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Chapter One
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The sea was eerily calm that night, and Meredith looked over the ship's prow with pursed lips and a furrowed brow. She did not fear the lack of wind—no wizard vessel had ever been becalmed—but she did fear the deathly stillness of the water this night. The Sky Seeker glided through the glass-like water as if it were a pond, the sea's usually murky surface clear and bright as the caravel followed its course northeast, toward the island-nation of Ruith. They had been weeks at sea. Meredith had lost count of exactly how many, but she knew it had been early spring when they had left the Repository, and that it was now squarely summer.

Meredith hated summer. 

Each summer found her heart growing heavier, for each summer reminded her that their duty had yet to be fulfilled. It was a long, weary road that had brought them here, and each summer Meredith found that that road was no less endless than the last. Midsummer came and went, just as it had that fateful day thirteen years ago, and still they were no closer to their goal.

She looked further down the ship's deck to the tall figure who stood at the other end, also gazing out over the ledge at the too-gentle sea. Although his face was obscured by his wizard's cowl, Meredith knew it was Endrick, would have known he was near even if she were blind. She was—Meredith did not hesitate to admit—still very much in love with the man even after all these years, although she was, she knew, all the more foolish for it. Had he come to detest this time of year as much as she? Or had his...condition rendered such an emotion out of his grasp? It wouldn't surprise Meredith if it had, considering how little of Endrick's emotions remained. His condition had destroyed much over the years, both for him, and for her, and their brief but joyous love affair had been one of the first casualties to fall. They had enjoyed the warmth and light and fire of passion for only a few years before things had begun to go terribly wrong—tears had become more common than smiles, worry and dread replaced love and caring, and Meredith found she must step away from that love lest it continue to consume her soul as well as his own. Thus lovers had become friends, and Meredith and Endrick had gone their separate ways to travel the width and breadth of Dorneldia, always searching, waiting, watching for any signs of the hands of the false gods. 

Signs which Meredith had begun to meticulously record.

With a strange sense of urgency, Meredith removed the battered old rucksack from her back, and from it drew forth a heavy, leather-bound volume with neither title nor insignia on its front. Setting the book down carefully upon the ship's wooden rail, she opened it to one of the latter pages, and by the light of the full moon above, Meredith read:


Lantos sighted. General Tommus. Windhom. Twentieth day, third month, 1539.



Spoke with Gortlyn Wortenne, blacksmith, age 45, of No. 4 Street of Iron, Windhom. Said man fitting description of General Tommus but calling himself Lieutenant Ront came to her shop and purchased a secondhand shield. Gortlyn had sold a sword to General Tommus in years past (was unsure of year) and was surprised that the man now went by a different name. She made no mention of this concern to the general, but confided in the local magistrate (Lord Alfrin Ult, 63, of No. 6 Flag Street, Windhom) who in turn confided in Vanya Cling-Ivy, 33, Wizard of the Third Class, who in turn reported the incident to Endrick Arelo via letter. Endrick Arelo (40, Wizard of the Second Class) and Meredith Hauvish (35, scholar) arrived in Windhom to investigate incident ten days later, Gortlyn Wortenne had since boarded up shop and could not be found. Neither the magistrate nor the townsfolk knew what had become of her. Magistrate Alfrin will inform Cling-Ivy of any subsequent news on her behalf.



Meredith shook her head. They hadn't gotten very far. The last Endrick had spoken with Magistrate Alfrin, he hadn't heard any news of either General Tommus or blacksmith Gortlyn. As far as Meredith knew, the woman had completely vanished, not unlike the god of the moon himself. 

She flipped the page to the next entry. This one was Endrick's. He had only just returned from another sighting of Lantos the day before their departure on the Sky Seeker. He had made the journey alone while Meredith had settled their affairs in Port Santore, their main base of operations between quests, and he had contacted her via mirrorcom to add:


Lantos sighted. Old/Young. Brote. Seventh day, fourth month, 1539.



Old Man with Young Face appeared at Mare Inn of No. 6 Sand Street, Brote. According to Trynn Grandmare, innkeep, age 36, man did not interact with patrons. Spoke only to order glass of wine. Was unnoticed by everyone except young child who openly stared at the man and caused commotion when he asked the man for a story. The Old/Young Man emptied his glass of wine on the boy's head, which quickly caught fire of a nearby wall-torch. The boy was saved by Trynn herself, dousing him with dishwater. Patrons demanded the mysterious man be brought to justice, but soon discovered he had disappeared. None saw him leave. A warrant was put out for his arrest. Has yet to be found. Trynn Grandmare will write the Repository with any updates.



Meredith ran her fingers over the pages, making a mental note of how thin the remaining sheets were. They had written much, these many long years, but had discovered little. The book in Meredith's hands was one of two copies—its magically replicated twin living far away at the Repository, the island of the wizards—and it contained a record of each and every sighting of the two remaining gods of the Way, Lantos and Seltos, that had occurred in the last thirteen years. So often did Meredith leaf through its pages that she could have recited the entire text by heart. It was her life's work. It was her obsession. It was her mission.

It was all for the mission.

It was for the mission that she had decided to continue to work with Endrick even though their romantic relationship had fluttered and died long ago. It was for the mission that Meredith had journeyed across the vastness of the kingdom to investigate one sighting while Endrick investigated another, each following the almost imperceptible trail of magic and lies left by the gods of the Way.  It was for the mission that Endrick had created the mirrorcoms, the communication devices that allowed them to stay in contact even when they were apart—devices that helped keep Meredith sane as she wandered the kingdom alone and friendless, her mind bent on nothing else but finding and destroying the gods.

It was for the mission that she and Endrick had boarded the Sky Seeker, an aptly-named sea vessel owned and captained by Renna Goldcrest, an old friend and colleague of Endrick's from his days at the Repository, and it was for the mission that they had asked Renna to help them pursue rumors of a dangerous foe that lurked somewhere in the waters of the Ruithan Sea. 

The Great Wyrm.

Meredith had scoffed at the idea when Endrick had first proposed that they track down the creature. As far as she was concerned, sailors always had and always would tell stories of sea monsters. Why, her own parents, what little she could remember of them, had told such stories to her as a girl when they had lived in the Port Cities. Giant squids, sea serpents, oceanic dragons—Meredith was inclined to believe none of it. It was not until Endrick had discovered a correlation between what the sailors of the Dezhartan Sea called the Great Wyrm and the recent flood of Ruithans abandoning their native religion, that Meredith had begun to take him seriously. Reports from Ruith's most prevalent port indicated that the Way was gaining popularity amongst its sailors, particularly the worship of Lantos, the god of the moon—and Meredith must discover why. 

“Hard to believe he's out there somewhere.”

Meredith started.

“Renna!” she sighed in relief as she turned to face the other woman. How long had she been standing there? She stuffed the Chronicle back into her pack with haste. “You scared me.”

Renna, short and lithe, grinned roguishly as she came to stand next to Meredith at the ship's railing. “Apologies, Mer.” She leaned her arms against the rail and let the magical staff she bore stand of its own accord next to her. “Although it's not me you should be afraid of.”

Meredith scoffed, turning her gaze back to the sea, “It's hard to be afraid of something as outlandish as the Great Wyrm.”

Renna regarded her with interest, “Is it? In my experience, people are generally more afraid of the unknown than the known.”

“I fear what is known,” Meredith faced her steadily, brown eyes glinting in the moonlight. “I fear what I know to be true, what can be seen by broad daylight, not what lurks in the shadows.”

Renna shrugged, “Well I am certainly terrified of meeting the Wyrm. Especially if it is related to the gods.”

Meredith smiled grimly, but gave no other reply. Renna and her crew were of the opinion that the Great Wyrm was a worthy object of study—so long as that study took place in the safe, comfortable rooms of the Repository back on the wizard's isle. To actually go out into the world and try to find the thing for themselves—that was taking it too far, and they not-so-secretly thought both Meredith and Endrick were crazed to even attempt such a thing. In truth, Meredith didn't relish having to spend time at sea no matter what the circumstances. Her stomach rebelled if she forgot to take the potion Endrick brewed for her, and she wasn't even passably good at swimming. Still, she knew that there was no help for it. The mission called her to go on, and so on she must go.

“You've come a long way since I first took you out on water,” Renna teased, echoing Meredith's own thoughts. The wizardess' eyes shone bright with humor in the dark.

Meredith brushed a black coil of hair from her face, “I know.”

“Remember when we first brought you to the Repository? You were so afraid, your face turned positively green,” Renna laughed. “Greener than an elf!”

“I remember,” Meredith chuckled, although her thoughts soon drew her in another direction. She continued more soberly, “That visit changed everything for us. Lord Mayrim—the Tome.” She stopped suddenly. She had been about to mention the soul lanterns hidden deep within the bowels of the Repository, but Renna was not to know that Meredith had seen them, the wizards' most closely-guarded secret.

Renna shrugged, “It all worked itself out, in the end.” The sea-wizard flipped her blonde ponytail away from her face in annoyance. The wind was starting to pick up.

“In a way,” Meredith replied, still frowning. There was much that, in Meredith's opinion, still needed to work itself out but, not wanting to goad the lackadaisical captain into an argument, Meredith cleared her throat, and decided to change the subject, “You've come a long way yourself, Captain Renna.”

The woman grinned, “I've got a baby now,” she patted the railing of the ship affectionately. “A big, wood and canvas baby that can take me anywhere in the world.”

As if on cue, a loud snap rang out through the night, causing Renna to straighten and look to the rigging above them, eyes sharp and alert. 

“Willisteph!” She said the crew-mate's name like it was a curse. “I had better go see if he's alright.” The blonde turned to Meredith with another roguish grin, “Let me know if you see any big worms, okay?”

Meredith nodded, “I will.”

Captain Renna bounded off toward the mast, her annoyed mutterings audible even from where Meredith remained at the railing. 

Meredith watched her go with a smile. It was good to have a friend on the ship. She had never been the type to have many friends—hunting the gods across the kingdom would do that to a person—and even now, Meredith had only one friend that she truly missed and worried about every day: Dienna Darpentus.

Meredith knew she shouldn't worry herself over Dienna as much as she did. She was, after all, a capable woman and always had been, but Meredith was distressed for her friend all the same. Indeed, sometimes Meredith wondered if Dienna had handled her loss of faith in the gods better than Meredith had herself. She could never do what Dienna was doing—be the figurehead, the leader, of the Way, knowing full-well that it was a false religion created by powerful wizards to suit their own needs. Never mind leading the masses, it was all Meredith could do to rise each day with the promise of revenge in her heart, with the hope that, someday, she could set down the burden she had borne these last thirteen years, and rest.

Someday. If that day ever came.

Lost in thought, Meredith did not at first notice that the figure who had been standing at the far end of the ship had slowly tread the length of the vessel and was now approaching her.

“Yes, Endrick?” she turned to face him with a neutral expression. A soft spray of sea water lapped over the edge of the ship.

“Do you hear that?” the wizard asked softly.

Meredith shook her head, causing her black coily hair to bounce. “Hear what?”

The wizard frowned, “Listen.”

Meredith closed her eyes and concentrated. It was difficult, at first, to discern anything in that night, still as it was, aside from the the creaks of the ship and the gentle swaying and swelling of the waves beneath them, but after a few moments, Meredith began to hear another sound—a whine, but not the whine of the wind, no, it was far richer, far fuller than that. The whining sound came and went, at times high-pitched, at other times low. If anything, it reminded Meredith of...

“Some kind of animal?” Meredith turned to face Endrick questioningly. “Could it be?”

The wizard did not respond. His eyes were closed, his black cowl blowing about his face, half-concealing his angular features. He held his plain wooden staff in his left hand, his knuckles bulging as he clutched the wood.

“An animal yes, the Wyrm, no,” his eyes met hers for only a moment, his expression dim and unreadable. “But we are getting close.”

Meredith swallowed and turned away. She knew why Endrick liked to wear his hood up as much as possible, why he kept his gaze averted from hers even now that they stood such a short distance apart. While the rest of Endrick's appearance had not changed much over the last thirteen years (a handsome face, dark of skin, with high cheekbones and an expressive mouth) his eyes had changed drastically. Meredith didn't know how it was possible that eyes so objectively warm and brown in color could at the same time be so lifeless and cold. They had been warmer when they had first met, and for many years afterwards. Now, however, with Endrick approaching his middle years, an iciness had begun to creep in—a frigidity that made Meredith shudder.

The separation from his soul was taking its toll upon him.

Not wishing to dwell on the subject, Meredith shook her head, and looked out to sea. The moon was full that night, although it slipped in and out of sight behind high storm clouds that seemed to now be gathering to the northeast. Where had they come from? The horizon had looked clear and flat only a moment ago. Endrick followed her gaze.

“Tell our captain to head toward the storm,” he murmured.

“Tell me what?” the captain answered, striding up to meet the two of them, looking harassed. “I didn't realize you had such a strong death wish, Endrick.”

Endrick regarded Renna calmly, “I am perfectly serious, Captain Renna.”

She scoffed, “I know you are; that's the problem.”

Endrick was unfazed. He looked once more out to sea, where the clouds were now visibly gathering on the horizon above the black, glassy surface of the ocean. “All accounts of the Great Wyrm's attacks have been preceded by a storm—small, quick to approach, but powerful. Do those clouds not fit that description?”

Grumbling, Renna whipped out a spyglass from the pockets of her robes and held it to one eye. She gazed through it for only a moment before collapsing the spyglass violently.

“They do,” she snapped.

“Then let us make haste,” Endrick said coolly.

Renna frowned, looking between the full moon above and the gathering clouds. Meredith followed her gaze, that strange, mournful sound fading once more in and out of hearing.

“Bugger it,” Renna cursed. She turned and stalked to the helm. “Ilda! Turn her 70 degrees to the northeast and make straight for that storm. Endrick feels like testing the gods tonight.” 

“Aye, Captain,” Ilda the sea wizard shouted from the helm. 

Ilda raised her staff, curved and made of gold, high in the air in a great sweeping arc, and the Sky Seeker responded accordingly. With a great moan, the ship turned and proceeded to speed toward the gathering storm clouds. Meredith held tightly to the ship's railing, still unused to the sensation even after so long at sea, hoping that she would not slip and be washed overboard. She needn't have feared, though. Endrick remained at her side, his gaze fixed on the storm as they sped forward.

“Endrick,” Meredith said over the roar of the speeding ship, “I can hear it again.”

He did not tear his gaze away from the horizon, but Meredith saw recognition in his eyes as he too noticed that the whining, moaning noise could once again be heard, much louder now than it had been before. As the storm loomed larger, Meredith could make out the far-away flash of lightning, hear the low, distant rumble of thunder, and above it all that unknown groan—eerie and haunting, somehow musical, causing the hairs on the back of her neck to stand on end. 

The other sea wizards could hear it now as well. They had all come deck-side, and were shouting in frantic and excited tones at one another and at their captain, who did not respond to their queries other than to grip her own staff tightly and frown.

“Has the Wyrm been sighted?”

“Why do we sail into the storm?”

“I say we turn this ship around!”

But their protestations were in vain; the storm was soon upon them. 

First came the wind, then the rain. It was like passing through a veil—clear skies one moment, utter downpour the next. Meredith gripped the side of the ship even tighter as the vessel began to heave dangerously, that low whining noise still ringing in her head. Endrick had both hands on his staff, eyes fixated on the heart of the storm. His hood was torn from his head by the wind, the rain blowing directly into his face and onto his bald crown, but the wizard did not seem to care or notice.

“We are nearly there,” he intoned.

Lightning crackled all about them, waves that had been unseen for days crashed over the side of the deck, and thunder rang so loud that Meredith could feel the vibrations in her bones. The moon and stars had long since disappeared behind the storm clouds, and Meredith could hardly tell where the storm ended and where the sea began. Suddenly, the Sky Seeker gave a great lurch, and Meredith was swept off her feet. With a cry, she reached for Endrick, and sobbed in relief when she felt his arms around her, keeping her steady as she regained her footing.

“Endrick, look!” she exclaimed. “The clouds are parting!”

And so they were. The rain began to dwindle to a mere shower, the waves began to calm, and the sky was once again visible—and at the horizon where the sea and the moon would soon meet was a great shadow, so large and dark that it blocked out half of its face, like some kind of monstrous eclipse.

“Endrick?” Meredith said, fear growing in the pit of her stomach. The shadow was far too large to be another sea vessel. “What is that?”

“I believe,” Endrick replied with uncanny calm, “we have found the Great Wyrm.”

The Sky Seeker gave another heave as the the whining, moaning sound grew louder. They were sailing straight at the shadow now, which was less than a mile out. Close as their ship was to the thing, it was hard to make out any detail with the way the moon was shining. All Meredith could see was a dark silhouette like an enormous column emerging from the dark waters, the moon round and full behind.

Another cloud suddenly overtook them, completely obscuring the moon and the strange shadow, and the Sky Seeker was thrown into complete darkness. Meredith could see nothing, not even Endrick, but she could smell brine and moisture, could hear that strange song in her ears and something that sounded like water breaking.

The clouds parted again, and Meredith thought for a wild moment that she had stumbled into a dream—there, emerging out of the darkness in front of the ship, was a whale. 

A whale out of water.

“Dear gods,” Meredith breathed. 

She stared in astonishment as the massive creature spiraled gracefully upward, its tail completely clearing the water. She kept expecting gravity to pull it down, kept waiting for all of its immensity to come crashing into the water's surface, and was horrified that it only continued its ascent. Shouts came from the helm, where the thirteen sea wizards were gathered, and Meredith turned to see a second whale, this one still in the water, its fluke disappearing as it dove beneath the waves. Breath held, she watched as, moments later, it breached the water's surface with a mighty clap and flung itself into the air—and did not come down.

“Endrick, what's happening?” Meredith shouted above the whale-song, for she now realized that the eerie moaning they had heard was the cry of the immense beasts. 

The wizard's calm demeanor had now vanished, and Meredith was startled to see a look of wonder and awe in his dark eyes as he beheld them. 

“I do not know,” he whispered.

A third whale breached, and a fourth, and soon all four creatures were above them, moving slowly through the air at the shadow and the moon. The ship was only a few hundred yards away from the shadow now, and still Meredith could not see exactly what it was—although she could see that it was enormous, several times higher than their ship, several times larger than the mighty whales that soared to meet it. 

A great, ear-piercing cry roared out—louder than the thunder, louder than the whale-song, and far less pleasant. 

Meredith bent nearly double and covered her ears with a shout. Endrick grabbed hold of her shoulders and was yelling something at her, but she couldn't hear him over the cacophony. Tears streamed down her face as the terrible cry reached a crescendo. Was it the Wyrm? Or the whales? 

No. It wasn't the whales. They were falling.

Still shielding her ears, Meredith stood once more and watched in horror as the four whales came crashing down at last, their own sorrowful cries mingling eerily with that of the shadow's. The lead whale fell first, then another, then another. They twisted as they crashed downward, their slick forms glinting in the moonlight. Meredith could have sworn that she saw someone—a child, a girl, perhaps?—falling with them, but when next came another flash of lighting, the whales had twisted and the girl was obscured from Meredith's sight. 

Too late, Meredith realized that one of the whales was falling directly above the prow of the ship. She removed her hands from her ears and turned to Endrick—but he had already begun to cast a defensive spell. He raised his wooden staff high and bellowed in the language of magic just as the whale crashed into the ship with a deafening boom.

The Sky Seeker began to split in two.

All was chaos. Meredith held tightly on to Endrick as he completed the spell. A shield of light appeared around them, protecting them as debris, water, and rigging came barreling down, shot like arrows or cannon-fire from the force of the whale's body. 

What happened next, Meredith could not quite remember. She could recall slipping, the sensation of weightlessness, followed by the sure and certain knowledge that she had been thrown overboard. The water was far colder than she had expected. It filled her eyes, her mouth, her lungs. Panic set in. She was completely under, had no idea which way was up and which was down. At random, she picked a direction and made a wild lunge—and broke the water's surface with a gasp.

She sucked down lungfuls of air, barely registering the sinking ship to her right, the cries of the wizards as it went under. Something pushed her back down, and she took in another mouthful of water as she saw, in the dim glow of the moonlight, the rush of a fin go past, followed by a tail. The tail reared back and flung straight at her, knocking her sideways through the water until she ran into something—another whale—which came crashing down nearly on top of her. Still beneath the sea, Meredith struggled to swim to the surface, her vision a blurred mess of tangled bodies, debris, and moonlight. Another fluke batted her down, another whale rushed past her. Her lungs were on fire. She needed to breathe. 

Gods help me, she thought, even though she knew they would not listen.

The last thing Meredith remembered before losing all consciousness was stretching one hand upward as she sank further and further down in to the depths of the sea. 

Please...help me.
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Dienna woke, not with a start, but slowly, gradually coming into consciousness with sluggish alacrity. It was before dawn. Why was she awake? She lay there, uncertain if she should roll over and return to sleep, or if she should rise and begin her day. She had many duties to attend to, she knew, many things that could be done, and something in her mind told her that she had awakened for a reason. Through the haze of sleepiness, she noticed that her heart was racing, pounding wildly in her chest. Shaking her head, deciding that her work could wait at least until daybreak, Dienna was about to pull the covers back over her head when she heard the faintest whisper of a voice speak into her ear.

“The Tome...”

Dienna bolted upright. “Who's there?” she called out. “Who disturbs the Keeper of the Gods?”

There came no answer. She was quite alone. She shared her bed with no one, kept no servants, in her chamber or otherwise, and a quick glace at the window and door told her that both were closed and bolted.

Now fully awake, Dienna threw her blankets from her, lit a candle from her bedside, and bounded from her room into the hall. Half-running, she made her way down the corridor until she came to a set of narrow, spiraling stairs. She took them upward until she reached the third floor. Winded, she entered the corridor and followed it until she came to the only door on that side of the hall, a door inlaid with the Mark of the Way: the sun of Dartos, surrounded by the moon of Lantos, speckled by nine bright stars of Seltos, and paused. The last Dienna had checked, the door had been locked, its only key in her pocket. Now it stood slightly ajar, on hinges that creaked as the door rocked gently back and forth, as if someone had just passed through it. 

“The Tome,” Dienna once again heard the voice, barely more than a whisper on the back of her neck.

Swallowing her fear, Dienna pushed the door fully opened, and entered the Keeper's suite, or rather, what used to be the Keeper's suite. These rooms had not been in use since Dienna's father, Lord Mayrim Darpentus, had died thirteen years ago, although they had not been last occupied by him...

Dienna walked through the main entry chamber, noting that the objects therein appeared to be untouched. There was the white bear rug that she and her brother Sonder had played on as children, when these rooms had been their own, and there was the ornate mirror in the room's corner, and the great clock, both covered in layers of dust, the once beautiful objects now dull and dreary. She continued past them, with decisive, deliberate steps, until she reached a small hallway within the suite, coming to the last room on the right. Dienna was disturbed, though not surprised, to see that this door was also standing slightly ajar, swaying as though someone had just walked through.

As Dienna reached for the door knob, a fury of pain shot through her right shoulder, which suddenly felt like it was on fire, and the sound of maniacal laughter resonated through her skull. Ignoring the burning sensation, knowing that it was all in her head, Dienna pushed the door open with more force than was necessary, and entered the room. It was a bedchamber, large but sparsely furnished. At one time, it had been her father's, and since then it had been bedchamber to the rogue sorceress, Artima of the Plains, the Chosen Mother. Her son had been born here; her lover had been killed here, and at Dienna's hand, no less. If she looked closely enough, Dienna could still see the outline of the blood that had been spilled from his body on the stone floor beneath her feet.

Dienna crossed the room, frowning as she reached to pull the curtains shut—they had been drawn open since she had last been here, and she did not want the fast-approaching light of dawn to be let in.

“The Tome,” the voice spoke again, louder this time, loud enough that she could recognize it as the voice of Dartos, the god she had slain. Her god. “Dienna Darpentus...the Tome...”

She turned, for the voice seemed to be coming from behind her now, and was horrified to see, not just the outline of a stain on the old floor, but a puddle—red, vivid red—of blood, as freshly spilled as it had been thirteen years ago when she had plunged a knife into Dartos' mortal body and taken his life. Dienna felt her heart clench in her chest, as if someone were squeezing it, and she heard once again the death cry of the god—no, no he was no god—echoing in her mind.

“No!” Dienna yelped, burying her face in her hands and falling to her knees. “Make it stop!” she began to sob. “Make it stop!”

“Lady Keeper?” a different voice called out, this one real, the product of flesh and blood. 

Taking in a shuddering breath, Dienna lifted her face to find Gheltin Oris, the new Prominent of Dartos, standing before her with a concerned look. “Are you alright?” he asked, “Have you been sleepwalking again?”

The pool of blood was gone, as was the burning sensation in her shoulder. Hands shaking, Dienna lifted herself off the floor and stood before him with shoulders back, as stiff and rigid a bearing as she ever bore.

“Yes, I must have been sleepwalking again,” she said coldly. “I shall have to ask the medic for a stronger drought next time.”

“Indeed,” Oris responded, his brown eyes flicking once up and down her body. In her delirium, Dienna had not thought to put on a dressing gown, and was still in her sleeping chemise. Trying not to blush, Dienna smoothed out the folds of the gown with as much dignity as she could muster, her eyes never leaving Oris's, daring him to say something about her state of undress.  “I will ask him for you,” Oris continued mildly, “when I see him at the early service this morning. He is always sure to attend.”

“I will thank you for that,” Dienna replied curtly. She began to walk past him, “I think I ought to return to my bedchamber.”

“Ah, yes, allow me to accompany you,” Oris said, capturing her arm in his and smiling. “The Godskeep can be a bit spooky in the early hours, can it not?”

Dienna froze. She wanted nothing more than to yank her arm away and continue on her own, but dared not make a scene in front of Oris. Handsome and just reaching his forty-fifth year, he was a favorite around the Godskeep, and had been ever since his arrival ten years ago. Hailing from a small chapel on the outskirts of the Port Cities, Oris had charmed the denizens of the Godskeep with his quiet humility and his open, friendly nature. When old Tevinan Gael had died, he was the natural choice to succeed him as the new Prominent of Dartos, and he took to the roll with zeal—too much so in Dienna's opinion. He had personally begun the practice of finding and excommunicating those who followed the New Way in the Golden Valley, a practice that had turned into a witchhunt-like fervor among the members of his circle, and which had, some whispered, cost lives.

Dienna forced herself to smile in turn, “Spooky, indeed,” and allowed herself to be led out of the Keeper's suite, down the stairs, and to the door of her own chamber. They did not pass anyone as they went, thank the heavens. There were certain rumors afoot that Oris was interested in the Keeper's hand. Being seen arm-in-arm together in the early hours of the morning in nothing but her chemise would only kindle that fire, and Dienna was certain that Gheltin Oris was among the last men she would ever consider marrying. She did not look forward to the day that he tried to propose. The Faithful already thought she was touched in the head, and she had thus far turned down four—no, five—proposals in as many years from equally attractive and powerful men. Dienna could only imagine the public outcry and disappointment if she turned down the Godskeep's favorite Prominent.

“Here we are,” Oris said cheerfully once they reached her door. “I'll see you at the council meeting. Big days ahead, eh?”

Dienna nodded, “Yes. I will see you at the council, Lord Oris. Good Morning.”

With that, Dienna closed the door as calmly as she could, walked over to the basin in the corner of the room, and began to wash her face and hands.

––––––––
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Once her ablutions were complete, Dienna went about the rest of her early duties with haste. She was still, truth be told, a little shaken after the ordeal that morning, but this hadn't been the first time such a scene had happened, and she was almost used to it by now. She had experienced such—she wasn't sure what to call them, dreams? Hallucinations?—for several years now. It was guilt, it must have been, that caused her to rise from her bed at odd hours and return to the site of Dartos' death. She knew she shouldn't feel guilty for what she had done; how many countless lives had Yorn, the wizard who called himself Dartos, the god of the sun, ruined and destroyed? Her own father had been compelled to take his life after he had discovered the true origin of the gods of the Way, a truth that Dienna had herself discovered by reading the very thing the voice still taunted her with: the Tome, the book of the gods' secrets.

It did not do to dwell on it, Dienna knew, yet she found herself thinking of it often, how could she not? She was the Keeper of the Gods. The Way was her responsibility, both at the Godskeep and throughout Dorneldia. It was her duty, as it had been her father's, and her father's father's, and so on, to guide the Faithful, to teach them, instruct them in the glories of Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos. Yet how could she, when she herself had no faith? When she herself knew that the gods were not gods at all? Every day, Dienna led the evening service in the Hall of Ceremony, and every day she lied. She told her congregation that the gods protected them, that they had sacrificed themselves for them, that the gods loved them. Every day she saw the peace and awe in their eyes and felt an overwhelming sense of shame. There had been a time when she had wanted desperately to leave the Godskeep, to escape this shame, but Dienna had soon realized that she had nowhere else to go, and could trust none of those who were in line to succeed her even if she had.

She was thirty-eight now. Far too old to have a child, as far as her mother was concerned, although she was still physically able to conceive. Even those who wished her to wed Oris did not believe she would ever produce an heir. They hoped, rather, that she would abdicate her position as her older brother Sonder had once done, and make Oris the Keeper of the Gods in her place. This would only be permissible if they were to marry. Else-wise, Dienna shivered, there was the Right of the Prominents. That was Dienna's greatest fear; the ability of the three Prominents to forcibly remove the Keeper of the Gods from their position and replace them with one of their own choosing. Thankfully, this Right could only be invoked if all three Prominents voted unanimously against the Keeper. If even one of them voted in favor of the current Keeper, the Right could not take place.

At the least, Dienna reflected as she tied the hidden ribbons that held her white and black robes in place, if she died unmarried, her succession would be determined by seniority. Lord Varent, the Prominent of Seltos, had held his position the longest of the three of them, and would take her place should she predecease him. If not, Lady Amelie was next in the line, followed, once again, by Oris. Unfortunately for her, Oris was the youngest Prominent by a margin of at least twenty years, and it was unlikely that the aging Tevinan and Amelie would still be around when Dienna passed—greatly increasing Oris's chances of claiming the Keeper's circlet in the years to come. She frowned. Dienna could only hope that when the question of her succession became an issue, Oris would be far away and gone from the Godskeep.

A knock sounded at her door.

“Lady Keeper?” a timid voice called out. “Your carriage is in the bailey. Should I tell it to wait?”

“No, thank you, Connal. I will be right down,” Dienna returned.  She placed the golden circlet of the Keeper on her brow and went to meet him in the hallway. 

Connal bowed low when she emerged, “My Lady.”

“There's no word from Sonder today either, I'm afraid,” Dienna said as he straightened. The post had been dropped off at her doorstep after her early morning excursion, a collection of missives of no importance. There was no letter from Sonder, nor anything from the East. It had been over a year since she had had word from him—and she was worried sick. Astquary was a battlefield. And she had no idea if he was alive, or dead. 

Connal gave a small sigh and frowned, “It figures,” he said morosely. “Are you ready for the carriage then?”

Dienna nodded and followed Connal down the hall and to the staircase until they reached the ground floor. They went slowly, Connal's shoulders slumped and his gaze downcast. Dienna felt for the young man. From what she recalled, Connal had met her brother, Sonder, the summer that they had both joined the Holy Guard. Connal had been little more than a wide-eyed youth at the time, doughy and clumsy, hardly able to keep up with his fellow guards. He was an officer now, had grown tall and capable, and Dienna had chosen him at Sonder's recommendation to be her own personal bodyguard two years ago. 

He's a bit of a dunce, Dee, but he's the most loyal of the lot. Sonder's letter had said. He won't let you down. 

And so far he hadn't. Connal had been a perfectly wonderful bodyguard: arranging her carriages, fetching her things from the kitchen, taking messages to the other priests in the building. In truth, Dienna blushed, he was more like her personal aid than he was her bodyguard. He rarely stood sentry at her door, rarely had to protect her from ruffians when she was out and about in the world. Dienna had only appointed a bodyguard at Oris' insistence after a feeble attempt on her life three winters before.

Someone had tried to have her poisoned.

Dienna still shuddered to think of it, for she had spent several days deathly ill as the poison worked its course. The culprit, she was told when she was well and coherent again, was a woman who followed the New Way, a Herelite. She apparently blamed Dienna for the death of her father, who had been excommunicated by Oris and sent to live in the Astquarian Mountains, where he had been summarily mauled by a wild boar. Dienna had ordered the woman be exiled as well, but Oris, enraged at the attempt on the Keeper's life, suggested that she be imprisoned for the rest of her days, and urged Dienna, publicly, to take a bodyguard for her own protection. Dienna did not back down on the woman's sentence, and she was sent off to live in Astquary, but Dienna did concede to taking a guard for her own personal safety. 

“Here you are,” Connal said as they exited the east wing of the Godskeep and entered the inner bailey. A large black carriage was stationed there, led by a team of two horses. 

“Thank you,” Dienna accepted Connal's hand as he guided her into the carriage box. He entered the carriage behind her and shut the door.

They were soon on their way, the carriage advancing across the lawn, through the castle gate, and down the Holy Hill. It was a ride Dienna was well familiar with, for it was the only way to leave the Godskeep aside from the craggy, cliff-like path that ran from the castle's postern door. Dienna had taken that path often when she was younger, but she found that age had dulled her ability to navigate the uneven hillside, and thus she took the Holy Road, as it was called, at every opportunity. It sloped gently back and forth across the front of the hill upon which sat the mighty Godskeep, and was wide enough to allow carriage traffic in two directions. Indeed, Faithful from all over the world traveled to the sacred Godskeep, and all the more so at this time of year. Dienna frowned as she looked out the carriage window at a group of pilgrims who were making their way up the road, staring at the Godskeep's immense, thick walls and its three tall towers as if they had never seen its like. And likely they hadn't. It was an old castle, twelve hundred years old now, and its outer structure was built in the shape of a triangle, flush against its three walls, which encompassed a large bailey and several free-standing buildings within—the barracks, the dining hall, and, most importantly, the Hall of Ceremony. Soon, Dienna knew, the bailey would be crowded with people, and all of their spare rooms would be occupied with visitors who had made the pilgrimage to the Golden Valley to attend the Midsummer Festival, and its three Ceremonies. 

She detested the Midsummer Festival.

It reminded her too well of what she had lost.

Still, it was a week away. The floods of pilgrims and nobles had only just begun, and Dienna hoped she would still have some peace and quiet for a few more days at least. She sat back in the carriage and smiled. It was a beautiful day. The Holy Road was lined with bushes and flowers, lush and fully blooming. It had been part of her Restoration Initiative, when they had first retaken the Godskeep from Artima, to restore the roads and the countryside around the Godskeep to their former states. Artima's occupation had brought hundreds of ogres and human mercenaries to the Golden Valley, and their encampment had left the surrounding area pockmarked with ogre-holes, trenches, and felled trees. One of the first things Dienna had done as Keeper was review the Way's coffers, and she had quickly discovered that the Godskeep pocketed a disgustingly large portion of the donations it received from the Faithful for less than productive purposes. Dienna had vowed to put that gold to good use—she hired gardeners, carpenters, architects, and their like to transform the wasted landscape into a thing of beauty. By the following spring, the Golden Valley was worthy of its name once more. The Faithful, still beaten and down-trodden from months of imprisonment, fear, and loss under Artima, had improved significantly at the sight. Dienna had seen their spirits rise, the haunted expressions gradually leaving their faces, and felt that, perhaps for the first time in her life, she had done her people some good. 

