood on uncertain legs, righted his sword, and dashed across the bailey in the shadows of the eastern hall.

“To his sister,” Herel replied, seeing the long hair and robes of the thrall who had gone before him into the Hall of Ceremony. 

“A waste of time,” Artima cursed. She flung a quick spell of light at an encroaching thrall. “He's supposed to be helping us!”

“We cannot reach the gods even with his help,” Ophie's head was tilted back, one hand shielding her eyes from the unnaturally bright light of the giant moon. “The ship is closer to them by far. We have chosen the wrong path.”

“Then we will at least make ourselves a diversion,” Artima replied grimly. “And hope that those two young fools on the ship can cast the spell for us.”

Ophie gave the other woman a look of perplexity, “You will not cast the counter-spell?”

“I do not think it is our fate to cast that spell this night,” Artima answered. “Considering we're still stuck on these blasted stairs.”

“Then let us become unstuck from the stairs,” Ophie whispered. She took a step to the side and brought both hands together as in prayer. She clapped them once, and when she drew them apart again a tongue of molten light stretched long between them.

“Uh, Lusidi,” Herel tugged at the arm she wasn't currently using to swing her sword. “You might want to get down.”

Lusidi took one look back at Ophie and yelled, “Duck!”

The tongue of light whipped overhead of Lusidi and the warriors, almost singeing the top of the woman's head as it made contact with one, two, three thralls who stood before them. Not yet finished, the tongue of light retracted, then flung three, four more times forward, knocking away dozens of their foes and completely clearing the remainder of the crumbling stair.

“Forward!” Antenel commanded. He led them, charging, from the base of the stair across the bailey, but they were quickly met once more by their adversaries. The elf kept them at bay with the tip of his long spear, stabbing and thrusting and urging them backward. The thralls coward before him. He struck them quick and precise, one falling before another, until he had cleared several more feet of room.

“Behind you!” Herel called in alarm as two of the fallen thralls rose to their feet.

Antenel turned in time to pierce one in the chest, but missed the other when the point of his spear glanced harmlessly off of its metallic mask. Herel rushed forward, breaking away from his mothers and Lusidi, and cast the spell of light.

“Alstal imet sotha!” Herel flung his hands, but the beam of light did not spring from the tips of his fingers as brilliantly as it ought. Dismayed and suddenly regretting his decision to undergo the Ritual, Herel tried again. “Alstal imet sotha!” he cried, and this time his spell did not falter. A ray of light, warmer than the cold glow of the growing moon, washed over the thrall. It let go of Antenel's spear, which it had grappled in both of its hands, and recoiled backward with an anguished cry.

Antenel's elven eyes locked with his. “Thank you,” he breathed, his expression betraying his surprise.

Before Herel could reply, Lusidi entered the fray, swinging her sword like a bat. “Don't stray, Master Herel!” she commanded. “Connal, watch behind!”

“Aye, my lady,” Connal called back, already deep in combat with two thralls who had risen from the stairs. Herel's heart sank. It seemed that, no matter how quickly they incapacitated the creatures, the thralls recovered from their wounds at an alarming rate. Herel watched, eyes narrowed, trying to gauge how much time his mother's enchantment on the warriors' weapons was buying them, but soon found it too difficult to keep track of the rising and falling of their foes. The thralls were everywhere and all around.

“We'll be overrun,” Artima echoed Herel's thoughts.

“I cannot perform that spell again,” Ophie replied, her lined face haggard and pale. She shot off a quick spell of light at the thralls behind them. “It is beyond my grasp now, as is the counter-spell.”

“I can—” Herel's reply was cut short by his other mother.

“You will do no such thing,” Artima snapped. She threw another spell of light behind them, while Lusidi and the others faced the thralls who came from the front. They were in a bad spot now—they'd reached the middle of the bailey, or as near to the middle as they could be considering that it was strewn with the rubble of both the old barracks and the Hall of Ceremony. The thralls had ample cover to hide amongst the remains of the now ruined Godskeep, plenty of stands of stone and mortar to use as  cover, while Herel and his guard were completely exposed. Herel huddled behind Lusidi, keeping as close to her as he could, while his mother began to cast a spell behind him.

“Cover me,” she bellowed to Ophie as she suddenly broke from the group, dashing forward with a speed that surprised Herel. Her lithe form was aglow, and she ran, long hair and sleeves trailing behind her, directly into the heart of the attacking thralls. She did not stay long in their ranks. Apparently protected from their deathly touch, Artima began to climb to the top of the rubble, moving hand over hand with precision as she scaled a crumbling wall. Reaching the top, she held her arms wide and raised them overhead. Her dark eyes flashed and her face flushed with the thrill of her spellcasting such as Herel had never seen. She had been too ill most of his life, too affected by Seltos' curse to ever show her son the true depths of her power. If he hadn't already known the price she'd paid for that power, Herel might not have beheld her with such an agonizing mixture of love and fear.

“Norit-al almendi,” her voice was deep, melodious. It echoed loud and furious across the battered Godskeep, louder in Herel's ears than the incessant chanting of the gods, who were floating hundreds of feet in the air above them. “Ulsinti uro almendi kahl-seh!”

A monstrous serpent burst from Artima's hands.

Larger-than-life and made of radiant light, the hooded illusion gave a grievous hiss as it formed, falling to the ground with a weight as if it had been made of flesh and bone. Tall as the walls of the Godskeep, the immense snake snapped with fangs larger than Artima herself at the thralls, who were running in panic from the beast. Thralls lay fallen in its wake, but, more importantly, the snake had used its long coils to corral even more of their number into the far corner of the bailey, trapping them between its glowing magical body and the western wall.

Lusidi, Antenel, Connal, and Nesryn lowered their weapons, apparently grateful for the short respite. Lusidi went over to Connal, assessing the wounds on his face and arms, which he had sustained from falling on the latter half of the stairs. Nesryn was speaking to Antenel in rapid elluini and gesturing emphatically at various points around the bailey. Ophie was standing near the warriors, leaning heavily against a mound of rubble, her neck craned upward to behold the gods above.

Artima carefully lowered herself from the decrepit wall on which she stood, and Herel rushed to her side. She hadn't even broken a sweat.

“That was,” he faltered, once again conflicted. She could not have cast such a powerful spell without her soul. They owed their lives to her—and to the nameless boy she had killed to reclaim it. He bit his lip, fighting at once the dull ache of nothingness and the urge to run into his mother's arms. “Terrifying.”

Artima's expression softened, “I know, my son. But you need not look at me with such fear.”

“But you're so,” he faltered, taking a step back. “Powerful.”

“Yes,” Artima hissed. The serpent she had summoned still held the thralls, trapped them with its huge, shimmering body.

“You could be as powerful as them,” Herel looked up to the gods. They were locked in their embrace, obscured by a dark aura that seemed to solidify around them. The Sky Seeker's Revenge was spiraling up toward them, would soon be of a height with the false ones. It seemed, for those brief moments, like one of the wizards aboard the flying ship was sure to cast the counter-spell at any moment. Herel wished to watch them, his blood racing in anticipation, but his mother's unprecedented display of power had unnerved him. 

“I could,” she stepped nearer and placed her small, delicate hand on his dark cheek. “But I will not. Even before I knew your father, even before he deceived me with his false claims of divinity, I made no such plans as the gods. I wanted only to live with my magic. To study it, tame it, wield it in a way that benefited myself and my ogre kin.”

“You could have done that with the Repository,” Herel snapped. He felt revulsion, loathing, hatred for his mother and her awful work—and he hated that he even could feel that way. “You didn't need to take your soul back,” he accused. “You don't need this much power.”

Artima's voice was strained to the point of breaking, “You know that all I have done, I have done for you.”

Herel grimaced. It wasn't true. He knew. He knew what she had done, knew how she had recovered her soul from the Repository, and he knew that Herel had not been even a spark in her eye when she had committed her darkest deed. She had murdered that child for herself, for her own benefit, and no one else's. “I'm not sure I believe you, Mother.”

Artima's eyes widened, and their facade shattered completely. Herel saw fear, shame, regret, flicker across her face, a sadness so profound that he felt it seep into him from the other side of the soulless haze of the Ritual. “Have you truly lost your faith in me, Herel?” she asked, dark eyes imploring as she cupped his face with one hand, “It is true. I wish you had not taken the Ritual. I wish you had not followed that dark and dreary path, but you must know, my son—I am your mother, and I will always love you, no matter the cost, no matter the folly you may commit.”

Herel was about to argue, about to say that this wasn't about his Ritual, when her words finally struck home. She loved him. No matter the folly, no matter the cost. She loved him. And didn't he feel the same? She had done unspeakable wrong. She had committed deeds evil and foul. But look at her now. Look at who she protected—not just Herel, but those she had once considered her enemies, those whom she had wronged and who had wronged her in turn. She had never used her power as the gods had. She had not called the stars from the sky nor the moon from the heavens to frighten her people into offering up their prayers; she had not tried to cling to this life by magic too dark and powerful to be borne. Herel was more guilty of that than she. He was the one who had, only weeks ago, planned to use the Spell of Invocation Transference for his own lofty and misguided ambitions, not her.

Herel felt his anger subsiding, felt the cool neutral of his new soulless state return. There was a fluttering of love there, too, just noticeable under the surface. Herel hoped nothing would ever take that away, not his mother's actions, not the effects of the Ritual, not Herel's own misgivings. 

And his mother could sense it. She gave one of her rare smiles, which Herel could swear he hadn't seen since he'd been a young child, and she opened her mouth to speak, but whatever words she spoke were drowned out by a loud, resounding boom.

“Roshan save us!” Antenel pointed skyward. “Look!”

Herel lifted his gaze to see, as if time itself had slowed, the Sky Seeker's Revenge collide with the gods.

“No!” Herel cried. “Etia!”

The ship cracked first in twain, then into a dozen pieces, the cracks spreading like ripples across its hull. Masts fell, sails tore and flew limply in the wind, and the ship fell through the sky in huge, shattered chunks before crashing into the east wing of the Godskeep, where it splintered and split into so many slivers of wood.