She had continued in that same vein ever since. She reduced the much-inflated salary of her priests and began to pay the acolytes a small sum instead, who had previously been provided only room and board, with no way of earning any wages. She also worked with the treasurer and the mayor to set aside a portion of the Way's revenue to open the First Public School of the Golden Village—a school which accepted any and all students without regard to age, gender, or status, and taught the basics of arithmetic and writing. The school had been wildly successful, was talked about as far away as the Port Cities, and had inspired two similar schools to open both in the capital and in the Riverlands. The School was her destination this morning. The Council of Prominents had not been fully supportive of her ideas, and thus required that she perform quarterly check-ins with the School to ensure that its teachings were not in discord with the Way.

Tedious as these appointments were, Dienna still found much enjoyment in seeing the young minds that were thriving thanks to her help. She had been ecstatic when she had found out that Daela Hauvish, Meredith's cousin, was attending the School, and that she had graduated with flying colors. That had been some years ago, and Dienna no longer knew any of the students personally, but the satisfaction she felt was potent all the same. 

The carriage soon pulled into the Golden Village. With its slender, winding cobblestone streets and closely-built houses, it was best to travel through the village on foot, as carriages were wont to get stuck in the narrow roadways. It was not far from the main road to the School, only a few houses down, and Dienna and Connal reached it with ease. Built in the remains of a renowned merchant's home who had entailed the house to the church, the School looked every bit like the houses that surrounded it—tall, but narrow, made of mortared stone. The only thing that designated it as an institute of learning was the small sign that hung next to the door, upon which was painted an image of a hand applying a quill to parchment, with the abbreviation FPSGV. 

The headmaster was waiting for them inside.

“Lady Keeper!” he exclaimed, standing up from behind his desk. He crossed the room and shook her hand warmly.

“Headmaster Ulm,” Dienna returned his handshake in kind. “How are the students?”

“Oh fine, fine,” Ulm replied. He had a habit of stroking his mustaches, which were bright orange in color, as was the hair on his head, what little was left of it. “The heat is getting to them, I think. Classroom gets blasted hot in the summer. Only one window on the second floor, you know.”

Dienna nodded and smiled not unkindly, “Yes, so you reminded me on my last visit Fremit. And you remember Connal, my guard?” She gestured to the lad, who had begun to wander away from the two of them, looking about the room with a cautious expression. The first floor of the School served as both a reception area and as a recreational room, where sat several long tables and a few scattered chairs, along with spare books, parchment, and quills. On previous visits, the first floor had usually been crowded with students between classes, reading, practicing their lessons, playing—but now the tables were all empty, and the supplies had disappeared.

“Yes, of course I remember Connal, how do you do?” Headmaster Ulm shook his hand, although his gaze, too, was on the empty room. “Er, I've sent the students away for the lunch hour. As I said, the heat has been unbearable,” Ulm was sweating most profusely in his lightly spun tunic and breeches, “and I find giving them some time away helps them digest the lessons a bit more in any case. They should be returning soon.”

Dienna nodded and replied calmly, “I understand perfectly what you mean, Headmaster. I shall wait for their return.”

Ulm gave a nervous smile, “Yes, of course. We shall go up to the classroom to wait, shall we?” He began to lead them up the stairs to the second floor of the School.

Dienna and Connal followed the Headmaster up the stairs and through a door, which opened to the classroom proper. It occupied the whole of the second floor, and was furnished with ten long tables and benches which all faced the front, where sat a large, heavily disorganized desk and stool for the instructor. Ulm was not the only instructor in the employ of the Godskeep. A merchant by the name of Bolton Jabs taught arithmetic and Lady Mariah Pendleton taught reading and writing. Fremit Ulm taught both subjects, and was thus considered the most indispensable of the three, although Dienna had always considered him far too languorous for the position of Headmaster. She had heard complaints from students and from the other two instructors that Ulm had been caught sleeping on the job more times than they could count, and that he was wont to dismiss his students early for no apparent reason. Dienna had brought these allegations to the Prominents, but none of them seemed to share her concerns, and reasoned that it was all perfectly harmless behavior.

Dienna, however, had made it clear to Ulm, on several occasions, that if he did not improve his attentions to the students, she would have him thrown out. It was a bluff of course—even as Keeper of the Gods, she could not act alone where the School was concerned—but it seemed to have done the trick. For a while at least.

Now, Dienna watched with disgust as Ulm shuffled through the piles of parchment at his desk to find the afternoon lesson. She and Connal had taken a seat at the back of the classroom, and the students were just returning from their midday break. Many of them were familiar with Dienna's visits, and spared the Keeper no more than a glance, but some of them, the younger children, had never seen her before and they stared at her quite openly. Dienna attributed this behavior to the handsome beauty she had developed in her middle years. She wore her blonde hair pulled back from her head, the length of it done in a braided knot at the nape of her neck, the gold circlet of the Keeper adorning her brow. She was taller than average, and well-built, and the sumptuously embroidered white and black robes of the Keeper were becoming on her, lent her a look of power and authority that was not diminished even sitting there in the sweltering hot classroom. 

One girl in particular seemed fascinated by Dienna. Even after all the students had taken their seats and the lesson had begun, she continued to turn around and look at her shyly, using her long brown hair to hide her gaze. Dienna was neither fooled nor amused by her inattention to the lesson, and frowned at her each time she did so. Even Headmaster Ulm noticed after a while.

“Lilia, eyes forward!” he harrumphed at the girl, looking down the bridge of his nose over his spectacles.“Work on your lesson and let the Lady Keeper be.” 

The girl, Lilia, looked terrified for a moment, turning bright red before she squeaked out, “Yes, Headmaster, only—”

“Only what? Impertinent child,” Ulm returned, hands on his hips.

“Only, I wanted to ask the Keeper a question,” Lilia said, still blushing.

“Yeah, me too!” another student chimed in.

“Oh yes!” said another.

The classroom was soon abuzz with excited chatter from students young and old alike. Ulm looked beside himself for a moment, then heaved a heavy sigh and sat down at his desk.

“Oh very well,” he conceded. “You don't mind, do you Lady Darpentus? It's just too blasted hot in here anyway.”

Dienna bristled for a moment, but soon recovered herself. She stood and nodded, “Of course not, Headmaster. I would be glad to answer some questions.” She walked to the front of the classroom. “Curiosity is a virtue of the gods, is it not?”

“Er,” Ulm fumbled with his words for a moment, “Yes, well, so it is. Who here has a question?” Several students raised their hands, “Yes, Piper.”

One of the older students, in his teen years perhaps, stood and asked, “Is it true that you funded this school by taking money from the priests?”

“In a sense, yes,” Dienna replied with serenity. “I made a few adjustments to the Godskeep's budget to help build this school, so that all those of the Golden Village would have access to a decent education.”

“Why don't you have a husband?” One of the younger boys asked, not waiting to be called on.

“See here Bill, that is not an appropriate question!” Ulm chided with disapproval. “I will have to ask that you stay behind after class is over.”

The boy, Bill, slumped down in his chair and began to grumble.

Dienna answered several more questions (What do you do when you're not at service? How many times a day do you pray? Were you really held prisoner by an evil sorceress?) before Ulm finally realized he had not yet called upon Lilia, who had been waiting patiently for her turn.

“Heavens above, child, I nearly forgot about you,” he chuckled, “you should have said something! Go on, ask the Keeper your question.”

Lilia once more blushed red, “Lady Keeper,” she said in a small voice, “do you believe in Herel?”

There was a collective gasp.

The girl, Lilia, looked about at her fellows questioningly, unsure what she had done wrong. Out of the corner of her eye, Dienna could see Ulm sitting at his desk with his ginger eyebrows raised as high as they could reach on his forehead, his mouth open like a fish.

Ignoring him, Dienna came to stand before the girl. Smiling, she bent at the knees to be of one height with her as Lilia beheld the Keeper with eyes that were wide with fear and confusion. 

“I believe,” Dienna started, choosing her words carefully, “that thirteen years ago, a sorceress called Artima gave birth to a baby boy, right there at the Godskeep, and she named that baby boy Herel. She and her baby left the Golden Valley, and they went far away to Astquary, on the very fringes of the kingdom. Some people,” Dienna paused, “some people followed them to Astquary. Those people thought that Artima, and little baby Herel, were special. They thought that they were chosen by the god Dartos to bring about some changes to the Way. They are still in Astquary—Artima, her son Herel, and the people who followed them. That is all I believe about Herel. He is a child, whom some people have decided to follow.”

Lilia nodded her head, eyes still wide and uncomprehending, but the fear had left them.

“That's what my dad says too,” Lilia replied in her small voice. “Only he calls him the Chosen Son.”

“I see,” Dienna's smile slipped a fraction. “Well, that is something best kept within the confines of your own family.”

This statement seemed to confuse the girl, Lilia, even more, but she said nothing, her small lips settling into an uncertain line.

Dienna gave her an encouraging nod before standing once more and turning to face Ulm, “I think, Headmaster, that I must take my leave.”

“Certainly, Lady Keeper. Er, allow me to escort you out,” Ulm stood and began to fumble his way toward her.

She held up a hand, “That won't be necessary. Connal?”

He was already at her side. He nodded to her and together they descended the stairs and left the school. They did not exchange a word as they walked the short distance to where the carriage was waiting, and each avoided the other's gaze. Finally, when they had entered the carriage, and had closed the door, Dienna looked her guard calmly in the eyes and broke the silence.

“Connal, not a word of this much reach the Prominents, do you understand?”

Connal swallowed and nodded, “I, yes,” he hesitated. He raised his gaze once more, “That girl has no idea what she's done, does she?”

“No, the poor thing,” Dienna said quietly. Her brow furrowed in anger. “How foolish her parents must be. Have they not told her how dangerous it is to speak that name? She is lucky that Oris does not make these visits. If she had given herself away to him,” Dienna shuddered. “It's bad enough that everyone in that classroom now knows that she and her family are Herelites.”

“Begging your pardon, Lady Keeper, but,” Connal continued in hushed tones, “I thought the whole reason for these visits was to make sure the Disloyalists weren't spreading their teachings through the School.”

“That is what the Council would say,” Dienna replied sadly, “but you and I both know that one Disloyalist will not spoil the bunch, and we can hardly accuse the School as whole based on one student's beliefs.” 

Connal nodded, though he still looked uneasy.

Dienna's expression hardened, and she clenched her fists in her lap, “I will not betray that girl to Oris, Connal. I will not. Swear to me that you will not mention this to anyone.”

“Lady Keeper, I—”

“Swear it.”

Connal again swallowed and brought his wide, young eyes to hers, “I swear it, on my mum's life.”

“Good, thank you, Connal,” Dienna sat back again, relieved. She knew that Connal's reluctance did not spring from malice, but rather, from fear. He was afraid of Lord Oris, as were many, and for good reason. There had been rumors. Rumors of alleged Disloyalists disappearing in the dead of night, of houses burning down, of children being taken, precious heirlooms stolen. Nothing was ever directly connected to Oris or his retinue of priests, but Oris made no secret of his distrust and hatred for those who called themselves the Herelites, the New Faithful.

And Dienna was caught in the middle. Knowing what she knew, she could not give her honest opinion about the Faithful or the New Faithful, and no one would believe her if she did. As the Keeper of the Gods, she must appear to favor her own people, the Faithful, over those who had backed Artima as the Chosen Mother. Showing any kind of regard for those whom Oris and his like had coined the Disloyalists would spark anger throughout the land, for Artima was not well-liked outside of her following. Even the King had a particular hatred for her and her New Way—it was because of her that his son, Prince Fucian, had been imprisoned for several months and nearly killed at the Battle for the Godskeep, wherein the crown had finally regained control of the castle. He considered Artima dangerous, and her followers even more so. They had helped her take control of the kingdom's religious hub with ease. Who was to say they wouldn't go after his own fortress in the Port Cities some day? Dienna thought his fears were entirely unfounded, but she could not, of course, convince the monarch of anything. Her correspondence with him was limited to quarterly reports of the most clinical, cursory nature, and she didn't dare try to sway his opinion on the matter.

They soon arrived back at the Godskeep. The carriage left Dienna and Connal in the bailey, near the east wing. It was mid afternoon, and Dienna had only a short time to spare before she must be at the council meeting. 

“I won't be needing you any more today, Connal,” Dienna said offhandedly. “My schedule tonight is rather full. If you could ask the cook to spare some supper, I'll pick it up from the kitchens when I have time.”

Connal bowed, “Of course, Lady Keeper.”

With that, Dienna rushed into the east wing. She arrived at the council chamber slightly out of breath, and was irked to see that Lady Amelie, Lord Varent, and Lord Gheltin, were all already within. Oris rose from the long table and came to greet her at the door, wearing that blasted false smile of his.

“Ah, Lady Keeper, do come in,” he crooned. He was silhouetted against the long, narrow stained glass windows that made up the wall behind him, and his short dark hair looked lighter than it normally did in the warm afternoon light. “We have much to discuss, do we not?”

“Yes, indeed, Oris, thank you,” Dienna replied, walking around the table on the opposite side from where Oris stood, to take her seat at the head. Once she was comfortably seated, she turned to the heavy-set man to her right. “Lord Varent, what is on the agenda for today?”

“I fear what was already a lengthy agenda has only grown longer,” Varent replied, frowning as his eyes wandered down the thick roll of parchment he was currently unrolling. The blue bejeweled veil he wore as the mark of his devotion to Seltos jingled annoyingly with every movement.

“And why is that?” Dienna snapped.

Varent turned to her with a somber expression, “We have just received a missive from the Port Cities. King Philibert and Queen Andisa will be attending the Midsummer Festival. They arrive tomorrow.”

There was short, but poignant silence.

“Why did you not bring this to my attention sooner?” Dienna demanded. It was all she could do to keep her voice from cracking with anger.

Lord Varent frowned, “You have been away from the Godskeep all day, Lady Keeper, and we have only just discovered this ourselves. It seems that the King wanted to keep his visit under wraps.”

“Even from us?” Dienna snapped.

“It would appear so,” Varent said mildly.

Lady Amelie, the Prominent of Lantos, spoke from the other side of the table, “What I don't understand is his purpose in keeping his journey a secret. We cannot prepare for a royal visit with only one day's notice.”

“That is precisely his intention, I fear,” Oris said with an exaggerated frown. “He means to catch us off guard.”

“To what end?” Amelie asked, scandalized.

Dienna regarded Oris with begrudging admiration. She hated the man, but she had to admit that he was probably right. “King Philibert wishes to see how we run things when he's not around.” She turned her attention back to Lord Varent, “Has he made any requests of us?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Varent murmured. “The King's Suite for himself and the Queen, rooms for his retainers, and a feast in his honor the night after next.”

Dienna sighed in relief, “Well, that we can hopefully manage.”

“Oh, and one more thing,” Varent continued, his eyes still scanning he parchment. “He wishes to attend our next council meeting, which would be next week. It says here that he has some task to ask of us.”

Dienna did her best to maintain her composure, “I have no doubt that he does.” Dienna's mind went, almost unbidden, to the scene that had been made in the school earlier, to the name that had been said, and what it portended. If there was one person who despised the Disloyalists more than Oris, it was the King of Dorneldia himself. She took in a deep breath and continued as optimistically as possible, “Well, we shall all have to continue with business as usual. The King and Queen's presence will cause quite a bit of commotion, but we must set an example of decorum for our fellow priests and for the Faithful.” 

There were murmurs of assent from around the council table, and the Keeper and the Prominents continued with the rest of their meeting. Dienna's heart pounded in her chest all the while. A visit from the King and Queen would always be a harrowing, nerve-wrecking experience no matter what the circumstances, but Dienna could not help but think this visit boded something sinister.

The King was coming, and there was little she could do to prepare.
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Chapter Three
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Halfway across the world, deep within the bowels of the Rose Palace, another king addressed his people. Standing a head shorter than the average human, blue of skin and with ears that came to a point, King Hastos Fanthol, ruler and monarch of the elves of the Crescent Isle, raised his glass to a grand audience.

“Today marks the first official day of peace,” he said, his booming voice echoing throughout the finely decorated dining hall. Gilded arches stretched high over head, fresh flowers hung from the rafters—weeping strands of wisteria, clusters of peonies, roses, vines green and strong—and between them all flitted thousands of blue-tipped fireflies, giving the hall the soft, effervescent glow that was so much a part of every elvish home. “It marks the end of the Second War for the Continent, the end of elvish blood spilled. While we mourn the loss of those we loved, we know that their blood has enriched the soil of Astquary, and have made it all the more fertile. Our people may now populate the Continent from her beaches and shores to her great forests and mountains.” There were a few scattered applause. King Hastos continued gravely, “We have many to thank for this feat, many who shared in the burden of this decade of war, yet, there is one elf above all others who has led our forces to victory over our foes. One elf who may be named the savior of elven-kind, and defender of Elluin.” He paused, and raised his gold-flecked wineglass even higher, “And so, it is with much pride and great joy, that I present to you your champion. The Protector of Elluin, the Avenger of the Fallen Prince, He who Slayed the Red Boar and brought victory to his people: My son and heir, Prince Johlun!”

The hall erupted into cheers and applause as King Hastos finished his speech with a flourish. Prince Johlun, a green-skinned elf with straight, dark hair that came to his waist, stood in front of the high table, wearing his ceremonial armor, smiling with quiet dignity and waving back at his people with a lordly mien. 

Sonder leaned over to Antenel, who sat next to him, “He's saying that Johlun did everything we did, isn't he?”

Antenel did not respond. His face was fixated on his half-brother, Johlun, who was now being offered garlands of roses to wear around his neck by several well-dressed elfmaidens. 

King Hastos again spoke, “Tonight we feast in his honor! Long live Prince Johlun!”

“Long live Prince Johlun!” the cry echoed from around the hall. Above head, the blue fireflies flickered and danced among the foliage.

“Okay, that I definitely understood,” Sonder said, taking a sip of his wine with the rest. The King, and most everyone else in the hall for that matter, were speaking in elluini, the language of the elves. Sonder had picked up woefully little of the language, considering he had been living amongst them for thirteen years and that his own partner was an elf. Usually, Antenel was kind enough to translate for him, but not tonight. Antenel had not raised his glass at the toast, had touched neither his wine nor the bread before him. He stared at the head table with an unreadable expression; gazing intently at the six elves seated there: his half-brothers, and the King. 

Sonder followed his gaze with a frown. Antenel's relationship with his family was complicated to say the least. The couple was not often invited to the Crescent Isle, let alone the Rose Palace, and thus Sonder had difficulty remembering which brother was which.

On one end of the head table sat Navol, the youngest of the Fanthol children, only a year older than Antenel, and next to him sat the second-to-youngest Meeral, who many said resembled the late Queen Vlaseris. On the other side sat Dith, the third born son, and next to him was Thural, the second-born. In the middle were King Hastos and his eldest son, Johlun, who had just taken his seat after the toast. The two were clearly cut from the same cloth. Both the King and Prince Johlun shared the same arrogant, haughty look in their eyes that made Sonder want to grind his teeth. Never mind that Antenel resembled his father the most out of all of his brothers, sharing the same blue skin and lavender eyes. What Johlun lacked in physical resemblance to his father, he made up for in similar spirit.

“You are right, my love,” Antenel finally responded in Dorneldian. “The King has told them nothing of our accomplishments. He has given my dearest brother all the credit.” His words were bitter, and he still did not tear his gaze away from where the royal family sat. 

Sonder frowned. There was something else bothering Antenel besides Hastos's lie. With a pang, Sonder realized that Antenel had been staring at the empty chair at the end of the table, the spot reserved for the prince who had been slain. He took hold of Antenel's hand underneath the bench and gave it a firm squeeze. 

“Zeem wouldn't approve of this,” Sonder said quietly. Servants were now bringing the main course to each of the various tables, and while he doubted any of them knew Dorneldian, it would not do well to be overheard. “You avenged his death, not Johlun.”

Antenel turned to him at last, “I know,” he said sadly. “But that is not all that worries me.”

“What then?”

“Hush now, Sonder,” Antenel warned with a glance to the elves who sat across from them, fanciful lords and ladies whom Sonder did not recognize. “We shall discuss this later.”

“Right,” Sonder conceded, although he still gazed worriedly at Antenel's profile as the elf finally began to eat. With a sigh, Sonder began to tuck-in to his own plate. And to the wine. It really was true, he mused to himself as he stared up at the flower-strewn ceiling, the wine was miles better here on the Crescent Isle compared to the wine back home in the colonies. No matter how skilled the elven winemakers of Astquary were, the soil on the Continent was just not as conducive to good grapes as it was on Elluin. He quickly poured himself a second glass.

When the meal was concluded, a troupe of minstrels in shimmering gowns of silk and silver began to sing and play their instruments, and the previously empty space between the guests and the high table was soon completely filled with dancers. Antenel and Sonder were apparently not very popular, for their dinner companions left their table as soon as it was socially acceptable. Sonder wasn't terribly surprised. It was expected that the nobles of Elluin keep their distance from the only human present. He was surprised, however, that Hastos had not invited anyone from the Continent itself to the feast. Sonder hadn't recognized a single soul all evening. Not even the prolific Mayor of Nusmal, who was in charge of the Continent's largest elven settlement, was in attendance. It was strange, considering the entire purpose of the feast was to celebrate the end of the war for Astquary, and he and Antenel were the only residents of Astquary present. 

He was sure that lying about Prince Johlun's accomplishments had something to do with it. The King couldn't get away with telling the elves of the Continent that Johlun had been the one to save them. They were there. They knew Antenel and Sonder, and they knew that it was thanks to their tireless efforts over the past thirteen years that their lands were safe. Johlun, as far as Sonder could remember, had taken part in what, five battles? Hardly a war hero. And who had been the one to bail him out at the Battle of Mum Valley? Who had been there to clean up the mess he'd made of each of the fronts he'd tried to lead?

Sonder watched Prince Johlun with growing resentment. The prince had removed his ceremonial armor and was now twirling and gliding and dancing across the hall with an elfmaid, a portrait of perfect elven grace and pride, while Antenel, one of the true heroes of the war, sat alone and ostracized.

“He wasn't with us at the Battle of Senu Hills,” Sonder muttered, now on his fourth glass of wine. The fireflies above seemed slow and sluggish in his slightly inebriated vision. “He wasn't with us when we first saw the Red Boar. When he slaughtered our guards and took the gate. He wasn't there to help us drive him back, and he certainly wasn't there when he was finally slain.”

“Sonder—” Antenel said with a warning glance about them. 

“He wasn't at the Sacking of Tree Tower,” Sonder continued louder now, heedless of any who might overhear him. “Remember that? Great Elyll and its mighty tower? The Red Boar attacked in the dead of night, set fire to the tower—we lost each other in the chaos.  It was the most frightened I've ever been. All night, I fought the flames, and the ogres and the flames again until we finally put an end to both. I remember finding you at dawn. We were on the stairwell, surrounded by fallen bodies, the charred remains of the tower. You were covered in ash and soot, and you'd lost your spear. I took you in my arms and—”

“I know,” Antenel said, his eyes full of sorrow. He squeezed Sonder's hand and continued in pacifying tones, “I know. He wasn't there. The King has no right to deny all that we've been through, but please, you must go along with it, for the sake of my people.”

Sonder sighed, “When have I ever not done something for the sake of your people?” Sonder removed his hand from his. “When have I ever not done what was right to protect them? I've nearly died more times than I can count for them and not so that this guy,” he gestured vaguely to where Johlun was dancing at the front of the hall, “could be crowned with roses and made to look like a—”

“Excuse me gents,” someone said in Dorneldian, “I hope I'm not interrupting anything.”

Sonder looked up and saw Thural, King Hastos's second-born son, standing before them. Unlike Johlun and their father, Thural had a kind face, and he always made a point to speak with the two of them whenever he could. According to Antenel, Thural was the only one of his half-brothers who had welcomed him when he had first come to live with the King and his children at the Rose Palace. They had played together, had learned sword-fighting together, had grown up close, and their closeness had persisted to this day. 

“Thural,” Antenel said warmly. He stood and embraced his brother, “Please, sit and join us.”
“Careful though, we seem to have contracted the plague,” Sonder grossed with a gesture to the empty benches surrounding them.
Thural chuckled as he sat down, “It would be worth contracting, to visit with my little brother and his husband.”

Sonder choked on his wine, and was about to say something when Thural only began to laugh louder.

“I know, Sonder, I know. You are not yet married, more's the pity,” he looked teasingly at Antenel. “I was only hoping to make my little brother laugh. He looks far too somber this evening.”

Antenel gave him a sad smile, “Not one of your better jokes, I'm afraid. Even if it were, I am not in a good humor tonight.”

Thural followed his gaze to where Hastos and Johlun now stood talking beside the head table, and his playful expression vanished.

“Nor am I, truth be told,” he said, taking a long drink from his wine glass. It had been a few years since Sonder had last seen Thural, but he could have sworn that he had not looked this haggard when they had last met. His vibrant red eyes were surrounded by dark purple splotches on his otherwise blue skin, and he had wrinkles that had not been there before, frown lines visible between his eyebrows and lines around his mouth. If he had been human, he would have looked of an age with Sonder, who had reached forty last winter. If Sonder remembered correctly, though, Thural was almost one hundred years old—not quite middle-aged for an elf.  “I tried to convince Father to tell the truth, but he would not listen to me. He said if I breathed a word against Johlun that he would publicly denounce me as a traitor and send me to live in the colonies.”

“Well that wouldn't be so bad,” Sonder said with false cheer. He smirked, “You could live with us.”

Thural smiled, “Thank you, Sonder, but no. My place is here, where I can keep an eye on Father. Now that Dith will be taking my place in King Philibert's court, I can hopefully start to help him see reason.”

“That would take many lifetimes,” Antenel said darkly.

“Why is he so insistent on making Johlun look good?” Sonder asked. He did not like or understand the political intrigue surrounding King Hastos and his sons. It was one of few topics that he and Antenel avoided discussing. “I can understand why he might favor the sons of his first wife over Ant, and I'm just a human so of course I can't be seen doing anything great for Elluin, but this is taking it a little too far, even for him.”

Antenel gave Sonder a troubled look, his small features sullen and pinched, but it was Thural who replied.

“Father is trying to ensure that the people will want Johlun for their next King,” he said evenly. “Notwithstanding the Tale of the Horned Stallion, he is making every effort to make sure that Antenel does not take the throne.”

“Ah, that old story,” Sonder said uneasily. He hadn't forgotten, of course. On the contrary, Antenel mentioned the Tale of the Horned Stallion so often that Sonder had a tendency to filter any talk of it out of his thoughts. “The prophecy. Even though Queen Letiir was chosen by Roshan to bear the next king of the elves, Hastos still thinks he can get one of his first wife's sons on the throne instead.”

“And in doing so, he angers Roshan,” Antenel said sharply, his blue skin flushing with ire. “Does he think I want to usurp his children? Does he think I wish for them to die so that I can take their place?”

Thural frowned, “No, he doesn't think that. He's,” he hesitated, looking around before continuing in hushed tones. “He's afraid, Ant. You didn't see him the day we...the day we heard about Zeem. It was as if something snapped inside him. I don't think he ever truly believed in the prophecy until Zeem was slain. But now, it is very real to him, and he fears that the rest of us are soon to follow. He fears losing his sons more than anything.”

Sonder scoffed, “He has a funny way of showing it. Antenel's his son too. Why should he get the bad end of the stick? Just because he has a different mother doesn't mean he's any less than the Fanthol sons—no offense Thural,” he added hastily.

“Think nothing of it,” Thural replied. He was quiet for a moment more, then his eyes locked with something on the other side of the room. It was Meeral and Navol, still seated at one end of the head table, who were returning Thural's gaze with apprehension. Thural sighed, “I should be going. Those two are more loyal to Father than they should be. Little brother,” he turned to Antenel, his expression earnest, “No matter what happens, I will always be there for you. Don't ever forget that.”

Antenel shook his head, alarmed, “No, Thural. Don't. Don't say goodbye. You make it sound as though we will never see each other again.”

“Don't worry,” Thural replied, standing and embracing his brother once more. “I just wanted to cheer you up, little brother, that's all.” Sonder could tell he was trying to sound nonchalant, but wasn't quite succeeding. There was a tension in his voice that belied him. 

“Promise me you'll send letters,” Antenel returned his embrace. “Now that you won't be all the way in the Port Cities, I might actually get them on time.” Sonder recalled all too well that they had once received a letter from Thural six months after he had written it, a letter gushing with admiration and praise of a certain human senator that he had claimed to have fallen in love with—only to discover on seeing Thural a few weeks later on one of his visits to Astquary that he had long since broken things off with the woman, and that he was once again happily single.

Thural chuckled, “Ha! Let's hope so.”

Their embrace ended, and Thural held his hand out to Sonder, who shook it gladly.

“You take care of him, Sonder,” the elf said. “He means the world to me.”

“Me too,” Sonder replied. He was extremely satisfied to see Antenel blush out of the corner of his eye. “And I will. You just worry about your father. He needs a lot of work.”

Thural chuckled darkly, “Don't I know it.”

Prince Thural bid them one last farewell before going to join Navol and Meeral at the head table. The three brothers were soon deep in conversation, their heads practically touching as they whispered rapidly in elluini. 

Antenel grabbed Sonder's arm, “Let's go. I can't take any more of this.”

“Agreed.”

The two made their way out of the crowded hall and into the antechamber that preceded it. It too was lit by a hoard of blue fireflies, which zoomed and hovered about the living flowers and vines that stretched the length of the ceiling. Their constant motion caused the light to dance and shimmer. It reminded Sonder of firelight, only colder and more erratic, and it lent the entire Rose Palace a dreamlike quality that Sonder had always found disturbing. He didn't know how the elves could stand it. Sure, the fireflies were pretty to look at, but Sonder preferred a good, old-fashioned wall sconce any day. Thankfully for him, the yantellens, as the elves called them, were native only to the Crescent Isle, and they had not been brought to the Continent along with the elvish settlers. Elven homes in Astquary were lit by fire and sun, and nothing more.

Sonder and Antenel walked slowly through the firefly-lit halls of the Rose Palace, each seemingly lost in his own thoughts. None of the elf lords or ladies they passed paid them any heed; none stopped to bow to their prince. It was bizarre. Had Hastos really made them despise his youngest son so much? Being responsible for the death of nearly one-hundred elven hostages didn't help, he knew. Sonder could remember that day all too well. He remembered when they had first arrived at the Crescent Isle, when they had had to acknowledge before the King himself that what the rumors said was true—Antenel had urged them to escape Artima's control, even knowing that this would break the treaty between the sorceress and Hastos, the only thing keeping the elves of the Continent safe from her ogres. Hastos had been furious. For what Sonder and Antenel had not known, on arriving at the Crescent Isle all those years ago, was that word of the escaped hostages had reached Astquary far more quickly that they had expected. Only days after Sonder and Antenel had risked their lives in the Battle of the Godskeep, the ogres of Astquary had made an attack on the elven settlement of Nusmal, where Prince Zeem had taken up residence—and had been slain trying to defend his home.

Antenel, whose hands had already been stained by the blood of his fellow hostages, had been shocked to find that he was also responsible for the death of one of his half-brothers, and had suddenly had to face the full extent of the consequences his actions. Never mind that Antenel had only tried to escape from Artima because he thought, on Sonder's word, that she had already been planning to attack his people, and his intent had been to warn them against her. Hastos did not care. Neither did he care that Sonder had been deceived, and that Artima—and Weaponsmaster Morr—had goaded them into breaking the treaty for their own purposes. No, in Hastos's mind, Antenel and Sonder were entirely to blame for the Second War for the Continent, and for the death of one of his sons. Small wonder he made them sit at the low table.

After several long minutes of silent roving, Sonder and Antenel found themselves outside of the Rose Palace. A massive flight of marble stairs led to the palace's entrance—easily ten stories worth of stairs, stairs that rose higher than the ancient trees all around them, and it was on one of their pristine steps that Sonder and Antenel came to rest.

“Peace and quiet at last,” Sonder said, leaning back and resting his arms on the steps behind him. The chatter and music of the feast had all but faded away, and were replaced with the songs of the nightingale and the chirping of crickets. The Rose Palace, so named because its tall towers resembled rosebuds in both shape and color, was situated atop a hill, overlooking the Crescent Island's capital city of Ellyorin from a spectacular height. On a clear night like tonight, one could see all the way to the shores of the Eastern Sea. “It sure is beautiful, isn't it?” Sonder said, nudging Antenel with his shoulder. 

“Hm?” Antenel replied distractedly, wiping a stray bit of his light blue hair out of his eyes. “Oh yes. Very beautiful.” His voice trailed off, and he turned his face away from Sonder with a heavy sigh. A few moments passed, and Antenel suddenly turned back to Sonder with a serious expression. “Do you think we should have told Hastos about Morr? And the Tome?”

Sonder raised his eyebrows, “Concealing the truth was your idea, Ant. You said it wouldn't make any difference to Hastos. Why change your mind now?”

Antenel shook his head, “I don't know. Perhaps he would have less reason to hate me if he knew the full story.”

“I doubt it,” Sonder replied. “Your people know very little about the Way. I'm not sure how we could ever explain to him that my sister uncovered a thousand year old scam involving wizards who used magic to turn themselves into gods, and that one of those wizards took on human form and went by the name of Morr and worked with Artima to create a ruse that would allow them to attack your people without breaking their end of the treaty and—”

“You're right,” Antenel cut him off, his silken accent suddenly apparent. “It would be very hard to explain. And at this point, it would be far too little, too late, as you humans say.”

“Hm,” Sonder grunted non-concomitantly. He knew it was silly, but he always felt uncomfortable whenever Antenel pointed out his humanness. Things had been wonderful between them these last thirteen years—well, aside from the war—but they were now reaching a crux. Sonder was getting old. He knew he looked good for his age, but he was his age all the same. He was nearing the middle of his life, and Antenel wasn't. Soon, he would be middle-aged, and in another thirteen years, he would look old enough to be his lover's father. It was not a comforting thought, and Thural's not-so-subtle hint didn't help matters either. 

Sonder had considered marriage, the elves having no issues with people of any gender marrying each other, but it was not that simple. Humans and elves rarely married, and half-elves were considered an oddity by every race, attaining an almost mythical status for how infrequently they were produced. Sonder could see why. The difference in aging almost guaranteed that the elf would long outlive the human in any couple; heartache, loss, and grief were unavoidable. The thought of losing Antenel to the effects of time was terrifying, but even more terrifying was the thought that he would lose him to the anger of his people. What would happen to Sonder if Antenel became the next king, as the Horned Stallion foretold? Would the elves let Sonder be king at his side? Did Sonder even want that?

Being another male was no issue, but being a human was a major mark against him. There had been queens and kings and rulers before them, stretching back to the first elven queens, Hesaltha and Umendi, with partners that were not of the opposite gender, but those partners had always, always been elves. Sonder's visits to Elluin were always marred by cold, dour looks from the elves who called the island their home, and there were precious few who, like Thural, treated Sonder with the same courtesy he afforded his fellows. Astquary was another matter. The elves on the Continent seemed to have grown fond of Sonder in the years he had spent fighting to protect them, and any bias they might have once felt for the human seemed to have melted away.