Not half a second after its impact, the serpent his mother had summoned gave a loud shriek from across the bailey. Its magic was failing. The serpent's tail had vanished to nothing, its midsection soon to follow, then, lastly, with an ear-piercing cry, its hooded head winked out of existence, freeing the thralls it had trapped against the Godskeep's walls.

The red-eyed creatures raised their voices in a fearsome cry.

“The children! Find the children! Find them!”

Herel was already running for the wreckage of the ship, only dimly aware of his mother calling his name. The part of him that had so easily forgiven the sorceress for her past transgressions regretted running away from the safety of her arms, but the rest of Herel's mind was intent on reaching the smoldering debris that had just collided with the earth. Etia was in there. Was she alright? Had she survived the fall? What if she was hurt? He must reach her before the thralls.

“Etia!” he shouted. The remains of the Sky Seeker's Revenge were on fire. Not thinking for one second of sparing his magic, Herel summoned water to his fingertips and doused the roaring flame, rushing in as the ash still smoldered. He pushed aside plank after plank, not caring that the charring lumber burned his hands and stained them black. He had to find her. She had to be alright.

The air was acrid with smoke. He coughed and wheezed as he fought his way through the wreck. Behind him, he could hear the sounds of battle and the hackle-raising refrain of the thralls. “Etia!” he cried.

“Herel,” a weak voice answered.

He looked to his right and saw a small, dark arm protruding from beneath a portion of sail and mast. “Etia!” he ran to her and, with a strength born of panic, rolled the huge beam away. He slashed through the sail with his own small knife and pushed off several splintered planks to reveal Etia, Meredith, and Endrick. He at first thought the wizards were unconscious, but, as the light of the supernatural moon reached their faces, Meredith and Endrick's eyes began to flutter open, and Etia captured Herel with her own deep blue eyes that always seemed to beckon.

“You're alright,” Etia smiled faintly.

“Of course I'm alright,” Herel scoffed, looking down at where she lay, covered in ash and wood. “I'm not the one who just had a ship fall on them.”

“It helps if you're falling too, I guess,” Etia's smile grew.

“And if you have wizards there to protect you,” Meredith was slowly coming to her knees. Her black and gray robes had been torn in several places, and Herel thought he saw a glimpse of something that shone a bright and brilliant turquoise on her chest. When she looked up and saw Herel, Meredith's eyes widened, and she turned her shoulders from him as if to hide it. “Herel?” she demanded, incredulous. “What are you doing here? Who's casting the counter-spell? Where,” she looked around desperately, “where are the others?”

“Thralls!” Endrick warned, already on his feet. He stood atop a mound of rubble, watching as the hundreds of creatures previously guarded by Artima's serpent sprinted across the bailey. Lusidi, Antenel, Nesryn, and Connal met the creatures head-on while Artima and Ophie lingered behind, ready to aid the warriors with their magic.

Endrick hauled Meredith to her feet while Herel helped Etia to hers. “We must go,” Endrick said. He glanced to the heavens, “The gods are still up there. We may yet have time, but we must hurry, or we will be overrun.”

“But what about the others?” Etia protested. “Perrick, Renna, the Archmage—your father!”

Endrick's face was grim. Herel had never seen such fear in his eyes, such raw emotion. “We will search,” he said, “but quickly! Every second brings them closer.”

Etia was already moving rubble with her hands, calling out the names of their fallen shipmates. Herel was right beside her, ever watchful of the battle that raged not far away and the thralls that were gliding nearer. Perrick was discovered clutching a telescope, his fall cushioned by a gathering of canvas, while Jerritt and Korina had been able to shield themselves from the impact and were in much the same condition as Meredith, Endrick, and Etia. It had taken several minutes longer to find Renna. They had all been digging frantically through the remains of the Sky Seeker's Revenge when Meredith had, at last, given a glad cry and pulled the other woman up from beneath the wheel of the helm, which had trapped her under its steel-enforced weight.

“Thanks Mer,” Renna choked as Meredith supported her, one arm around her shoulders. The blonde wizard coughed. “My shield went up too late. Damn thing feels like it broke a rib.”

“Save your breath then,” Meredith cautioned her as Perrick came to support her other side. “Can you move? We have to get out of here. The thralls—”

“Look alive,” Jerritt called from the front of the group. “They're coming!”

Several dozen of the red-eyed creatures had slipped by either side of the fighters and were running toward the ruined ship with newfound fury. Herel was startled to see that Uncle Sonder was following them, chasing after one thrall in particular.

“Oh no,” Herel intoned. It was Dienna. There was no mistaking her, even in the accursed state she was in. Herel recognized the cut of her garb, the long hair, the mouth that curled and snarled as she commanded the small group of thralls that had broken through and were even now calling for his and his cousin's blood.

Jerritt and Archmage Korina took forward positions and, in unison, raised their staves high in the air. They began to chant, and suddenly a nimbus of light shot from between them. Their barrage was enough to detain half the oncoming thralls, but Dienna and several others still ran onward.

“Dienna!” Sonder was shouting at his sister as he came up behind. “Dienna stop! Remember me! Remember your mission!”

“The children!” Dienna answered. Her eyes locked with Herel and Etia's, and Herel felt his heart skip in his chest. They were red and glowing, hellish and demonic, but there was also a deadly intelligence to them that the boy had not expected. Was it just him, or did it seem like she recognized her quarry?

Endrick was next to attack the thralls. “Alstal imet sotha!” he cried, taking out two of the creatures with his ray of light. Meredith was quick to repeat the spell, taking out three more, but they could not repel them all. Two thralls that had not been hit were soon upon them, and Archmage Korina was barely able to cast her own spell in time to knock them back. No sooner had she done this than several more who had fallen rose to their feet and began once again to advance. Herel took Etia by the arm and went to stand behind Meredith and Endrick. They were the only others who still had the strength to use the counter-spell, although that strength was fading fast. Spell after spell they cast, each less potent than the last, each doing less and less to the thralls who continued to break past the warriors ahead.

The thralls seemed to sense their victory. They shouted with glee as they saw their opponents weakening, their cries mingling in cacophony with the magical chanting of the gods, who were still caught in their mad embrace before the moon that was now so close that the very ground beneath their feet began to rumble and quake.

Sonder struggled to reach his sister now, the other thralls forming a shield before their leader. Herel watched as he flung his sword to and fro, cutting down the creatures only to turn and cut down twice as many more. He looked like death. The white and black robes of the Keeper were stained with his own blood, and the circlet at his brow had nearly slipped from its place. He was still screaming her name, “Dienna! Dienna!” as he fought tooth and nail to reach her, but it was to no avail.

The leader of the thralls strode with purpose toward Herel and Etia. Meredith and Endrick were slumped and spent. He leaned heavily on his staff, while she leaned heavily on him, neither moving at their once-friend's approach.

“Stand aside,” Dienna hissed, nearing them. “You are not the ones She seeks.”

“Since when do you take orders from her?” Meredith snarled. She eyed Dienna, mouth open and panting in exhaustion. “Since when do you do as the false ones say?”

This question seemed to genuinely confuse Dienna. Her red eyes flickered, then narrowed, and she growled, “Stand aside! Or mercy will be mine to withhold.”

“You have withheld mercy already this night,” Meredith countered with a fierce whisper. “Why stop now?” She raised her hands as if to cast a spell. “These children are not yours to take. If you want them, you'll have to kill me first. Is that what you want, Dee? Do you really want to kill your best friend?”

Again Dienna's eyes flickered, but the confusion in them soon disappeared. The mouth beneath the star-shaped mask was once more cold and impassive. “I want nothing. I live to serve the Lady. I have come to do Her bidding, and you stand in my way.”

“No Dienna, you don't live to serve her,” Meredith continued, haggard and desperate. “You live to serve your people, the same ones she cursed, the same ones she's been using over and over again for centuries—”

“She is cursed, Meredith, do not waste your breath,” Endrick interceded weakly.

“I don't care if she's cursed!” Meredith cried, tears streaming down her face. “She can't do this! I won't let her!”

At that moment, Sonder emerged from the throng of thralls.

He stumbled, weak with exhaustion, to her side. His right thigh was almost completely soaked in his own blood. “Dienna, please,” he said, before falling to his knees, catching himself and dropping his sword. A thrall moved against him, raising its deadly touch, but stopped at a sudden motion from Dienna.

“No,” Dienna hissed. “He is not the one we need.” She turned once more to Meredith and Endrick and raised her hand. “Stand aside.”

“No,” Meredith said through gritted teeth. “Never.”

“So be it,” magic energy not unlike that which now entwined around the gods above sparked at Dienna's fingertips, and a bolt of dark light shot at Meredith, Endrick, and the other survivors of the ship. They fell to the ground, each shouting a short cry of agony before slumping forward.

“Meredith! Endrick! No!” Etia wailed. Her eyes were wide with horror, her mouth hung slack. Herel watched with equal horror as his mothers were hit with the same force from behind the thralls, as were Lusidi, Nesryn, Connal, and Antenel. Their forms hit the ground without ceremony, stiff and unmoving.

“Come children,” Dienna's ghoulish hand beckoned. Her eyes were a wasteland of crimson beneath her mask.“There is someone who wishes to see you.”

“Someone?” Herel asked, numb. Surely both Lantos and Seltos would want to see their captive children?

Dienna lifted her masked face to the heavens, and a ghost of a smile graced her pallid lips. When she spoke, she sounded almost normal, almost like the self-righteous Keeper that Herel had once despised. “The great god Night awaits.”

The ground shook, the moon filled the entire sky, and, where two gods had once floated in each other's arms, one being now took form. From a dark cocoon of magic, it burst with a noise that Herel could only describe as ungodly. It was immense, massive, larger than anything Herel had ever seen. If the Godskeep still stood in all its glory, it still would have been dwarfed by the hellish, monstrous being. Four arms it had, two pallid white, two black as pitch. It's face, neither male nor female, was similarly split, the right side seemingly made of moonlight, the left side devoid of any illumination. It had no hair, but a host of stars and stardust of brilliant blues and purples and golds swirled around its head in a motion so slow that Herel almost could not perceive it. Legs that could have strode the length of the earth in minutes reached up, up, to its torso, which was decorated with no organ or appendage. The moon, which had been pulled so close to the earth by their magic, seemed to have been bent and twisted and kneaded to make the being's form, for the texture of its skin seemed at once rocky and delicate, and it glowed from within as the moon glowed in the sky. Perhaps most striking was its eyes. There were four sockets across its harlequin face, but no orbs to fill them. Instead they were black, empty pits that seemed to suck all other light inward—including its own.

“What's going on?” Etia cried. “What is that?”

As Herel and Etia stared at the almighty being, its mouth, one of two, spoke in a voice that was both many and none, “I am Night.” 
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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Herel watched with growing terror as the being called Night descended from the sky, bringing all their splendor with them. Moon eaten by the monstrous deity and stars gathered unto themselves, the sky was as black and dark as it had been before Dartos had given his third eye to create the sun, empty and devoid of all light and life. All was darkness, all was shadow, a shroud so thick and profound that Herel would have thought the world had ceased to be, that this was the end of all things. He was glad, in that moment, that his father was dead. How much more terrifying would the great god be if Dartos had been there to add his power to his siblings? How much more would Herel's heart shrink with horror to see them?

The god Night's feet, one blackest black, one blinding white, stopped just shy of the earth, and they stood, hovering, before the ruins of the Hall of Ceremony.

“O, most faithful and discrete servant,” the god's upper mouth spoke in its myriad of voices, “bring me the children.”

Herel in one arm and Etia in the other, Dienna marched them forward. The other thralls knelt and cowered before their god. The star masks that obscured their faces were bowed almost to the ground, so much did they avert their gaze from the mighty one, and they remained still as stone as Dienna led them through their ranks. Herel was loath to leave the sides of their fallen friends. Only Uncle Sonder remained conscious after the attack. He knelt, leaning on his sword, apparently too weak to stand.

“Dienna, no!” Sonder coughed weakly as she passed. “Don't listen to them!”

“And have the others brought before me,” Night instructed with an imposing gesture of one impossibly large hand. Their multitudinous voice was jarring in Herel's ears. “They have fought so valiantly. They deserve to see the fruits of their labor wasted.”

“What? No!” Sonder protested as two thralls rose and began to drag him forward. More thralls followed suit, and Herel was relieved to see that, as the creatures lifted the rest of their companions from the ground, their eyes flickered open, and they came to life with exhausted groans. 

“Foolish, so foolish,” the god Night remarked as Sonder, Meredith, Endrick, and the others were brought to kneel just behind Herel, Etia, and Dienna. “You have once more brought the children of the gods right into my waiting arms.”

“We brought them here,” Meredith breathed, hardly audible, “to destroy you.”

“You brought them to destroy Lantos and Seltos,” the god Night replied. Their voice was maddening, almost unintelligible for how many different tones seemed to be speaking from within their upper maw. “I am neither Lantos nor Seltos. I am Night. I am the greatest of gods. I am darkness eternal, shadow without end, and I shall reign over a new era of faith in this world. All will see me. All will know me. All will worship me.”

“You have the same weakness as your predecessors,” Artima now spoke from behind them. Her voice was weak, and she strained to look the god in their four endlessly dark eyes. “You still depend on the faith of the world to sustain you. What will happen when that faith runs dry?”

“Silence,” Night commanded, and from their glimmering halo, a star fell and struck Herel's mother across the face with a blinding flash.

The woman slumped to the ground.

“No!” Herel cried.

Night turned their attention to the children, sightless eyes pulsating slightly. “You see what happens to those who defy me. They are struck down, they are made to endure the wrath of the heavens. Your presence is a hindrance, your lives, a curse. As your mother has said,” the words were chilling, spoken as if by a chorus of many, “I am still bound to the method by which Seltos and Lantos were originally made.”

“The gods' blood still runs in our veins,” Herel said, staring up at the god.

Night's lower mouth smiled—a terrifying smile, one that contorted their whole hideous face into a visage of mockery.

“The blood of Yorn and Artima runs through your veins,” Night replied, their voice now harsh and grating. It caused the ground to shake, and Herel could see stones and rubble breaking and falling from the remains of the Godskeep. “And the blood of Jezla and Rollis runs through yours,” the great god turned their hideous sight to Etia, who had been staring with silent desperation at the grievous being. Her blue eyes were dull and dim, her luminescent skin and hair lacking all luster, as if the god's eyes had sucked all the light from her. “The blood of the gods runs only through me, through Night Eternal. Constructed of stars and moon, bound by magic and blood. I am the heavens incarnate.”

“You're missing Dartos,” Herel reminded them, scathing. “The sun is also part of the heavens.”

Night's hideous visage grew somehow more horrifying. Their top mouth frowned deeply, while their lower spoke in a booming thunderclap that almost knocked Herel to his feet. “Dartos was taken from them,” the god bellowed. “With a common knife, he was slain. He was foolish. He was not worthy to walk from that stage of their plans to the next, and it is thanks to him that Seltos and Lantos have spent the last several months mitigating his foolish mistakes. All their designs, all their arcane arrangements—jeopardized by his inane idea to have a son! And they were foolish enough to follow him into ruin.  They did not at first know what they had done,” the voice that sounded like it was born from the bowels of the earth paused, and when Night continued, they used their upper mouth, the one that sounded like a host of ghastly voices, “but they did, almost too late, learn of the danger. You, little pearl, were the catalyst that alerted them,” Night raised one finger, larger than Lusidi, and pointed it at Etia. The girl ignored it, continuing to stare up at the god that had been her parents. “Your blood reminded them of the great error their fallen brother had made. By introducing you to the world, they unwittingly forged the key that could, although unlikely, open the door to their own undoing. Thankfully for Lantos and Seltos,” the great god Night smiled their perverse grin, “those who wielded that key were inexpert in its use. You may have given Lantos a terrible fright when you found the mountain and escaped with the Spell of Invocation Transference in hand, but your detainment was inevitable. You would have been taken far sooner, if not for the intervention of those ones,” the anger in the god's voice was something palpable in the air around them. The thralls quivered and whimpered before their great god. “But soon even they will bend to my will, as will all those who dare command them.”

“My whales?” Etia asked, her eyes finally showing a spark of life. She wriggled in Dienna's grasp, dark face drawn in righteous anger. “You can't hurt them, I won't let you!”

The god Night laughed, both mouths opening in terrible glee. A deafening boom escaped the lower; a cacophony of a million insects escaped the upper. “The worm talks down to the viper,” they said through their upper mouth. “You were ever an amusement to them, little pearl. I am almost sorry to see you go, one whom they once called their daughter. It is a pity, truly, a great pity that you have proven so devoid of utility. The greatness you could have achieved, the impact you could have made—your charms would have better served my predecessors than these pathetic degenerates.” The god's mirth dried, their amusement ceased. Their bottomless eyes stared down at Etia with a coolness incapable of even the serpent they had invoked. “But no matter. Even if you had inherited their magical ability, I would still need to make an end upon you.”

“Do it then,” Etia cried, defiant, although her chin quivered with emotion. “Kill me if you want to. I loved them. I loved you! You were my father, my mother—you brought me into this world—you could take me from it whenever you want. But it doesn't end here. It doesn't end with me and Herel. I know our plan failed,” her gaze faltered, her voice choked. “We couldn't cast the counter-spell. Our blood couldn't be used to unmake you. But that doesn't matter,” Etia looked up once more and Herel saw that her eyes had begun to glow a deep shimmering blue. “The day will come. Someone, somehow, will take you from this world. Your reign will end.”

Again came the hideous, dissonant laughter. Both mouths widened and grew and stretched in the god's harlequin face. “The gods have no end,” Night declared. “I will live. I will skirt death, I will flout the grave. I will take the praise of others and replenish my endless coffers with their worship. I will never stop. I will grow and change. They passed two millennia in their old forms. I will pass ten millennia in mine—and tens upon tens of millennia in my next, onward and into infinity until all time, all existence belongs to me.”

“Sounds boring,” Herel said with more than a touch of insolence. He flipped his mop of dark curly hair out of his eyes, hands still bound by Dienna behind his back. “What are you going to do with all that time? What if you want to rest?”

“I will never tire of power,” the god Night's eyes seemed to grow in size, the black holes that sucked light into their endless spirals drawing ever more inward. “I will never need to rest. Death is beneath me, you foolish child. You could never hope to understand.”

“I understand well enough,” Herel said, his tone even. He looked at the god's shimmering body, impossibly huge and towering over him, their head encircled by every star that had ever been made, their figure made of the very moon itself—and realized with something like shock that he did not feel small or weak before them. He knew something they didn't. He had learned the vital fact that even now escaped the most powerful being that had ever existed. “Death is frightening,” Herel said. “But it has to come, and it comes for us all. I once thought I could escape it too,” he admitted. “I once thought I could use the same spell as you, the same spell as my father, to avoid its clutches.”

“But you were too weak to use it,” Night's upper mouth morphed into a mocking smile.

“I was too smart to use it,” Herel countered, returning the god's smirk with one of his own.

Again the god laughed, their mouths, each the size of a castle, opening to the heavens. “Confusing your cowardice for intelligence? You are even more amusing than the other one. You can pretend all you wish that your wits exceed my own, but which of us, young Herel of Astquary, was fool enough to give up their soul? Yes, young one,” the god's cacophony of voices adopted a deadly tone, “these eyes can see into the depths of your being, and they can see that you have castrated yourself in the most unholy and ungodly of ways.”

Herel shrugged, “I did what must be done. I don't regret it.”