Even so...Sonder struggled to believe that they would accept him as their king. He was not an elf, not a believer of Roshan, knew next to nothing about their history and customs, could hardly speak their language. He was strange, and he was weak. He would die long before his lover, was sure to be replaced...

“Is something wrong?” Antenel asked.

“No,” Sonder replied brusquely. He hadn't realized he had gone quiet for so long. He cleared his throat and tried to banish his thoughts, “I'm just worried about you.” Well that was true enough. “I don't want you to take this all to heart.”

Antenel hesitated, gazing out across the city, also lit by the yantellen bugs, whose twinkling lights flitted in and out of existence between the trees that the elves called home. “I still envy you, Sonder. You've managed to run away from your problems, while I am still inexorably stuck with mine.”

“What do you mean?” Sonder asked, taken aback. “I haven't run from anything. I didn't leave the Godskeep until after I helped set it free, and even when I did, I took on a whole new set of problems.”

“Like me?”

“What? No! Not you,” Sonder returned, incredulous. “The war! The ogres!”

“You didn't have to get involved,” Antenel muttered. He continued matter-of-factly, “You could have left at any time. If you had wanted to return home, you could have. I cannot escape my fate. No matter where I go, or what I do, Roshan has set me on a path, and that path will always be beneath my feet.”

“Antenel, listen to me,” Sonder took both of the elf's hands in his, “I couldn't have run away from the war any more than you could have. Return home,” he scoffed. “Nusmal is my home. You're my home.”

Antenel shook his head, “You cannot understand how I feel, Sonder. Your god wasn't even real, and still you followed him into folly. Mine is very real, and he has demanded much of me.”

“What have you ever done for Roshan that you wouldn't have done yourself?” Sonder asked, ignoring the sting of hurt the elf's statement had caused. It was a loaded question. Sonder himself had once joined forces with his enemies at the behest of his god, or rather, at the behest of someone claiming to be his god.

“Nothing,” Antenel admitted. “Not yet.”

“Then you have nothing to worry about,” Sonder said. Seeing Antenel was about to protest, he continued, “Worry only when Roshan's path takes you places that you know in your heart you shouldn't be.”

This seemed to make sense to the elf. His eyes lost some of their anguish, and his shoulders slumped, suddenly devoid of tension. “Perhaps you are right,” he sighed and rested his head on Sonder's shoulder. After a few moments, he continued in a lighter tone, “Speaking of Roshan, we must visit my mother before we return to Nusmal. We must be up early, at dawn—”

Sonder groaned, and Antenel gave him a sharp look.

“I'm not groaning at her!” Sonder explained hastily. “I'm groaning at the idea of having to wake up less than five hours from now. I haven't gotten a full night's sleep in weeks.”

“I know, neither have I,” Antenel said. “We can sleep on the ship.”

“The ship?” Sonder said, aghast. “You know I can't sleep on anything that moves.”

“Sonder...”

“What?”

Antenel seemed apprehensive, as if weighing his options, “We could see her now. She doesn't sleep much. I'm sure she wouldn't mind, even at this time of night.”

“Oh, yeah?” Sonder returned. He mulled it over for a moment before replying, “Then let's go. I'd rather stay up late than get up early any day. Much better that way, and with a completely different end result, I might add. ”

Antenel's amused laughter echoed as they stood and began to descend the stairs. Sonder smiled—it was good to see him in better spirits, even though he suspected that it wouldn't last. Visits to the Jade Palace, where Antenel's mother lived, were never happy occasions. 
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They walked eastward through the streets of the city of Ellyorin. Elvish cities never ceased to amaze Sonder. Unlike the elven settlements on the Continent, which were largely built like human cities due to lack of resources, the cities of the Crescent Isle were built in true elven fashion. Homes were built right in to the trees, stone weaving harmlessly with living wood. The tall, spindly trees that the elves called thontella were much sturdier than they looked, and homes were built two or three to a single tree. Graceful arches surrounded windows of blue glass, ivy and flowering mosses crept up walls and roofs, and all was securely nestled under the overhanging treetops, some six or seven stories high, and all around lived the blue-backed fireflies, illuminating the city in their brilliant hues by night.

The windows of the surrounding houses were mostly dark, and Sonder and Antenel encountered few others on the cobblestone streets. As they turned their steps toward the Jade Palace, the passersby became even less frequent. Unlike the Rose Palace, the Jade Palace was situated at ground level. According to Antenel, it was the original home of the elvish royalty in centuries past, but had been deemed too small and unimpressive to continue to house the rulers of Elluin.

Sonder still thought the Jade Palace was impressive in its own right. Though it didn't live up to the grandeur of its newer counterpart, its delicate jade-inlaid walls and towers reminded Sonder more of the city of Ellyorin itself than did the imposing Rose Palace. The lane that approached the Jade Palace was almost overgrown with lush greens and luminescent blooms that grew right up to the walls around the palace itself. Although Sonder could not see them, he knew that this growth provided excellent cover for the proshal, the royal elvish guard, who had the all-too-exciting duty of watching the estranged queen who had not left the grounds in decades. Queen Letiir was, for all purposes, a prisoner in her own home at Hastos' command. After taking her as his wife under great pressure from his advisers, who believed she had been chosen by the god Roshan to bear the next king of their people, Hastos had locked the poor elfmaid away, rarely visiting and never allowing her to leave. Notwithstanding her poor treatment, Queen Letiir had still managed to fall in love with her husband, and, as far as Sonder knew, remained devoted to him to this day.

Four proshal guards stood sentry at the door. They, unlike the denizens of the city, bowed to Antenel as he approached, and opened the immense, arched door at his coming. 

Antenel nodded courteously and entered first, Sonder trailing behind. There was a courtyard between the walls and the palace which might have been beautiful in its day, but which was now barren and lifeless. The wild, healthy vegetation that surrounded the palace seemed to stop at its gates—nothing grew within the palace grounds, not even weeds between the flagstones at their feet, but for what reason, Sonder could never be sure. He didn't like this place, he thought not for the first time; it made his skin crawl.

Realizing he was falling behind, Sonder hurried to catch up to Antenel, who was already entering the palace proper. 

“Are you sure she'll be awake?” Sonder asked in hushed tones as they walked past another set of guards. 

“Yes,” Antenel replied. “I am sure. Unless she is very much changed.”

“Hmm,” Sonder replied, uncertain.

“The Queen is indeed awake, my prince,” called out one of the guards at the door. “She is in her throne room.” 

Antenel thanked the guard in elluini and glanced at Sonder, “You see?”

Sonder grumbled in response, and followed him inside.

They made their way silently through the rest of the dark, quiet palace—up several flights of wide, gently sloping stairs until they reached its top level. Once there, they walked a short distance until they came to an exposed archway, tall and spindly and covered in vines, that opened to a large, circular room. Here, life returned to the Jade Palace. All that would not grow in the courtyard below seemed to be growing in this room instead. Trees, bushes, flowers, and plants of every color and description covered the room from floor to ceiling. The stone floor of the palace was replaced with soil and grass beneath their feet, and the dome above the room was made of glass, allowing Sonder to see the night sky through its panes. The moon of Lantos was full that night, and its light shone down on a reflecting pool in the center of the room. Rising out of the very center of that pool was a throne, made of some living plant, that resembled the upturned roots of a felled tree. On the throne sat an elfmaiden. Tall even as she sat, with skin the color of spring lilacs and hair white and long and wildly beautiful, she might have been considered among the most attractive of her species, but for one thing—there, in the middle of her forehead, grew a single horn, not small and delicate, but long and sturdy, as long as Sonder's forearm at least. It was nearly translucent, as if it had been constructed out of very fine crystal, and its point looked deadly sharp. Several yantellen bugs flew around it, their blue light reflected on the horn's surface, and in her pale green eyes. 

Currently, its owner was mulling over a glass of what could have only been wine. She did not look up as they approached the reflecting pool around her throne, but Sonder could see her delicately flushed lips moving ever so slightly between sips from the glass.

“Mother,” Antenel called from the edge of the pool. He spoke in elluini. “It's Antenel, and I've brought Sonder too.”

There was a moment of silence before the Queen's eyes fluttered fully open. She raised her head, craning gracefully like a bird, and responded in a low, musical voice, “My son. Where have you been?” Her eyes were full of sorrow. “It has been many years since your last visit.”

Antenel bowed low, and Sonder hastily followed suit, “I know, Mother, and I am deeply sorry for it, but the war is over now. I hope I will not be gone so long again.”

“Indeed,” she replied, taking a sip of her wine. “I should hope not.”

“Please, Mother, won't you come and visit with us?” Antenel asked. His voice seemed to be swallowed up by the lush, green chamber. “It is difficult to converse while you sit on the throne.”

Queen Letiir regarded him in mournful silence before replying, “Very well.” She took another sip of wine and stood, her elaborately embroidered dressing gown falling about her in silken layers, and she began to walk across the pool. Her bare feet made hardly a ripple as she stepped from throne to shore, her reflection a mere shadow on the water's surface. Sonder was almost used to it by now, for he had witnessed Queen Letiir's uncanny powers before, but it still took his breath away to see her glide effortlessly across the water with her skirts trailing and her moonlit hair floating behind her—to see that massive horn glow with light, to see the sadness in her eyes as she made her way to them.

Letiir soon reached solid ground and led them out of the throne room and into a side chamber that was more traditionally decorated. There was a large orb filled with glowing blue yantellen fireflies at one end, around which were arranged a pair of spindly chairs, and bookshelves lined the walls behind them. Letiir sat in one of the chairs, and motioned for Antenel to sit across from her in the other. As usual, Sonder was not offered a seat. They were never sure if Letiir's dislike of Sonder stemmed from the fact that he was human, or if he had done something else entirely to offend her, but Queen Letiir rarely, if ever, acknowledged Sonder's presence when they visited. 

Soon, she and Antenel were deep in conversation. The elven tongue was difficult enough for Sonder to understand in normal speech, let alone when it was whispered back and forth between mother and son. He could hardly make out a word of what they were saying. She asked Antenel something about his father. Antenel replied that he was well. Sonder heard his own name mentioned quite a few times, and the conversation went rapidly off course from there.

Sonder tried to keep himself occupied by perusing the items on the bookshelves. Some of the texts were in Dorneldian: Cheese-making for Beginners, The Clothier's Guide, and A History of the Godskeep and its Influence on Dorneldian Politics were all lumped together. Sonder leafed through the latter of the titles, but soon found it terribly dry and uninteresting, for all that it was about his childhood home, and he quickly returned the book to the shelf. 

Suddenly, he began to hear his name again, but now spoken with a bit more fire. He turned and saw that Antenel and Queen Letiir had begun to argue. Now that they were nearly shouting, he was able to hear them well enough to understand what they were saying. 

“I say to you, child, Sonder will play a part in your journey with Roshan,” the Queen was saying. She gave a haughty toss of her horned head, reminding Sonder forcibly of a horse. “But I cannot tell if he will play the good part, or the bad.” 

“Mother, please,” Antenel countered, clearly frustrated. “Just tell me what was in the reflecting pool. Tell me what you saw.”

“I saw,” Letiir hesitated, taking a sip of her blood red wine, “I saw a cloud over the sea. I saw the moon swallowed up into the great ocean, and I saw the stars fall from the sky.”

Sonder stepped forward, “You did?” he said haltingly in elluini. 

For the first time that evening, Letiir turned her gaze to him. Sonder's heart felt like it stopped for a moment, so piercing was the look she gave. 

“I did,” she hissed. “And I saw another rise from the sea in place of the moon. And I saw another ascend into the sky, shining brighter than the sun. All this, Roshan has shown to me, Sonder Darpentus. Your shadow permeates all. Your shadow, and others.”

Sonder exchanged looks with Antenel.

“Mother,” Antenel began imploringly, “Are you sure that is what you saw?”

“Yes,” Queen Letiir turned to face her son, her tone pacified, her eyes slowly beginning to close with weariness. “That, and one thing more. A letter. That is all.”

“A letter?” Sonder asked.

“A letter for you, human,” Letiir confirmed, finishing the last of her wine with a sigh. “But I grow tired. The hour is late, and I must rest now. Tell your father that I think of him, my child, and that I await his next visit.”

Antenel nodded, “I will.” Both stood, and Antenel kissed her cheek before once again bowing low before her.

They returned to their rooms in the Rose Palace a few hours before dawn. The feast had since died out, and all the guests seemed to have departed for their own beds. Sonder was looking forward to getting what sleep he could before boarding the ship back to Nusmal, and he eagerly kissed Antenel goodnight before he entered his own chambers, kicked off his boots, and threw himself down on his bed.

Crinkle.

Sonder bolted upright and grabbed whatever it was he had just landed on—it was a roll of parchment, a letter, rolled tight and closed with a seal of purple wax bearing the insignia of—

“Artima!” Sonder frowned deeply. The room had been locked when he had left earlier that day. How could this have been delivered? And on top of his pillow no less?

How could Queen Letiir have known?

Shivering and knowing that he would not sleep at all this night, Sonder lit a candle, broke the seal, and began to read. 
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Chapter Four


[image: image]


Sonder read the letter, and then he read it again, and again. He must have read it a dozen times at least, until he had burned its contents into his mind. He should destroy the letter, he thought, for if it fell into the wrong hands, the results could be disastrous. He had lit a fire in his hearth for just that purpose, but had decided against it just as he was about to cast it into the flames—he should show it to Antenel first. He might not believe him otherwise.

Grasping the roll of parchment firmly in hand, Sonder exited his room and made his way down the hall. For some damnable reason, King Hastos had put their rooms on separate ends of the guest hall of the Rose Palace, so it was with a furiously beating heart that Sonder passed several doors with the missive in his hand, hoping that no one would happen on him as he went. When he came at last to the correct room, he knocked and was admitted several moments later by an annoyed and sleepy Antenel. 

“Is everything alright?” he yawned as Sonder strode in and began pacing the length of the room, swatting at a few stray fireflies. Antenel, in true elven fashion, preferred to let the bugs light his bedchamber at night rather than turning them out. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

“Nearly dawn,” Sonder intoned, still pacing. “The ship leaves in four hours.”

“Oh,” Antenel replied, yawning once more and going to lay back down on his bed. Sonder would have normally found his grogginess endearing, but the letter felt heavy in his hands, and he knew that once its contents were revealed, the elf would be wide awake and, very likely, angry with him. “Wait,” Antenel said, sitting back up. He had just noticed the letter, “What is that?”

“It came while we were away tonight,” Sonder said softly. “It was just there, on my bed, when I returned. It's from Artima.”

“Artima?” 

Sonder nodded, and handed him the rolled up parchment, “You better read it.”

Antenel's large eyes scanned the letter quickly, widening as he went. He mouthed the words as he read them, and Sonder could hear them still in his own mind:


Sonder Darpentus




I, Artima of the Plains of Iador, Ruler and Caretaker of the Ogres and Chosen Mother of the New Way, request your presence at Sivarr's Keep, Astquary, this Midsummer's Day of this year 1539 to witness Herel of Astquary, son of the mightiest of gods, Dartos, as he leads the New Faithful in our most holy of  ceremonies. The import of your attendance to this request cannot be overstated. 




Arrive at the Gates of Sivarr at noon on Midsummer's Day. My apprentice will meet you and guide you safely through the valley. Come armed, and bring the elf.




Yours In Truth,

Artima



Antenel was silent for long moments, the letter half-dangling out of one hand. 

“No,” he said, crumpling up the parchment. “You cannot go.”

“Ant...”

“The war only just ended!” Antenel exclaimed. His lavender eyes flashed with anger, “Her war! It's not safe!”

“She said to come armed, and you know as well as I do that Artima didn't ask for the war,” Sonder countered, trying to keep his voice low. “Have you forgotten? It was us. It was our fault that the treaty was broken.”

“I will never forget that, Sonder,” Antenel replied softly, his brows still furrowed. “Never. But I also will never forget the day when we first arrived at Ellyorin to the news of my brother's death. Many more than Hastos' one hundred elves were slain in this war, and it is all thanks to Artima.”

“She did all that she could to prevent the ogres from attacking us,” Sonder argued, “but they aren't all under her influence, they didn't follow her.”

“She did not do enough,” Antenel muttered darkly. “Is she not the most powerful sorceress in existence?”

“Aside from Lantos and Seltos,” Sonder said, coming to sit by Antenel on the bed. “Yes.”

“And yet she could not stop the Red Boar from massacring us at Lamb Glen? Or from laying siege upon Nusmal three times over the course of a decade?” the elf scoffed. “How could she have sat idly in her tower all these years while the very people she is said to lead waged a war she did not want?”

“I don't know,” Sonder said with a sigh. He took the crumpled letter from the bed and smoothed it flat. Maybe if he read it again, it would make more sense. “There must be a reason she wants us there.”

“To capture us, make us her hostages again.”

Sonder shook his head, “No. I don't think it's that.”

“What then?”

“Perhaps something with her son,” Sonder said, standing once more. He faced away from Antenel, trying to get his thoughts in order. “She knows the truth about Dartos. She knows her son is mortal, nothing more.”

“Why does she refer to him like one of her zealots then?” Antenel asked. “Son of the mightiest of gods. Perhaps her attitude of what happened at the Godskeep has changed?”

“No,” Sonder started pacing again. “Dartos milked her for all she was worth, was completely content to let her die, so long as she gave him his son first. I doubt she would ever return to worshiping him, New Way or Old.” He turned to Antenel, “You've heard the rumors, haven't you? About Artima's condition?”

The elf frowned, “That she has been ill? Of course. That is one of the reasons we were able to finally bring the war to the ogres' doorsteps.”

“Hmm,” Sonder replied. He had never been sure about that. The ebbs and tides of the Second War for the Continent, as it was beginning to be called, had always been steered by the Red Boar, the ogres' most dreaded warrior, not by Artima. Indeed, the ogres who followed the Red Boar had shouted his name on the battlefield, not hers. Even though Artima had ostensibly earned the favor of the ogres across Dorneldia, the ogres of the Astquarian Mountains were apparently not as faithful to her as she would have them believe. Sonder would dearly like to know why.

“Antenel,” he sat down on the bed, letting his face fall into his hands. “I think we should go. If only to find out what in the all the darkest realms she means by all this.”

Antenel placed a hand on his back, “I don't like it, Sonder,” he said. “We should think it through. We will take the ship home to Nusmal tomorrow—that is a three day journey—and it is another seven days before we would need to leave to reach Sivarr's Keep by Midsummer's Day. That gives us ten days to make our decision.”

“Right,” Sonder muttered, feeling his stomach clench. “Okay. We'll wait. We'll work something out.”

Antenel kissed his cheek, “Thank you, Sonder.”

They lit the small fireplace in Antenel's room and burned the letter in its hearth. The ink burned blue and sparked like magic as the flames consumed it, causing Antenel to frown even deeper as they watched it curl and wither and turn to ash. Sonder returned to his own room with a slow and steady tread, so deep in thought that he did not notice the figure who stood in the shadows of the corridor, and who watched him keenly as he went. 

––––––––
[image: image]


The next morning, or, rather, two hours of sleep later, Sonder and Antenel said their hasty goodbyes to Thural before packing and taking leave of the Rose Palace. Thural had been sad to see them go, but had said that he could not blame them for wanting to leave what he only half-jokingly called the Thorn Palace, at the earliest opportunity. Antenel had embraced his brother one last time, and he and Sonder were soon descending the wide marble steps down the front of the palace. It was still early morning, and the city of Ellyorin was just waking to a soft, periwinkle sky.

It was a three mile walk from the Rose Palace to the city docks, and they arrived in plenty of time to board the elegant elven ship that would take them from the Crescent Isle's eastern shore down around its southern point—heading west from there until it reached the port of Nusmal, on the Continent's own eastern shore. Sonder was not overly excited for the journey. They had only just arrived seven days prior on this very same ferry, and he was never fond of travel by sea. It was a modest vessel, with ten passengers, ten crew-members, and a captain. All the passengers shared a cabin, which was little more than a coffin for how stuffed it was with bunks. It reminded Sonder of the Godskeep's barracks back home, though at least those bunks were stationary—the bunks of the ship swayed alarmingly with the rocking of the sea, and Sonder never slept well in them. Never mind that, ever since reading the letter, his sleep was plagued by dreams about Artima, dreams in which she magically tortured him as she had once done so long ago, and by dreams of Morr, the Weaponsmaster and false god who had deceived them all, in which he beheaded Sonder with his massive, wickedly sharp halberd. 

His waking hours aboard the ship were hardly more pleasant. Antenel seemed to be avoiding him, for what reason, Sonder could only guess. Did he really protest that much to Artima's summons? When the elf wasn't sleeping, he spent his time conversing with the sailors, who, Sonder gathered, paid no heed to the politics of the Crescent Isle and who were more than happy to have the ear of the elven prince. Most of the crew were elves, although there was also a pair of Ruithan women working among them, and a Dezhartan man. Sonder overheard the Ruithans speaking to Antenel in Dorneldian, which was the tongue the two parties knew best between them.

“We only joined with this crew a few months ago,” one of them was saying, “when it looked like the war in these parts was finally dying down.”

Her companion added, “Before that, we were mostly running trade routes between Ruith and Running's Cape, in the north of Dorneldia.”

“What made you leave?” Antenel asked. 

A dark look passed between the two women before the first one responded, “The Great Wyrm got a hold of our ship. Everything was lost. All our silks, all our food, all our silver. All the cargo we had to trade with in Southaven—gone.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Antenel responded gravely, although Sonder could not tell if Ant believed the part about the Great Wyrm or not. Having had to spend time on the Arneit Sea for one reason or another, he and Antenel had heard plenty of stories of the fabled monster. Sonder was inclined to believe it was all nonsense. “At least you yourselves survived.”

“That's just the thing,” the second woman said. “The crews attacked by the Wyrm always survive. Of course,” she paused, leaning on the ship's railing, “One or two of the unlucky will drown, but the damned beast always attacks close to land, and nine times for each ten, the whole crew will wash ashore, shouting praises to the gods that they escaped its wrath.”

Their conversation soon dwindled, and Sonder headed to the other side of the ship. It was a fine, mild summer day, and it seemed all of the passengers were on deck, including one passenger who interested Sonder greatly—one who wore a thick tan cloak with the hood drawn up over their head. What little was visible of their skin was pale green, so they were presumably an elf, but beyond that, Sonder was completely unable to place their features. It was more than suspicious. They never spoke to anyone, never gave any indication of why they were on the ferry, and hardly ever showed themselves on the deck. This being one of the few exceptions, Sonder made a point to observe them, but quickly grew bored when it became obvious that all the hooded figure would do was look out to sea.

Three days passed, and the ferry sailed into the port of Nusmal, Sonder and Antenel's home of the last decade. It was the largest elven settlement on the Continent, and one of the oldest, having originally been founded prior to the First War for the Continent, almost twenty years ago. It did not have the same grandeur of Ellyorin, nor of any of the cities on the Crescent Island for that matter, but it did have one major advantage over its island counterpart: space. The homes in Nusmal, and indeed, in all of the elven settlements in Astquary, were built on the ground, each on a plot of land large enough that a family could grow their own food and cultivate a garden such as only an elf could manage to grow. The settlers from the Crescent Isle had, at first, missed their tree homes, but they soon came to love the grassy pastures, the gently rolling hills, and the majesty of the Astquarian Mountains that loomed in the distance, which were twice as large as the Hesalthan Range back home. Within a few years, the settling elves had grown terribly fond of their new home, which had made it all the more devastating when they had come under the attack of the ogres.

The First War for the Continent had taken place several years before Sonder had left the Godskeep, and Antenel had played no part in it either, being still quite young himself. When the effects of overpopulation on Elluin had become a daily struggle, King Hastos had encouraged a portion of his people to relocate to the shores of the Continent, but none would dare—they knew all too well what the ogres, who would become their neighbors should they go, were capable of.  It was not until the overpopulation reached a near crisis some twenty years ago that Hastos was able to convince a significant number of his subjects that life would be better for them in Astquary. Several thousand elves, mostly poor and uneducated, were prepared to sail for the Continent.

Yet, King Hastos had failed them. By now, Artima of the Plains had established herself in Sivarr's Keep, in the heart of the Astquarian Mountains, and it was widely known that the ogres had united themselves around her. King Hastos tried to reach an agreement, tried to negotiate the settlement of the Continent for those few thousand who were prepared to move there—but Artima denied his request. Even so, King Hastos decided to proceed with the operation in secret, and he hired help to protect the pioneers as they settled into the new land. Unfortunately for them, the mercenaries Hastos hired had little experience with ogres. The blue and purple clans of ogres who were native to the land attacked the settlers almost from the start, and many lives were lost in the first few months of the land's settlement.

Artima soon heard word of these skirmishes, and she contacted King Hastos. She promised that she would spare the settlers the wrath of her ogres if he would give her no less than one hundred hostages in return for his good behavior. So long as he did not move any more elves to the Continent, and so long as his hostages were obedient, the pioneers could remain there. Antenel had been one of those hostages, until he and Sonder had unwittingly broke King Hastos' treaty, causing, along with the death of Prince Zeem, the Second War for the Continent.

Sonder still thought about it, at night, when he could not sleep. How much blood was on his hands? On Antenel's? Had they done enough to set things right? Had they poured enough of their own blood into the land that their foolishness had torn asunder? 

They always told themselves it wasn't truly their fault, had been telling themselves the same lie for thirteen years. It was Dartos. The false god had deceived them; they were not to blame. Yet who had led the hostages against Artima? Who had taken the bait so easily?

“Sonder, aren't you coming?”

“Hmm?” Sonder shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. He was standing before the ship's gangplank, which Antenel had already descended, and was now waiting for Sonder to do the same. “Oh, yes, right.” He shouldered his pack and walked down the plank, his eyes downcast. It was late in the afternoon, and the summer sun was still high and too-warm in the sky. Yet, for all that it was hot enough to fry an egg on a slab of stone, there was that hooded and cloaked figure—that person wearing a heavy robe from head to toe, waiting by the disembarking ship. Sonder gave the figure an odd look as he walked past, but the figure did not respond. Shrugging, Sonder joined Antenel, and the two soon departed the docks. As they left, Sonder could have sworn that he saw the hooded figure start to walk down the street behind them.

“Sonder,” Antenel said as they made their way down the wide, cobblestone streets of Nusmal. He did not turn to him as he spoke, but rather looked straight ahead, “You've noticed that someone has been following us, yes?”

Sonder nodded, “Sure have. Clumsy about it, too.”

“Indeed,” Antenel replied with a covert glance in his direction. “I'm curious to know who they are, and what they want from us. Let's play along for now.”

“Fine by me.”

Many of the elves waved to the two as they went by. Unlike on Elluin, Sonder and Antenel were generally well-liked on the Continent, especially by those who had fought with them in the village militia. The majority of the elven settlers had not had any type of military experience prior to the Second War, and it was only out of necessity and instruction by Sonder and Antenel that the residents had learned. Hastos had failed to provide the settlements with their own standing army until long after the conflict had begun, so the citizens of Astquary had been forced to stand up and defend their cities on their own. Now that the War was over, they were finally free to return to their normal lives.

Sonder smiled at the thought. Normal lives. He hoped that it was true, that the worst was truly over for these people, and for himself and Antenel. He was getting old, and he wasn't sure how much more excitement he could take.

They finally made it to their destination, the Willows Inn, by the end of the afternoon. It was the tallest building in the rustic village, constructed of wood and plaster, and it was here that Sonder and Antenel had rented a room on and off since first arriving in Astquary so many years ago. If it were up to Sonder, they would have gotten a house, for there was plenty of room to build a cottage any which way you looked in Nusmal, but with war always on the horizon, the prospect had seemed impractical. Between visiting the Crescent Isle, Elyll, Radasmir, and other neighboring towns—not to mention venturing into ogre territory—the war had kept them away from their rented home more often than not.

“Ah, our esteemed generals have returned!” a portly yellow elf greeted them in elluini as he watered the hydrangeas outside the Inn. “Welcome back.”

“Thank you, Mabroco,” Antenel replied warmly as Sonder shook the yellow elf's free hand. Mabroco Intish was the Willows' innkeeper, barkeeper, custodian, and gardener. The only thing he did not do, he would often tell patrons jokingly, was cook, because if he did, he would be under inquisition from the authorities for the poisoning of his guests. To avoid that unhappy circumstance, he left the cooking to his son, Fas.

“I've kept your room reserved for you, of course,” Mabroco continued, setting down his watering can and ushering them inside. “I'll have Fas go freshen it up for you. Fas!” He called out, bustling through the inn's common room and disappearing into the kitchen. 

Smiling at the warm familiarity of it all, Sonder and Antenel went to sit at their favorite booth by the front window, which afforded a hydrangea-lined view of the avenue leading up to the door. The Willows Inn was busier than Sonder had seen it in some time. Although the war had only officially ended a few days ago, the fighting had left Nusmal many months before, and people had finally begun to travel through the town once again. A smattering of elves and humans filled the common room, one of them a wizard by the looks of it, another a tradeswoman from Dezharta, and there was even a dwarf, rarely seen on this side of the world, with a big sack of wares sitting next to him. And in the shadows behind the dwarf was—

“Antenel,” Sonder spoke softly into his ear, as they sat on the same side of the booth. “Do you see? Our friend is back.”

Antenel nodded, keeping his gaze guarded, “Yes, I see him, my love. And judging by how quickly he got here, I think I may know who he is.”

Before Sonder could ask who he meant, Mabroco returned to announce that their room was ready. 

“And here are your keys,” he said, handing them one each. “Supper tonight is tomato pie and blackberry soup, with fresh herbed bread, if you'd like to join us. I know you've had a long journey, so I won't be offended if you say no,” he smiled at them, eyes glittering behind his spectacles. “By the by,” he continued in a more scandalized tone, “what's this I hear about Prince Johlun slaying the Red Boar? I thought it was you two who took down the demon, not that pompous git.”

Antenel looked somewhat alarmed, but soon recovered himself and responded in a much softer tone than Mabroco had been using, “I see that news travels fast from Elluin. What you have heard is true: King Hastos named Johlun the slayer of the dread ogre, and the protector of Astquary, at the feast four nights ago.”

“But that was all you!” Mabroco protested loudly in elluini. “I wasn't on the field of battle, mind you, but I know several elflords and ladies who were and you can't tell me that they mistook Prince Johlun for you and your, er, human!”

Sonder noticed that several of the inn's patrons were staring at them now, including the cloaked figure, and quickly interceded.

“Mabroco, hush,” he whispered with an exaggerated glance at the surrounding patrons. “Hastos has said what he's said. He wants people to believe his eldest son was the hero of the war, not us. There's nothing we can do to oppose him.”

“You must tell everybody the truth!” Mabroco exclaimed, clearly not taking the hint. He set down his service tray with a clatter. “I will not stand for the King passing off that good-for-nothing Johlun as a hero when it was your hard work all these years that kept this village alive and well—”

“Mabroco—”

“Johlun hardly saw battle! So the King thinks he can just pick which of his sons did what deed as if his word makes it so? Ha! I can tell you right now that I will not go along with—”

“Enough!” Antenel shouted, and the innkeep finally fell silent. Antenel was shaking, his fists clenched on the table before him and his mouth set in a firm line. With visible effort, he relaxed his hands and sat back, lifting his gaze across the common room to where the hooded figure had now taken to their feet, and was openly watching. Voice weary, Antenel called out to the figure, “And what say you to all of this, Prince Meeral?” 

The hooded figure stood very still, saying nothing for a long moment, before Sonder heard him swear a nasty oath in elluini, and he removed his hood to reveal that the figure was, indeed, one of Antenel's half-brothers, Prince Meeral.

Meeral glanced sharply around the common room, “Back to your business,” he barked at them in thickly accented Dorneldian. He then strode to their booth and sat down across from them as Mabroco the innkeep looked on with mouth and eyes wide open. 

“Pardon me, my prince, I meant no disrespect to you or your esteemed father the King.”

Meeral gave him a withering stare, and said nothing.

“I shall, er,” Mabroco hesitated, sweat visible on his yellow brow, “go fetch you some wine, your highness.” 

Meeral still did not reply, but Mabroco retreated to the kitchens all the same. By the time he returned with a glass of the golden colored wine that was favored on the Continent, the prince still had not said a word to any of them. He looked at the couple with a contemplative scowl that only served to enhance how delicate his features were—his mouth was small but well-shaped, his nose diminutive and upturned, his large, brown eyes were densely framed by auburn lashes. He was, Sonder thought with distinct discomfort, a very attractive elf, in some ways more handsome even than Antenel, but there was an aloofness to his eyes that marred his beauty, an aloofness that Antenel did not have, which set the two brothers apart.

Finally, Meeral broke the silence.

“How did you know it was me?” he asked in elluini.

“Who else could make it here before us without breaking a sweat?” Antenel replied with a small smile. “You were ever the fastest runner of us, my brother. And please,” he added in Dorneldian, “let us speak in the common tongue, for Sonder's sake.”

Meeral gave Sonder a contemptuous glance, but complied. “I did not think you would remember my abilities so well, all things considered. It seems I was wrong.”

“Dead wrong,” Sonder said with a scowl. “Ant talks about you guys all the time. He would never forget a thing about you, or any of your brothers.”

Meeral scowled in turn, “Yet he has no qualms about letting us die.”

“Of course he does,” Sonder replied heatedly, “He—”

“Did Hastos send you?” Antenel interrupted, cutting off anything else Sonder might have said in his defense.

Meeral's face flushed darkly, and he took an angry sip of his wine, pulling a face as he did so, “Is this what passes for wine on the Continent?” 

Neither Sonder nor Antenel answered.

Looking harassed, Meeral took another sip, let out a deep breath, and continued in a low, reluctant voice. “No, Father did not send me. I came of my own accord to warn you.”

“Warn us?” Sonder frowned.

“Yes,” Meeral replied. “He does not yet know what you're up to, but I can promise you that meeting with Artima will break any connection the two of you still have with our house.”

“How did you know about that?” Sonder asked, alarmed.

Antenel's eyes narrowed, “Listening at doors again, are you Meeral? I suppose you're a much better eavesdropper than you are a spy.”

“You are lucky that I am the only one that heard you,” Meeral replied. Sonder was taken aback by the concern in his voice; the fear in his eyes. “Your argument was loud enough to awaken the entire palace.”

“I hardly think so,” Antenel said, although his tone was uncertain. “And in any case, we have not yet made up our minds to see her, have we Sonder?” His look was almost a challenge. 

Sonder bit back a sharp remark and said, “That's right, we haven't made up our minds yet. And even if we did go,” he addressed Meeral now, “why should we care what Hastos thinks? He already despises us.”

“He does not despise you,” Meeral returned solemnly. “Trust me, you would know if he did, but he does despise Artima. She, who did nothing to aid us in the war against the ogres, whom she claims dominion over. It is all well and good for her to say that she did not instigate this war, but then to do nothing to stop it was an insult!”