“Ah, but this is yet more proof of your mortal ineptitude,” the great god Night answered, voices still cold and full of malice. “You could never hope to follow them,” their eyeless gaze swept each of the captives in turn. “They have watched you all, and your pathetic attempts to thwart them. Artima of the Plains, your great potential was wasted by your utter foolishness. Your eagerness to love and be loved threw you in the path of their sinister brother, and now your affections for your son and your apprentice have rendered you weak and drained of all your mighty wealth of power. Your family is a blight, your affections for them mislaid, as are your affections for those most insidious and brutish of ogres that you insist on protecting. It is little wonder you have amounted to nothing. And the rest of you even more so. Yes,” they said with a twist of their upper mouth, “I know where you have been, and what you have done since Seltos destroyed the Godskeep in her wrath. My eyes and ears are everywhere. My reach is longer than the width of this world. You have only to think a thought but that I know it.” Turning to the rest of the captives, the god continued with glee, “Renna Goldcrest. You smile and you laugh and you make everyone forget that you suffer from that abhorrent Ritual as much as they. You steal away your tears, you cry in the night for someone to hear you even as you shut your heart to their own troubles, a deplorable, friendless captain of a now ruined ship. Perrick Underton. You hide your perverse desires behind your priestly vestments, desires of the mind and of the flesh wasting away behind a wall of stark piety, both going to waste in spectacular flames as you cling to a faith that will never accept you. Lusidi Ditesh. You have changed much in your three decades upon this earth, accepting aid of the most questionable kind to make yourself into something you were never meant to be. But you did not give up everything did you? No, you used your gods-given strength to rise through the ranks of the King and Queen, used your prowess to your profit until you were as close to them as a fly on the rump of a horse. And what did you do with your royally sanctioned status? You threw it away for this pathetic lump of flesh who seems barely able to call himself a soldier,” the god Night gestured to Connal. “He is capable of little else than blundering about and making a nuisance of himself. And the same could be said of you, Nesryn Half-Breed,” the rogue bared her teeth at the name, struggling against the thralls who held her back from the deity, “Oh, your skills with the blade far surpass that lump of dough's, but to what cause have you decided to pledge them? To this equally pathetic prince of his people,” the black holes roved now to Antenel, who met their depths squarely and without fear, “who has wasted his entire life worrying over matters of prophecies and gods even falser than I. A paltry choice in allegiance; an elf who would rather spend his life with lesser beings than with his own kind, another degenerate with the gall to dedicate himself to our esteemed Keeper of the Gods, Sonder Darpentus,” the god's grin was larger and more sinister than ever. “Brother to our most faithful and discreet of servants, the one who would rather give up the circlet of the Keeper and abscond with his elven lover than to face the responsibility of herding my all-too-fickle flock. Never before had the gods seen such a man as you. Never before had the son of a Keeper failed so utterly to meet the expectations placed upon him. You chose to slip away from the faith, but you could not slip away for long. In just thirteen years you returned to the seat of the Way and, not only did you deliver unto the gods their brother's precocious protegee, you also took the robes of the Keeper for your own, your reintroduction to the Way creating a strife which benefited my predecessors most auspiciously and will continue to benefit me in the same vein for decades and centuries to come,” the god's smirk grew, both mouths drawing further and further to the sides of their face, “and such an end was not unforeseeable,” the great god intoned. Stars still swirled and gathered around their head, the moon-made body still glowing with unholy light and dark. “They were ever able to predict such things.”

“Liar,” Sonder coughed. Herel looked behind to see the man propped between two thralls, blood-loss making his face deathly pale. “You can't predict anything,” he continued defiantly, “and you don't know what's in our hearts. I didn't leave the Way to be with Antenel. I left because it was a lie. I left because of the Tome. Because of Dartos. Because of Dienna.” He was short of breath. Sweat glistened on his brow, but the circlet of the Keeper still sat firmly upon it. “I left because I had faith in her, because I knew she would protect the Faithful better than I ever could. Armed with truth. Armed with knowledge. And she did protect them,” he gave a wretched cough and brought his eyes to his sister's, full of love, full of longing. “She was the truest Keeper of the Gods that ever was. A woman entirely devoted to the Faithful's well-being. She gave her life for them,” his voice was soft, “and I could not think of a more worthy cause.”

Something strange seemed to pass through Dienna at this statement. Her grip on Herel and Etia slackened, and Herel felt her hands begin to shake as she held the children loose and limp. The thrall looked back at her brother for a brief moment, hesitating, questioning, before almost immediately lowering her masked gaze to the ground. 

“She gave of her life, yes,” the god Night replied. “She foolishly thought that her sacrifice would spare these two children their long-awaited fate,” both mouths sneered. “I will admit that the distraction she made afforded them a small fraction of time. Lantos and Seltos had hoped to create my glorious self on the night of planetary alignment some months ago—but Dienna's forewarning made that task impossible. Alas,” the god gestured theatrically, “her efforts were still in vain. Ever planning, ever scheming, my predecessors adapted their designs and made due with other methods of my creation. They used, not the children's blood, but the blood of the Faithful for their ritual sacrifice, and brought the very heavens themselves to their sides to amass the power needed for their undertaking. All that remains is to wipe clean the stain that is their progeny from the face of this world, the one endeavor which has thus far escaped them. So you see, Sonder Darpentus,” the god intoned, “your failure is only overshadowed by that of your sister's. But you have ever lived in her shadow, have you not? You say you did not leave the Way to escape responsibility? Then I say you left to escape the shame of bowing to Dienna's greater talents.”

“I have talents of my own,” Sonder said through clenched teeth. Herel was amazed that the man still had the wherewithal to speak. He was practically kneeling in a puddle of his own blood, star-faced thralls holding him up.“What I fail to understand, is why you, O Great God Night, are so intent on debasing a man who is already on the verge of death. Why does the great viper toy with the harmless worm? Why does it hiss and slither and tease?”

The great god Night did not answer.

“Because it is afraid,” Sonder breathed. “It knows that even if it destroys the ones who pester it, its agony has only just begun. What will this new world be like, Night? What will the next tens of thousands of years hold for you? Loneliness. Emptiness. You had each other before. That was something at least,” Sonder's eyes, weary and wounded, nearly shut. Still he continued, “Now you have nothing. Only you. Only yourself and the fools who worship you. But what can mortals be to their god? They're just the wind that keeps you afloat, the water that fills your well. They'll keep you alive, yes—but to what end? What horrible, lonely end?”

The god's anger was a gale of wind, their ire a rumbling of the ground. Their black hole eyes accelerated their inward motion, sucking in the light of the nimbus of stars surrounding them with such force that several of the stars themselves broke free of their orbit, cascading into the empty depths of Night's eyes like so many pebbles dropped into an endless pit. 

“You will pay for your insolence, Sonder Darpentus!” the god bellowed with both mouths, the lower booming, the upper screeching. Herel felt the force of their volume like a tidal wave crashing over him, and he fell back against Dienna, overcome from the brunt of their splendor.“My new world will begin with your passing, a slow and agonizing death the likes of which your darkest imaginations could not fathom. I will not end you, will not strike you down until you have begged me in a thousand tongues to show you mercy. I will bring you to the brink of death, lead you to the edge of eternity's balmy pool and I will rip you away from it and into the arms of agony and defeat over and over and over again. I will tear your limbs from your body, pull each finger, each toe one by one for so daring to insult the greatest being that existence has ever known. I will take your lungs from your chest and command you to speak my name, I will take your still beating heart from its cove and hold it before you and dare you to give me praise. I will make your existence a mockery of all that you have dared to accuse my own but not,” the god's anger now turned to cunning, “before I make you witness the death of all those pathetic mortals you hold dear, beginning with the Chosen Son Herel. Yes, he is like a son to you is he not? You have helped guide him while he has been separated from his witchling mothers. He is the closest you have had to an heir, the dearest being you could ever hope to mold to your image. And you, so-called godhunters,” the god gestured one of their four hands at Meredith and Endrick, “have come to foster their daughter in just the same way. So precious, so damnably human of you to have come to care for her, this Daughter of the Moon and Stars who dares meddle with forces she could not hope to understand. You will bear witness to her destruction. You will watch as the final curtain falls on this age, and the new age of Night Eternal begins!”

The great god Night raised their upper arms, lowering their two others to their side. Their two white hands began to glow black, their two black hands began to glow white, and together their four black hole eyes drew in all light and darkness around them.“You will see how the gods ensure their immortality.”

The god began to cast their spell.

A pinpoint of light appeared at the very center of each of their eyes as the two mouths began to chant. The words they formed were not the same. The booming voice of the lower mouth spoke one incantation while the upper mouth of many voices spoke another, mixing in a horrifying din of guttural and melodic rhythm. 

Herel had contemplated his end before, but he had never imagined it would be like this. At least he was surrounded by everyone he'd ever loved, everyone he'd ever cared for. He looked to Etia. There were tears in her eyes, not yet fallen. She seemed like she was trying to smile, but the expression had come out wobbly and wrong. This fact alone was enough to draw a small smile from the boy's lips. He took her hand. He should say something, Herel knew, but what could he say, at the end of all things? That he was happy he had met her, and Uncle Sonder, and Lusidi, Meredith, Endrick, and yes, even Dienna. That he wished he had had more time to get to know them? Death comes for them all, Herel had told the great god. It had to. But did it have to come so soon?

A great shove sent him flying forward.

“What?” Herel gasped in shock. Dienna had released him—had released Etia too. He looked back to her and was dumbfounded to see that her eyes were no longer red, although her skin was still ashen and deathly beneath her mask.

“Now is your chance,” Dienna urged, her voice no longer mangled. “Hurry! While they are lost to their spellcasting!”

Herel had no time to argue. Helping Etia to her feet, he grabbed the scroll containing the counter-spell from within his robes, and began to chant.

“Halmet amund al-joras. Sanguitia al-mortesti, yuliah amnet kaoros,” the boy bellowed. The magic felt strange and hollow, but still it flowed like blood diluted with water. “Joras amund halmeti, yuliah amnet kaorosi, teah maroti,” He used his knife to cut across the palm of his hand, letting it dribble onto the parchment. “Ut. Met. Almet,” He drew a circle with the bloody blade, and slashed a vertical line across it. “Sanguitia amnet kaorros.” The parchment began to glow gold, the blood began to glow red. The spell was almost complete. 

And the god knew.

Herel's concentration was broken by a deafening roar. The fearsome deity had ceased their own spellcasting and was moving two arms swiftly toward him.

“Traitor!” they screeched. “Insolent traitor! Unruly child!”