Sonder shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant, “I'm sure she had her reasons, but the war is over now, and I am curious to see what the witch is up to.”

“You will have to decide, then, between your curiosity and your allegiance to King Hastos,” Meeral said darkly. One green hand toyed with the rim of his glass as he continued,“I have told him that I'm here to check on the fortifications for the city. I will stay until your decision is made, and report back to him with the truth, either way.”

“By all means,” Sonder replied, but Antenel was not so calm. 

“You betray only your own people if you do, Meeral,” he warned.

“Don't,” the prince exclaimed, then lowered his voice. “Don't tell me what to do about my own people, Gantares.” He spat Antenel's surname like it was poison. It was the surname inherited from his mother, Queen Letiir, and it was the proof of the great rift between the two, the reminder of the prophecy that, if it were true, meant that Antenel would survive Meeral, and the rest of the Fanthol brothers, and take the throne. Meeral glared them with gritted teeth and flashing eyes, “I will give you this one last chance to make the right decision, but believe me when I say that if you accept Artima's invitation, you will be dead to us.”

“Dead?” Antenel echoed. He gave his brother a somber smile, “Is that not what Hastos wants for me anyway?”

Meeral frowned, “He would settle for banished, or at the very least, disinherited.”

“Why doesn't he just do it then?” Sonder countered. He had had it up to his eyeballs with elven politics. “Why not just tell everyone that he doesn't believe in the Horned Stallion's prophecy and that he doesn't want Antenel to be king?”

“Our people would turn on him, if his intentions were known,” Meeral explained, his tone condescending, as if speaking to a child. “Letiir Gantares may not be a popular elfmaid, but the people's belief in her abilities is strong. There are none who doubt the prophecy, not even me, not even Hastos. To openly defy the will of Roshan would be considered blasphemy, and that is a deadly crime for a King to commit.”

“And for his sons to commit,” Sonder muttered. He thought of Letiir as they had last seen her: alone, en-caged in the Jade Palace, a prisoner to her own King and her own god.

Meeral took a sip of his wine, “Indeed.”

“So you have no scruples with defying Roshan, as long as it is done in secret,” Antenel replied harshly, his blue skin flushing purple. “As long as you and the King are not caught?”

“My scruples are not for you to hear,” Meeral snapped. “I have come to you in good faith, Gantares. You can either heed my warning, or suffer the consequences of your foolishness. I leave it up to you, dear brother.”

“And you will have your answer, dear brother, in a week's time,” Antenel growled.

“Very well,” Meeral said, seemingly recognizing he would get no further with his argument today. He set down his wine and regarded the pair grimly, “I shall eagerly await your response.”

With that, Meeral stood and stalked out of the Willows Inn, his thick cloak billowing behind him as he went. Mabroco appeared not long after to ask if they required anything.

“No, no,” Sonder answered him as amicably as he could. He left a few coins on the table, “For the wine,” he said, but Mabroco waved the money away.

“I will put it on his tab, Sonder, not yours,” the innkeep said. “He's also asked for a room. He'll be staying here the next week.”

“Oh. Great,” Sonder muttered, “Just great.”
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Chapter Five
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Meredith woke, gasping for air, and immediately began to choke. Sand filled her nostrils, bile blocked her throat, and she could taste salt and things less pleasant as she began to violently cough up the sea. The coughing wracked her whole body, her convulsions so powerful she thought she would pass out, and it was an effort just to keep drawing her next breath. Where was she? What had happened? The last thing she could remember was being on the ship and then—dear gods! She had gone overboard.

“What—” Meredith managed to gasp, realization finally reaching her. She was laying face-down, wet sand beneath her body, her clothes drenched and torn.

“Oh, so you are awake,” a young voice said.

Meredith's eyes snapped open. She was on a beach, she realized, seeing the thin strip of sand that spread out on either side of her. Behind that beach was what appeared to be a village, nestled in the shadow of a single, high-peaked mountain and surrounded by thick jungle foliage, and before that village stood—

“A child?” Meredith choked. She tried to sit up, but found that her arms and legs were too weak.

“Careful,” the child said, and Meredith felt small hands gently guide her until she could at least get her legs underneath her body.

“Thank you,” Meredith murmured.

“Don't mention it,” the child replied, and now it was obvious to Meredith that the child was a girl. She stood before Meredith, a look of concern on her small face, hands fidgeting nervously at the hem of her white dress. Meredith did not observe the girl long, however, for her attention was soon torn away by the sound of someone coughing to her right. 

“Endrick!” Meredith looked over and saw that the wizard too had washed ashore. He sat in much the same position—haggard, slumped, and coughing—on the sand next to her. 

“Meredith,” he managed between coughs. He was soaking wet, and there was seaweed stuck to the folds of his robes. His eyes found hers, “Are you alright?”

“I think so,” Meredith replied, shaken. She looked around the empty beach, “Where are the others?” she asked. “Where's Renna? And her crew?”

It was the girl who replied, “If you mean your blonde friend, she washed ashore this morning.”

Meredith turned back to face the girl, and was startled by what she saw. Both her hair and her skin were dark, darker even than Meredith's, and it seemed to be shifting in the light as the girl watched them. Like some kind of metal, the girl's skin reflected deep greens and blues in its otherwise brown tone, was almost luminescent in its sheen. Her hair was no different, perhaps a fraction darker than her skin, nearly black, but it too shifted and danced in the sun's rays, now reflecting blue, now reflecting green. It reminded Meredith of a black pearl she had once seen washed upon the shores of the Repository—one color at first glance, but as it was held to the sun its inner hues became more and more apparent. Unusual as the girl's strangely glowing skin was, however, her eyes were even more unusual. They were not a light blue, like those who hailed from the Riverlands back home, but rather a deep blue, abysmal, like the depths of the ocean. Even as Meredith sat in the sand before her, the girl's blue eyes beckoned, and Meredith felt herself being drawn toward her as if they were connected by a string.

“Was she wearing robes like mine?” Endrick asked the girl as he too sat upon the beach. The slight line between his eyebrows betrayed his own confusion at the strange child's appearance.

The girl nodded, “Yep. And she had seaweed stuck in her hood too. Don't worry,” she added with a bright smile, “We can help you get it out.”

“Endrick,” Meredith grabbed his arm and faced him, alarmed. “The Wyrm. Those whales; they were flying!”

“I know Meredith, I saw them too,” the wizard said. He shook his dark bald head, “I would never have thought such a thing possible.”

“Oh, you mean Virha and Yusmi?” the strange girl asked eagerly. “And Vyo and Eera? They're right behind you.”

Meredith and Endrick both turned to face the sea and were astonished to see the outlines of four dark, oblong shapes swimming just at the surface of the water. They were, perhaps, a hundred feet from the shore, and their gracefully curved backs rolled and undulated as they swam parallel to the island.

“The whales are...yours?” Meredith turned to face the girl again with a quizzical expression. She couldn't have been more than eleven years old, yet her smile was simple and childish. She gave a garish laugh.

“I wish,” the girl said. She looked off to the distance, her too-blue eyes watching the creatures as they swam, “I named them, but I don't think they're mine.”

Meredith had no idea what she was talking about. Memories of the Wyrm attack flashed through her mind. The storm, the wind, the thunder. She recalled the whale's haunting song, the Wyrm's piercing cries as the creatures fell from the sky—and the child falling with them. Was it she who had been with the whales? Was it she Meredith had seen?

Wordlessly, Meredith and Endrick helped each other stand to their feet. The girl stood by, sometimes watching them, sometimes watching the whales, her dark skin and hair still glowing faintly in the sun. Whatever anxiety the girl had had about the state they were in seemed to have vanished once their coughing had ceased. Meredith supposed that was a good thing. Maybe it meant that the worst was over.

As she stood, Meredith noted with immense relief that her pack was still securely tied to her back, and, judging by its weight, both the Chronicle and her other supplies were still within. Endrick had managed to keep hold of his staff as well, and was now using it to dry himself with one of his more frequently used cantrips. He offered to perform the same spell for Meredith, and soon Meredith's clothing began to glow with a soft light, a gentle, pleasing sensation warming her entire body. By the time the light dimmed, her clothing had been dried, and the dirt and sand and seaweed had dissipated.

The girl took in an excited breath, “Magic! You really are a wizard!”

Endrick nodded his head and gave her a small smile, “I am. My name is Endrick Arelo, Wizard of the Second Class. And this is Meredith Hauvish, a scholar from the Golden Valley.” He held out one large hand to the girl, his expression gentle. “And you are?”

The girl hesitated, but took his hand all the same. Wide, blue eyes looked up at him, “My name is Etia, Daughter of the Moon and Stars.”

“Etia!” a voice boomed. In moments, a man had appeared from the direction of the village, and was quickly advancing upon them. He was a large man, girthy, and his dark chest and arms were almost completely covered in an intricate pattern of tattoos. He wore only a small vest over his otherwise bare chest, and a pair of loose-fitting, cropped trousers in a colorful design. Although his skin and hair were dark, they had none of the opalescent quality that the girl's had.

The girl, Etia, turned to face the man with a sheepish grin, “Oh, er, hi Tip.”

The big man came to stand before the girl, dwarfing her with his size, “You were supposed to alert me if any more of the tested washed ashore.” He stood with his hands on his hips, frowning down at her from under a mass of black hair.

“Well, you're alerted now,” Etia replied, shrinking a bit before him even for all her cheekiness. Her eyes were large and pleading, “They only just woke up, honest.”

Tip glowered down at her, “We will discuss this later. You,” he turned to face Meredith and Endrick, his expression stern, “May come with me.”

“Sir,” Meredith started to protest.

“Tip, little minnow,” he corrected, “My name is Tip, the Head Islander.”

“Tip,” Meredith continued evenly, “We'll gladly come with you, but I'm afraid we're still confused on a few things.”

“Such as?”

“Where are we? And where are our friends? The other wizards?”

Tip frowned, and he let out a slow breath.“You are on the island of Iolimi,” he said.

“Iolimi,” Meredith breathed. So that was why she hadn't recognized the landscape. Iolimi was some seventy miles off of the Ruithan shore, an island of medium size, best known to Meredith as a hub for the trade of certain ores, and for being home to an active volcano.

“As for your friends,” Tip continued, his brow furrowing, “So far, there has been only one other who has washed ashore.”

“Etia mentioned a woman,” Endrick said calmly.

“Yes,” Tip nodded. “Renna, she said her name was. She is in the Great Lodge. I can take you to her, if you would follow me.”

“She was the only one?” Meredith asked, feeling a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. She took a step toward Tip, “Are you sure?”

The man nodded his head gravely, “I am sure.”

Meredith looked to Endrick, and was appalled to see his expression was cool, calm, unfazed by the news that the rest of the crew of the Sky Seeker had apparently drowned. He was staring at the girl, Etia, with interest, and suddenly Meredith realized what the girl had called herself.

“The Daughter of the Moon and Stars?” Meredith murmured, her own gaze falling on the strangely glowing girl.

Etia flushed, and averted her eyes, while Tip, the big man, looked delighted.  

“Ah, so you have passed the test after all,” he beamed at them. “That's more than I can say for your blonde friend. She's shown no appreciation whatsoever for the gods who saved her from the sea.”

“The gods?” Meredith asked, now thoroughly confused. “What do the gods have to with this?”

Tip's smile did not falter, “Why, they're the whole reason our little pearl is here.” He gave Etia's shoulder an affectionate pat. “She's their daughter.”

––––––––
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The sky was bright and cloudless above their heads as they made their way from the beach to the village. Meredith could hear the call of gulls overhead and in the palm trees scattered about the island, and somewhere in the distance, she could smell what she thought was pork roasting over a fire. The village itself was large, as large as the Golden Village back home, and comprised mostly of small homes made of wood, rush, and palm. The Iolimians they passed were as dark of skin as Meredith and Endrick, and dressed in the same strange, printed garments as Tip. They paused to look at them as they were led through the village. Children hid behind their mother's skirts, old men stared from the mouths of their sturdy huts, and young women giggled at the tall and handsome Endrick in his outlandishly dark robes. Meredith was last in their little line, behind Etia, and it was all she could do to not stop the girl in her tracks and ask her the thousands of questions that had begun to form in her mind.

Who was she? What was she?

The people of Iolimi seemed in awe of her. As soon as they realized Etia was among the  strangers, their laughter and curiosity ceased, to be replaced with looks of wonder and reverence which only made Etia's shoulders hunch all the more. The girl walked with a shuffling gait, as if embarrassed at all the attention she was receiving, and she did not return any of the words they spoke to her, which were mostly in their own language.

After a few minutes of walking, they came upon a low hut that was longer and larger than the rest. The entrance to the hut was low enough that Endrick had to stoop to enter, and his bald head grazed the ceiling when standing inside. Meredith paused just shy of the entrance, letting her eyes become accustomed to the dark before entering. The hut was reinforced with wooden planks on the inside, and was surprisingly light and airy, owing to the many windows that had been constructed along its length. Islanders sat at intervals on the rug-covered floor, some conversing in low voices, others hand-weaving what appeared to be fronds of palm trees. At the far end, fifteen or so islanders sat before a modest throne of driftwood and sea shells, next to which stood Renna Goldcrest, looking worried and preoccupied.

“Renna!” Meredith exclaimed on seeing her.

The wizardess turned, and, although Meredith had expected to see her smile, only continued to frown.

“Meredith, Endrick,” she said. Her green eyes were wary as she approached them, holding her silver staff tightly in one hand. “Are there no more?”

Endrick shook his head, “No. I'm afraid not.”

Something flashed across Renna's face, but what emotion it was, Meredith could not tell, so soon was it gone. In seconds, Renna's expression became cold, “I see. And my ship?”

“We saw nothing of the Sky Seeker,” Endrick said. “Only wreckage.”

Renna swore, clenching her fists at he sides. “These blasted Iolimians won't let me go look for my crew or my ship. The keep asking me if I've been tested, whatever the bloody hell that means, and won't leave me alone until I answer them.”

“Tested?” Meredith replied. “Tip mentioned something about that.”

“I did,” the Head Islander said, coming up behind them. He and Etia had lingered in the front of the lodge, where many of the Iolimians had stopped to speak to the girl as she passed by. Now, he led her to the back of the lodge, to the driftwood throne, and motioned for her to take a seat. “And if it would please our Venerable Daughter, we may have an audience to discuss that very subject.”

Etia pulled a face at him, sighed, and sat down on the throne with ill grace, her face scrunched and uncomfortable. “Okay.”

Tip came to stand to one side of the throne and made a grand, sweeping gesture, “Esteemed guests of the Iolimi, I present to you the pearl of my people, Etia, the Daughter of the Moon and Stars.”

The girl grumbled, “Hello.”

“Er,” Meredith hesitated, taken aback by the girl's greeting. Hadn't they just spent the last twenty minutes in her presence? “Hello, Etia.” Unsure what to do, she glanced at Endrick, but his gaze was still caught by the strange girl, his expression cool and disbelieving. Meredith sighed. She supposed she would have to do the talking. She cleared her throat and began in a formal tone, “We are grateful to you for rescuing us from the sea and welcoming us to your island, but if we may be permitted, Etia, we have a few questions we would like to ask.”

The girl sighed, “Yes, go ahead.”

“What were you doing out there?” Renna suddenly interjected. “What did you do to my ship? And those whales? How could—how were they flying?”

The girl frowned. “I'm sorry about your ship,” she responded in earnest, her dark eyes large and lovely. “The Great Wyrm can be more destructive than it means to be, sometimes.”

Meredith's brows contracted in a sharp line, “It was your whales that wrecked our ship, Venerable Daughter, not the Wyrm.”

The child's frown deepened, and she shifted in her diminutive throne, “They can be more destructive than they mean to, too. They don't always listen to me.”

“What do you mean?” Meredith replied.

Etia looked down at her slippered feet, shuffling nervously. “Tip,” she said in a pleading voice, “do I have to?”

Tip inclined his head, “It would be courteous to answer their questions, little pearl.”

Etia pouted, but soon regained her composure, “Okay.” She motioned to the ground, “Sit down, won't you?” 

Reluctantly, Meredith, Endrick, and Renna lowered themselves onto their knees before the girl, the same as the rest of the Iolimians behind them. As Meredith sat, she thought she saw the childish impetuousness leave Etia's face for a moment, to be replaced by a kind of weariness that was shocking to see on the face of one so young—her mouth was set into a frown, her gaze was inward, unseeing, as if she were remembering unpleasant things from a past that pained her.

“Now,” the girl's deep blue eyes found Meredith's. “What would you like to know first?”

A multitude of questions flitted through Meredith's head, and at first she did not answer. Endrick too was silent, his eyes down-turned, likely also trying to pick the best place to start.

“Was the shadow we saw,” Meredith began slowly, after a few moments had passed, “the one that blocked out the moon, was that the Great Wyrm?”

The girl inclined her head, “Yes.”

“Why were you out there?” Meredith continued, the questions beginning to flow out of her now. “How do you have such powers? Are you,” she hesitated, “Are you truly the daughter of the gods?”

Tip intervened, “She is the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. She is the child given to us by the moon god Lantos and the goddess of the stars Seltos.” His expression was grim, his tone firm.

Meredith looked to Endrick, alarmed, while on the other side of the wizard, Renna snorted.

“How did this come to be?” Endrick asked the girl, his tone even. “We do not mean to be unkind, Venerable Daughter, but your presence is hardly known in the world at large. We did not know Lantos and Seltos had a daughter.”

Etia shrugged her tiny shoulders, “Tip says I'm too young to know the particulars.”

Meredith would have laughed if the situation were not so serious. “What can you tell us?”

“About being their daughter?” Etia frowned and shifted in her seat. Her fingers fussed with the folds of her white dress. “Not much,” she said enigmatically, “They used to visit me, when I was young.”

The girl seemed reluctant to speak about her parentage any further, so Meredith tried another approach.“But broadly speaking, we were not even aware that the Way had a presence in Iolimi, until our friend the captain informed us otherwise.”

“Priests came here from Dorneldia in the south,” Tip's expression grew clouded, conflicted. He crossed his arms over his tattooed chest. “They first came in the days when my parents were young. They taught us of three gods, Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos, and of the sacrifices they made to better the world. They taught us of virtues, and wickedness, and gave us the Book of the Three. They taught us their tongue. They erected a chapel and left us a priest to make service with.”

“And so you follow the Way?” Meredith asked, inwardly horrified to discover that even these folk had been so poisoned by the mighty ones. Would their destruction never end?

Tip hesitated, his expression reluctant, “Most of us. We have our own traditions too, and many of my people are loath to give them up.” He continued darkly, “Our people used to worship the same heavenly bodies as the Way, among other things. We told tales of the Wicked Moon, the Evening Star, and the Morning Sun, of the Great Whales and the Sirens of the Deep. There are those on the island who keep our traditions, just as they keep the Way. The priest that lives here now is kind, and just, but he does not believe in our old tales.”

Endrick raised an eyebrow, “But this priest of the Way believes Etia is the Daughter of the Moon and Stars?”

“No,” it was Etia who replied. She continued matter-of-factly, “He thinks I'm lying. He says I'm a blas—blasphemer.” She stumbled over the unfamiliar word.

“What does he think of your whales?” Meredith asked, wondering what kind of man this missionary priest was. “Has he seen them fly?”

“Yes, everyone has,” Etia's voice was small, and her dark face was flushed. She continued, contrite, “Everyone saw me the first time I flew them. It was a feast day. Everyone was outside. I almost knocked down the chapel with one of them. The priest was very unhappy. He shouted at me, and said he would have them killed. He said he knew some Ruithan whalers who would take them from me. I said no. They're my friends,” her expression was in earnest, her blue eyes wide and bright. “And they have great magic.”

“That much is clear,” Endrick replied gently. He leaned forward, “How did you come to fly them, Etia?”

Etia again looked to Tip, and he gave her a nod of encouragement. 

“It wasn't long ago,” the girl said. “On my last birthing day, I was swimming in the ocean, and Virha—that's the little one—came up to me and started singing. I was afraid, and tried to swim away, but no matter where I went, she followed me. I left the water and didn't return for a while, but the next time I did, there were more whales, four of them, and they all started to follow me too.”

“And then what happened?” Endrick prompted. “How did you learn to fly them?”

“They taught me their songs,” Etia said simply. She did not seem to consider this an odd statement. “Once I knew their songs, flying was easy.”

Meredith and Endrick exchanged glances.

“I'm sure,” Renna drawled next to them. She rolled her eyes in Meredith's direction.

“So you plan to use your whales to defeat the Wyrm,” Meredith pressed on, ignoring Renna's caustic remark. She was shocked to see both Tip and Etia shake their heads vigorously at this statement.

“No, never,” Etia said, again glancing at the big man. “The Wyrm does the will of the gods, right Tip?”

“Yes, my pearl,” Tip replied gravely. “The Wyrm is their creature, and it is not to be trifled with.”

“I'm not sure I understand,” Meredith said with as much politeness as she could muster. Were these people under some kind of spell? “How exactly is that creature doing the will of the gods? I assumed it was attacking you the same way it attacked our ship.”

“It does not attack,” Tip replied, again shaking his head. “It comes to test the Unfaithful.”

“The Unfaithful?” Endrick asked.

“Those who do not yet follow the Way,” Tip explained. “Those who still cling too much to the old ways. They are taken by the Wyrm into the depths of the sea. There they undergo a test. If they fail this test, they are drowned. If they pass the test, they are released, and emerge from the water with the names of the gods on their lips.”

“Which gods?” Meredith asked, both intrigued and confused by his tale. “Yours, or the Way's?”

Tip again looked conflicted, “They speak the name of Lantos mostly, but also of Seltos and Dartos. They pray to the gods of the Way who begot our beloved pearl. I assume you have all now been tested, for you have emerged from the waves unharmed.”

“And what does the pearl make of this?” Endrick asked, looking to Etia coolly. “We saw you from our ship. It looked to us as though you and your whales were attacking the Wyrm.”

“The whales don't like the Wyrm,” Etia replied with a somber expression. “I didn't mean to attack it. I was out, with the whales, when we spotted the storm out at sea. Before I could stop them, they began to fly toward it.”

Renna scowled, “And then they landed on my ship, and caused my crew to drown.”

Etia again looked contrite, “I'm sorry. But the whales wouldn't leave the Wyrm alone. There was nothing I could do.”

Meredith raised her eyebrows, “So even though your whales wanted to attack the Wyrm, you still don't think it's evil?”

“My parents told me that the Wyrm is good,” Etia replied firmly, her deep blue eyes bright against her almost black skin. “It's like the rain. It's unpleasant, but without it our crops wouldn't grow, and we wouldn't have water to drink.” She looked to Tip with a smile, clearly pleased with herself, like a dog who just performed a particular trick for their owner. Tip set his big hand down on her tiny shoulder.

“Exactly, little pearl,” he said. “The Wyrm is like the rain.”

“So you're just going to let that thing ravage your shores and let people drown?” Meredith asked, feeling her anger and hatred for the gods return. “What's wrong with your old legends? What's wrong with being an Unfaithful?”

“My parents said we were heathens before the Way came up from Dorneldia,” Etia answered steadily. “We were doomed to pass into the darkenworld without their help, and our priest said the same.”

“Who is this priest?” Endrick asked before Meredith could clarify if by parents Etia meant the gods. “May we speak with him?”

Etia turned to Tip, who seemed surprised at this question, but answered readily enough. “His name is Perrick,” the big man said. “If you like, I can take you to him now.”

Endrick inclined his head, “If you'd be so kind.”

Meredith turned to Endrick with a questioning look. There was still much she wished to ask of the girl, but Endrick's gaze was on Etia, and the wizard took no notice of Meredith's plight. The three of them stood, and Renna shook her head.

“Barmy, the lot of them,” she muttered.

Meredith was inclined to agree. The Iolimians were crazy for thinking the Great Wyrm was any sort of messenger from the gods, and even crazier to not drive it from their shores. Even the citizens of the Godskeep, devout and doctrinal as they were, would have scoffed at the idea. Yet here was an entire island full of people who had seen the terrifying creature ravaging the Dezhartan Sea—and had sworn to protect it.

Meredith shouldered her pack and looked back to little Etia on the driftwood throne. The girl's strange, luminescent skin shimmered in the dim of the lodge, and as she watched them, her deep, impossibly blue eyes once again began to tug at Meredith's, tried to draw her in closer, closer, until Meredith felt her feet almost take a step nearer, a hypnotic pulse reverberating throughout her entire body—and suddenly Meredith was not sure it wasn't her who was crazy. She broke the gaze hurriedly, wondering what in the world had just happened, and followed Tip, Endrick, and Renna out of the lodge.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Six
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Tip led them into the village. Meredith followed behind the others at a slower pace, her mind still preoccupied with thoughts of the strange girl, as they walked past clusters of huts to the island's shore. There was evidence of the shipwreck on the beach: here a bit of torn canvas from the sail, there a chunk of wood that must have been from the mast, and a thousand other smaller fragments of odds and ends.

“Dear gods!” Renna gave a horrified gasp, and began to run towards the wreckage.

“Renna, wait!” Endrick called after his fellow wizard, but she paid him no heed. The wizardess' robes whipped about her in the strong summer wind as she began to sift through the carnage. 

Meredith watched her warily, hoping that the captain was more concerned for her drowned shipmates than she was for her wrecked ship. Severed as they were from their souls, it was difficult for Meredith to know how wizards truly felt about anything—one of the many reasons why she and Endrick had ended their relationship when they did. She shook her head. If the Great Wyrm were here to test those who did not believe in the gods, as the islanders believed, then the gods were even more cruel than she had originally thought. It was madness. If the crew had drowned, they had drowned. The false gods of the Way had nothing to do with it.

Did they?

Tip was also watching Renna, who remained on the beach, digging through the remains of her ship. “Should we wait?” the big man asked.

Endrick shook his head, the black cowl of his robe blowing about his face, “No. She may be there some time.”

Tip nodded, and together the three of them continued along the Iolimian shore. 

Having spent time at the Island of the Repository, Meredith was surprised at how different Iolimi was from the wizards' base. Its beaches were younger and rougher, its sand granular and brown rather than smooth and white. There were large, craggy rocks that jutted darkly out of the sand, forming a kind of natural wall at intervals around the beach. The same rocky landscape was echoed further inland, and Meredith could now see plainly that the mountain that stood at Iolimi's center was actually a volcano, its top caved in from some eruption long ago. She hoped fervently that they didn't experience any eruptions during their stay, as fascinating as that would be to witness. Meredith lived for knowledge, but even she had her limits.

“Endrick,” she whispered, seeing that he was still lost in thought as he walked along next to her. She grabbed his arm,“Do you believe any of this nonsense?”

Endrick regarded her grimly from beneath the cowl of his hood, “About the Wyrm? I do not know. It is real, that much we can be sure of.”

“What about the girl?” Meredith insisted. “Do you think the gods really—”

“Had another child?” Endrick finished, his voice whisper-soft. His expression was thoughtful, “Perhaps.”

Meredith let go of his arm. She felt lost, confused, and unexpectedly angry. “By all that is good in this world,” she swore, “I sincerely hope not.”

“We shall have to see,” was Endrick's murmured reply.

As Tip led them further up the shore, the rocks became more and more frequent, and Meredith had to be careful of where she stepped. Soon they came to a rock formation that was larger than the rest, its main boulder twice as tall as Meredith herself, huge and imposing in the middle of the beach. There were markings all along the boulder, done in what seemed to be white chalk. They were not crude drawings. Although the lines were simple, they clearly depicted some sort of beast emerging from the ground, and around the creature were drawn storm clouds, and above those, a circle that could have been either the sun or the moon.

Beyond the boulder was a scene of utter desolation. 

Here the sand was gray, nearly black. It tapered inward until the black sand gave way to solid rock further inland, and further inland still loomed a massive hole, dark and gaping, far out of the reach of the incoming waves. Tip looked back at them for a moment before proceeding to lead Meredith and Endrick across the black sand and to the hole's edge. Meredith followed reluctantly, and, with caution, came to stand before the pit, and peered down into its depths. She saw nothing. She heard nothing. It was like she was looking down into an ancient well, only she somehow knew that there was no life-giving water at the other end of that pit, knew that if she were to drop something into it, there would be no sound to signal its end. 

“What is this place?” she asked, horrified. Her stomach churned just looking at it. 

“The Wyrm Pit,” Tip said with reverence. He stood a little apart from them, staring at the hole with a mix of awe and fear on his wide face. He did not regard it for long, however. “Come,” he said brusquely, leading them further inland. “The chapel is this way. I do not wish to linger here.”

They soon came to a building that looked far newer than the others on the island, constructed of stone and standing two stories high. It had several stained-glass windows on each of its sides, and the Mark of the Way had been carved into the wooden door at the front. Next to the large building was a small cottage, made of wood, with the same symbol repeated on its own door. It was to the cottage that Tip led them. 

“Perrick lives here,” he told Endrick and Meredith, somewhat gruffly. “He is a courteous priest, and should oblige your visit.” Even as he said this, Tip pulled a face as if he had just taken a drink of spoiled milk. “Now I must return to my duties. When you have finished with him, you may return to the Great Lodge, and we will discuss accommodations for you and your friend. I trust you can find your way back?”

“We'll be fine,” Meredith replied with a wan smile. “Thank you Tip.” She could not make up her mind if she liked the Head Islander or not. She was grateful for the hospitality he had shown them, but could not understand how he felt about the Great Wyrm...or about the girl, Etia. Tip, however, did not seem to notice her conflict.

“Good,” he said with a nod of his large head. He made a motion in the air as if to mimic the ascent of some heavenly body, brought his hand back to his exposed chest, and said, “May the moon light your path,” before turning and taking his leave.
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Perrick Underton, Meredith and Endrick soon discovered, was a Priest of Lantos who hailed from Eldentown, on the shores of Lake Hirut, far in the eastern province of Dorneldia. When Endrick had knocked on the door to his cottage, Perrick had greeted them warmly as fellow Dorneldians, and bid them to come inside. The cottage's interior was even smaller than it looked from the outside, mostly owing the large number of copies of the Book of the Three, the Way's most sacred text, that seemed to be stacked in every nook and cranny of the place—on top of chests, chairs, the mantelpiece, the hearth—and also owing to a strange collection of telescopes, which were equally stacked in every available space, mostly on top of the already toppling books. 

He looked about in his mid-forties, with short, graying blond hair and a scruff of beard along his receding chin. His frame was wiry and thin, and he was of a height with Meredith, short for a man, and he wore thick spectacles and dressed in the lightweight garb worn by the Iolimians, which he had dyed the customary gray and lavender of a priest of Lantos. He had a habit of not looking at them as he spoke, and he occasionally stuttered.

“Damn shame what they're doing with that girl,” Perrick said, pouring them each a cup of some sort of fruit juice. He moved some books out of the way and sat down across from them, his knobby knees almost touching their own for how cramped the cottage was. “Filling her head with lies, and dangerous ideas.” He sipped his own juice furtively.

“Tip said you don't believe she's the Daughter of Moon and Stars,” Meredith stated carefully.“And that she shouldn't attack the Wyrm.” 

“I said nothing of the sort,” Perrick snorted. “I only said that the thing is bloody useful for getting rid of the Iolimian's old-fashioned ideas of things. It's not that I don't think the Wyrm is terrible. I'm not as loony as them—thinking it's some sort of test from the gods. That blasted creature is why I-I'm stuck on shore, never go seaside. Although I have to admit, those who don't drown at its hands do seem to find a newfound zeal for the Way they didn't have before—but that doesn't mean it has anything to do with the gods. I would know if it did.” He pushed his round spectacles up the bridge of his nose, “And no, of course she's not the daughter of Lantos and Seltos. That kind of thinking is the greatest blasphemy the Iolimians have ever committed, and I've done nothing but try to dissuade them from this notion. We are not followers of the New Way here,” Perrick said with a conspiratorial chuckle. “She is no Herel of Astquary.”

“Indeed,” Endrick replied humorlessly. 

“Actually,” Perrick set his glass down next to one of his many telescopes and continued, heedless of Endrick's ill humor, “This whole mess is thanks to the Elder. He was the religious head around here before Nohrin came—my predecessor,” Perrick explained, “a priest of Lantos like myself who first brought the Way to Iolimi at request of Lord Mayrim.”

“Lord Mayrim?” Meredith asked, heart racing. Even all these years later, Meredith still was unsure what she thought of the man. Lord Mayrim Darpentus was Dienna's father, and the former Keeper of the Gods. As a young acolyte at the Godskeep, Meredith had found him wise and just. He was the sort of man who easily inspired others—inspired them to better deeds, larger goals, deeper faith. After the events surrounding the Tome, and in subsequent years, however, Meredith had begun to look on Lord Mayrim with uncertainty. He had ignored the signs of change, of discontent. He had ignored the impending doom that Artima had wrought upon his people. He had, upon learning the truth of the falsehood of the gods, taken is own life rather than trying to set things right. That had never sat well with Meredith, who had learned the same truth and had decided instead to do something about it. “I didn't realize that Lord Mayrim had supported missionary efforts in Iolimi.”

“Oh yes,” Perrick replied, clearly comfortable with the topic. “In Iolimi and in the Rungushi Islands. There are even a few of us stationed in Ruith. We are of a particular order—”

“You mentioned an Elder?” Endrick interrupted. 

“Hm?” Perrick was, for a moment, completely derailed, but regained his composure soon enough. “Ah, yes, the Elder. He's an odd fellow who lives up in a cave by the mountain, er, volcano I should say. One day, he came down from his mountain with a babe in arms, said she is called Etia, and that she is, what the Iolimians call, the Pearlchild. Well, you can imagine the rest.”

Endrick raised an eyebrow, “Humor us.”

Perrick frowned, but continued all the same, “Oh. Well. Nothing much happened at first, actually. The girl had no parents, so it fell to Tip, the Head Islander, to take her in. He raised her like his own daughter, and for the first several years of her life, she was just an ordinary child.”

“Ordinary?” Meredith raised an eyebrow in disbelief. “You've seen her. She's anything but ordinary.”

“In appearance, perhaps,” Perrick agreed. “I have no idea why she looks the way she does. Some strange feat of nature, like triplets or the albinos. Still,” he regained his course, “despite the Elder's proclamation that she was the Pearlchild—some part of Iolimian legend, I do not know the particulars—the people were too afraid of displeasing the gods of the Way to openly show the child any deference.”

“What changed?” Meredith asked, thinking of how the Iolimians had reacted to the girl as she had walked through the village streets. They had cried out to her, bowed before her, looked upon her with wonder. 

Perrick sneered, “She predicted the Wyrm.”

“Predicted?” Endrick frowned severely. “What do you mean?”

Perrick cleared his throat, “I mean, that one day that little girl stood up in the middle of the Great Lodge and declared before the entire village that she was the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, and that her divine parents would soon be sending them a terrible creature, a beast who would make them repent of their old ways, in retribution for so long ignoring their one and only daughter.” The corner of his mouth twitched upward, “Such b-blasphemy. Such nonsense! But, sure enough, the next day, the Great Wyrm made its first attack.”

“How long ago was this?” Meredith asked, itching to remove the Chronicle from her pack so she could take notes.