Herel winced, thinking the hands that could hold twenty ogres in their grasp would surely crush him. But he did not stop the spell. “Cronus-ti ut met almet. Sangui teah marotus.”

The hands swooped. Herel braced himself, aware of the cries of horror that came from his mothers and Uncle Sonder—but the impact never came.

“I won't. Let you hurt. My friend!” Etia's voice cried.

Herel opened his eyes.

Etia stood before him, both arms outstretched. Her eyes, skin, and hair were aglow with a supernatural light, the sheen of darkest pearl, and, although Herel could see them nowhere, he could hear the mournful song of Etia's whales echoing loudly through the air.

“Aaaaargh,” the great god Night recoiled from the glowing child of Iolimi as if she were a thorn that had pricked through their godly skin. “Their power! It burns!”

Herel held the spellscroll aloft, “Espentus mendianlri, nulyun talmet ashskenti. Sangui teah! Sangui teah ia!”

That was it. 

He had done it.

The counter-spell had been cast!

Herel sank to his knees, an unfamiliar fatigue spreading from his chest and into his limbs. His breath came fast and quick, his vision blurred, but still he could see the glorious effects of his handiwork.

Night was coming undone.

A huge crack, perfectly straight, perfectly vertical, split the creature down their center. Their mouths, cut in twain, continued their agonized wail even as they fell away from each other, and the pinpricks of light that had begun to form within the black holes that had been their eyes winked entirely out of existence. The stars and cosmic dust that had circled about the monster's motley head were thrown from it in force, and the body made of contorted moonscape began to crumble.

“No!” pitiful voices cried from their gullet. “No!”

Arms fell, hands broke like a child's set of blocks. Vapor rose from the ground as the massive form of the god began to dissipate. The shroud of smoke and stars and reflected fractions of moondust grew in an immense nimbus of cloud, hovering still in the air before it was blown away by the earthly wind.

Two forms emerged.

Two human forms.

They seemed curiously small in the space that had been occupied by the gigantic god. Pale and naked, wrinkled and spotted beyond all recognition, a man and woman stepped forward. They limped with a shuffling gait, their arms held close to their chests like the mantis bugs Herel had once seen in his studies. Not a single hair covered their heads or their bodies, and their eyes were almost invisible beneath the heavy fold of their withering brows. Bones protruded. Indeed they were more bone than not, skin stretched taught across their fleshless forms.

Herel felt no fear at their approach, but neither did he feel elation. The gods were still alive. He had succeeded in breaking the Spell of Invocation Transference. They could no longer draw any power from the prayers of those who worshiped them, but Jezla and Rollis, it seemed, had retained just enough power, even after their transformation into the great god Night, to don their two-thousand-year-old bodies, and shamble after them.

But Herel had no power of his own.

He lay on the ground, hands numb as he tried to catch his breath, tried to rise, but each leg felt like it had been weighted by iron. He coughed, unable to breathe for the fatigue, and he cursed himself for having taken the Ritual. If only he had waited. If only he had held on to his soul for a little longer—he could finish this now! But no. He was spent, the others too. Dienna was behind him, perhaps she—but no, Dienna too had fallen over, her form limp and unresponsive to the hysterical cries of her brother and Meredith.

Only Etia remained.

“Daughter! Etia! Save us!” the man that had been Lantos called. His voice was death, its pitch thick with decay.

The woman who had been Seltos reached out her hands, “Our little pearl, our most precious star,” sickeningly she limped. Her hipbones were outlined, stark white against the black night around them. “Give us your healing touch!”

Etia did not respond. She stood with Artima's enchanted dagger in hand. Her eyes and body had ceased to glow, returning to their normal semi-luminescent state, and she wore a look of horrified disgust mixed with something else that made Herel's heart sink to see—pity.

“There is so much,” Lantos struggled to spit the words from his decrepit mouth, “we could tell you.” He shuffled forward, slow as a rambling corpse. “So much,” he gasped, “you wish to know.”

“Your friends, their power,” Seltos fell to her knees. She looked up at her daughter as she crawled through the dust like a spider. “We know all. We can help you. If you would only, please, please—” she reached her hand to touch Etia's face. “We love y—”

“No!” Etia screamed, recoiling from her bony fingers. She stared at her mother, eyes haunted and wide, “No you don't! You don't love me! You never did!”

“Etia,” Lantos too fell to his hands and knees, began to crawl toward her. “My sweet child of the sea. Remember us, remember the nights of,” he rasped, “of happiness! Remember Iolimi!”

“I do remember them,” Etia replied, pained. Her grip on the blade tightened. “I remember the Great Wyrm. I remember the death, the pain, the lies! You turned my people from me, you made them forget who they are, who they've always been. I remember Iolimi,” she said, the pity now leaving her eyes. “Just like I remember Dorneldia and Elluin and Astquary and all the places in all the world that you've ruined with your lies.”

“Child, no!” Seltos screamed.

“Etia!” Lantos bellowed.

“Goodbye, Mama,” Etia said, tears streaming down her dark cheeks, “Goodbye, Papa.”

A look of disbelief marred each of their faces as she swiftly sliced Artima's blade across their chests. A gurgling sound rose to their throats, a moment of silence prevailed, and then they fell, in almost the same instant, at their daughter's feet.

Herel rose slowly.

Around him, he could hear the others doing the same. The thralls were fading where they stood, borne away on the wings of the wind, their star masks clanking and thumping as they landed on the ground, hunks of so much fabric and bead. Uncle Sonder fell, his captors the only things keeping him upright, landing with an exhausted sigh to the blood-stained bailey. Antenel stumbled to his side, Meredith and Endrick running past him to throw their arms around Etia, Herel soon smothered by his mothers' own embrace.

It was not until Meredith and Endrick released the girl that Etia let the blood-stained knife drop to the earth, and said in a small, solitary voice, “Goodbye.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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Restoring the Godskeep was slow work. The morning after their battle against the great god Night revealed that the once sturdy and impenetrable castle had been laid almost entirely to its foundations. The triangular walls had fallen to a height of a few crumbling feet, the three great towers had been knocked in half or more. None of the ancient stained glass windows had survived the encounter, and the Hall of Ceremony had been reduced to a heap of wood and stone, as had the remains of the Sky Seeker's Revenge in the eastern corner.

Sonder had managed to stay conscious for most of the battle. He had lost a lot of blood, had been on the brink of passing out as he had given his emboldened speech about his sister and the great god's prospective future, had watched in a haze as Etia had defended Herel while he'd cast the final counter-spell. He had seen, as if in a nightmare, the two twisted and misshapen forms shambling and pleading with their daughter, had seen the girl end their terrible existence with a flick of Artima's blade. 

But that was where Sonder's memory went hazy.

Sonder could have sworn, during the final battle, that Dienna had been thrown to the ground with the other thralls. The accursed creatures had released their captives. Their forms had disintegrated. They had floated away as smoke from so many candles, but Dienna's form, Sonder had been sure, had remained, and in the moments immediately following the gods' parricidal end, Sonder could have sworn that she had somehow been once more on her feet, striding toward him with a smile.

“Thank you, Sonder,” Dienna had said. The star-mask had disappeared. She'd looked healthy and whole, and her eyes had shone a warm dove-gray.

“Dee,” Sonder had stared at her in wonder. He had tried to stand, and had found, to his amazement, that his leg seemed to have been healed. Easily he had risen to his feet before her, and had clasped her by the arms. “You're alright!”

Her smile had slipped a fraction. “Thanks to you and the others, I was able to fight the curse long enough to do what was needed. But now,” careworn eyes enveloped his gaze, “I must go.”

“Go?” Sonder had said. He had shaken his head, “I don't understand. We're free now. Well and truly free. Where could you possibly want to go?”

“Where all souls must go when their bodies have expired,” Dienna had explained. There had been no sadness in her voice. She had looked handsome, serene.

Sonder's face had fallen, “So Endrick was right. The curse took your life.”

“It did,” Dienna had nodded sagely. “I have been dead these long months, Sonder, my soul bound by that witch's magic to do her bidding. Now it is free,” she said gently, “Now it must move on.”

“Dee,” Sonder had started to ask, voice low and hesitant. “What's it like?”

“Death?”

“Yes.”

Dienna had given a small frown. “It is not so terrible. It does not feel unnatural, not like,” she had shivered, “not like being a thrall.” Her expression had then softened, “It would not be so bad at all, if I could only take you with me.”

Sonder had smirked, “No thanks. I'm not quite ready yet. Lots to do now. Lots to mend I imagine.”

Dienna had looked thoughtful, “Maybe not as much as you think. I am not so sure that the Way will want you at the head of the church after this.”

“You think so?” Sonder had asked with a flutter of hope. He had raised an eyebrow in mock suspicion, “Are you speaking on intuition, or is that some kind of ghostly power? Can you see the future? Can you tell me what I'm going to have for supper tomorrow?”

Dienna had laughed, deep and genuine, and it had been so good to hear the happy sound, so achingly sweet to see her face alight with joy that had so often been lined with sorrow.

“No, Sonder,” Dienna had smiled. “I don't think I can. Something delicious I am sure, something to serve with wine.”

“I like the sound of that,” Sonder had agreed. It had felt so much like old times. Together again, brother and sister. The horrors of the past thirteen years did not exist. The weight of responsibility for the Faithful had been set aside. It had been just he and Dienna, alone on the pristine lawn of the Godskeep. Sonder should have questioned the unseasonable greenness of the bailey, and the fact that neither his lover nor his companions were anywhere to be seen around them, but his mind, in those few precious minutes, had not strayed to such thoughts. He had thought of Dienna, and Dienna alone. 

Dienna's smile had then faded. She had craned her head to one side, as if listening to some sound that Sonder could not hear.

“I must go,” she had said.

Sonder had nodded, “I know.”

“Promise me Sonder,” Dienna had looked back at him with urgency, “promise me that you will take care of them—Mother, Meredith, Endrick, Antenel. Be happy,” she had pleaded. “Be free, and don't forget me.”

That had brought a sad smile to Sonder's face. “Of course, Dee,” he had said. “How could I ever forget you?”

Dienna had smiled, and Sonder had drawn his sister into his arms. However long they had embraced had not been long enough, and before Sonder had fully realized what was happening, Dienna had freed herself from his arms, and had begun to walk past him.

“Dienna,” Sonder had turned and called after her. “Dienna!”

But either she could not, or would not turn to face him. She had continued to walk across the lawn of the Godskeep until the day had taken her, and her form had been carried away beneath the sky that had once again been filled with the light of the moon and the splendor of the stars.
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Sonder had awoken after the battle in one of the upper rooms of Brockridge Manor, Antenel at his side. His leg had been tended to as he'd slept, and had not, as his vision of Dienna had implied, been miraculously healed. He'd been out for two days, and he and Antenel had spent the better part of the afternoon recounting all that had transpired. Sonder had been grateful to learn that Herel had saved his lover's life from the hands of the thralls, and had been pleased at how bravely Ant and the others had fought against the sordid creatures. They had spoken in dark, awe-filled tones of their encounter with the great god Night, and with quiet, reverent whispers of how Etia had found the strength to end them. When they had come to the end of their reverie, Sonder had hesitated.

“Did you see what became of Dienna?” he had asked.

Antenel had frowned. He had sat next to his bed, in a velvet armchair moved from another room. His handsome gaze had been full of sorrow, “She disappeared with the others, after the gods were slain. I am sorry, Sonder,” he'd placed a hand on his, “She is gone.”

Sonder had nodded. He had briefly considered telling his love about the vision he had had of his sister, but did not want the elf to worry. He might think Sonder was hallucinating, and, well, he very well might have been. He had no proof of this encounter, only the memory of his sister's face, joyful and at ease, to support him.

“Meredith retains her star mask, however,” Antenel had informed him, “and plans to present it at Dienna's funerary service.”

“How is Meredith?” Sonder had asked, knowing that Dienna's death would be no less easy for her. “And the others?”

“They are well,” Antenel had informed him. “Meredith clearly mourns the loss of her friend, as does Endrick, but I am sure they find comfort in each other's arms. The wizards are exhausted, none more so than Herel. He still sleeps while the others have awakened; his mothers say he will rouse in due course. Of the warriors, only Connal is injured, but he has Lusidi to attend to him. As for Etia...”  the elf's voice had trailed, his brow had contracted.

“Yes?” Sonder had prompted.

Antenel had sighed, “I think she will be well, in time.” He had looked at Sonder, face drawn in worry, “She keeps to herself. She is quiet, pensive. She hardly speaks, even to Meredith and Endrick. I know I have not known her long but...”

Sonder had squeezed his hand, “No, I understand. It's hard to see a child in pain. And after what she's been through,” Sonder had shuddered. She had been forced to kill her parents. She had been made to stand before them, to see them in their truest, most hideous of forms. “Maybe once Herel recovers...” A thought had then struck him, and he had looked at his love with a troubling expression, “How is my mother?”

To his shock, Antenel had smiled. “She is well.”

“Well?” Sonder had echoed, incredulous. It was good news, to be sure, but Sonder hadn't been able to fathom a single reason for any good humor on Lady Grenna's part. “Has she been hit in the head?”
“No,” Antenel had chuckled, “She has not suffered any bodily harm, praise be to Roshan.” He had tilted his head, “She has been speaking much with Ivor, and with the priest—former priest—Perrick.”
“Former priest?” Sonder had smiled ruefully, “So he's finally come to his senses, the pompous old rotter.”

“Yes, and he's helped others do the same,” Antenel had continued. “It seems both Daela and your mother have resigned themselves to the knowledge that the gods of the Way were false, and that they have, at last, been destroyed.”

“It still doesn't seem real,” Sonder had remarked. A glance at the window had shown the late winter sun, warm and bright, melting the remaining snow. “We actually did it,” he had smiled at his betrothed, giddy, excited. “They're gone.”

“They are,” Antenel had moved to the edge of the bed and had drawn Sonder into a warm embrace. “And I could not be more proud of you.”
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Herel had awakened the day after Sonder, much to his relief, and the boy's presence had had a profound and immediate effect on Etia's spirits. Between duties, Sonder had caught glimpses of the children playing in the melting snow, watched by the loving eyes of Meredith, Endrick, Ophie, and Artima, who had all recovered from the battle against the great god with relative ease. The two children could even be seen swapping stories with Lusidi and Nesryn, or helping Daela in the manor's kitchens, Etia's eyes only sometimes betraying the sorrow she was sure to harbor. Sonder's thoughts, however, had not long lingered on the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. He'd still had much to do to sort out the damage her parents had done to the Godskeep, the Village, and beyond.

Sonder still wore the robes of the Keeper, and more than a few whispers had followed him as he'd walked in full regalia from Brockridge Manor to the diminutive church where his sister's funerary service had been held. The mayor of the Golden Village, whose permission he had asked to hold the ceremony considering the disappearance of the Village's own high priest, had seemed disturbed at the prospect, and at Dienna's passing in general.

“Are we to assume that all who were present at the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars have suffered a similar fate?” he had demanded to know.

“Yes,” Sonder had replied, not without sympathy. “All who were cu—there that night are now dead.” He had been about to say cursed by Seltos, but had stopped himself. He was done fighting. He was done convincing. 

The mayor had let his head fall into his aging hands, “Seltos guide them to their rest.”

“Yes, I believe she will,” Sonder had replied.

“Of course you may hold a service for your fallen sister, unpopular though she was before her passing,” the mayor had added in undertone. “And I shall begin to arrange a service for the others as well, yes, a large ceremony will need to be held. I shall have to write to the King too, I imagine. News of the Great Calamity is sure to reach him in time; better he hear it from me first.” 

The Great Calamity, Sonder had quickly discovered, was the name by which the denizens of the Golden Valley had begun to describe the evening where the great god Night had appeared. Visible only as a large humanoid shape aglow on the distant horizon, both the Faithful and the Herelites had regarded the apparition as a vision from the gods. The Herelites had taken it for the reincarnation of their beloved Herel of Astquary, whose disappearance earlier last summer, general consensus now said, had been caused by his death, and the heavenly being that had formed at the Godskeep had been their Chosen Son incarnate, arrived to destroy the seat of the Way that had so shunned him and his teachings. The Faithful, by contrast, maintained that the being who had appeared at the Godskeep had been a mere servant of the gods of the Way, that Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos had grown so angry with the disappearance of their Keeper that they had decided to destroy the Godskeep in an attempt to draw him out. Seeing their wayward Keeper now walking through the streets of the Golden Village only served to reinforce this notion.

“As you wish,” Sonder had agreed. He had foreseen the involvement of the Allesarans, and had not been surprised at all when, two weeks after they had held their short, but meaningful service for Dienna, a regiment of the Green Knights and no less than fifty priests of the Way representing every parish from Kentton to Touring had arrived with great pomp to the old village, there to hold the ceremony for the fallen members of their order and, as it happened, to relieve Sonder of his position.

Sonder had been walking in front of the Golden Village Chapel, which now served as the seat of the Way until the Godskeep could be repaired, when the regiment had arrived. Out of its ranks had ridden a knight in green armor, identical to that which Lusidi had worn with the exception that it still bore the royal seal of King Philibert across its breastplate, and a priestess of Dartos.

“Lord Keeper,” the knight had said. His face had been kindly, but his tone had been grave. “Gods' greetings to you. I trust you have been well.”

“Oh, please, Sir Yurran,” the priestess had said with an impatient toss of her head. Brown hair that had been roped into a braid flicked at the gesture. She was, perhaps, about Sonder's age, her face just beginning to line. “There is no need for such formality. You know what news we have to deliver.”

Sir Yurran cleared his throat, apparently embarrassed by his companion's brash assessment, but had not argued. “Er, yes, Lady Mian.” Still seated atop his armored steed, Sir Yurran had handed Sonder a small scroll.

Taking it, Sonder had broken the seal—also bearing the crest of King Philibert—and had scanned it's contents with eyebrow raised.

“Dienna was right,” he had whispered.

“What? Speak up, Darpentus,” Lady Mian had commanded. She had looked down at him haughtily from her horse. “I should hardly think you have any grounds to protest—”

“No, no,” Sonder had replied, tucking the missive away in the pockets of his robes. “You're absolutely right. I have nothing I can say in my defense. The debacle with the Herelites, the Night of the Thousand, Thousand Stars, and the Great Calamity were all clearly signs from the gods of my ineptitude. And now that my sister and the other three Prominents are gone, Seltos guide their souls,” he had added, amused as both Lady Mian and Sir Yurran had made the gesture of reverence for the dead, expressions changing from prideful to pious and back again with less than a second between each face, “it is only natural that King Philibert has appointed a new retinue of Prominents from the orders of the Port Cities, and a new Keeper as well.” He had held his hand out to the woman, “Congratulations.”

Lady Mian had not taken it. “You are lucky the king has not called for your arrest, Darpentus. He would have, if not for a certain elf in his court, who seems to have the King's ear on the matter.”

Elf in his court? Sonder had frowned before recalling that Antenel's half-brother Dith had taken Thural's place as ambassador of Elluin after their victory over the ogres last spring. Sonder had made a mental note to write his future brother-in-law to thank him for his diplomacy.

Sonder had adopted a look of hopeless contrition, “I think it more proper to thank the gods for the mercy the king has shown. Does not Nitzek say in the Book of the Three that, all things we have spring from the tender mercy of the gods, by which the rising sun came from Dartos, by which the waxing moon came from Lantos, by which the guiding stars came from Seltos?”

The new Keeper of the Gods had not been impressed with his canonical knowledge. “Indeed,” she had said. “Praise be to Dartos for the greatest gift, and for the sparing of your livelihood. Better he had shown you his wrath. Sir Yurran,” she had turned to the kindly-faced knight. “The mayor awaits us even now. We should keep him waiting not a moment longer.”

“Very well, Lady Keeper,” Yurran had bowed. He had given Sonder a sympathetic look before turning his horse back in line.

“I will request that you deliver the Keeper's circlet to my brethren at the chapel,” Lady Mian had commanded with a parting glance at Sonder. Her nose had wrinkled, “You can keep the robes. In the name of mercy.”