“Five years this summer, and ever since, the islanders have been bending over backwards to please little Etia, no doubt afraid she'll predict something even worse if they do not,” the priest responded. He shook his head as he said this, a wry smile on his thin lips. “I have done my best with them, but their roots are strong, and they do not give up their ideas easily. The girl is eleven now, and as if her little prophecy weren't enough, she also seems to have discovered a strange power over the local aquatic life.”

“Has she done anything else remarkable?” Endrick asked. “Aside from the prophecy, and flying the whales?”

“I don't know. The girl does not like me very much, I'm afraid,” Perrick replied, averting his gaze and fixing it instead on one of his many telescopes. “Perhaps I have been too vocal in my disbelief of her claim.”

Meredith didn't think this timid, innocuous man had the gumption to be too vocal about anything, but she kept her concerns to herself. She watched with interest as he began to toy with the many knobs and gauges on the telescope nearest to him.

“Did you make them?” she asked.

Perrick pulled a face, “Who? Me? Heavens no.” He picked up the telescope, which was just large enough to be set comfortably in his lap, and began to admire it. “I buy my telescopes from the Ruithan merchants. They always make a stop here, whether they're coming from or going to the mainland. Iolimi is rich in ore. They're always looking for a good trade. I've made quite a collection here.”

“What do you do with all of them?” Meredith looked around the cottage dubiously. The priest had at least twelve such devices that she could see, mostly small, brass things with a myriad of bases and attachments. She had only ever seen instruments like these at the Repository, for the wizards were always keen to observe the heavens. The alignment of the stars and planets had a great effect on their spellcasting. “Watch the stars?”

“Oh yes,” Perrick said, replacing the telescope on top of a stack of the Book of the Three. He looked at them enthusiastically from over the top of his spectacles, “The view from the top of the volcano is magnificent for stargazing. I have made quite a few star maps in my time on the island. Here, allow me to show them to you—”

And the priest rushed into the back room, emerging with arms full of large volumes of maps that he had penned himself. Meredith was about to protest that they were not here to discuss such things, but Endrick took to the maps with distinct interest. Meredith would have been annoyed at this sudden change in subject, but Endrick actually seemed to be enjoying himself as he leafed through the priest's handiwork. His eyes, so cold and aloof of late, lit up most unexpectedly as he traced the patterns of stars set in ink, and his voice held that touch of excited passion that Meredith had not heard in a long time. Thus, the two men spent the better part of an hour pouring over the maps, leaving Meredith with nothing to do but sit and ponder the curious happenings of the past two days—a respite she was not entirely ungrateful for.

At length, they took their leave of Perrick, who needed to prepare for the evening service, promising to return soon so that they could make copies of some of his star maps. Perrick seemed perfectly delighted by this prospect, and Meredith wondered if the man had missed his true calling in favor of the priesthood. 

She and Endrick, who still seemed to be in good spirits after their visit, made their way once again toward the shore, down the same path that Tip had taken them by earlier that day. They did not speak, at first, each lost in their own thoughts. What Perrick had said made sense—the Iolimians only believed Etia was the Daughter of the Moon and Stars because of her ability to predict the coming of the Wyrm, not because she had proven herself to be the flesh and blood child of Lantos and Seltos. Still, there was the matter of the test they had spoken of, and the whales. And who was this Elder? How had he come to find the babe Etia? Why had he named her—what had Perrick called it? The Pearlchild?

Meredith was about to voice these concerns to Endrick when she realized that they were no longer alone. 

Standing before the blasted, burned rim of the Wyrm Pit, was Etia herself. 

She was looking down into its depths. The wind was strong, and her blue-black hair streamed out behind her, undulating softly like the waves on the distant shore. There, in the darkening waters of the ocean behind, Meredith thought she could make out the curved outlines of four whales as their backs broke the surface, water sloughing off of them as the horizon dimmed with the oncoming night. She wondered if the Wyrm were somewhere out there too, watching, waiting for another chance to strike.

“Should you be out here on your own?” Meredith called out over the wind as they approached.

The girl shrugged, “I go where I want on the island.”

“Yes, but what if you fell in, little one?” Endrick asked gently, coming to stand next to her.

“I won't,” Etia replied, shaking her head. “Tip said you would be over here. I want to talk to you.”

“Oh?” Meredith now stood next to Endrick before the pit, uneasy at the sight of it. She looked to Endrick, then to the girl. “Yes, Venerable Daughter, anything you'd like.”

Etia did not immediately reply. She regarded them for long moments, looking up and down at the pair of them, assessing. “You're not like the priest,” she stated. “You don't believe in me, but you're not like him.”

Meredith was taken aback. The girl was right, but she was unsure how Etia thought they differed. Endrick leaned down slightly, using his wooden staff as leverage as he lowered himself to a closer height with the child. 

“It is not that we don't believe in you,” he said quietly. “But we have a peculiar relationship with the gods, and we are unsure if what you and the Elder have proclaimed is correct.”

“Well, maybe you could ask the Elder for yourself,” Etia replied, looking at Endrick warily. She turned away from him and shuffled her feet, her brow deeply furrowed. Her dark skin glinted blue and green in the sunset. “That's what I came to ask you about.  Tomorrow's my day to bring the Elder his food. I can take you with me, if you like. Tip won't have to know,” she added, seeing the looks of apprehension on Meredith and Endrick's faces. “He'll be out fishing tomorrow. Maybe if you see the Elder, you'll understand.”

Was it just Meredith's imagination, or was there an unspoken plea in the young girl's voice? Meredith brought her eyes to the girl's, and was relieved that she felt no pulling sensation, no urge to step toward her as she had earlier in the Lodge. She must have been imagining it. 

“That sounds like an excellent idea, Etia,” she said. “We would like very much to meet him.”

Etia's face broke into a joyous smile. “Good,” she said, excitement apparent. “I'll pick you up tomorrow at the Lodge. Noon. Don't be late. Or else.”

For all that the girl was a mystery to Meredith, her candor had a charm to it that she couldn't ignore.“We won't be,” Meredith assured her with a small smile of her own. 

Etia's deep blue eyes went wide at the sight of Meredith's smile, as if unused to such a delicate response, and without saying another word, Etia turned and took off quickly to the beach, following the shore further away from the village.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seven
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The argument lasted six days. Sonder was adamant that they respond to Artima's summons, that she would not reach out to them if it were not of the utmost importance, and that it probably had something to do with the false gods that they had all sworn themselves against. Antenel agreed, but was unsure if it was worth the risk of Hastos finding out.

“He could imprison us, Sonder, or banish us from the Crescent Isle!” Antenel argued on the final morning before they must decide. They had gone round and round, and Sonder could tell that Antenel was getting just as sick of being in disagreement as he was, yet still they had not reached a decision. Sonder would not back down, and neither would Antenel. “How can I fulfill Roshan's prophecy if I am cast out from the land he wants me to rule?”

“You can't,” Sonder rebuked with ill humor. “Only one of those things could happen, and neither of them are particularly bad scenarios.”

“Sonder, you can't mean that,” Antenel returned with a hurt expression.

Sonder sighed. He had meant it. It would be better for the both of them if they could just ignore Antenel's plight with the unfavorable king and the prophecy of Roshan, if they could just settle down somewhere in Nusmal, or in another part of Astquary, and live an easy, unfettered life. Hadn't they earned that by now? Yet, here Sonder was, suggesting that they leave the comfort of the Willows Inn, suggesting that they jeopardize what little protection they did receive from King Hastos, all because he felt a strange sense of obligation to see what Artima was up to. The irony was not lost upon him.

“Antenel,” he said, coming to stand behind him at the window that overlooked the garden at the back of the inn. He put his arms around the elf's waist and pulled him close, resting his chin on top of his head. “I don't want this to come between us,” Sonder said softly. He could feel Antenel tense in his arms at these words, and he almost couldn't bring himself to continue, “But I must go. You know this is no idle invitation, no silly request to attend a Ceremony. She wants to ask something of us, I'm sure, and whatever she wants must be too important to put into words. She fears what would happen if her letter were seen by unwelcome eyes. Why else would her missive have been so vague?”

Antenel relaxed into his arms, though not completely, “I have thought the same thing. It is not an uncommon practice. As you said, letters can fall into the wrong hands.”

They fell silent for long moments, watching through the window as the honey bees went about their duties in the garden, taking nectar, moving pollen. Somewhere beyond the garden, a hawk cried, the sound harsh among the more pleasant songs of the finches and doves that zoomed and perched in the little plot of flowers.

“I have also thought that,” Antenel continued, “If what Artima wants has something to do with the gods of the Way, it would be my duty as a follower of Roshan to do what I can to stop them.”

“If that helps you,” Sonder said, holding on to him all the tighter, “then fine, but don't start to do things just because they're what Roshan wants. Do things because they're what you want.”

“I know what I want,” Antenel replied softly. Suddenly, he turned to face Sonder, and he lifted his gaze, bold, resolute.“I go where you go, Sonder, you know that. If you are determined to go, then I will go too. Meeral be damned,” his lavender eyes hardened to steel, “and Hastos too. They cannot order us about.”

“Well, technically they can,” Sonder said in a mock thoughtful tone. “He is a King after all.”

“Yes,” Antenel smirked, snuggling himself closer to Sonder's chest. “But that does not mean that we always have to listen to him. I will do what I think is right, for us, and for my people. In both cases, it would be best to know what Artima is planning.”

Sonder smiled, “It's settled then.”

The two immediately began to pack away their scant belongings and started to make all the necessary preparations for their journey. Mabroco was all too eager to provide dried foodstuffs and hard biscuits at a largely discounted rate, including enough for the return home. They had told the innkeeper that they were traveling to the City of Astquary, which stood at the southernmost tip of the Astquarian Mountains, from which the region of Astquary derived its name. Sonder could tell that Mabroco did not entirely believe that this was their true destination, but he was fairly confident that the innkeeper had not overheard where they were actually bound.

By dawn of the next day, they were ready to depart. Meeral, who had largely avoided them the past week, was waiting for them in the common room of the Inn, his delicate features pinched and grim. He was also dressed for travel, and his pack was already slung over his slight shoulders. He eyed the elven longsword at Sonder's back, the spear in Antenel's hand, and frowned deeply.

“So you have decided,” Meeral said in elluini. “You have chosen your curiosity over your people.”

Antenel winced, “I have chosen my people over my pride, Meeral.” He continued sadly, “It is for their benefit that I discover the reason for Artima's invitation, not for my own.”

“I had hoped you would reconsider, my brother,” Meeral glanced sharply at Sonder before continuing, “But it seems you have let your love for this human cloud your judgment.”

“He made his own choice,” Sonder growled. He hoped he sounded as menacing as he meant to, though he was never quite sure how his elluini sounded at times.

“Indeed,” Meeral replied coldly. “And now you will both have to deal with the consequences.” He raised his chin in a lordly fashion, and made his proclamation. “Antenel Gantares, Sonder Darpentus: I speak on behalf of King Hastos Fanthol when I say that neither of you shall be allowed to set foot on Elluin again until you are expressly cleared of all charges by His Royal Majesty.”

“Charges?” Sonder frowned.

“Treason, two counts,” Meeral replied coolly. “Do you disagree that you have gone against his wishes?”

“His wishes? The King doesn't know about any of this, damn it!” Sonder switched to Dorneldian in his frustration. He could argue much better in his own tongue. “How do you even know what his wishes are? He didn't have a clue about Artima's letter!”

“Sonder,” Antenel grabbed hold of his arm, forcing him to end his tirade. He looked up at Sonder in that slightly condescending way that reminded Sonder so much of his sister—as if he were a child that had just misbehaved, a kid who had lost his temper. It was not his favorite look.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. He was mortified to see a look of smug satisfaction on Meeral's green face.

“I see the human knows his place,” the elven prince said with a sneer.

“You little—”

“That's enough,” Antenel stepped between the two before Sonder could reply further. He stared at his half-brother with a determined gaze. “Once we return to Nusmal, we will explain ourselves to Hastos, and we will prove our loyalty to him by any means we can. Artima is letting us into her stronghold. I am sure we will learn something that will be of use to Hastos, should the sorceress once again become our enemy.” He gave Meeral a grim smile, “He cannot keep us from the isle forever.”

“Do not be so sure of that,” Meeral warned, his voice hoarse with sudden concern. “No matter what information you bring him about Artima, he will take this as a personal affront.”

“You could always just not tell him,” Sonder said, frustrated, from behind Antenel. “Did you ever think of that?”

Meeral bristled for a moment, then replied tersely, “I did consider it.”

Sonder was taken aback. “Oh,”  he said. Antenel looked just as confused as he felt.

“You did?” the blue elf asked, frowning.

“Yes,” Meeral said between clenched teeth, his hands gripping the straps of his pack tightly, “but I fear what would happen if Father were to discover my deception. I truly,” he hesitated, looking away from them for a moment, and let out a small breath, “I do not wish you any harm, Gantares, but I must do my duty too.”

Sonder wasn't sure he would call snitching on his own sibling his duty, but then again, there was a lot about elves that Sonder didn't understand. What would Hastos even do to Meeral if he kept their visit to Artima a secret? Would he banish him, just as Meeral threatened he would banish Sonder and Antenel? Would that even be so bad? The island of Elluin was a truly beautiful, wondrous place, but it was crowded and cramped and trodden, like an old forest with too many paths running through it. Not like Nusmal. Not like the rest of Astquary, where there was more grass and sky and mountain than anyone knew what to do with. To Sonder, the choice between the Crescent Isle and the Continent was clear, but perhaps that choice was more difficult for an elf, especially if that elf was one of the Fanthol princes.

“I understand,” Antenel said with a small sigh. He held out his hand to his brother, his expression bittersweet, “Tell Hastos that what we do, we do for the good of our people. This you may tell him with complete certainty.”

Meeral took his hand and regarded Antenel with a peculiar expression, “I will.” While there was nowhere near the same level of affection between the two as there was between Antenel and Thural, Sonder could still detect the hint of loss in Meeral's gaze as he let go of his younger brother's hand, and hastily made his way to the door.

“Goodbye, Gantares,” Meeral called out, looking over his shoulder, “And good luck.”

And then he was gone.

Sonder let out a long breath, “Well at least he said goodbye to you.”

Antenel did not respond, his violet eyes were fixated on the door where Meeral had just left, and Sonder hoped that he wasn't having second thoughts about their decision already. 

“Antenel? Are you okay?” he asked.

The elf nodded, but did not meet Sonder's gaze, “Yes.” He paused another moment, “We'd better get going.” He didn't actually say, before I change my mind, but Sonder heard his unspoken words all the same.
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They left the Willows Inn, taking the wide, main avenue of Nusmal out of town, headed west, where the Astquarian Mountains loomed in the distance. The mountains always reminded Sonder of home, having grown up in the shadow of the Enalgath Mountains back at the Godskeep, but the land of Astquary was distinctly more wild than that of the Golden Valley. The settled shores of the Continent soon became dense pine forests that ascended quickly into foothills and gorges around the many rivers that rushed down from the peaks high above. It was a beautiful land, far from the reaches of the Lathaians who had initially settled Dorneldia some sixteen hundred years ago. It had been explored by the Ruithans and the elves on and off during the last millennia, and would have been considered a land of plenty if not for one problem: the ogres. They were fiercely territorial, guarding their hilly homes up to a ten, sometimes twenty-mile radius. The humans who had managed to settle in Astquary did so only at the southern base of the mountains, which was too close to the sea to be of much interest to the ogre clans, and even they still dealt with the occasional raiding and marauding of their northerly neighbors. 

The path that Sonder and Antenel followed was well known to them. When the tide of the war had turned in their favor, these lands had become the setting of the the elves' offensive front.  If they kept heading north along the base of the mountains, they would soon find themselves in ogre territory, where the colonies numbered in the thousands, and where the ogre holes were ancient and deep. Red ogres in the north, blue ogres in the south, purple ogres in the east: all built their villages around enormous, monolithic stones. It was a mystery, as far as Sonder knew, where the ogre-stones had first come from, but, from what he had seen of them, the boulders seemed to serve as a source of power for their colonies—and as a source of magic. The ogres had shamans among them who could perform feats terrible and great. As if the ogres' height and strength and poison spittle weren't enough, they also worked in tandem with these shamans to make themselves even more powerful, in ways that Sonder shuddered to remember. Even now that the war was over, it would be unwise of them to step foot anywhere near one of these monoliths, nor any of their ogre-holes.

The trees began to thin with the atmosphere. By Antenel's estimate, they would still have two more weeks of traveling through the mountains before reaching their destination. It was not an easy journey. Antenel's foul mood was only incensed by the constant reminders of war scattered about the landscape. The two had to pass through Senu Hills, where the fiend known as the Red Boar had first appeared in all of his terror, and through Lamb Glen, and Mum Valley. Though resplendent in the glory of summer, these wildflower-covered meadows meant only death and violence for the two soldiers, and they knew that the soil that fed these blooms and grasses was comprised of the bodies of fallen friends and foes alike. Antenel spoke seldom and, whenever he did, the subject of his conversation was always Hastos and Meeral, Roshan and the prophecy. 

Sonder did his best to reassure him that they had made the right decision in going to see Artima, and tried to steer the conversation away to more pleasant subjects as soon as he could. Antenel seemed both aware of and appreciative of this tactic. It was difficult, apparently, for the elf to worry too much about his tentative banishment when laying next to Sonder under the stars on a mild summer's eve, seemingly alone in the vast wilderness of the Astquarian Mountains. They would talk as they made camp—about comrades they had known and missed, about battles won and lost. One of them would inevitably drift off to sleep, and the other would stand watch until their roles reversed. 

It was almost like old times, Sonder mused to himself one such night, when he and Antenel had made the long, perilous journey from the Godskeep to Astquary thirteen years ago. Antenel had been nervous then, too, although he had tried to hide it. Sonder couldn't blame him. The elf had had nothing to look forward to except explaining to his father how he had managed to get most of the other hostages killed, some of which had been prominent members of the Fanthol court. Sonder had done his utmost to keep Antenel's spirits up then. He had told him tales of his youth, funny, sometimes embarrassing tales. He had told him all the things about himself that the elf had not already known from their then brief courtship, and had even gotten Antenel to tell him more about his own unhappy childhood. Now, however, such stories were old news. Their lives had revolved around the war and protecting their people for so long that they could talk of little else, for little else had happened to them since coming to Astquary. There had been no time for peace, no time for their love to grow slowly and sturdily over the years as it should have. Instead they had been thrown into the fray of battle, and their love had been tested over and over, taking blow after blow like a sword at the smith's hammer. The result was a love that, while strong, had been made so quickly that Sonder sometimes regretted the speed of its forging. He longed for rest. He longed for a place where he could just be with Antenel, without the constant cloud of war or Roshan's prophecy blocking out their sun—yet with each step they took on this damnable errand, Sonder knew that restful place was only growing further and further away.

Antenel's mood reached its darkest hue when they came to Orrish-Mar, the Ogre's Gate. Built between two sheer cliff faces on the southern side of one of the larger peaks in the Astquarian range, Ogre's Gate protected a tunnel path that had been carved directly through the heart of the mountain, leading to several prominent ogre colonies on the other side. It had not been manned for some years, but had, in the summer of 1531, been the sight of one of the most significant battles of the Second War for the Continent. The unhappy memory of the days they had spent trying to breech the massive stronghold would have been enough to justify this dark mood on its own, but something else had been added to the scene that made Antenel shake with rage.

“Sonder,” Antenel whispered when the gate first came into view. “What is that?”

“What is what?” Sonder returned, hand immediately going to the longsword on his back. He was walking slightly behind Antenel, and his human eyes were not as sharp as the elf's. “I see Ogre's Gate. You know, that big tall thing with the towers and the giant stone door.”

“I know,” Antenel snapped, “but what is that?” He pointed to what looked like a walking stick that someone had stuck into the ground some twenty yards away at the base of the gate. It was topped with something large and red and spherical.

The two approached the gate with caution, drawing their weapons lest some ogre or vagrant had taken it into their head to use the gate as a hideout, and made a beeline for the walking stick which, they realized as they grew closer, was actually an old spear, bent and splintered, and on which someone had placed a dreadful looking helm.

“Roshan above,” Antenel swore when he saw what it was. He spat on the ground and beheld the helm with a look of loathing, “The Red Boar!”

Stuck on top of the old spear was the massive helm of their old enemy, the ogre general who had called himself the Red Boar. It was large enough to fit four of Sonder's heads in, made of finest red steel, and fashioned into a semi-likeness of a boar's head, complete with two long steel tusks that protruded from either side of the jaw. Vivid memories flooded his mind—he remembered the first time he had seen that helm, he remembered Senu Hills, remembered the sun glinting off of it as the gigantic red ogre whose skull it protected led the charge against their lines.

Antenel lowered his spear and moved closer to Sonder. As if echoing his thoughts, the elf began to speak.

“That was the first time we saw them riding the boars,” he said softly. “The poor beasts. I can still hear the sounds of their slaughter, even as I can still hear the sounds of elves being slain by them in turn.”

Sonder continued, his throat tight, “They rode on their backs like horses, thundering down the hill. They took our vanguard easily, but we fought back with our own cavalry, and our archers were quick to find their marks.”

“And then appeared the shaman,” Antenel intoned. “I remember watching her,” his eyes flicked up briefly to meet Sonder's. “I remember, amid all the chaos, wondering what she could possibly be doing, for it was clear she was using magic, but it seemed to be directed at her own kind. Then I saw it. I saw this same helm and its owner begin to glow with a hellish light until he suddenly changed—his body became one with his mount. A terrible creature, an abomination.” 

“Antenel...”

“It was horrifying!” Antenel continued, heedless of Sonder's hand on his shoulder. “Ogre and boar as one, so huge and frightful. I wanted to run, but I couldn't, I was transfixed! It was like seeing a demon spawned from the very bowels of the earth. And his eyes,” the elf stopped for a moment, gazing at the helm before him, “His eyes were like nothing I had ever seen. They were neither ogre, nor boar. You say you were the most terrified at the Sacking of Tree Tower? I was the most terrified when I saw those eyes, when the Red Boar turned his sight on me, and roared.”

“Antenel,” Sonder repeated. The elf was shaking. With a sigh, Sonder began to lead him gently away from the helm on the spear, taking him by the shoulders and helping him sit down in the shade cast by the imposing gate above. They did not speak for long moments, during which Sonder held his hand and glanced worriedly down at the elf's cropped blue hair. 

“I did it all for them,” he finally broke the silence. He smiled bitterly up at Sonder, “I fought this war for them, for my people. I killed that bloody demon for my people. I am going to meet with Artima, for my people.”

“I know,” Sonder gave a weary smile. “Meeral knows that too. I suspect even Hastos knows that.”

“I am not so sure he does,” Antenel replied. He lifted his head in that way that always reminded Sonder forcibly that he was a prince, brought up in a proud, royal household. “But I cannot change what he thinks of me. He is determined to hate me, and for that I cannot blame him. I am the reminder of his son's mortality. I am the embodiment of everything that he fears. If he wishes to cast me out when all of this is done, then so be it. I cannot stop him, but perhaps together with you and Roshan,” he squeezed Sonder's hand, “I can.”

Sonder smiled. He could practically see the cloud lifting from around Antenel's head, could see the life and vigor returning to his otherwise clouded eyes.

“Come on,” Antenel said, standing and gripping his spear tightly. “We have spent enough time on the dead.”
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The remainder of their journey was spent in much better spirits. The path beneath their feet began to lead them down from the heights of the mountains, and soon they were in territory that was unfamiliar to Sonder, although Antenel had been this way once before—when he and the other ninety-nine hostages had been marched to Sivarr's Keep, there to serve under Artima in exchange for the protection of their fellow elvish settlers in Astquary. Antenel did not like to speak about his years in Artima's service, and thus Sonder was surprised to discover that, despite having lived and worked at Sivarr's Keep, Antenel did not know much about the castle itself.  Relishing the fact that, for once, Sonder knew more than his lover about some part of history—Sonder relayed the castle's sordid past to the elf on what they hoped was the last day of their journey.

“Baylen Sivarr was a priest of Dartos from the Port Cities, one of the ones who would haunt the King's court for favors and gifts, and this was about,” he wrinkled his face in concentration, “three hundred years ago? Before your time even,” he smiled easily at Antenel, “and he gained such favor with the King that he got sent all the way to the far reaches of the kingdom to set up an outpost for the Way in Astquary.”

“Why waste his time?” Antenel asked as they descended a steep part of the trail. They were below the treeline now, and the hot summer sun was mercifully filtered by the pines and firs around them. “The city of Astquary is practically its own kingdom.”

“It was then as it is now,” Sonder agreed. “The King wanted to strengthen his hold on his eastern boarders, and the Way was a tool that could help him achieve that.”

Antenel nodded, “I can see that, yes. I do not think this story ends too well for Sivarr does it?”

“Well, to make a long story short, he spent copious amounts of the King's money constructing Sivarr's Keep, which was supposed to rival the Godskeep back home, to help kindle the flames of the Way in this otherwise godforsaken land,” he said this with an ironic smile that was not lost on Antenel. “In the end, he was hardly able to claim any of the denizens of Astquary for the Way. They saw him for what he really was: a greedy old bastard who just wanted to live in his castle with the people of Astquary licking his feet. And that's pretty much what he did— until a mob marched up from the City of Astquary and lay the whole thing asunder.”

Just then, the two rounded a corner and caught their first glimpse of the valley below. 

“Whoa,” Sonder breathed.

The valley was several miles around, oblong in shape, and most of its grassy floor was pock-marked with dozens upon dozens of ogre holes. On the eastern side of the valley was a narrow lake, on the shores of which could be seen several diminutive fishing boats, and beyond the lake rose a cliff, high and rocky, towering over the rest of valley. The cliff, perhaps a thousand feet in height, was capped by what looked like the ruined remnants of a castle. Sonder could see the outline of a crumbling wall and a fallen tower lying in pieces beneath it, but the rest of the castle—the rest of the castle was floating above the high cliff. Six black towers hung, suspended well above the ground, with the mountains soaring behind. They floated near each other, none of them touching, each perfectly hovering in midair. Some of the towers were taller than others, the one in the middle being both the tallest and the widest, but all were immense in their own right. Each tower tapered off at the bottom, as if the stonework had simply begun to fall apart, giving the structure the impression that it had only just been ripped from the earth.

“And now Artima has reclaimed it for her own,” Antenel said.

“Ant,” Sonder turned to him with an accusatory glance. “In all these years, you've never once mentioned that it was a floating castle.”

Antenel smirked, “You never asked.”

“I didn't think I needed to,” Sonder grumbled, his sense of superiority at knowing the keep's history quickly deflating. He pointed below the ledge on which they stood, “And look, there's the gate.” 

It was a small structure, especially compared to the great Ogre's Gate higher up in the mountains, but it was formidable enough—made of stone and wrought iron, and topped with Artima's banners of purple silk. From where they stood, looking down at the valley, Sonder could see that the path would take them back and forth across the front of the mountain until it reached a high stone wall that blocked the valley from entrance.

“Is it Midsummer's Day?” Sonder asked as they continued their descent. “Have we made it in time?”

“No, we are a day early,” Antenel replied. “We will have to make camp. The gate may be small, but it is the only way into the valley from this side.”

They made camp just outside of Sivarr's Gate, and stayed there the rest of the day and night, thankful for the respite. There had been no guard posted at the gate and, although the two seasoned warriors could have surely figured out some way to get inside, their instructions from Artima had been to wait until her apprentice, Ophie, arrived to let them in. Antenel took first watch, allowing Sonder to catch up on some much-needed sleep, but his rest was occasionally interrupted by what sounded like distant chanting.

“What is that?” Sonder demanded irritably after the third time he had awoken that night.

Antenel shook his head in the darkness, the light of the half moon just barely illuminating his features, “I do not know. A celebration of some kind. They have been at it a few hours now.”

Sonder groaned and turned over on his bedroll, but was ultimately unable to fall back to sleep. The two switched, and soon it was Antenel's turn to try to sleep through the sounds of the distant revelry. Despite having the better hearing between the two, it seemed Antenel was better able to ignore the beating of the drums, the dark, barely-audible wailing that came from the other side of the valley, for he did not wake until sunrise.

The two spent the morning breaking their fast and scouting the surrounding area for any clues as to why Artima had summoned them, but could find nothing of interest. Before they knew it, the midday sun was directly over their heads and, just as promised, they could see Artima's apprentice approaching them through the iron bars of the gate.

“Sonder Darpentus,” a thin voice called out once she had reached them, “and Antenel Gantares. Welcome. We are glad you have accepted our invitation.”

“Hello again, Ophie,” Sonder replied, watching as the woman, with deft fingers, operated the mechanism that raised the old gate. Chains rattled, links clicked, and the whole gate retracted up into the tall, sturdy wall above. Ophie did not come through the gate herself, but stood, waiting for them on the other side. Even in the heat of summer, she wore her long, ginger-colored hair down from a central part, and was dressed in heavy robes of black. As far as Sonder could tell, not much had change about the woman since he had last seen her. She still spoke in her customary whisper, still stared too long, too intensely—and she still gave him the creeps. “Follow me, swiftly,” she commanded, “for we have much ground to cover before sunset.”

Sonder raised an eyebrow as he and Antenel walked through the now open gate, “Sunset? Did you really summon us here to attend a Sunset Ceremony? I thought that was just a ruse.”

“Hush, Sonder Darpentus,” Ophie warned, glancing about surreptitiously. Her freckled face was almost entirely lost in the hood of her black robes.“Our enemies have eyes and ears everywhere.”

“Really?” Sonder frowned. “We stayed here all last night, and we didn't see anyone. Although we did hear some strange things.”

“You stayed at the gate? All night?” Ophie rounded on them sharply. She hissed,“Are you truly so dense?”

“We didn't realize—”

“If it was not correct for us to do so, Lady Ophie, you should have said something in your letter,” Antenel intervened coldly, his hand gripping his spear.“We arrived early, and we had no way to get through the gate.”

“Of course not,” Ophie snapped. She looked once more around them before sighing and letting her shoulders droop. “What is done cannot be undone. At least no one else knows you are here, I trust?”

Sonder and Antenel exchanged glances.

“Well...” Sonder began.

Ophie's eyes narrowed beneath the pall of her hood, “Who else did you tell?”

Again Antenel stepped in. “Prince Meeral knows,” he said flatly.

Ophie let out another long-suffering sigh, “I shall take that to mean that King Hastos himself knows, and probably all of Elluin for that matter. Come,” the sorceress said, beginning to lead them away from the gate and into the valley. Her robes billowed behind her as she went, “Time is of even greater import than I originally thought.”

“Ophie, what's going on?” Sonder asked as he quickened his pace to follow her. She was walking so fast that she was practically jogging. Sonder had no idea she could move so quickly. “What enemies? Are we in danger?”

Ophie did not slacken her pace, “Danger?” She barked in laughter. “Yes, we are all in great danger, Sonder Darpentus.” But she would offer no further explanation. 

The three of them made their way through the valley, which had been cleared of any shrubs or trees to make room for the hundreds of ogre-holes that surrounded them on all sides. The lack of shade made the trek unbearably hot, and more than once they had to stop to rest. Such respites were always short lived, however, with Ophie encouraging them ever onward toward the dark floating towers in the distance, bidding them to make haste. There was definitely something on her mind, Sonder thought as he observed her. He hadn't seen the sorceress' apprentice in thirteen years, but even so, Sonder thought he detected an uncharacteristic gleam in her eyes, an unusual stiffness in the way she moved, that betrayed some degree of inner anxiety. Sonder frowned. What was going on that had caused the normally cool and distant Ophie to worry so? Did it have to do with Artima's summons? Whatever it was, Sonder thought, they would soon find out.

As they made their way closer, as the sun began to fall lower and lower in the darkening sky, Sonder once again began to hear the sounds of music and chanting, which became louder, more distinct as they approached. He could hear the steady, rhythmic boom of some great drum, could hear too what sounded like pipes and fiddles, shrill in contrast to the deep clap of the percussion, which echoed throughout the valley. 

“Is this part of your Midsummer Festival?” Antenel asked Ophie as they followed her across the valley. The blue elf was frowning, no doubt, at the ominous tone the instruments had taken. It sounded like ogre music; dark and primal. It was nothing like the lofty, birdlike songs that the elves enjoyed, and Sonder could tell that its rhythmic refrain was getting on Antenel's nerves.

“You will see soon enough,” Ophie replied with annoyance. “Now hurry.”

Sonder could only shrug at Antenel's questioning glance, and the two quickened their pace behind her. 

The distant pipes and strings and drums were punctuated at intervals by the shouts and cries of a crowd that must have been several hundred strong—a great, cavorting racket that sometimes took unified form, but which, at other times, was nothing more than a great droning of indistinct voices—and now Sonder understood why all of the ogre-holes they had passed were empty. Everyone had left. They were all attending whatever strange gathering lay ahead, lending their voices to that cacophonous crowd.

Now that they were closer, Sonder could see that there was a village in the shadows below the floating Keep, built at the base of the great cliff-face, above which the towers floated. The noise and song seemed to be coming from that direction, and Antenel informed him that his elvish eyes could just make out the silhouette of a crowd visible behind the distant village buildings. Sonder felt his stomach clench. It was almost sunset, almost time for the most important of the three Ceremonies of the Midsummer Festival. Thirteen years ago this night, Artima had attacked the Godskeep, had forced Sonder's family to flee their home, and had taken him as her prisoner. Now here he was, being escorted to her own stronghold by her eerie apprentice while some kind of strange celebration played out just below her doors. Maybe they shouldn't have come here, Sonder thought. He looked to Antenel, and was unsurprised to see that he looked just as troubled as Sonder felt.

Sonder was just about to say something to him, when he realized that they had come to a fork in the road. The right fork continued on to the village, while the left fork climbed along the rocky ledge of the valley up to Sivarr's Keep. Ophie led them up the left fork, muttering as she did that they must hurry, or they would quickly lose their only opportunity. The sun was almost gone from the sky now, and the chanting and music had grown louder. As they began to ascend the left-ward path, Sonder could at last make out what the crowd had been chanting.

“Herel!” they were crying. “Herel!”

The ascending path soon became a stair, cut into the rock of the mountainside itself. From the stair, they could see above the tops of the buildings of the settlement below to where a huge crowd had gathered beneath the cliff, in the shadow of the floating black towers. The rays of the sun had all but disappeared behind the mountains, but the crowd was well-lit by the fire of a thousand torches, for each man, woman, ogre, and ogress gathered there seemed to hold one in their hands.

“Herel!” their voices echoed off of the mountains. “Herel!”

So awestruck at the sight was Sonder that he paused in his ascent, Antenel doing the same. Together they stood at the edge of the mountain stair, overlooking the scene some three hundred feet below. 

It was easy to tell where the object of their devotion was—Sonder could see a large golden palanquin, carried by four massive ogres, winding its way through the crowd. Seated atop the palanquin was a boy. He looked older than Sonder had expected, for he would not reach his thirteenth year until that autumn, but there was no mistaking the resemblance he bore to his parents. Even from this height, Sonder easily recognized the dark, almond-shaped eyes of his mother in the boy's face, and the bronze skin and black hair of his father, which framed his forehead in thick curled tufts. He wore robes of white, and had been crowned with ivy and jasmine, a sash of gold brocade tied across his chest. He did not bear a torch in his hands, which gripped the arms of the palanquin tightly, and his mouth was set into a tight frown.

The palanquin was carried to a high stone plateau where a number of priests, dressed in white and red, awaited him. One of the priests, whom Sonder recognized as Cormin, cousin of his old friend and fellow conspirator, Meredith Hauvish, was holding a hooded snake in each hand. He held each serpent delicately by the tail, their long, thin bodies dangling from between his forefinger and thumb, mouths open wide enough to expose their deadly fangs.

“What are they doing?” Sonder asked, alarmed, as the boy now stepped from the palanquin to the rocky platform.

Ophie, who had stopped several stairs ahead of them, looked down coldly at the scene. Flutes and drums raised their voices in disharmonious unison as the priests formed a circle around Cormin and the boy, Herel. The snakes in the priest's hands writhed and snapped at the boy, just out of reach of actually drawing blood. 

“He is performing a miracle,” the sorceress whispered, her disapproval apparent. “Soon, High Priest Cormin will allow the snakes to strike him. He will fall. He will bleed—and then he will rise, to uproarious applause.”

Antenel glanced sharply at Sonder, “This is not a normal part of the Midsummer Ceremony.”

“No, not at all,” Sonder replied, appalled.

Cormin was now walking slowly around Herel, the snakes still shy of hitting their mark. He was saying something, speaking some invocation or another, but Sonder could not hear his words over the din of the crowd, only fractions of his voice, disjointed and unintelligible. When his speech was done, Cormin came to stand immediately behind the boy, holding each snake high, his arms making a 'Y' shape, so that the heads of the snakes were of the same height as the boy's neck. Herel, for his part, was biting his lip and looking straight ahead, clearly not enjoying what was about the come. Sonder doubted that any in the crowd noticed his discomfort. The stench of wine and ale was strong, even this far away, and he could tell that drink had played a large part in the night's frenzy.

Herel himself began to speak; yet again, Sonder could not make out what he was saying, could only faintly hear his young voice cutting through the sound of the drumming. When he was done, he closed his eyes and winced as the two snakes struck—one bit his shoulder, the other seemed to bite his ear. Blood began to pour down from each wound, staining his white robes and the flowers in his hair as his head slumped forward, looking for all the world as if he had just suffered a terrible blow.

Sonder and Antenel watched, dumbstruck, as the boy collapsed completely, falling first to his knees atop the plateau, then to his face. The priests, and Cormin, who still held the snakes, stood behind him, watching but saying nothing, as the crowd sang and cried out the boy's name.

“Herel! Herel!”

Soon their chanting began to morph into something else, another word, and within moments, the entire crowd was crying out in rhythmic euphoria.

“Rise! Rise! Rise!”

Each word was punctuated with the beat of a drum. The boy, still lying face-down, bleeding and comatose on the boulder, did not stir, and Sonder was beginning to worry that something had gone wrong, that the miracle they were performing would not be so miraculous after all. He glanced at Ophie, but the apprentice was still watching Cormin with the same cold, loathsome expression, and she did not seem alarmed at the state Herel was in.

“Rise! Rise! Rise!”

The chanting continued without cease, the crowd only growing more and more energized with each passing moment. Cormin walked over to a large pyre that burned next to the rock platform, and, with ceremonial dignity, he flung the two snakes into its heart. The fire flared and grew and turned faintly green, and the crowd cried out wildly. Suddenly, the music and drumming reached a crescendo, and Cormin held up his dark hands for silence. The crowd immediately hushed, though the echoes of their fervor still resonated throughout the valley. 

“In Dartos's name,” Cormin commanded, his voice now clear. “Rise, Chosen Son! Rise!”

The boy's form gave a great shudder, and he began to rise.

The crowd's roar was deafening. Herel stood before them, the blood inexplicably gone from his vestments, the adornment of ivy and jasmine now sitting perfectly clean and right on his brow, as if he had never been struck. He was smiling now—a relieved smile, Sonder noticed, if not a serene one—and was waving to his people as they resumed chanting his name.

“Herel! Herel!”

Ophie called out from farther up the stair, “Come, Sonder Darpentus. There is still more you must witness this night.”

Wondering desperately what they had gotten themselves into, Sonder turned his gaze away from the ceremony, and began to follow after her. 
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Chapter Nine
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Sonder and Antenel followed Ophie up the remainder of the stone-cut stair, which brought them directly underneath the six floating towers of Sivarr's Keep. Sonder looked up at the towers with unease. What kind of magic was able to keep them afloat? The lowest had to be at least five hundred feet above the ground, and how was anyone supposed to enter the hovering buildings anyway? Ophie and Antenel did not seem concerned with this predicament, however. Both were making their way for the space below the middle tower. Sonder quickened his pace to catch up to them, and discovered that a kind of low platform had been built beneath Sivarr's Keep. The platform was just higher than ground-level, circular, and ringed with stones of what must have been obsidian.

“Hurry, my love, onto the portal,” Antenel said, seeing Sonder hesitate outside the ring of stones.

“Portal?” he replied dubiously. He took a ginger step over the stones, onto the glass-like surface of the platform itself. His stomach dropped—it felt like he was walking on clear ice, for he could see nothing beneath his feet but a deep, dark well. “This thing is a portal?”

Antenel nodded, “It will bring us up into the Keep.”

“Come along, Darpentus,” Ophie commanded. “We haven't got all night.”

With uncertain steps, Sonder joined Ophie and Antenel at the center of the portal, trying his best to ignore both the clear glass beneath his feet and the thousands of tons of floating stone above his head.

“Now don't move,” Ophie said as she extended one arm, her fingers splayed wide. The portal began to come alive. Blue light streamed up from beneath them, flashed bright and blinding. There was a soft humming sound, followed by a feeling of weightlessness that surprised Sonder so much that he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, dizzy and lightheaded, he was standing on a similar portal indoors, in a vast foyer. They had teleported inside the castle.

It was dark inside Sivarr's Keep. Twin staircases led up to a second floor, converging in front of an ornate set of double doors that looked like they would have once been considered grand, but which now looked under considerable disrepair. Sonder had thought that the Jade Palace had seemed old and decrepit, but the derelict elven manor did not hold a candle to the gloom of the interior of Artima's castle. All was dark and shadowed. No candles lit the foyer, nor the balcony above where stood the double doors, instead, Sivarr's Keep seemed to be lit only by a faint red glow that emanated from the ceiling high above, which gave the castle an unsettling, surreal aspect. Two soldiers stood at attention in front of the second-floor doors, and two more stood at the entrance to each of the stairs. They were a mix of humans and ogres, and seemed none too pleased at having missed the Sunset Ceremony outside. They acknowledged Ophie, Sonder, and Antenel's appearance only by a slight bow, and Ophie in turn did not acknowledge them at all. Single-minded, she led Sonder and Antenel swiftly down the corridor to the left. 

Sonder wanted to ask Antenel if he knew where they were going, but the keep was so silent and oppressive that he dared not offer it his voice, and instead followed behind him and Ophie quietly. The corridor ended in a small spiraling staircase, which they took up seven flights—and from there down a series of several more hallways and larger rooms that were all connected to each other. At length, they came to a room that was guarded by two blue ogresses.

“Leave us,” Ophie said as she approached them. “Wait out the remainder of your watch at the end of the hall. This wing is not to be disturbed by anyone this night, save for us.”

The blue ogresses seemed surprised, but they bowed and did as they were bidden.

“Yes, mistress,” they said, and summarily left their posts, glancing curiously at the two visitors from beneath their steel helms.

Ophie spread her hand out on the door and muttered words in the language of magic before grabbing hold of the handle and pulling it open. Sonder was immediately hit with a wave of noise—cheering, chanting, drumming. The room they had entered seemed to be some sort of balcony. It overlooked the village plaza below, where the Sunset Ceremony was still raging full force, and the noise of the festivities carried in loudly through the open archways on the room's rightmost side. Further down the long room was a bed and all the trappings that went along with it, including a washing stand, a desk, and an immense bookcase. It looked for all the world like someone had moved the entire contents of their bedchamber out onto the balcony, and had decided to live there instead.

And there was their host.

Artima of the Plains stood at one of the open archways, looking down with a grim expression at the events transpiring in the village below. She wore robes of black, silken and trimmed with gold embroidery, and her hair was pulled back into a simple tail that exposed her fine, handsome features. Yet, for all her elegance, Sonder could still see that she was unwell. She seemed paler than he remembered, almost corpse-white, as if she had not seen the sun in many months, and her cheeks were gaunt and drawn even beyond what would be expected of a woman in her middle years. Her hands, which she held behind her back, seemed almost withered, and, although she stood straight and proud, Sonder could see the tension in her small frame that belied the effort it was to keep herself on her feet.

Sonder swallowed nervously, feeling his hands go clammy as he waited in the doorway next to Antenel. He had never quite forgiven Artima for all that she had done to him and his family, but seeing her so obviously ill and wretched—Sonder was surprised that he did feel a great deal of pity for her in that moment. He had no idea what the cause of her malady was, but in the face of such hardship, he could not ignore that she too had been used by Dartos; that she too had suffered greatly for it.

“Lady Artima,” Ophie said, bowing low to her mistress. “Sonder Darpentus and Antenel Gantares have arrived.”

Artima turned to face them, “Excellent, thank you Ophie.” In contrast to her wasted appearance, Artima's voice was as strong and commanding as always, “I will speak with them alone. Please go to Herel, and bring him to me when he is finished.”

“But—”

“I am perfectly capable of speaking to our guests on my own, Ophie.”

“Very well,” Ophie conceded with a sharp whisper. She bowed stiffly and swept out of the room, her orange hair and black robes billowing behind her.

Artima watched her retreat with a cold expression before turning back to Sonder and Antenel, “Follow me,” she said, gesturing further down the room where four chairs had been arranged next to one of the open arches. “I trust you are both well,” she continued as all three of them took their seats.

“We are, yes, thank you,” Sonder replied politely. He sat down with gratitude. “Although we are not entirely sure why you have called us here, Artima.”

“I will forego any further pleasantries then,” the sorceress responded, “and come straight to the point.” She leaned forward in her chair, “I do not like doing this, Sonder Darpentus, but I need your help. I need to ask a favor of you.”

“A favor?”

“Yes,” Artima replied, her brown eyes capturing his. “I need you to take my son away from here. To the Wastes of Iador.”

Sonder blinked, “Iador? I don't understand.” She really was being direct, wasn't she? There was no hint of emotion in her almond-shaped eyes, and her tone was nothing but businesslike. “He's the Chosen Son, isn't he?” Sonder continued, “Your people clearly love him.” Indeed, Sonder could still hear voices shouting his name at the ceremony far below.

“That is precisely the problem,” Artima replied acidly. “He is not safe here. He is too visible. I plan for you to take him to Omkett, my home village in the Plains, where I know he will be cared for.”

“I don't—”

“Perhaps you should explain to us more fully what is going on, Lady Artima,” Antenel interceded evenly. Sonder was surprised to here him address her as if he were still in her service. “Lady Ophie mentioned that you had enemies all over the valley, eyes and ears listening. She said we may be in danger. What was she talking about?”

“She was talking about the raving bunch of lunatics who actually think my son is a god,” Artima said with a quirk of her delicate lips. “In particular, she was referring to Cormin Hauvish. He has named himself the High Priest of the New Way, and he has been trying to be rid of me for years.”

“Be rid of you, the Chosen Mother?” Sonder asked, now thoroughly confused. “Why?”

Artima did not, at first, respond. She had turned her face away from them, her gazed fixed on the sordid ceremony transpiring below the balcony on which they sat. “When I left the Godskeep, I did so with the intent of dissolving the New Way. I had read the Tome, the same as your sister, and thus I had learned of the true origins of the gods. The revelation that they had fabricated their godhood did not crush me so much as Dartos' own betrayal did. I could have carried on as we had planned, myself as the Chosen Mother, Dartos in the guise of Morr, cleansing the world of all its impurities and nonbelievers to prepare it for our son,” there was something feral in her gaze then, something fierce that made Sonder's blood run cold. “But once Dartos's origins were revealed to me, and once it became apparent that I was no more than a pawn in his plan, I was more than willing to aid your sister in defeating him.”

Artima turned to them with a cold glint in her eyes, and Sonder knew that she, too, was thinking of that day—when a bedridden Artima, in the throes of labor, had handed his sister the knife that had killed the false god, which the once-devoted Keeper had plunged into Dartos' all-too-human heart.

“I admit that I was taken with Dartos,” Artima continued bitterly. “I was a fool not to see what he truly was, and when the time came to move on, I had determined that I would discourage any who might still worship me or my child. I thought, having been so utterly defeated by you and your sister at the Battle of the Godskeep, that many who had once called me the Chosen Mother would return to the Old Way, and while many did, many more still continued to believe in me, and in my son.”

“It was the gods' plan that you should lose the battle,” Sonder countered, “not mine or my sister's.”

“Indeed,” Artima nodded. “The gods played their little games of war, hoping to generate enough prayer to sustain them for a long time to come, just as they hoped that the birth of my son would bring them new worship. Herel lived,” Artima smirked unpleasantly, “Dartos did not. Still, the gods' plans were already in motion. Try as I might, I could not shake their belief that I was the Chosen Mother, that Herel was the Chosen Son, the One as foretold by the prophet Ayers. I told them that I was remorseful of the lives lost at the Godskeep, remorseful of the changes that I had proposed, and told them that Dartos had decided to do the merciful thing and spare the world his deadly Cleanse. Most of my followers went along with this, for who of them truly wanted to see the elves and other undesirables wiped from the face of the earth? Yet still they thought I was Chosen, and that my son was divine. There were few that I told the truth to: My son, when he was old enough, Ophie, a handful of my ogre generals, and Cormin.” Artima's expression darkened.

“You told Cormin?” Sonder's eyes widened, “And yet he's still the High Priest?”

“I did,” Artima replied calmly. “And he believed me—utterly. I shared everything with him, he who was second only to Morr in my chain of command. He knows that the gods are not gods. He knows their magical origin, how they've deceived the world for centuries on end. He knows it still, but he also knows it will benefit him greatly to take advantage of those who would not believe the truth even if we did make it known.”

“The bastard,” Sonder spat, exchanging looks with Antenel, who looked just as disgusted as Sonder felt.

Artima smiled rigidly, “Is not your sister still the Keeper of the Gods, Sonder? Is she not committing the same sin as Cormin?
“Never,” Sonder replied sharply. “She may still be Keeper, but only because she has to. She would never dream of taking advantage of the Faithful.”
Artima shrugged, “Perhaps. Although if I were her, I would have left them behind by now, and gotten on with my life.”

“And why haven't you left your people then?” Antenel asked critically.

“I should have thought the answer obvious,” Artima muttered, her gaze going once again to the valley below the balcony, where cries of “Herel!” still resonated. 

“Leaving Dienna out of this,” Sonder continued soberly, “what has Cormin done that makes you want to flee?”

“I am not fleeing, Sonder,” Artima corrected with annoyance, “but my son must be taken away from this place. You saw the Ceremony this evening, did you not? You saw what madness Cormin has created. All his life, Cormin has been whispering into Herel's ear, telling him that his mother has lied to him, that he truly is the son of Dartos, and that he must be exonerated as foretold. Herel does not believe him, of course,” Artima waved a hand dismissively. “I have not concealed any part of the truth from my son, but he is young, and impressionable. He has begun to think that Cormin has the right idea of things, that he is better off going along with the ruse than not.”

“Forgive me for saying so, Lady Artima, but, while that does sound like a difficult situation, I fail to see that it is life-threatening to your son,” Antenel said, frowning.

Artima gave the elf a withering stare, “Cormin knows that my son is powerful. He has seen his magic grow by leaps and bounds as the years have gone by, and he knows that one day, his influence over my son will be all but used up. Thus, I fear that Cormin will try to do what the hunter who stumbles upon a nest of viper's eggs does—destroy them before they have the chance to grow, and destroy him in turn.”

“Has Lord Cormin hinted at such a thing?” Antenel asked. 

“He has,” Artima nodded gravely. “And there is more.” She was silent a moment, her gaze inward, as if she were choosing her next words carefully. “What I am about to say must not leave this room. You will mention it to no one. Not your sister, not the elves, and certainly not to my people. Is that understood?”
Sonder and Antenel exchanged glances warily, but both nodded in agreement.
“I am dying.”

Sonder's eyes widened, “What? How?”

“Don't tell me you haven't heard the rumors of my ill health,” Artima said bitterly. As if to prove her point, she gave a short, but deeply rasping cough. “They are all true, although in reality, my condition is far worse than what the gossipers say.” Antenel looked about to ask another question, but Artima held up a hand to silence him. “I do not have long to live, maybe months, maybe weeks. My strength is failing. I fear that if I am not around to protect my son, he will fall prey to Cormin's plans.”

“What about Ophie?” Sonder asked. “Can't she protect him? Or get rid of Cormin for you?”

Artima shook her head, “Cormin is well-loved by the people. They adore him almost as much as they do Herel. As for protecting my son,” her lips curled into a snarl, “that cur is constantly with him. I hardly ever see Herel for more than a few minutes alone at a time. That is why I asked you to come on the eve of the Sunset Ceremony. It is the only time we could get my son away from Cormin long enough that he could slip away.”

“Wait, you don't expect us to take him away tonight?” Sonder asked, frowning.

“I do. He will be here shortly. You will leave as soon as I've said my goodbyes.”

Antenel stood, his expression stern, “What makes you think that we will? We have not yet decided to accept your request, Lady Artima.”

Sonder stood as well, “Antenel's right. We need time to think.”

“Then think now,” Artima said coldly, remaining in her chair. She looked up at them, unperturbed, “I will give you ten minutes. Need I remind you, Sonder Darpentus, that you once swore to me your undying allegiance?”

Sonder swore under his breath, “That was a long time ago; you coerced me.”

“Your words, Sonder, not mine,” Artima shrugged. “Are you not a man of your word?”

Antenel was there before Sonder could open his mouth to respond, “He is a man of his word, Lady Artima, but he is also a man who has other allegiances which are far more important than the pledge he made as a prisoner. And who are you to speak of allegiance? Of loyalty?” Antenel stood directly in front of the woman now, his lavender eyes flashing with anger, “You who did nothing for ten years while your ogres slaughtered my people!”

Artima's eyes narrowed, and she toyed with the rim of her wineglass. “Did nothing? I offered your father peace. He refused it.”

“What?” Antenel's anger was momentarily replaced by confusion, before his expression once again hardened to steel. “What do you mean, sorceress?”

Artima raised an eyebrow, “Once I returned from the Godskeep and heard that Prince Zeem had been slain by my forces, I apologized to King Hastos and told him that I would pull all of my ogres back into the mountains and let the elves be.” She cocked her head to one side, feigning confusion, “Surely you must have known this? Or did Hastos never tell you that he refused me? That he was so distraught over the loss of his son that he vowed he would take revenge for the prince, even if it meant starting a war?”

“No, he,” Antenel took a step back from her, his expression troubled. “He never told me anything like that.” He paused, looking down at her with suspicion, “Is that true?”

“Of course it's true,” Artima snapped. “Ophie was there; she witnessed it, and Cormin too, and several of my ogre generals. He stood where you stand now, brought here by my own magic, which was still at the height of its power. I offered him peace, and he dared to look me in the eye and tell me he did not want it. He wanted his son back. And that was something I could not give him.”

“Dear Roshan,” Antenel shook his head in disbelief. He stood between Sonder and the seated Artima, a dazed look on his face, “I had no idea.”

Artima snorted, “So the elves blame me for the Second War for the Continent do they?” She gave a sickly laugh, “That explains much. Little do they know how great a part their precious king played in its coming. If a more sensible elflord had been on the throne, the last decade of war could have been avoided, and we would have both been better for it. Think of the time that could have been saved,” she continued mercilessly. “Think of the lives that need not have been lost.”

Antenel suddenly turned from Artima, and, with a low growl of anger, stalked away toward the balcony.

“Antenel, wait!” Sonder called out, but the elf did not yield. Sonder started after him, but stopped when he heard Artima speak from her chair. 

“Ten minutes, Sonder Darpentus,” she reminded him smugly.

Sonder swore at her under his breath before going to join Antenel at the balcony's ledge. It was almost pitch-black outside, the only light coming from the half-moon above and the congregation of torches in the village below, Antenel's form almost completely lost in shadow.

The elf whipped around at his approach.

“He could have avoided it, Sonder, he could have avoided it all!” Angry tears threatened to overflow from the corners of his large eyes. “All the pain, all the suffering. The whole war was his doing!”

Sonder placed a hand on his shoulder, and drew him close, “I know.”

“He chose revenge over peace!” Antenel snarled against his chest. “He chose to punish those who took Zeem away from us, and in doing so he punished us all instead.”

“I know,” Sonder repeated, sighing heavily. Below, the sounds of the Sunset Ceremony had finally begun to die down. Sonder could still hear chanting and drums, but it seemed halfhearted and tired now, as if it too, like the revelers in the square, had had too much to drink. “Hastos made a terrible choice. I almost can't believe it.”

“I can,” Antenel pulled away from Sonder, and now it was plain that he had been crying. His blue face was streaked with tears, and they shimmered in the moonlight. “He was always too proud. He would choose his dead son over his own people. If Elluin knew of this, they would overthrow him for certain.”

“Ant, calm down,” Sonder said. “We have to focus on the task at hand. Hastos will have to wait. We have to decide what to do about Artima's son.”

“Obviously we aren't going to do it.”

“You said you would go where I go,” Sonder reminded him, trying to not to feel too betrayed. “You said that if I was determined to go, you would follow.”

“And we went,” Antenel countered. “We have seen Artima, we know what she wanted to ask of us, and now we are going back to Nusmal to tell everyone about the King.”

“But what good would it do? He controls everything that breathes on Elluin. You've seen how he handles things, how he gave Johlun all the credit for slaying the Red Boar. Hell,” Sonder's laugh was almost hysterical, “there are eye-witness accounts of how you and I defeated the bloody beast and he still was able to convince the whole gods-be-damned Crescent Island that it was Johlun who did it instead.”

Antenel's face went oddly blank, and he did not look at Sonder when he next spoke, “Perhaps we must part ways, then, my love.”

“What? No, don't be silly.”

“Sonder,” Antenel said gently, taking his hands in his. “I am not asking you to choose between me and what you feel is your duty. Do not ask me to do the same.”

“I won't,” Sonder frowned down at him. “I wasn't.”

“It will not be for long,” Antenel reassured him. “When you have completed your task, you can join me in Nusmal. I know you think it's futile to oppose him, but I cannot let that monster rule over my people any longer. I think,” Antenel hesitated, “I think this is what I was meant to do. I think this is the reason Roshan wanted me to come here.”

Sonder winced, “As long as this is what you want, Ant, not what you think Roshan wants.”

Antenel was determined, “It is.”

With a sigh he could feel in his bones, Sonder pulled Antenel close once again, and they held each other for long, silent moments. 

If King Hastos had truly turned down a way to avoid the war—he couldn't blame Antenel one bit for wanting to expose him. Hastos' grip on the Crescent Isle may be strong, but it was far weaker on the elven settlements in Astquary. Perhaps, armed with this new knowledge, Antenel would be able to rally the settlers to his cause, and they would be able to overthrow the king. But even if they did, what did that mean for Antenel's brothers? Whose side would they be on? He thought of Thural who, of all his brothers, had always treated Antenel the best. Surely Thural would support his youngest brother, but what of the rest? Johlun was sure to side with his father, but as for Dith, Meeral, and Navol—who could say what they would do if they learned what their father had done?

Sonder suddenly had the fierce desire to walk away from this place, to leave Sivarr's Keep with Antenel by his side, Artima and her son be damned. What did he owe her anyway? She had brought nothing but misery to his life, had imprisoned him, had started the events that had led to his father's death. She had only done him two favors that Sonder could recall: forcing him to join her army, where he had finally learned swordsmanship after a lifetime being confined to religious study, and bringing Antenel to the Godskeep. Surely, anyone would think that Sonder could be forgiven of the promise of loyalty he had made to the sorceress thirteen years ago. He had been her prisoner at the time. She had had his life in her hands.

Then he thought of the boy.

Sonder knew that, if he ran, if he left the boy Herel to his fate and Cormin was successful in his attempt on the Chosen Son's life, he would never be able to forgive himself. With neither Artima nor Ophie able to protect him, it seemed that Herel's only chance for survival rested on Sonder's shoulders. Who was he, to condemn a child to die? And even if Cormin didn't manage to kill the boy, how could Sonder knowingly allow Herel to grow up in such an objectively terrible place? They were using him to perform miracles, using him to further the lie of the false gods, and Sonder had a duty to himself and all those who had died at the gods' hands to put a stop to it.

He took a step back from Antenel, “Okay.” He couldn't bring himself to say anything more.

Antenel nodded, and together they returned to the main part of the room, where Artima still sat, waiting for them. 

“Well?”

“I'll do it,” Sonder said, coming to stand before her. “I will take your son into Iador.”

“Good,” she said, standing in turn, her silken robes pooling around her. “If you had refused, I would have had to use the elf as collateral.”

Antenel frowned, “The elf is returning to his people.”

“Fine,” Artima waved a dismissive hand, “but as I said, not a word about my condition. You may, however, spread the word as much as you'd like about your ever-blessed king's war-mongering.”

“I plan to.”

“Now will you please tell me where exactly it is that I'm going?” Sonder asked as Artima swept past them to her desk. Trying to suppress a cough, she grabbed a scrollcase that had been lying on the table and handed it to Sonder.

“You will find this map useful. I've marked the best route of travel from here to the Wastes, the likely locations of the Mulbruhnda clans, and your destination, of course.”

“Which was?”

“Omkett,” Artima replied, pronouncing the word as well as any of her ogres. “They are a fierce village, a colony of warriors, lead by a cunning old shaman. Don't worry,” she smirked. “They will be expecting you.”

Sonder tucked the scrollcase into a pouch that hung by his belt, wishing that he could steady his hands from shaking, and hoping that neither Artima nor Antenel noticed. He was just about to ask her what the best way out of the valley was when he heard sounds of commotion coming from outside the room.

“Herel, wait, they might not be ready!”

“I don't care, Ophie,” an unfamiliar voice replied. “I have to see her!”

The door was flung open, and in walked Herel. He had changed out of his ceremonial robes and was instead dressed in a simple tunic and breeches—although there was evidence of the hastily removed crown he had worn in the tiny petals of jasmine and sprigs of ivy that still clung to his thick hair and forehead. He strode passed Sonder without so much as a glance and went to stand before his mother. He was of a height with her, and their resemblance was even more apparent now that they stood face to face. 

“Mother,” his voice was only semi-deep, not quite mature. “You can't make me do this. I don't want to go. Cormin won't harm me. I know he won't.”

“He will,” Artima replied simply. “And I can.”

“But I don't want to,” he sounded more indignant than scared. His fists were clenched, his brown eyes flashed in anger.“I don't want to leave.”

“You must, my child. You know you cannot stay,” Artima's voice was surprisingly soft.  “I will not let Cormin perpetuate these lies any longer, and I will not have you in harm's way.”

“But—”

“I said I will not let you stay,” Artima repeated with force, nostrils flaring. “You must go.”

For a moment, it looked as if the boy would strike her, so fierce was the expression on his young face. His teeth snarled, his complexion darkened, his eyes were aflame, but the moment quickly passed, and instead Herel bowed his head, visibly pulling himself together. 

“When will I see you again?” he asked. His eyes had begun to water, but thus far no tears had fallen.

Artima reached out a hand to caress her son's cheek, her own gaze now soft, “I will join you in the spring, if I can.”

“You will,” Herel replied fiercely. 

Artima sighed, and for a moment her steel-like facade melted, and Sonder saw pain and longing in her eyes, “I will.”

Mother embraced son. Sonder looked away. It was too much for him, too sacred a moment for his gaze to intrude upon, so instead he went to say his own goodbyes to Antenel on the other side of the room. The blue elf seemed lost in thought, a look of anguish marring his handsome face, as he awaited the moment of their departure. Sonder approached silently, and took his hand in his own.

“Well,” Sonder said, pulling the elf from his reverie, “I suppose we won't be seeing each other for a while. I can't promise I'll write. I don't think they have post on the Plains.”

Antenel smiled shakily, “No, I don't suppose they do.”

They embraced, holding each other until Ophie, who stood nearby, cleared her throat.

“It is time,” she whispered. “I must take the elf back down through the gate.”

Reluctantly, they let go of each other, although their gazes were still locked.

“Until the next time,” Antenel said.

Sonder nodded, “Until the next time.”

Watching Ophie lead him away was like watching Antenel ride out to battle, only worse. At least in battle, they had been together, fighting side by side, putting their lives in each other's hands. This was different. This was terrible. There would be no one to protect either of them. Sonder suddenly felt naked, and alone. He almost cried out for Antenel to wait, but, too soon, Ophie had closed the door behind them, and he was gone.

“Goodbye Ant,” Sonder whispered. Some irrationality within him thought that, perhaps, his lover would hear the words in his heart that he could not hear otherwise. “I love you.”

“Sonder,” Artima's harsh voice interrupted his thoughts. 

He turned back to the sorceress and her son. Herel's face was still flushed with anger, and there still was no trace of tears on his copper skin. 

“Ready to go?” Sonder sighed, just now feeling the full weight of the journey he was about to undertake. 

Artima seemed to hear his thoughts, “Yes, Sonder Darpentus. It is time for you to go. But before you do, you must promise me that my son will come to no harm while in your care,” she had one hand on the boy's shoulder, who was staring at Sonder with open revulsion, “that you will do your utmost to protect him, as if he were your own son, and that you will deliver him to Omkett as I have instructed.”

“Of course, Artima,” Sonder bowed low. He really needed to stop making such promises to her, “I swear I will do all of these things. You can rest assured, your son is safe with me.”

“I hope so, Sonder, for your sake, and your elf's,” Artima said menacingly. A vicious cough suddenly wracked her whole frame, and Artima was forced to sit down. Herel watched her with an expression that Sonder could not place. Fear? Pity? Once she could speak again, Artima waved impatiently at the boy, “Go, go, the both of you. All of this has taken a toll on me. I must rest. Herel,” she held the boy with her eyes, “do as Sonder says. He is a good man, and he will take care of you. Lead him to the back portal. You will have to be his guide until you reach the other side of the valley.”

“Yes, Mother,” Herel said, now standing next to Sonder.

“And hurry,” Artima coughed once more. “Go now! I can hear the drums have ended. Cormin will soon discover you're missing.”

Sonder didn't need telling twice. He grabbed Herel by the arm, not too roughly, and gave him a firm pull, “Come on, kid.”

Herel shot him an angry glance, about to say something, but hesitated long enough that Sonder was able to give him another small shove.

“Lead the way,” Sonder continued, “Like your mother said.”

Herel gave his mother one last lingering look before turning and opening the door out of the balcony chamber. “Fine. Let's go.”

Inwardly sighing in relief that he was, for the moment, cooperating, Sonder too gave Artima one last look before following her son out the door and into the bowels of Sivarr's Keep. As the door shut behind him, Sonder thought he heard the sound of breaking glass, and a suppressed sob. 
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Chapter Ten
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Word of the King and Queen's visit had gotten out by the next morning, and Dienna woke to the sounds of Connal dutifully turning away would-be visitors—the head chef, the head baker, the head of servants—and referring them instead to the list of expectations Dienna had posted outside her door. She simply did not have time to meet with them all directly, and she would need her rest if she was to survive the oncoming chaos of a royal visit. The last such visit had been five years ago, and even though it had been well-announced and well prepared for, Dienna had still struggled to pull the Godskeep together in time to accommodate their guests. Already neck-deep in preparations for the Midsummer Festival, Dienna was unsure how she would manage to prepare for the King and Queen's hastily announced arrival on top of everything else.

She rose at mid-morning, dressed herself in her finest robes, and set herself to the task of overseeing the madness that was the Godskeep. By the time the royal carriage was sighted on the Holy Road, it was late afternoon, and Dienna was hoarse and bone-weary from her delegations. With scant minutes to spare, she found a mirror, straightened the Keeper's circlet on her brow, tucked her hair back into place where it had fallen free of its knot, and smoothed the lines and wrinkles from her heavy vestments. Once she deemed herself presentable, Dienna rushed to the front of the Hall of Ceremony, Connal in tow, where she met Lady Amelie, Lord Varent, and Lord Oris, and awaited the approach of the carriage. 

The entire Godskeep had turned themselves out of doors for the event. Indeed, there were so many people crowding the grassy lawn that the Holy Guard was having a difficult time clearing a path for the King and Queen to traverse. The Faithful had been just as surprised at the King's last-minute announcement as Dienna had been, and many of them considered themselves lucky that they had decided to visit the Godskeep that summer—not only would they be able to attend the famed Midsummer Festival, but they would also be able to catch a glimpse of their lord and ruler, King Philibert Allesaran.

Philibert was a popular king, as his father had been before him. He was considered just and fair, firm but not unyielding. His never-ending squabble with the nation of Lathai over the lands of Lidau to the west was the only black spot on his record aside from the bungled Battle of the Godskeep. King Philibert's harshest critics often cited his pitiful reaction to Artima's attack on the Way thirteen years ago as the epitome of his incompetence. How could he not have known what the sorceress was up to? How had he not seen that she had been moving an army across a large expanse of his own kingdom? Philibert's excuses and reasons had been many, but, he always stressed, as soon as he had been alerted to the danger, he had sent the Green Knights to correct it. This had appeased most of his court, who had no true concept of the loss of life at the Battle of the Godskeep nor of the subsequent issues that event had created, but others, like Dienna herself, had not yet pardoned him for his ignorance of what had transpired that summer. To this day, Dienna's relationship with the King was strenuous at best, and he was no stranger to this fact.

It would not be a pleasant visit for either of them.

Not long after Dienna took her position before the Hall, a great commotion arose from the front of the Godskeep, and the gate at its mouth opened to a cacophony of cries and cheers as a grand carriage came into view. It was several times larger than Dienna's own carriage, and was inlaid with gold, silver, and emeralds. No fewer than four flags bearing the Dorneldian crest waved from its top, and no fewer than six horses, pristine and white even at the end of their journey, pulled it across the lawn to the central Hall of Ceremony. A retinue of Green Knights, perhaps fifty or so, flanked the carriage, riding white horses of their own. 

The cheers and applause only grew in intensity as a footman emerged from the royal carriage and, with much ado, opened the carriage door to let out the largest knight that Dienna had ever seen. Easily six and a half feet tall, and four times as large around the waist as Dienna, the immense knight emerged, full armor clanking and sword rattling as he surveyed the area for safety before giving the signal to the footman to proceed. Queen Andisa was next to appear from the carriage, resplendent in a rich satin gown of peacock green, followed by King Philibert himself, wearing a dashing doublet and brocade cape. Both waved regally to the onlookers for a moment before continuing up the few steps that led from the bailey to the entrance of the Hall of Ceremony. Dienna did her best to smile at their approach. Although they were putting on amiable faces, Dienna could see tension in their aspects, could tell that they were not in as gracious a mood as they outwardly appeared.

“My King, My Queen,” Dienna said, bowing. The Prominents at her side followed suit. “Please accept the warmest of welcomes to the Godskeep.”