Sonder had looked down at the frayed and battered vestments he wore and had nodded amiably, “I thank you, Lady Keeper. I will remember your kindness always.”

He had returned to Brockridge Manor that day with tears of happiness in his eyes. Everyone, even his mother, had joined him in celebrating his newfound freedom, and Sonder had taken advantage of the occasion to officially announce his engagement to Antenel to those who hadn't seen him propose aboard the deck of the ship.

His mother had looked perturbed at the announcement, but only for a few moments. Her mood, it seemed, had improved greatly since the night of the Great Calamity, and she had even done so much as to express her congratulations to her son and his betrothed.

“I suppose this means that you will be leaving me,” Lady Grenna had said, her expression bittersweet. They had been standing in the dining hall of Brockridge Manor, where a feast of sorts had been ordered by Daela, as much an apology for her former misgivings as a celebration for the destruction of the gods. All the godhunters had been in attendance, the Archmage and Jerritt, Artima and Ophie, Meredith and Endrick, Perrick, Renna, Nesryn, Connal, Lusidi, Antenel, the children of the gods themselves, and their hosts. Wine and food had been plenty, spirits high. Lady Grenna had sighed, “You'll be going back to Astquary.”

“You could come with us, you know,” Sonder had replied.

Lady Grenna had shaken her veiled head, “I couldn't. I don't mean,” she had hesitated, her wrinkled face flushing with color, “I have come to accept your disposition Sonder. Antenel is a good match for you. An honorable man—elf,” she had corrected, brow furrowed. She had brought her eyes to his, more assured, “But I doubt the life you imagine for you and your husband involves your mother hanging about.”

Sonder had considered this. “It didn't. But it could. Nusmal is a growing city. There would be plenty of room for you, and the Continent is used to humans. They'd make you feel right at home.”

“Truly?” Lady Grenna had replied, uncertain. “Do you think I would like it there?” 

Sonder had proceeded to tell her of the wild beauty of the Astquarian Mountains, of the many rivers and meadows, the glens and stands of mighty pines, of the port and the smell of the sea. “And if you were to visit the Crescent Isle,” Sonder had continued, his face ruddy from his many cups of wine, “you would see such beauty as you could only imagine! The thontella trees, the homes crafted right within them, the yantellen bugs that light the night in swarms by the hundreds, the Rose Palace, which, come to think of it, I'm sure I'll have to visit once we go back, Antenel's mother being on the throne now and all. You could meet her too,” he had given his mother a sidelong glance, “although I'm not sure what you'd make of her, or her, you.”

Lady Grenna had listened to her son's tales of the wonders of the east with a carefully guarded expression, sipping daintily at her own goblet of wine. Sonder had never seen the woman drink more than a glass of the stuff, and took the transgression from her previous customs as a sign of better things to come.

The next few weeks were spent between the Golden Village and the Godskeep. Lady Mian Mosteffsen was officially announced as the new Keeper of the Gods, and ordained to that position soon after. She and the three new Prominents, hand-picked by King Philibert, began efforts to restore the Godskeep to its former glory.

“Let us not be dismayed by the task at hand,” the new Keeper had said from the pulpit of the Golden Village Chapel. A great crowd had gathered to see her ordained. “The gods have given us a sign of their displeasure, and we have acted upon it to satisfaction. We have removed the wrongdoers, we have Cleansed the Way as foretold by the prophet Ayers. Now we have only to rebuild that which we have lost to the throes of their great and merciful wrath. We will remake the Godskeep anew, just as we will remake the Way anew. No longer will we fight. No longer will we bicker amongst ourselves over matters of doctrine. We will take the fire of the Faith that grows in our hearts, and we will hold it separate from the flame that those who call themselves the Herelites hold in their own. While it is our wish that they return to the fold of the one and only Way, we have no desire to perpetuate the activities that so grievously angered the gods above.”

Sonder had been just as surprised as the rest that Lady Mian had taken such a pacific stance on the Herelites, but he couldn't say that he was unhappy with it. True to word, Keeper Mian had announced an end to Disloyalist persecution—at least, to any overt Disloyalist persecution that could be proven in a court of law. She had put no measures in place to account for how the Herelites were treated behind closed doors, but Sonder had been grateful for the consideration nonetheless. Herel himself had regarded this news with trepidation. When Sonder had relayed it to the boy, who'd kept to the manor out of fear of being swarmed by the followers in the Village who'd sworn they'd seen him the night of the Great Calamity, he had shaken his head, frowning deeply.

“They will still need my help, I think, to survive in a kingdom that does not want them,” Herel had said.

“I think you're right, kid,” Sonder had agreed. He had raised an eyebrow, “And maybe more in Astquary than in the Golden Valley.”

“Yes,” Herel had nodded, his gaze abstracted. “With Cormin and I both gone, I'm not sure who's leading them. Or what they think of me.”

“You'll sort it out, I'm sure,” Sonder had guaranteed. “Besides,” he had added with a grin, “Sivarr's Vale is just a stone's throw away from Nusmal. Maybe you could visit sometime?”

Herel had scoffed, “I'll be far too busy to traipse all the way into elvish territory.”

“What about me?” Etia had interjected, entering the hall where the two had been conversing, Meredith and Endrick close behind. The girl's expression had been hurt. “Will you be too busy to visit us Herel?”

Herel's eyes had widened slightly, “N-no! I didn't mean that, I was only,” he had looked to Sonder with a pleading expression, “I was only teasing Uncle Sonder. I'm sure I'll visit both of you, wherever it is you go.”

“Where would that be, anyway?” Sonder had turned to Endrick and Meredith with a questioning glance. The two had looked better than he'd ever seen them. They'd positively glowed, happiness overflowing from every part of their beings. They wore the black and gray robes of the Repository, clean and sharp and pressed, and they were wont to walk about the manor with hands held, heads often together as they spoke in hushed tones. This behavior had confused Sonder and all the others who had been familiar with the effects of the Ritual, that was, until Jerritt had revealed the source of their newfound passion.

The soul amulets had been the talk of Brockridge Manor for a week or more. Archmage Korina and Jerritt had gotten into a terrible row that Sonder had feared would end in a magical battle on the front lawn of the manor, but, after several hours of sharp interrogation on Archmage Korina's part, the elder wizardess had conceded that she could not, as of yet, see any reason to force Jerritt to shelve his invention.

“It will require much testing, years of it,” Korina had emphasized, “before we are ready to equip our mages with such a device.”

“What of my son?” Artima had asked the other woman. “And Ophie?”

Korina had smiled grimly, “They will be the first candidates on the list for further testing. They have earned that much, at the least.”

Herel had seemed delighted at the prospect, “So I can feel like I used to again? Without regaining all my power?”

“That is the general idea, yes,” Jerritt had said with amusement.

Sonder had shared in the Chosen Son's enthusiasm, happy that his friends had found their bliss after such a long and weary road.

“Back to the Repository,” Meredith had pulled Sonder from his reverie. “For now, anyway. The mages tell us that Etia's whales are still there, waiting patiently for her return. After that,” the woman had shrugged, her smile growing with obvious excitement, “who knows?”

“We wish to find a place we can all call home,” Endrick had explained. Even with the soul amulet, he still spoke softly, his demeanor still mild, but that gentleness was, at last, reflected in his eyes, which were no longer haunted by the Ritual's frigid effects. “Myself, Meredith, Etia, and the whales.”

“Someplace warm then, by the sea,” Sonder had said easily. He had smiled, “That shouldn't be hard to find.”

“There are lots of smaller islands near Iolimi,” Etia had explained eagerly. “Too small for a whole village, but perfect for us. If no one else is there first, that is,” Etia had added with good nature. Her expression had then brightened, “And we'd be close to Tip! He could visit whenever he likes.” She had turned back to Herel, “And so can you, although it will be a much longer journey from Astquary.”

Herel had shrugged, “Magic. I'm sure we can manage.”

Etia had laughed.

“And you'll visit us too, Sonder,” Meredith had said. It was a statement, not a question. There had been no uncertainty in her voice, nor in the way their eyes had met. Their mutual loss of Dienna had made them close.

“Of course we will,” Sonder had assured her. “At least once per year. Maybe at Midsummer.”

Meredith's face had darkened at the mention of the dreaded festival that had changed their lives so dramatically almost fourteen years ago, but the cloud had soon passed, and Meredith had nodded. “Yes, I think that would be fitting. A celebration. In honor of all we have learned, all we have done since the night Dienna and I first fled the Godskeep.”

“It's settled then,” Sonder had nodded, then smirked. “Just let me know where you end up well in advance. We'll have to hire a ship.”

“Nonsense, Uncle Sonder,” Herel had snorted. “Do you really think I'd let you hire a ship? You're coming with me and my mothers. And that's that.”

“Oh are we?” Antenel had said, looking at the young wizard in amusement.

“Herel's finally going to do something nice for us,” Sonder had cooed at his betrothed. “Antenel hold me, I think I'm going to faint.”

Herel's face had flushed, and for a moment Sonder had thought the boy would grow angry, but, seeing that Etia had already begun to giggle, he too had begun to laugh, long and deep and carefree.

The children of the gods had said their goodbyes a few days later.

Meredith, Endrick, and Etia had left Brockridge Manor with the rest of the wizards, who had arranged for a carriage and several horses for the journey by land back through northern Dorneldia. Stately and clerical in her Repository robes, Meredith had embraced Sonder warmly. “The world is ours now,” she had said with a sad smile. “And theirs,” she'd added with a glance to where Etia and Herel were saying their goodbyes. “No more shadows, no more games, no more lies.”

“Not from the gods, anyway,” Sonder had replied soberly.

Meredith had nodded, sighing, “I know. We mortals have our own games to play. War, death, destruction—won't stop just because the false ones are gone. But at least,” she had looked determinedly up at Sonder, “the future is in our own hands, not those of the gods.”

“Yes,” Sonder had said, thinking of Antenel, who still put his fate in the hands of another set of gods entirely. “Yes, at least we've done that much.”