“Well met, Lady Keeper,” King Philibert said, his tone weary but commanding. He held out his hand to her, which Dienna raised dutifully to her lips before doing the same for Queen Andisa. The Prominents did the same in turn, each introducing themselves and their respective positions, and Dienna watched their interactions with interest. Neither the King nor the Queen had changed much since their last visit. The top of Philibert's head had gone, perhaps, a little bit balder, and what hair he still had had turned gray. He still wore a short gray beard, still wore the same emerald-encrusted crown of gold that he seemed to favor, and still walked with the aid of a short, jewel-topped cane. Queen Andisa had grown, perhaps, a little less lovely over the last five years. Dienna suspected that the yellow hair she wore in two thick braids down her front was not her own, and that the flush of color at her cheeks had been applied to her skin. What was truly unlovely, though, was the expression of veiled disdain she wore. Her smile was like a crack forming on the surface of an egg, and her sharp eyes were a touch too bright. The way she looked at Dienna reminded the Keeper of how a fox would look at a squirrel just as they were about to devour it.

As they were about to head inside the Hall to begin the customary service that always marked the arrival of the King to the Godskeep, Queen Andisa pulled Dienna aside and whispered, “Let's make this quick, shall we my dear?” Her breath was harsh on the back of Dienna's neck, “We have come a long way this day, and are in dire need of rest, so no long-winded harangues today.”

“As Your Majesty wishes,” Dienna replied with all courtesy.

The Queen flashed her a precarious smile and entered the Hall of Ceremony, going to sit with the King at the front of the Hall, the massive Knight following behind with footfalls that resounded throughout the spacious sanctum. It was one of the best-attended evening services Dienna had ever seen, with barely an empty seat in the house. It was a good thing the King and Queen had arrived when they did. Another day, and the Godskeep would be so full with Midsummer pilgrims that they would have to start turning people away. As it was, Dienna did as she was requested, and kept the service simple and quick, finishing in well less than an hour's time. When the ceremony was concluded, Dienna sent Connal to lead the King and Queen, and their great hulking knight, to the King's Suite, where supper and a bath were awaiting them.

As promised, a great feast was held in their honor the following evening, though it consisted of a plainer fare than Dienna would have liked. If the King and Queen noticed that only the head table was offered any cuts of meat or that they had only been given two potatoes each, they said nothing. Thankfully, the feast was not open to the laymen or the traveling pilgrims, and everyone apparently ate and drank to satisfaction. 

Dienna shook her head wearily as she walked back to her chambers that night. The King and the Queen had certainly drunk to satisfaction. King Philibert had kept it together enough to give an effective speech about supporting the crown through religious piety or some such nonsense, but the Queen had not shown quite as much restrain as her husband, and had to be escorted away from the feast at an early hour by their great knight. Dienna wondered about the knight. He had not been with them the last time the King and Queen had visited, and so far, he had not said a word that Dienna or anyone else could hear.

Dienna walked through the deserted halls of the Godskeep. It was well past midnight, and she had been one of the last to leave the feast, not because she was enjoying herself, but because she was obligated, as Keeper of the Gods, to ensure the well-being of all the other guests. She hummed a tune as she went, off-key and shrill, she knew, but that was what happened when she drank wine, and there was no one around to hear her besides. She was nearly to her room, her mind occupied with thoughts of taking off the heavy, unpleasantly warm Keeper's robes and finally getting some sleep, when she stopped dead in her tracks—

“Dienna Darpentus. The Tome...”

Dienna whirled around, hoping against hope that she would find that she was not alone in the corridor as she had thought, that the voice she heard was coming from someone who actually walked the halls with mortal feet—but no. There was no one. As usual, the whispering voice had no source that she could find. It was a tingling in her ear, a prickling on her skin. She shuddered, but continued to walk toward her rooms all the same.

“The Tome, Dienna...”

She turned sharply in the other direction, “By the gods, who's there?!”

There came a loud clinking sound, and for a moment Dienna's heart stopped as she heard footsteps and the sounds of someone rounding the corner of the great stone hall. Had she finally discovered who had been haunting her? Was the culprit flesh and blood after all? She waited with breath held as first a shadow emerged from around the corner, then its owner.

“Oh,” Dienna said, disappointed and relieved, as the figure rounded the corner and approached with measured steps. It was the knight, the large one who attended the King and Queen. “It's only you. I'm sorry, but we haven't been properly introduced yet.”

The Knight stopped before her, bowed, and removed the helm from their head. Dienna was startled to discover that the knight was, in fact, a woman. Her thin brown hair tapered off to a medium length, stopping just at her shoulders, and her round face gave off a brutish aspect that Dienna might have mistaken for meanness if not for the woman's eyes, which were small, but kind.

“Lady Keeper, I apologize for the impropriety,” the woman said. Her voice was low and warm. “My name is Lusidi. I serve as bodyguard to King Philibert and Queen Andisa.” She continued with a worried expression, “Are you alright? I thought I heard shouting.”

“Y-yes,” Dienna stammered, not wanting to draw attention to the incident. “I'm quite fine. I just, thought I heard someone in the hallway, but there does not appear to be anyone here but you, and me.”

Lusidi frowned, holding her helm at her hip. She was only slightly less imposing now that she had taken her helm off, Dienna thought. She was still several heads taller than Dienna, fat and round, and the broadsword she carried at her hip looked thick enough to cut clean through a horse. 

“Where is your own bodyguard?” Lusidi asked critically. “I saw him at the feast. Is he not with you?”

Dienna shook her head, “No. I dismissed Connal many hours ago.”

Lusidi looked confused at this statement, as if she could not imagine why in the world she would have done such a thing. “In that case, allow me to accompany you the rest of the way to your chambers. If there is someone else in the corridor, you will be safer with me.”

“Thank you,” Dienna replied, realizing that she truly was grateful for the company. She had been hearing that strange voice far too often lately, and it was beginning to unnerve her. “I fear it was foolish of me to send Connal away so early.”

Lusidi did not reply. They began to walk once more down the hallway, Lusidi staying a respectful distance away from Dienna as they went. It was no great length from where they were to where they were going; it should have been an amiable ramble just down the hall, but the silence stretched on between the two women, and soon Dienna felt the need to break it. 

“How long have you been in their service?” she asked casually. “I don't recall that you were here the last time the King and Queen came to visit.”

Lusidi looked distinctly uncomfortable, and it was several long moments before she replied, “I have been with the Green Knights for fifteen years. I have been a royal bodyguard for six.”

“Strange that I do not remember you,” Dienna frowned. Not wanting to cause the knight any distress, she continued, “And who guards them when you aren't around?”

The big woman shrugged. “It varies,” she muttered. “Tonight it's Hectan.”

“I see,” Dienna said politely. “And,” she faltered, trying to think of something else to say, “do you enjoy your work?”

Lusidi gave her another odd look, and replied flatly, “Yes.”

Silence again. Dienna frowned. Something definitely seemed to be bothering the knight.  Perhaps she was simply unused to making conversation with her employers? Perhaps the King and Queen did not speak to her as much as Dienna did. Lusidi had lowered her eyes, as if afraid to look directly at Dienna, and had put even more distance between the two of them as they walked. 

When they arrived at the Keeper's room, Dienna unlocked her door with the key from her pocket, and turned to face the other woman, “Thank you for seeing me to my door, Lusidi,” she added automatically, “And may the gods bless your sleep this evening.”

Lusidi did not return her smile. Her round face remained perfectly serious as she bowed low before Dienna and muttered, “You are most welcome, Lady Keeper.” Avoiding Dienna's gaze completely, the knight slammed her helm back on her head, and walked heavily back down the corridor the way she had come. 

Dienna watched her go with a quizzical expression, wondering what on earth she had done to offend her.
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Dienna did not have much time to reflect on her encounter with Lusidi, for the Midsummer Festival was fast approaching, and she still had much to prepare. She and her mother, Lady Grenna, divvied up the work between them. While Dienna was grateful for her mother's help, she was even more grateful that their duties kept them as far away from each other as possible while still remaining on the Godskeep's grounds. Dienna wasn't sure how to describe what had happened to Lady Grenna since her husband had died thirteen years ago. There had been a period of shock and mourning. A period of hopelessness, of irrationality. This woeful stage had thankfully ended after retaking the Godskeep from the sorceress Artima, for, once more on familiar ground, Lady Grenna's condition had begun to improve. She had begun to resume control over the parts of the Godskeep that had always been her responsibility, and had assisted Dienna with a few of her own duties as she adapted to her new position as Keeper. For a while, Dienna had reason to hope that her mother would soon be back to her normal self.

Until Sonder left.

Dienna could not begrudge his leaving. After all, he had been trying to get out of the Golden Valley for well over a year, and he and his new elf lover had had business to attend to in the Crescent Isle. After abdicating his position as Keeper, losing their father, and learning of the true nature of the false gods, there had not been much left for Sonder at the Godskeep. Dienna understood this, but Lady Grenna did not. She had completely ignored Sonder and Antenel's relationship. Any time Sonder had mentioned traveling east with him, Lady Grenna had changed the subject. Her denial had been so strong that when Sonder had come to her suite of rooms one morning to tell her he was leaving, she had been shocked, scandalized, as if he hadn't been hinting at his departure for weeks. Feeling distraught and betrayed, Lady Grenna had sought refuge in the Way. Dienna had always considered her mother's faith to be moderate at best. She had attended service no more than she needed to, said the blessings at mealtime, read from the Book of the Three, but otherwise had concerned herself more with the administration of the Godskeep than with the faith itself. After Sonder's departure, however, Lady Grenna had become a fanatic, at first to the Way, and then to Gheltin Oris.

Dienna often spied them together as she scrambled to and fro about the Godskeep in preparation of the Midsummer Festival—laughing together, Oris whispering something in her ear, her Mother placing a friendly hand on his shoulder. Thick as thieves. And they had been ever since his arrival at the Godskeep. Lady Grenna had been quite taken with the handsome priest and his grandiose ideas.

“Lord Oris believes that the day will come when the whole world will be unified under the Way,” Dienna recalled a conversation she and her mother had once had about the man. “Not only does he wish to eradicate the New Way, but all the other false religions of the world. Imagine! No more Ruithanism, no more Lathaian dualism, no more elvish horse-worshiping.”

“That was one of Artima's goals, Mother, if you recall,” Dienna had replied, frowning. “She wished to cleanse the world of all but the Faithful, to make the world pure and just for the coming of her son.”

“Do not speak of that blasphemous woman,” her mother had shut her eyes as if pained. “She was but a shadow of a sham. Lord Gheltin believes that the Cleanse spoken of by the prophet Ayers is yet to come.” She had smiled wistfully, “I hope it will yet be in my lifetime.”

Dienna had shaken her head and said nothing. Just as she said nothing now as she noticed the two of them conversing in the shadow of the Hall of Ceremony. Her mother was dressed in one of her best gowns, and Oris wore the red and saffron robes of a priest of Dartos, the hems of which nearly touched for how closely they stood as they spoke. Dienna strode by them without comment. She had far too much to do before the Midsummer Festival to worry over whatever it was those two were plotting. Probably trying to find Dienna another suitor, she thought irritably. If that were true, they were sorely wasting their time. Marriage was the last thing on Dienna's mind right now, and she was sure to turn down whoever it was, anyway.  

Too soon for her own liking, the Midsummer Festival arrived, and Dienna rose well before dawn so that she could preside over the Sunrise Ceremony. The King and Queen did not attend; only the most fervent, or early-morning inclined, of the Faithful were wont to participate in the first of the three ceremonies the day would offer. The King and Queen did appear for the Zenith Ceremony, however, wearing all of their finery and sitting in a private tent that had been erected especially for them outside of the Godskeep, on the lawn beneath the Holy Hill. Another feast, this one out of doors and accompanied by a full afternoon of dancing and games, followed the Zenith Ceremony and heralded the arrival of the Sunset Ceremony, Dienna's least favorite of the three services. She had simply had no stomach for it ever since Artima had attacked the Godskeep at one such Sunset Ceremony thirteen years ago, and found it difficult, even now, to preside over the feast that had marked the start of her decline.

With the afternoon on the brink of night, Dienna made her way to the pavilion that had been erected on the grounds outside of the Godskeep, and began the preparations for the Sunset Ceremony.

“Good luck,” Oris said to her as she straightened the circlet on her brow. They were behind the stage of the pavilion, waiting for the signal that would indicate the sun had reached the perfect position in its descent to begin the service. Dienna nodded to him coldly in response, and otherwise ignored the Prominent of Dartos. In moments, the signal was given, and Dienna led the procession with Oris, Varent, and Amelie following behind. The crowd was hushed as they appeared. Their faces were all upturned—drunken faces, sober faces, awestruck, skeptical, fervent—each face as unique as the thoughts they kept hidden. They reminded Dienna of sunflowers, following the light of the sun as it fell lower and lower in the sky.

Dienna spread her arms and addressed the congregation.

“Dartos save us from the coming darkness!” she called out. Her voice was stronger than she felt. She detested saying his name. “We thank you for this, the longest day of your glorious summer. We thank you for raising the sun, the First Gift, for this day and all other days.”

We thank you for using us, Dienna thought. We thank you for taking our faith as your power. For harvesting us like so many crops in your field. 

“Now, as the sun sets,” Dienna continued, “we ask you humbly to let it continue to rise, so that we will not have to wander alone in darkness.”

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

Let the night nevermore know your light, her mind countered. It has forgotten you. Let it soon forget the moon. Let it soon forget the stars.

“We pray,” Dienna said, lowering her arms and bowing her head, “for your light to reign evermore in this kingdom where once was only darkness.”

“We know the light! We know the Way!” the crowd replied.

Dienna raised her head and adopted a less formal stance, as she always did when it was time to give a sermon.

“I am sure we are all thinking of the same thing,” she began, a touch bitter in spite of herself. “It has been exactly thirteen years now since Artima of the Plains attacked the Godskeep and took it for her own. She claimed many things, some good, some terrible. She proclaimed to be the Chosen Mother of legend, proclaimed to have been instructed by Dartos himself. Some of us here may be too young to remember it,” she said, looking to the children in the crowd, “but for most of us, it is a fearful memory, a distant dream. For most of us, her proclamations were the ultimate test of faith. Just as the prophet Loraul was tested by Dartos to walk the breadth of the Wastes of Iador on his bare feet to save the prophet's ailing wife, so we too were tested to withstand Artima's reign of terror. Some of us rotted in cells, some of us cowered in our homes, and some of us lost our loved ones to the executioner's block. Yet we prevailed. And we learned that a test of faith is not necessarily evil, nor is it to be feared.” Dienna could practically feel her fellow Prominents' disapproval from where they stood behind her. She had long been in the habit of writing her sermons in private, and she did not doubt that Varent, Oris, and Amelie would take issue with such a sympathetic homily. “It allows us to see the cracks in the walls of our hearts. Allows us to see our flaws, that we may repair them, and make them stronger. Make us stronger.”

Make the gods stronger.

Dienna detested herself for contributing to the false gods' plan. She wondered fervently if Meredith and Endrick had yet discovered a way to defeat Lantos and Seltos, to stop the transference of power from the thoughts and prayers of the Faithful, for the guilt Dienna felt each time she presided over a ceremony was crippling. Thousands strong, singing, praising, dancing, worshiping. How many years had today's festivities extended the false gods' lives? How much power had the wizards been able to amass? Yet, the people needed these festivities. They needed their faith, just as she needed her people.

“The setting sun is another test of faith,” Dienna said as the skies grew dim and purple around them. “We must have faith that tomorrow will come, that the sun will once again rise. We must have faith that the First Gift to Man will live on.”

We must have faith that one day this madness will end.

Dienna turned then to Lords Varent and Oris, who had planned to sing a duet. Varent, ever eager to display his vocal talents, had long resisted the idea of performing alongside Oris, but the Prominent of Dartos' fluttering tenor made a pleasing counterpart to Varent's baritone, and thus they sang a slow, haunting melody:


Sun set, sun rise. 

Out of earth, out of skies

What is gone, will it return?

What is gone, will it return?



Sun rise, sun set.

Where earth and sky are met

What is gone, will it still burn?

What is gone, will it still burn?



When the song was done, Dienna gave a final blessing, before she and the Prominents led a mournful procession through the crowd, incense trailing behind like them like a noxious smog. 
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Two days later, Dienna made her way to the council chamber, where she and the Prominents were due for a meeting with King Philibert. Having decided to take Lusidi's hint that she keep her bodyguard at her side, Connal was right behind her, asking her to slow down, in fact, for she was some distance ahead of him as they strode through the darkening halls. When Dienna arrived at her destination however, she found, once again, that she was the last to arrive.

Frowning, she straightened her robes, left Connal to stand watch beside the ever-stoic Lusidi, and closed the council chamber's doors behind her. King Philibert had taken her seat as his own, at the head of the table, and so Dienna was relegated to sitting several seats down, next to Lord Varent, who had not done her the courtesy of moving down himself. 

“Your majesty,” Dienna bowed to the King before taking her seat. “I apologize for any inconvenience my tardiness—”

“You are not late,” King Philibert cut her off with a wave of his hand. There were bags under his aging, watery eyes, and his beard was beginning to look unkempt, as if he had not trimmed it since his arrival. “We have been discussing matters here for some time, in fact.”

“Indeed?” Dienna remarked, taken aback. “Forgive me, but why was I not informed? What business would the Prominents have with the King that the Keeper may not share?” Dienna looked around at her subordinates—Lady Amelie avoided her gaze, her plump face flushed, while Lord Varent toyed nervously with the beaded headdress he wore over his dark hair. Oris, however, met her gaze with zeal.

“Business of the utmost importance to the Way, Lady Keeper,” Oris said. “Business that will call us to action at last.”

Dienna turned to the King, “Action?”

The King nodded his balding head, “Yes, action, Lady Darpentus. Something which you have been sorely excluding from your doctrines.”

Dienna frowned, “I have taken many actions since I became Keeper. I have restored the Godskeep to its former splendor, opened the school, restructured our organization—”

“All this to the detriment of the Way,” the King said gravely. He sat with his arms on the table, his ring-bedecked fingers tapping against the wood. “All this at the expense of the church's coffers. Lord Gheltin Oris has provided me with a report of the treasury for the last five years, and I fear your losses are far greater than your returns.”

“On paper, perhaps,” Dienna replied coldly. “I admit that our profits are decreasing, but the Way is not a business, my King. It is a collection of the Faithful, its duty is to better its followers.”

“Its duty is to uphold the Way's teachings!” King Philibert snapped, throwing the report on the long table with vehemence. “Its duty is to foment worship of our gods, to inform our great Dorneldian culture, not to teach them arithmetic and poetry.” He took a breath, visibly calming himself before he continued, “I have been to this school, and I have spoken to the instructors there, and I believe we have uncovered an even greater problem than the misuse of the Way's funds.”

Dienna's heart was pounding. The King seemed to expect a response, was staring at her intensely, perhaps suspecting that she knew what he was about to say—and she did. She knew all too well, but would say nothing.

At last, the King continued of his own accord, “We have discovered that a strong thread of the New Way runs through the Golden Valley.”

None of the faces of the Prominents registered the least bit of shock. Again, all eyes turned to Dienna. 

“We have,” Dienna faltered, “suspected this for some time, but we have always thought that what few Disloyalists remained here were isolated, weak. They are certainly not organized.”

The King shook his head, “Perhaps that was so at one time, Lady Keeper, but no longer. They are organizing. They are strong. I have been receiving reports on their activities for years now, all of which point to a strengthening of the New Way, not only in Astquary, but in the Port Cities, and in the Riverlands, and elsewhere in the kingdom. Not only is the Golden Valley not an exception; it is second only to Astquary in terms of the New Way's faith. Surely you heard the boy's name repeated to no end at the Midsummer Festival?”

Dienna swallowed. She had mostly ignored such whispers, had hoped they had reached her ears only, an no one else's. “I confess, I have heard that name uttered, but so I have also heard talk of the Chosen Mother. I do not take everyone who remembers her enslavement of this castle as a Disloyalist.”

“Nor do I,” the King countered darkly, “but there is a difference between remembering a nightmare, and remembering a dream.”

“And what would you have me do?” Dienna snapped, the fear welling in her throat finally reaching her voice. “I have already banished a hundred or more Disloyalists to Astquary over the last thirteen years. How can we prove who is Faithful and who is Disloyal? How can we discover what they keep hidden in their hearts?”

“I have appointed Lord Gheltin Oris as Chief Inspector,” King Philibert said gravely, his face and crown aglow in the filtered light of the stained-glass windows, “as well as head of the treasury. He will have the final say in matters of finance, as far as the Godskeep is concerned, and he will also be your partner in the task I am about to bestow upon you.”

“And that is?”  

“You will find the practitioners of the New Way,” the King said, “and you will stamp them out.”

A chill ran up Dienna's spine, “What do you mean?”

“Come now, Lady Darpentus,” the King waved a hand impatiently. “You are an intelligent woman.” He leaned forward in his chair, “I mean for you to find these Disloyalists, try them in a court of justice, and punish them. I leave it up to you and Oris to figure out how.”

Oris caught Dienna's gaze, his eyes twinkling, his mouth set in an infuriating smirk. “I have plenty of ideas, believe me, Dienna. I have been looking forward to this day for a long time.”

Dienna stood, “Forgive me, my King, but I must protest.”

“I do not forgive your protestations, Lady Keeper,” King Philibert frowned. “This is not a request, it is a royal decree. Henceforth your duties as Keeper of the Gods shall exclude matters of finance and include weeding the Disloyalists out of the Golden Valley. You will start with that school of yours, which will be closed immediately. I suggest that the school's roster be the starting place for your investigations.”

Dienna swallowed hard. Lilia's face swam in her vision. The girl who had asked about Herel, the girl who had betrayed herself and her family as Disloyalists, as believers of the New Way, in front of her entire class. How could she put her on trial? How could she betray her? It's all the same, she wanted to shout. It was all a lie. New Way, Old Way, Faithful, Disloyal. It all amounted to the same deception, the same foolishness. Dienna wondered, not for the first time, if she should have tried harder to convince the world that what she had read in the Tome was true, that all they had been brought up to believe was madness and lies. Gods above she had tried. But no one believed her. They thought she was crazy, that she was bereaved after losing her father. Eventually, she had given up. But how many lives could she have saved if she hadn't? 

How much blood was on her hands? How much more blood was to come? 

Perhaps it was time to leave it all behind. Perhaps she should just leave and wash her hands of the Way. Let the King have his trials, let him have his little hunt. Dienna had half a mind to tell him she was refusing, that she would gladly abdicate her position as Keeper over this, but stopped herself at the sight of Oris. If she left, the Right of the Prominents would name him Keeper, she was sure of it. She could not allow that to happen. She must continue to do what she had done the last thirteen years—protect her people. If that meant wasting the best years of her life leading a religion she knew to be false, then so be it. She would never leave them to the mercy of men like Oris.

“As you command, my King,” Dienna said with a bow.

“Good,” Philibert replied. He stood, and the Prominents stood as well. “I will adjourn this meeting. I am sure you and Lord Gheltin have much to discuss.”

Dienna stood deathly still as the King swept past her, followed by Lord Varent and Lady Amelie. The doors to the long council chamber slammed shut behind them, leaving Dienna alone with the one man she hated most in this world. Oris smiled sympathetically.

“Not the turn of events you wanted, I'm sure, Dienna,” he began expansively. “But fear not, I have every confidence that you and I will make a great team.”

And I have every confidence that I will take no pleasure in working with you, fiend. Dienna thought, watching with disgust as he began to unfurl a roll of parchment upon which dozens of names had been listed. Next to each name was a brief description—no, a brief accusation—of what crime they had committed.

“The King's suggestion is a good one,” Oris continued airily, as if they were discussing the weather. He smoothed back the billowing red sleeves of his Dartonian robes. “I have already added the names from the school's roster to my list, along with several others. I must confess,” he grinned sickeningly at her, “that I have been making notes of undesirable behavior since my arrival here. My records go back years.”

“How pious, Lord Gheltin,” Dienna drawled. Her sarcasm was lost on Oris, however, and he continued to show her how he had categorized each heretic by type of offense, alphabetically, and by age. Dienna listened helplessly, utterly trapped, as the priest of Dartos outlined the ways they could most efficiently find the Disloyalists, and eradicate them once and for all. “How pious.”
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Chapter Eleven
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Etia met Meredith and Endrick at the Great Lodge as promised. Today, the Daughter of the Moon and Stars was dressed in colorful breeches, like the men of the island, and wore a tunic embroidered with flowers and birds. Her long, blue-black hair was done up in a crown braid that coiled around her head, adorned with a single flower on one side. She had brought with her a basket that was almost as big as she was, apparently loaded with food, and another leather sack which she wore at her back.

“Ready?” the girl asked brightly.

They nodded and soon Etia was leading them through the village, the opposite way they had gone yesterday.

“That basket looks heavy,” Meredith remarked shortly after they had left the village. “I could carry it for you, if you'd like.”

Etia shook her head, “No, thanks. It's my turn to take it to the Elder. I should be the one carrying it.”

Meredith shrugged, “Suit yourself.”

She and Endrick carried their own packs with them, as they were in the habit of doing— Meredith never left the Chronicle behind, and Endrick never went anywhere without his spellbooks. Tip had found his guests a spare hut to live in for the duration of their stay, and it was there that Meredith had updated the Chronicle with her own account of all that had happened since the Wyrm had attacked.  She had worked long into the night, recording every detail that she could remember, even making sketches of the Wyrm as it had appeared from the prow of Renna's ship. Renna herself was still working through the wreckage, and scouring the beach for any signs of her apparently drowned crew. Meredith wondered if anyone at the Repository had yet seen this entry, and what they thought of their colleagues' fate. 

“How far away is the Elder?” Endrick asked as the path from the village began to head further inland. 

“Miles,” Etia replied, grunting as she struggled with the basket. “We'll get there in the afternoon. If it doesn't rain, we'll be back by nightfall. If it does, we can stay the night.”

Meredith frowned. She didn't like the sound of that. She also did not feel at ease with the path they were taking,which had lead them from village, to beach, to jungle, to mountainside in a matter of minutes. They were now traversing rocky terrain that rose clear above the jungle canopy. The path was well-traveled, but narrow all the same, and Meredith did not relish the sight of the sheer drop to one side. She tried to comfort herself with the fact that, if a girl of eleven could handle this height, then so could she, but this line of thinking was undermined by the fact that her legs did not work as well as a girl of eleven's, and she was simply not used to this kind of hike—traveling the high roads, riding on horseback, even jogging for long distances, Meredith was an old veteran at those things, had done plenty of such adventuring with Endrick in years past, but stepping precariously up the side of an island volcano was out of her element. 

Endrick, for his part, was able to use his staff to help him with the worst of the hike, although he too was stooped and out of breath by the time they reached a break in the path. The break led to a small clearing that overlooked the island and offered a breathtaking view of the village and the open ocean below, and the three of them decided to rest for a few moments under the shade of the few small trees that grew there. 

Their reprieve was short-lived, however, and all too soon they were continuing their way up the mountainside. Meredith asked the girl several more times if she wanted to share the load, offering to take Etia's satchel if she would not let her take the basket, but always she refused.

“Everyone on the island makes this journey,” Etia explained as she wiped sweat from her brow. “It wouldn't be fair if you helped me.”

As the sun was beginning to fall lower in the sky, casting harsh, warm shadows on the mountain path, they finally reached its terminus. A cave opened into the side of the mountain. Its entrance was large, its brownish black rock glittering in the westering rays of the sun. Sitting on a boulder in front of the cave was an old man. He was dressed in brown robes of a thin material, rather than the garish garb of the Iolimians in the village below, and his face was so weather-worn and wrinkled that at first Meredith could hardly make out his eyes beneath the heavy fold of his brow. 

“You are late, girl,” the old man croaked as they approached. “And you have brought guests. I despise guests.”

“I'm sorry, Elder,” Etia replied, setting down the basket with a heavy sigh. “But they wanted to speak with you.”

The Elder stood from his rock and eyed Meredith and Endrick speculatively, “They don't look Ruithan. What business do you have on Iolimi?”

“We are from the kingdom of Dorneldia,” Meredith explained, although the Elder had moved on from inspecting them to inspecting the contents of Etia's basket. He unclasped its top, pulled out a coconut, and began to attack it with a large knife that he unsheathed from his worn leather belt. Slightly disturbed, she continued, “My name is Meredith Hauvish, and I am a scholar from the Golden Valley. And this is Endrick Arelo, ” she gestured to him, and he bowed low before the Elder, “and he is a wizard of the Repository. Our ship was attacked by the Great Wyrm and—”

“Ah,” the Elder interrupted, now sucking the sweet water from the young coconut. “So that is why you've come.”

“They say their crew was all taken for the test,” Etia said, now clutching the pack she had been wearing in her hands. “I thought you might like to talk to them.”

The Elder spit out a bit of coconut husk that had gotten into his teeth and replied in a leathery voice, “We shall see. You'd better come in. The rain will be starting soon.”

They filed inside the cave, and, true to the old man's prediction, the clouds that had been hiding on the distant horizon soon passed over the island, and it began to rain in earnest. Unlike the terrifying downpour that had accompanied the Wyrm, this rain was peaceful, pleasant to watch from the warmth and relative dryness of the mountain cave. The Elder allowed the three of them to share some of the food they had delivered, although he grumbled that he would go hungry because of it. Etia assured him that she would send another villager up to him tomorrow, but the old man waved his hand.

“Every three days has been sufficient these long years,” he croaked. “I see no reason to change things now.”

When they finished their meal, they sat back and watched as the rain continued, turning the island temporarily into a world of grays and blues.

After a time, Endrick broke the silence. “Etia tells us you were the one who found her, and named her the Daughter of the Moon and Stars,” he said in a careful tone. The floor of the cave was covered in old, worn rugs on which Endrick, Meredith, and Etia sat while the Elder rested in a chair. “How did this come to be?”

“Ah,” the Elder hissed, leaning back in his chair and closing his eyes so tightly that they disappeared into a web of dark wrinkles. “As to that, I can only say that I was then what I am now; an old man living alone in this cave. One night, I woke from my slumber to the sight of something glowing in the distance, there out in the clearing. A storm was blowing, a real storm. I went out into the rain and thunder and saw that the glowing came from a child. She was crying. She had been left in a puddle almost deep enough to drown her, and for all that the storm was blowing and raging and cajoling, somehow the light of the moon still shone down—only when it touched the babe's skin, it did something peculiar. Green and blue and brown and purple it glowed, brilliant and bright as you please. I could only liken such a glow to one thing; a black pearl.” The Elder grinned most wildly, “I knew what the spirits of old were trying to tell me. I plucked the babe from the puddle like the Wicked Moon plucked the pearl from the sea. I brought her to the village right there and then, braving the storm. I declared her the Pearlchild, and let the people do with her what they would.”

“The Pearlchild?” Meredith asked. Etia winced at the word, and a shadow seemed to pass over her young face. “Perrick the Priest used that word too, but we do not know what it means.”

The Elder looked to Etia with a harsh expression, “Well, girl, can I tell them or can't I?” he asked. “You won't have me thrown into the ocean if I tell them the old legend will you? Won't send the Wyrm on me?”

Etia shook her head, avoiding the Elder's gaze as if embarrassed.

“That's fine then,” the Elder said, satisfied. He sat back in his chair and closed his eyes, his face once again a compressed network of wrinkles.“Just fine. I have not told this tale in far too long, mind you. So if I don't tell it right, don't place the blame on me.”

“I won't,” Etia replied in a small voice.

“Good,” the Elder nodded. He paused for a moment, as if collecting his thoughts, and when he spoke again his leathery voice held a more musical tone, “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,” he started. “One night, the Wicked Moon and the Evening Star were playing. The Wicked Moon saw something shining under the shallows of the waves. It was a pearl, fallen free of its oyster. The Moon reached down to pluck the black pearl from the water, but the Evening Star stopped him, saying she wanted the pearl for herself, for she wanted to adorn herself with its splendor. The Moon argued, 'But it is mine. I saw it first, and you glitter well enough without it. I am waning, and could use a bit more sparkle.' As they were arguing, a Whale came by and swallowed the pearl whole. The Moon and Star were furious, and they followed the whale out to sea. 

“They pleaded with it, offered the Whale many things in exchange for the object they sought. The Whale refused all they had to offer. Finally, the Evening Star asked, 'What do you want Whale? What will you take in exchange for the pearl?' The Whale thought about it a moment and, seeing how splendid the moon and stars looked in their heavenly sphere, said, 'I grow tired of swimming in these waves. Let me swim in the sky instead, and I will give you your pearl.' The Star grew angry, for she had no power to grant the Whale his wish, but the Moon laughed and used his power to draw all the water of the ocean to him in a great column, raising the Whale higher and higher until he was just as high as the Moon. The Moon meant to trick the Whale, for the Moon is ever a mean spirit, and when the Whale blew the pearl from his spout, the Moon released the water, expecting the Whale to fall down to earth with it. To his shock, the Whale stayed up, and it was he who was laughing at the Moon as the Whale floated away across the heavens. 

“'Why are you laughing, Whale?' The Moon asked, the precious pearl in his luminous hands. 'Behold your pearl once more Moon,' the Whale responded, 'And see if it is as you remember it.' The Moon looked down and was shocked to see that the pearl had grown and changed into the shape of a human girl, curled up in the palm of his hand. The Moon and Star had argued with the Whale so long, that the pearl had changed into a girl in the beast's belly. Not having any use for the child, the Moon went back to the Evening Star and said, 'I have changed my mind, Evening Star. I do not wish to have the pearl any longer, you may have it.' The Star was suspicious of his sudden change of heart, and asked him to show her the pearl. She too was surprised to see the human child, and wondered if the Moon were playing some trick. On further inspection of the girl, however, the Star could not deny that the child had a most pearl-like quality about her. Her skin was black and luminous, shone green and blue in their heavenly light. 'She is ours now,' the Evening Star said. 'We will share this pearl between us.'

“And so the Moon and the Evening Star raised the human child as their own. They found the Whale who had changed the child and made him carry the girl on his back whenever the girl was to visit the heavens, for she lived mostly on land with her own kind. The girl and the whale became good friends, and when the girl became a woman, and when that woman became an old crone, it was this same whale who carried her into the next world.

“This is a tale told by our people for thousands of years,” the Elder repeated. “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.” He paused, indicating that the story was completed.

Endrick and Meredith clapped politely. Etia, for her part, sat with her legs crossed and her head in one hand, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

“So this is who you claimed Etia to be,” Endrick remarked. “The Pearlchild, the daughter of the Wicked Moon and the Evening Star of Iolimian legend, not the daughter of Lantos and Seltos.”

“That's right,” the Elder croaked. “But even in those days, a decade hence, we had priests of the Way on the island, and the people feared to go against them. Some took Etia to be the Pearlchild, but even more took her to be the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, the daughter of the gods of the Way.” He gave a leering, mostly toothless smile, “Some took her to be both.”

“Or neither,” Meredith remarked, thinking of Perrick the priest.