“And now we rest,” Meredith had said with a teasing look. “As much as we can with our respective duties. You have a wedding to plan, a kingdom to run. We have a daughter to raise. And four whales.”

“You aren't going to marry?” Sonder had asked.

Meredith had blushed, “We're as good as married already, but,” her brown eyes seemed to dance at the thought, “perhaps.”

They had embraced once more. Sonder had said his warm goodbyes to Endrick and the other wizards, before he, Meredith, and Etia had followed on horseback after Archmage Korina, Jerritt, Renna, and, curiously enough, Perrick Underton, former priest of Lantos. He had donned a plain tunic and breeches lent to him by Ivor and Daela (who had parted with their cousin under the best of terms, with open invitations to visit at any time and plans to correspond) and had stuffed all his telescopes into a pack he wore at his back.

“Mistress Renna says she has need of my expertise on her next ship,” Perrick had explained excitedly to any and all who would listen.

“I said I had need of someone who knew how to accurately map the stars,” Renna had groused, albeit with a twinkle of amusement in her eyes. “And Perrick's maps are, admittedly, better than any I've seen at the Repository.”

“What do the stars have to do with a flying ship?” Etia had asked.

Renna's grin had been something to behold, “Perhaps you'll see for yourself someday.”

And on that enigmatic statement, the company of wizards, Etia, and their astronomer, had left the Golden Village behind. 

Soon, the day came when the Chosen Son too must leave. Sonder and Antenel had seen him off from the front of the manor.

“Well kid,” Sonder had said gruffly, already trying his damnedest not to cry. “I'm sure we'll be seeing you around.”

“Don't forget your promise to us,” Antenel had added kindly. “About Midsummer.”

“I won't, Uncle Antenel,” Herel had replied, glum.

Sonder had frowned, distressed to see the sorrow in the boy's eyes. “You know, if you aren't ready to go back, you're always welcome to stay with us—”

“I'm ready,” Herel had said, visibly pulling himself together. He'd continued in a low voice, “I won't say I'm happy to go back to Sivarr's Vale, but I must. I have to make things right. I promised myself I would. My people need me.”

Sonder had placed a hand on his shoulder, “Just don't forget to take it easy every once in a while, kid. Life's no fun otherwise.”

“Fun,” Herel had scoffed, flipping his hair, before his expression had softened. “I'll consider it.”

Artima and Ophie had chosen that moment to appear from within the manor.

“Are you ready, Herel?” Artima had said.

Herel had nodded, “Yes, Mother.”

Ophie had stepped forward, holding out her hand first to Sonder, then to Antenel. “Thank you for all you have done for him,” she had said in her customary whisper.

“Yes,” Artima had followed suit, albeit more stiffly than her lover. “Thank you,” she'd said begrudgingly. “And if you must visit, send word first. Relations being what they are between your people and mine—”

“I can assure you, Lady Artima,” Antenel had placed a hand on his heart and had bowed low, “that both you and my mother the Queen are in perfect agreement regarding the ogres of Astquary. We have achieved peace at too great a cost to dare squander it now.”

“Indeed,” Artima had given a small nod. She had stood haughtily before them, lifting her chin and smoothing the folds of her immaculate traveling frock. “I will hold you to that, prince.”

Herel had embraced his uncles one last time before Artima and Ophie had led him to a small summoning circle drawn in chalk upon the cobblestone path leading to the door of the manor and, on the ethereal wings of a spell, the three had been whisked away.

Lusidi and Connal remained in the Golden Village, although they had left Brockridge Manor not long after the night of the Great Calamity. They, like Sonder, had wished to remain nearby to assist with the Godskeep's restoration. The couple had found a modest home in the Golden Village, and they walked each day from there to the Holy Hill, where they, the rest of the Holy Guard, and seemingly every clergy in the northern half of the kingdom of Dorneldia had been hard at work to repair the Godskeep to its former glory.

Keeper Mian had given Sonder and Antenel looks of disdain when they had first shown up to the restoration effort, but she apparently could not turn down two experienced and able hands, and had done nothing further to harass the couple. They worked alongside the other Faithful to clear the ground of debris, and remained on-hand to lay the foundations for the new buildings that would soon be erected. In truth, while Sonder did find some satisfaction in helping repair the castle that had been his home for so long, their reasons for staying in the Golden Valley related more to the weather than to any sense of obligation. The roads wouldn't be fit for travel until spring had melted the remaining snow, and while it was a mere inconvenience to cross the Golden Valley while winter's grip was still fast, it was almost certain death to cross the Astquarian Mountains before its passes were clear of the stuff. Thus, Sonder and Antenel stayed at Brockridge Manor as they worked, waiting for the leaves and blossoms that signified the start of the season to leave the Holy Hill behind. When Sonder received a missive, one day, from Nesryn, who had gone on ahead of them by way of Astquary City, they knew their time had come.

They packed their bags—Sonder, Antenel, and Lady Grenna, who had decided to accompany her son to Astquary after all, stating she had a particular interest in this Willows Inn he had spoken so highly of.

“I ran the domestic duties of the Godskeep for almost four decades,” Lady Grenna had reminded him when Sonder had expressed his own concern on the matter. “I think an inn would make an excellent project for me, in my later years.”

“I'm not sure Mabroco is hiring,” Sonder had cautioned her, trying to imagine the fat old elf's face when he introduced his mother as his new barmaid.

“Nonsense,” Lady Grenna had said. “I thought you said he was fond of you? Surely he wouldn't deny an old woman a bit of honest work before she gets too old for it.”

Antenel had given Sonder an amicable shrug. What were they to do? She did have a point. Between the fact that Antenel was a prince and Sonder a war-hero, Sonder was hard-pressed to imagine the old innkeeper denying them anything.

Their plans for their arrival in Nusmal settled, they thanked Ivor and Daela one final time for their hospitality, and set off. Traveling with his betrothed and his mother was an interesting experience for Sonder, but not an unpleasant one. Their journey was blissfully uneventful, their arrival unnoticed until they stepped foot in the common room of the Willows Inn one balmy summer's eve. Mabroco did indeed accept Lady Grenna's offer to help manage the inn, and the two took to each other with surprising alacrity. The night of their meeting was spent in deep conversation about how to incorporate more carrots and tomatoes in the elf's garden, the best methods of pruning the hydrangeas that grew in front of the inn's ground floor, and how they could increase profit margins on ale before the year was out.

After a short respite on the Continent, the three continued on to the Crescent Isle, where Sonder and Antenel were wed before the court of Queen Letiir Gantares, who had already made a name for herself with her plans to relocate much of the overcrowded island to the shores of Astquary. Land had been left open to them after the Second War for the Continent, but, rather than rest on the laurels of war, Letiir had been in constant negotiations with the ogres, plans of retribution for the damage caused to their kind by her late husband already in motion. She no longer drank her wine, and never did she return to the Jade Palace where she had been in communion with her god. She did still, according to Nesryn and other members of the proshal guard, have divine visions lent to her by Roshan, but these were often of a much milder nature than the kind that had led to the slaying of King Hastos.

They soon returned to Nusmal—and it was there that Sonder obtained his dearest wish. While Sonder's mother lived and worked at the Willows Inn, and Antenel's mother continued to rule the kingdom with no foreseeable change in administration, the newly married couple found and chose a plot of land at the edge of town and built for themselves a little cottage, with a garden out back and a bush of roses out front. They spent their days in leisure and peace. They walked to the woods, to the mountains, to the streams and rivers to fish. They lay in the meadows, holding ring-adorned hands and looking up at the sky with the satisfaction that there was no great evil that lurked in the heavens beyond. No great being that sought a power so ephemeral and impermanent that they were willing to use and discard every last person on this earth to make it their own.

They kept their promise to Meredith, and they met, on the small island northwest of Iolimi that the family now called home, to honor their journey and those who had played a part in its success. Herel and Etia grew into fine adults. Etia had indeed returned to Iolimi and had found, to her great surprise, that all the work of the Great Wyrm had been undone with the gods' demise. Her people knew her, loved her, revered her—not as the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, but as the Pearlchild, the one spoken of in the tales of old, which the Elder had once more begun to proclaim at the feasts and festivals as had the other Elders long before him. Renna's crew had also been freed of the Wyrm's curse, and had, according to the occasional letters Sonder received from Perrick Underton, first mate aboard Renna's latest flying ship known as the God Seeker, returned to their captain's side, eager and able to continue their work where they had left off. 

The Chosen Son, for his part, had worked tirelessly over the intervening years to loosen the grip of the cult of the Herelites in Sivarr's Vale. He had shared with them the truth, the entire truth, of Dienna and the Tome and the gods and their destruction and his and mothers' parts in all of it. Many had not accepted this truth, many had fled from the colony in disgust, but many more still had been convinced of Herel's words, and had allowed themselves to be freed from the influence of the false ones and their ilk. So too did Ivor work in the Golden Valley. Sonder had occasional letters from him, and Meredith had constant communication from her cousin. Their numbers were small, but, with the help of the Chronicle, which Meredith had left in their care, Ivor and Daela made Brockridge Manor the center of what they had come to call the Unbelievers, a place where information could be shared, a home where truth might be found for those who were willing to seek it.

It was not much, perhaps, but, Sonder thought in his later days, when his hair had gone gray and his hands were more wont to shake than not, it was something. Followers of the Way came and went through the Willows Inn in those years, long after he had already lain his mother to rest in a plot not far from their old cottage, as did followers of Herel. The people still spoke their praises and whispered their prayers to the sun, the moon, and the stars—to Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos—but Sonder, sitting across from his much more slowly aging husband, could at least shake his head at such nonsense and know that the words they spoke no longer held the same power that they had in the days of his youth. They would never stop speaking them, he knew, but Sonder had made his peace with this fact. Let them speak. Let them pray. He had already done all that he could, and there were others, much younger than he, who had already taken up the flame of truth from his hands. And they would pass that torch, he knew, from one unto the next, and the next, and the next, until the flame of truth rivaled the number of the stars themselves, and then, maybe then, the last prayer would finally be said, the last lie finally told, and all that would be left above them would be simple night and day. No heavens, no wizards, and, certainly, no gods.

––––––––
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