“Oh, there's a few that doubt Etia's claim, but not many,” the Elder grinned. There was something slightly unhinged in the crookedness of the Elder's smile, yet his eyes were sharp and decisive. “Especially after she predicted the coming of the Great Wyrm. Just how did she know it was coming, I wonder?”

“I told you,” Etia crossed her arms where she sat. “My parents visited me. They told me it was coming.”

“Your parents?” Meredith turned to the girl with a gentle expression, “The gods?”

Etia nodded, “They used to visit me.”

“What do you remember of them?” Endrick asked the girl in his whisper-soft tone.

Etia looked startled for a moment, then her dark blue eyes half-closed, and she adopted a wistful look, “Mama was really pretty. Her hair was long and dark, like mine, and she always wore the prettiest dresses, and her skin was milky and white, and she would wear a veil of jeweled stars over her face and hair. Papa was pale too, like the moon, only he didn't have any hair. He was older than Mama, even though his eyes didn't look old. They told me,” she hesitated, “lots of things. But one of the last things they said before they stopped visiting,” a look of pain crossed her dark face, “was that they would send their creature to test us. They said they wanted to make sure we were worshiping the right gods. They said people would die if they weren't.”

Meredith could only stare, unable to respond for how accurate the girl's depiction of the two false gods was. Beside her, Endrick had one hand on his staff, his gaze sharp and full of something just shy of fear as he beheld the confused child.

“Did I say something wrong?” Etia asked.

“No, little pearl, you did not,” the Elder replied, not unkindly. There was a gleam in his eye as he continued, “It seems these two must know your mama and papa.”

“We don't,” Meredith replied hastily, “That is, well, we do.” She inhaled deeply and tried to collect her thoughts. “We are familiar with the gods of the Way. What you describe sounds like other known sightings of the gods Seltos and Lantos.”

“My parents,” Etia nodded.

“Right,” Meredith said dubiously. “Your parents.”

“What do the islanders think of the Wyrm?” Endrick asked the old man. “Do the Unfaithful fear its coming?”

The Elder laughed his leathery laugh. “Fear it? Of course. They fear the thing, fear the watery test it promises. They don't want to drown should they fail, and even if they don't fail,” he shook his head slowly, “They don't want to give up the old ways. No more than I do. Why do you think I'm up here? I couldn't stand the priests, and what they were doing to us, to our traditions.”

“What about the Faithful?” Meredith asked. “The ones who believe in Etia and the Way seem to idolize the Wyrm.”

“Idolize it, yes,” the Elder nodded, almost absentmindedly. “Just like they idolize their Daughter of the Moon and Stars. They're afraid too, though of what, I'm not so sure.”

Endrick spoke up, “We have heard reports that the Great Wyrm has been sighted at other locations around the Dezhartan Sea. In the Rungushi Islands, Ruith, Dezharta. Is the Wyrm performing this same test in these places as well?”

The Elder's brows sharply contracted, and his face looked like one large wrinkle. “I don't see why not. The Way is just as foreign to those parts as it was to Iolimi. I suppose it's the same wherever the Wyrm goes—take the Unfaithful below the water, test them, show them the dream of the gods.”

“And what of the whales?” Endrick asked, turning to Etia. “You said you first flew with them on your last birthing day. Did your parents mention anything about them?”

Etia shook her head, uncomfortable, “No. I haven't seen my Mama and Papa since I was little.”

“How many years?” Meredith asked.

The girl shook her head again, eyes wide and glossy. “I don't remember,” she replied helplessly. “It was after the Wyrm came. I think I had seven birthing days?”

Seeing the girl's distress, Meredith sighed and gave Endrick a pointed look. He nodded in understanding—no more questions. Not now, anyway.  They had learned more than they could fathom already, and harassing the young Etia would not help them any further.   

The rain cleared, and the sun returned. Though it was low in the sky, it was warm enough to dry off the mountain path, and both the Elder and Etia agreed it would be quite safe for them to return to the village. Meredith was glad that they were not forced to bivouac in the cave with the strange man; there was something about him that Meredith did not like, and she suspected that he had known more than he had revealed.

The sunset caused the trees to sparkle and dazzle orange and pink with drying drops of rain. Etia's cheerful disposition returned upon leaving the Elder's cave, and Meredith talked easily with her about less pressing subjects. The girl told Meredith all that she knew about her people, about their day-to-day lives, about their long and rich history. She told Meredith too how things had changed when the Wyrm had come, how Etia had suddenly found herself at the center of the entire island's world. Meredith and Endrick listened, fascinated, as she recounted how the Iolimians had begun to worship her almost like a goddess herself, a fourth god of the Way. They said her name in prayer, brought her gifts, made her burnt offerings and sacrifices—all because she had told them of the arrival of the Great Wyrm.

“I don't really know what the fuss is about,” Etia concluded as they arrived back in the village. Her strange skin shimmered in the evening light, “I didn't do anything special. I only said what Mama and Papa told me to say.”

“And yet you do seem to be special, nonetheless,” Endrick replied softly, his expression clouded. “Everything about you is...remarkable.”

“Maybe, but,” Etia muttered, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear,“if I'm so special, why did my parents leave me?”  

Meredith and Endrick both paused, stopping in their tracks. Meredith hadn't thought about it that way. If the gods really were her parents—why would they have left their only daughter? Why abandon her? The fact that she apparently had been abandoned made Meredith believe even more firmly that the girl was mistaken about her parentage. Lantos and Seltos would never have left their child to her own devices. They would be using her, molding her, taking advantage of her the same way that they were taking advantage of Dartos's son, Herel. Still, Meredith frowned, there was doubt. Etia had described the gods in such uncanny detail, had given descriptions of Lantos and Seltos that rivaled Meredith's own descriptions in the Chronicle...

“Sometimes,” Meredith faltered, thinking too of both her and Endrick's miserable childhoods. “Parents make mistakes.” She said lamely. “They're only human, after all.”

Etia frowned, “I guess so.”

It was not long until they reached the hut that Tip had let to Meredith, Endrick, and Renna. Night had now fallen, and the star-strewn heavens were quite visible in the cloudless sky above. The village was quiet. Most people seemed to be indoors, eating their evening meal, and Meredith and Endrick's own hut was dark and empty—Renna was nowhere to be seen.

“Well?” Meredith asked wearily once Etia had waved goodbye and vanished from sight down the road. “What do we do now?”

Endrick's profile was nearly lost in the shadow of his hood as he replied. “We must gain their trust, starting with the girl, but she cannot know our true interest in all of this.” He turned to face her, silhouetted by the night island sky. “We cannot trust her with the truth.”

Meredith nodded and let out a sigh, “I know,” and together they entered the hut. Wearily, Endrick lowered himself onto a cot at the far end of the small space, and Meredith came to join him, sitting with her back resting gratefully against the wall. They were silent long moments, but it was a companionable silence, homely and familiar. Outside, she could hear the noises of the village—the laughter of children, mothers calling their families to supper. Although Meredith had seen little of them, the Iolimians seemed ordinary enough, seemed to be living perfectly peaceful, normal lives. Did they know the true worth of their little pearl? Did they know what would happen if the rest of the world knew of her?

“Endrick,” Meredith whispered, feeling her eyelids grow heavy. “I don't want to have to...hurt her.”

“We won't,” Endrick replied with a note of finality. He faced her with a sharp expression, “She will not be made to pay for the sins of the gods.”

Who will then? Meredith thought as she drifted off to sleep, still slumped next to Endrick on the cot. Who will?
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Chapter Twelve
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A tropical storm raged for the next two days, forcing Meredith and Endrick to stay indoors until it passed. With their respective research to attend to and each other's company, they were comfortable enough. They had no idea where Renna was; they had not seen her since the day before last, when they had left her on the shore. Meredith was not overly worried about her. She was a competent wizard, and Meredith was sure that, wherever she was, she was safe. The storm lulled on the second morning, and Meredith and Endrick took the opportunity to gather food and supplies from the Great Lodge, which was kept well-stocked in the event of such weather. They were not out long before the storm returned in full force, and they were forced to return indoors. 

All the while, Meredith wondered if this were a Wyrm-storm, if that odious creature were out there even now, harvesting souls for the false gods, garnering new believers. The Spell of Invocation Transference, the spell that kept the wizards Jezla and Rollis alive and thriving as Seltos and Lantos, was dependent on the worship of the Faithful. So long as the gods' names were spoken by those who believed in their divinity, they would remain in power. Some days, Meredith wondered which would be the harder task: physically destroying the two most powerful wizards in existence, or dissuading the entire body of the Faithful from their beliefs. Currently, Meredith and Endrick were attempting the former. After all, Dienna had been successfully able to kill the sun god Dartos, the wizard Yorn, with nothing more than a common knife handed to her by the sorceress Artima. Dartos had been weak at the time, vulnerable and over-extended after spending months in the physical form of Morr the Weaponsmaster, one of the many avatars the false god had used to walk the earth. 

The other gods were not so careless.

The loss of their brother only seemed to have increased Seltos and Lantos's caution. They visited the physical world seldom, and when they did take form, they never stayed long. Tracking their movements was difficult; rumors spread quickly, but Meredith and Endrick never seemed to be quick enough to follow their trails. They had gone months, years between sightings, had traveled great distances on the faintest whisper of the moon gods' presence, of the goddess of the star's shade, and had been, many times, utterly disappointed to find no trace of the elusive gods at their destination.

Meredith wondered if the Spell of Invocation Transference had been weakened now that Dartos was gone. From what Endrick told her, spells generally ceased to work once the spellcaster died, but there were, of course, ways around this. The real question, and what Endrick and his colleagues had spent years trying to answer, is what was happening to all the worship that was still directed at Dartos? Would the power invoked by his name transfer to the two remaining gods? Or would it dissipate into nothingness?  It was difficult to know. Endrick had never had the Tome in his possession. He had never been able to see the full spell as it was logged therein by its creators. Any conjecture Endrick and his fellows had thus far made were based on the written narrative left by the wizard Yorn, that which Dienna had read in the Tome and had shared with Endrick and Meredith before it had been destroyed. Although there was still some disagreement, the Repository had largely concluded that any worship directed at Dartos would transfer to Lantos and Seltos, making them one third more powerful than they had been previously. What was more, now that Dartos' son, Herel, was being worshiped by followers of the New Way, the Repository thought it likely that any prayers directed at him also augmented Lantos and Seltos' power. 

It was a daunting prospect. Once this hypothesis had been established, Endrick had turned his research to possible methods of destroying the gods, of taking down the wizards themselves. Thus far, he had been unsuccessful. Endrick did not work in a laboratory of instruments and substances, cauldrons and potions, but rather, with rolls of parchment, his notes, ink, and a fine feather quill. Endrick's current undertaking was to conceive a new spell to undo the old. Thus, he wrote, drafted, crafted spell after spell. Each took weeks to write, each consumed roll after roll of parchment, each required enormous concentration. 

Each had been a dud.

Meredith watched him work as the storm blew around their hut. He sat cross-legged on a rug on the floor, his eyes focused and downcast, his lips drawn into a tight line, as a bead of sweat glistened brightly against his deep dark crown. He had taken off his gray vest and robes, wearing only the black tunic and breeches that went underneath. The constant scratch, scratch, scratch of his quill and occasional muttering of frustrated oaths were ever the backdrop to the life they had shared for many years, and were now punctuated by the booms and whirrings of the storm outside. 

At last, the storm blew out, and Meredith and Endrick emerged from their hut the next morning to help the islanders clear their village of debris. Many hands made their work light, and Renna finally rejoined Meredith and Endrick, explaining that she had had to seek shelter with a young Iolimian couple when the storm had first hit.

Renna looked contrite as she used her silver staff to help right a fallen tree. “Sorry for disappearing like that. My ship, my crew,” she paused. “They've been with me for years. I thought they would have returned to us by now, if they were...alive.”

Meredith felt a tug of guilt as she watched the sea captain's careworn expression. Renna's robes were much disheveled and dirt-ridden, as was the rest of her appearance, as if she had not bothered to bathe or tidy up her clothing since she had washed ashore. Renna did not seem to mind, however, or even notice. She, Meredith, and Endrick had teamed up with four young Iolimian men, and were working at removing fallen tree limbs and branches from the expanse of tall grass between the village and the beach.

“Tip tells us that victims of the Wyrm have taken weeks to wash ashore,” Endrick said in what Meredith hoped was a consoling tone. “They may yet return.”

“I'll believe it when I see it. At least the Iolimians have been welcoming,” Renna smiled attractively at one of the men who was helping them. The young man blushed and looked away, muttering his thanks. Renna laughed and began to tell them all about Jonqui and Alasa, the Iolimians she had been living with the last few days. 

Meredith was only half-listening. She had spotted Etia walking toward the beach. Just like the other day, the girl wore her dark hair pulled back from her face and had swapped her dress for cropped breeches and a tunic. Alone, she strode purposefully to a long, low dock that began on the beach and extended about fifty feet over the water, to which a few small fishing boats were tied. Meredith was startled to see a whale-spout shoot out of the water not a hundred feet from the dock. A second whale joined in, then a third, then a fourth. Soon all four were slapping their tail flukes on the water's surface, playfully splashing water like mischievous children as they swam closer and closer. Several of the islanders nearby paused in their work to observe them, including the young men who were helping them clear the grasses. Meredith and Endrick exchanged looks, dropped what they were doing, and began to follow after the girl. 

“Hey,” Renna called out, her arms full of gathered sticks and twigs. “Where are you going?”

“The whales,” Meredith called over her shoulder. “Come on!”

The whales were still splashing, still playing when the wizards and Meredith reached the dock. Etia, in turn, was twirling and dancing along next to the whales on the dock's edge, hooting and laughing as only a child could.

“Good Morning Venerable Daughter,” Endrick called out to her as they approached. “What are you and your...friends doing?” his tone was gentle, reverent. 

Etia turned to face them, still giggling, “Good Morning wizard. This is how my friends and I say hello.” She turned away and resumed her mad dance, which the whales seemed to mimic as best they could from beneath the waves. “Hellooo!” She called out.

The whales in turn began to sing an echo to her cry. 

This set Etia to giggling all over again, while Meredith, Endrick, and Renna looked on with interest. Meredith might not have known much about whales, but she did know that the way they responded to Etia was entirely out of the ordinary. 

When she moved, they moved. When she spoke, they spoke. Or at least, they tried to. When Etia waved an arm, they would wave a fin. When she jumped, they would dive, disappearing for long seconds before resurfacing magnificently, breaching free and clear of the water, soaking them all with a spectacular splash.  Meredith found herself laughing in spite of herself. It was, in many ways, disturbing what the girl was able to do, but if Meredith set aside what they suspected about Etia and her lineage, it was also quite moving. Renna, too, was watching the proceedings with wide eyes and a smile, excitement plain to see on her becoming features. The only one who did not seem to be enjoying themselves was Endrick. His expression was devoid of any of the mirth that Meredith and Renna felt, was unreadable outside of its tepidity.

After several minutes of saying hello to her whales, Etia finally grew tired, and sat down on the edge of the dock. The whales came right up to her, allowing the child to stroke the sides of their faces and the lips of their massive mouths.

“Etia,” Endrick said softly, standing behind the girl. “Can you show us? Can you show us how you make them fly?”

Etia faced Endrick with reluctance, and for a moment, Meredith feared that she would refuse. Instead, the girl nodded dutifully and stood to her feet.

“They don't fly unless I'm with them,” Etia explained, making sure the crown-braid in her hair was secure. With practiced form, she dove off of the edge of the dock and into the sea. Meredith watched with breath held for the child to resurface. She could still remember, vividly, the tangle of fins and flukes and massive shapes that had been her own demise when Meredith had fallen overboard. Etia, however, seemed to have no trouble in navigating the water around the whales. Her small frame moved easily through them, and the whales seemed to take extra care to ensure that their immense bodies did not in any way threaten hers. Their movements were less playful now, more relaxed. Soon, three of the whales had backed away from Etia, had put some distance between the girl and the remaining whale. This whale was slightly smaller than the others, Meredith thought, but not a calf. It would still count as the largest creature Meredith had ever seen, if not for the three whales that swam behind it. 

“Good Morning Virha,” Etia said to the whale.

Gingerly, she swam up to the small whale's mouth. She began to stroke the sides of its head once more, murmuring words that Meredith could not hear as she tread water to keep in place. After a few moments of this, Etia swam around to the side of the whale, and lifted herself onto its back. How she was able to keep from falling off of the whale, Meredith had no idea, yet Etia seemed as comfortable on the slippery surface of Virha's back as one riding a horse. More murmured words from Etia. More gentle replies from the whale. All at once, there was an almost visible shift in the air around them, as Etia placed her right hand squarely down on the whale's back, and closed her eyes. 

The whales began to sing.

All four of them, the three observing whales and Etia's whale, Virha, all sang the same song that Meredith had heard aboard the Sky Seeker. Virha, who had been mostly stationary while the girl mounted her back, now began to swim across the surface, picking up speed slowly as she swam in an arch away from the dock and over the gentle waves. The water was up to Etia's knees as Virha swam, but still she did not falter, did not fall from the great creature's back. All four whales were now swimming in formation, speed still increasing, turning back to the dock. Closer and closer they swam and, just when Meredith thought they were sure to crash into the pier, the whales began to rise. 

“Seltos' tits,” Renna swore breathlessly as the flight of whales went overhead.

They flew low enough that Meredith could have reached up and brushed the underside of their ribbed bellies. She didn't dare disturb them, however; she knew not what magic kept them aloft, and feared that touching them would send them crashing down as they had on the Sky Seeker.

Once the whales had passed over the dock, they turned away from the shore, heading out once more into the open ocean. They flew just as they swam, Meredith thought, using the movements of their bodies and their tails to direct and propel them through the air. They tumbled about, flying in corkscrews, sideways, upside down, performing motions as if they were breaching the nonexistent water's surface, and still Etia did not falter, did not slip from her whale's back.

Soon, too soon, the whales came back down to the sea with four mighty crashes, and Etia at last was released. She swam slowly, clearly fatigued, back to the shore. Meredith and Endrick each reached a hand down to help haul her back onto the dock. The girl was soaking wet from head to toe, breathing heavily, and her eyes looked, if possible, even bluer than they normally were. 

“That was most impressive, Etia,” Endrick said as the girl sat and recovered her breath. “Thank you very much for showing us.”

“Impressive?” Renna cut in, her face drawn in incredulity. “That was amazing! How are you able to stay on them like that? What kind of spell do you use? How are you able to cast such a spell?” 

“Renna,” Meredith warned softly, taking her by the arm and pulling her away from the girl, who looked entirely overwhelmed by the wizard's questioning. She continued in hushed tones, “She doesn't know how it happens. For all we know, she could have been instructed by her parents—by the gods.”

“The gods?” Renna returned with a snort. “You don't actually believe that tripe, do you?”

Meredith glanced back and Endrick and Etia. Endrick was still speaking softly with the girl, who was recovering from her fatigue. “We might.”

Renna shook her head, “Well, I suppose you two would know best, being the resident authorities concerning the gods.”

Meredith was fairly certain that the other woman was being sarcastic, but her green eyes were frosted and unreadable. Meredith was just about to ask her what she meant by that remark when Renna suddenly gave a cry and pointed further down shore.

“Look!”

As they had been marveling at Etia and her whales, a crowd of people had gathered on the far side of the beach. They all seemed to be watching as several islanders swam through the distant surf, their backs laden with what looked like bodies—bodies from which hung dark, worn, and tattered robes.

Renna took off down the dock, and now it was Meredith and Endrick's turn to chase after her. The blonde wizardess squirmed and shoved people out of her way, using her staff at times to part the Iolimians who stood around the returning swimmers.

“Out of my way, out of my way!”

Close behind her, Meredith could see that the swimmers had already begun to drag several of the bodies to be laid out on the beach. She counted them, and her heart sank. Ten. Only ten. She looked to Endrick, who looked, for once, as distraught as she felt. With a small sob, Meredith placed a hand on Endrick's arm and drew him close. Renna was looking around wildly at the Iolimians.

“Where are the others?” she demanded. “There must be more!”

One of the swimmers approached her, “I am sorry, wizardess, but these were all we could find.”

“They were floating freely, out by the reef,” another fisherman offered. “They must have just washed in. They weren't there this morning.”

“Well check again!” Renna cried.

“It won't help,” Etia intervened, now standing before Renna in the middle of the crowd. Her young face looked oddly old in that moment. “The Wyrm has taken them. We must help the ones it has returned.”

Meredith was afraid that Renna would strike the child, or worse, for how fiercely she looked at her, but then the woman's shoulders slumped, and she leaned wearily on her staff.

“Gods be damned,” she said softly. “They will pay for this.”  

––––––––
[image: image]


Willisteph,  Pendro, and Geil had failed to resurface with the other members of Renna's crew. There was not much time to mourn, however, as the surviving ten wizards were in desperate need of care. The Iolimians were frighteningly used to dealing with cases of drowning, whether from the Wyrm or otherwise, and were quick to safely move the wizards to a large hut that seemed to be designated for that purpose. There, a woman helped Meredith, Endrick and Renna set each wizard down on a cot, strip them of their sodden robes, and wrap them in warm, thickly woven blankets. The wizards were comatose. All of their vital signs were in check, and, despite having been underwater for several days, did not appear to be bloated. The healer was unsurprised by their state, and thought it likely they would remain this way for several more days at least. Satisfied that their comrades were in good care, Meredith and Endrick retired to their hut for the evening; Renna did not leave her crew's side.

Three days passed, and finally the sea wizards began to awaken. Meredith and Endrick had spent much of this time around the island, getting to know its inhabitants, trying to gather information. Endrick had even visited Perrick again, as promised, to make copies of his star maps. He had been gone all night, returning as the sun had begun to rise with the explanation that they had been putting his telescopes to good use. He, Perrick, Tip, and Meredith had all been in the Great Lodge when news of the wizards' recovery was announced, and they had all immediately rushed to the medical hut to see for themselves. Renna was already there, and had begun to question the wizards on what had happened to them since the Sky Seeker went under.

“I don't know how best to describe it,” whispered Ilda, the helmswoman. She, along with her fellows, still lay on their cots, clean and comfortable and nestled in the Iolimian's expertly woven blankets.“We all lost our staves, I can tell you that much.”

“We lost more than that,” Gemmar, an elf wizard of reddish hue, murmured from where he lay next to her. His voice was a bit firmer than Ilda's, his eyes more focused. “I feel like I lost my mind down there.”

Meredith stood at the foot of the elf's cot and looked around at the others, but it seemed none of them were inclined to add anything more. She braced herself for the question she did not want to ask, and continued.

“And what of the rumors we've heard?” she said quietly. “Do you feel any inclination towards,” she swallowed, “towards the gods?”

The elf Gemmar hesitated, putting one crimson hand to his head. “This may sound strange, but....I feel like praying.”

“To whom?” Endrick asked him, standing over the side of the cot. He did not speak in his normal, gentle voice, but rather in that strangely empty tone that reminded Meredith of the Ritual he had undertaken long ago. 

“Lantos.”

Renna regarded the elf askance, “Come off it, Gemmar, this is serious.” Meredith could see the tension in her profile, “You're an elf, and a wizard to boot. I would have thought you'd go for Roshan.”

“Roshan is naught but a silly horse,” Gemmar retorted, sitting up on his cot. He brought a hand to his head once more, wincing. “I serve only Lantos.”

Gemmar's words were echoed by the other wizards. Lantos. They had seen Lantos. They must do him worship, they must follow him.

Meredith turned to Tip, who was watching the proceedings with knowing eyes.

“Tip, is this what it's always like?” she asked, feeling sick. So this was the false gods' plan. “What can be done to help them?”

“Help them?” Perrick the priest interjected. Meredith hadn't realized that he had also followed them from the Great Lodge. He stood at the door to the hut, arms folded across his chest. “They are renouncing their heathen ways. They speak only of worshiping Lantos. I see nothing that must be helped.”

Meredith shook her head, “This isn't normal. This is not free will. Something unnatural has clearly happened to Renna's crew.”

“It is not unnatural that they want praise the gods that saved them from drowning,” Perrick said, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his narrow nose. “These wizards are not the first, nor will they be the last. Half of my congregation is comprised of victims of the Wyrm. They who before did not believe in the Way, the Unfaithful who clung to their silly stories about the heavens and the sea.”

“So you're doing quite well by all this,” Meredith narrowed her eyes at Perrick, the thought just now striking her. “No, I don't suppose you would want to stop the Wyrm even if it were within your power.”

“No one would stop the Wyrm,” Tip interjected harshly, and for a moment Meredith was reminded of how large the man was, how thick were the muscles of his tattooed arms as he loomed before her. “These wizards have passed the test,” Tip continued. “They have dreamed the dream of the gods. The Wyrm has done what it was meant to do.”

Perrick scoffed, “No more of your heathen nonsense, Tip. There is a quite logical explanation for their sudden change of heart. One which does not offend the gods.”

Tip frowned, “I do not mean to offend the gods, good priest. I am only echoing the voice of my people.”

“Your people are mad to think the Wyrm is a tool of the gods,” Perrick replied, indignant. He pointed a finger in Tip's face, his lavender and silver robes billowing, “They resisted the Way for far too long, and now when they do take to its teachings, they twist them and bend them out of shape!”

“We twist nothing,” Tip countered, “We only do as the Daughter of the Moon and Stars has commanded!”

“To the darkenworld with your Daughter!” Perrick snapped.

Meredith stepped between the two. “Tip,” she addressed the Head Islander, who was looking at the priest of Lantos as if he would crush him between his biceps, “Can you please escort Perrick back to his home? I'm afraid he's disturbing the patients.”

“What?” Perrick bristled.

“With pleasure,” Tip said, grabbing Perrick by the shoulder and shoving him firmly out of the medic hut as the priest whimpered his feeble protestations.

“But if you would just listen Tip—ow!” Meredith heard from outside the tent.

“Faster, priest,” Tip's low voice was just audible. “Or the Wyrm comes for you next.”

Just as the two men left, Etia shyly opened the door and stepped inside. She was dressed in what Meredith thought of as her ceremonial garb—a breezy embroidered dress, shoes covered in pearls of all colors, and a crown of seashells—how the women of the Great Lodge dressed her when the Daughter of the Moon and Stars was to be worshiped.

“I heard the wizards were waking up,” Etia said. In her arms she carried a bowl in which rested a large conch shell. “I brought healing water.”

“Healing water?” Endrick asked.

Etia nodded, “From the spring. It was blessed under the light of the last full moon. We always give some to those who return from the sea.” She shrugged, “It helps.”

Meredith, Endrick, and Renna watched with fascination as the girl took the conch shell, dipped it into the shallow bowl, and offered the water to each of the stirring wizards. All drank deeply and gratefully, seemed more alert after drinking the drought. They were relaxed, un-panicked. Their mutterings of “Lantos, Lantos,” died down to a faint murmur. 

Renna stood at Gemmar's side, “Think, Gemmar,” she urged, almost desperately. “What happened after the whales crashed down on our ship? You remember the whales don't you?”

“Yes,” the elf-wizard replied.

“And you remember the ship sinking?” Renna urged.

“I do.”

“And after that?”

For a moment, there was a shadow of recognition on the red elf's face, but quickly it transformed into a look of horror that almost caused Meredith to recoil. Gemmar shook his head, his mouth open as panic began to set in. Etia came up to him again with the bowl of healing water, and brought some of the balm to his lips. This seemed to calm him, and soon he lay back on his cot, once more relaxed.

Etia shook her head sadly, “We always ask the survivors about the test. They never remember.”

Renna looked around at the other wizards, “None of them?”

Etia nodded, “The Priest even tried some kind of seance I think he called it. To prove that it was all just normal drowning.” The girl was frowning deeply. “That didn't work either. I asked my Mama and Papa about it once. They said the test is just too much for mortals to handle, so when they wake, they block all memory of it.”

“Endrick,” Meredith turned to face him, an idea forming. “Can you use the Spell of Temporal Projection—the one you used on Dienna to let us see her memories of the Tome?” He had also used the same spell on himself to show Meredith his unhappy childhood, but she liked to avoid mention of that night, if she could.

Endrick nodded thoughtfully, “Perhaps. If they were indeed conscious at the time, and not merely dreaming, I should be able to find the memories.”

“I'll help,” Renna muttered as both wizards knelt on either side of the cot where the elf lay.

Calmed by the drought Etia had administered, Gemmar did not protest as Endrick and Renna each placed a finger on his red eyelids and began to speak the soft words of their spell. Meredith hastily threw her rucksack, ever present as it was on her person, on the floor and drew forth the Chronicle, a quill, and a small bottle of ink. 

“Gemmar,” Endrick murmured, leaning in close to the elf's pointed ear. “Try to remember. Show us what happened beneath the waves. Show us what happened after the Wyrm attacked.”

Warm orange beams of light shone from the elf's eyes, projecting an image that quickly coalesced into a cold, murky mist on the low ceiling of the hut.  At first, Meredith thought that the spell had failed, for all that was visible of the elf's projected memory was a blurry mess, dark and swirling and impenetrable. The longer Meredith looked, however, the more she began to realize that this was indeed the memory they sought. The swirling dark mass was the ocean, the blurriness was caused by water. The elf's eyes were sharp, however, and in his memories Meredith could see the far and distant outlines of sea creatures unnameable and the much closer outlines of his fellow wizards. The memory, seen through Gemmar's eyes, allowed them to watch as the thirteen wizards of Renna's crew were pulled down into the ocean's depths—they did not swim, did not seem to move forward of their own volition, but rather seemed to be pulled as if a string were attached to their hearts—drawing them on to some point further into the deep. Among the thirteen wizards, Meredith saw her own body being pulled down as well. She gasped. She had no recollection of the event, had no idea that she too had fallen victim to the Wyrm's attack. And there too were Endrick and Renna's bodies—also being pulled inexorably through the darkness of the ocean. 

They did not encounter any obstacles or resistance in their descent. No wall ever impeded their path, nor did they cross any creature from the sea. The wizards in the hut were beginning to stir again, the calming effects of Etia's drought wearing off as they watched and relived the horrors they had only just endured. They whimpered and muttered things that Meredith could not understand, things in the language of magic that were beyond her grasp, and one or two even began to call for Lantos again, their voices loud and grating. 

Meredith tried to block them out, focusing her gaze on the projected memory that danced in light and shadow on the ceiling, which was slowly beginning to change as the wizards in the memory passed over a ledge. More than a ledge, Meredith soon saw—a ravine, a deep trench. It must have been miles deep, Meredith thought, dropping even further into the black ocean. Still they were pulled downward into its depths, Meredith and the wizards alike.

Soon, the darkness began to subside, and although the figures in the memory were far too deep for such a thing to be possible, their way was suddenly lit by what could have only been moonlight. It shone down, a single beam from the heavens, penetrating the dark ocean with a stark white light. Closer and closer to the beam of light they drew. Further and further down. Soon they began to make out, through the elf wizard Gemmar's eyes, something like a huge column of stone directly under the beam of light. Whether it was the light's source or its destination, Meredith could not tell. It was massive in girth, thick and carved with strange symbols and scenes that Meredith could not decipher, and appeared to be made of stone. Underneath the moonlight, it shone with a kind of dark pearl-essence that reminded Meredith of Etia.

As they neared the column, Meredith realized for the first time that their path toward it was not direct, but, rather, that they were spiraling in, like water to a drain. She also realized that she and Renna's crew were not the only beings caught in that spiral. In the eerie light cast by the moonbeam hitting the effervescent column, Meredith could see, through Gemmar's eyes, a multitude of bodies. Hundreds, thousands of others were being drawn in, spiraling in great clouds around the odious obelisk.

And they were not alone.

A dark shadow suddenly obscured the moonbeam. Huge. Massive. Something like a giant hand combed through the descent of bodies, plucking a few from their path. Where those plucked went, Gemmar did not know, did not see, thus Meredith and the others watching his memories in the hut did not see. A second hand joined the first. One of the wizards was plucked, and another. Meredith saw her own body be knocked out of its oceanic orbit by the shadowy hand, and begin to float up and away. Gemmar had not long looked at her, however, and soon the projected memory refocused its attention on the glowing obelisk. They were nearly upon it now, and it stood half as tall as the ravine in which it had been erected. But who could have erected such a thing? Who could have carved and molded it into such fantastical shapes in such depths?

Meredith did not have much time to puzzle over this, however, as, soon, the obelisk was blotted out entirely by a creature even larger than it was—the Wyrm.

The creature—which resembled fish and man and serpent, gave a loud, piercing cry that was different from the one it had used above the waves. This was a call to worship. Meredith knew this in her heart as much as Gemmar had known it in his. As much as the hundreds and thousands of other Wyrm-victims had known it in theirs. The Wyrm descended upon the obelisk. The ocean echoed its song. 

Gemmar finally lost consciousness. The memory went black.

Endrick and Renna slowly removed their fingertips from the elf's eyelids. Neither spoke. The ten surviving wizards in the hut, Gemmar included, were once again distinctly agitated.

“Lantos,” they murmured. “Oh god of the moon. Oh wise one!”

Meredith, afraid they would work themselves into a frenzy if this continued, was swift to gather the Chronicle back into her rucksack. “We had better let them rest,” she said to Endrick and Renna, who looked about ready to begin questioning the survivors anew. “We have much to discuss, but doing so here would only disturb them further.”

“What about me?” Etia asked. She still held the healing water in her small, dark hands, and was looking at them with hurt and confusion in her too-blue eyes. 

Endrick smiled gently down at her, “Please give the crew another mouthful of that drought, and then you had better go home to Tip.”

Etia frowned, “But the test—”

“Trust me, Venerable Daughter,” Endrick cut her off gently. “I promise that we tell you all that we discuss later.”

The girl looked dubious, but she nodded her head all the same, and went about her work. 

“Renna?” Meredith called out to the wizard, who still lingered by Gemmar's bedside. Renna wore a cold expression, her normally easy-going nature all but vanished, as she surveyed her now fanatically raving crew. 

With obvious reluctance, she turned to Meredith and and Endrick, and sighed.

“Let's get out of here.”
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Chapter Thirteen
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The three conversed long into the night. Endrick was focused on the presence of the obelisk, which, he proposed, seemed to amplify whatever strange power the Wyrm had over its victims, and continually posed theories on how this odd column might work. Renna, on the other hand, was focused on how to fix her crew, who, according to Tip, would soon recover enough to walk about the island, but who would never lose their newfound devotion to the god of the moon. Meredith herself was far more concerned with how the Wyrm was able to bring about this devotion, especially in wizards who had shared, albeit third-handedly, the clandestine knowledge contained within the Tome. 

As soon as Endrick and Meredith had relayed what had transpired at the Battle of the Godskeep to the Repository, Archmage Korina had made a point to share the truth about the origins of the gods with all of her fellow wizards. The Archmage had been appalled that wizards of her own order had played a part in the greatest scam in all history—and she had immediately enacted several changes to the Repository's doctrine. No more would they expel young wizards who declined to take the Ritual—it would become mandatory. This would prevent any more young wizards such as Yorn, who had become Dartos, from leaving the Repository with any kind of basis in magical knowledge. In addition to this, Archmage Korina also adopted a no-tolerance policy for any wizard who went rogue. No matter how insignificant the offense, or how benign their behavior, any wizard who went against the precepts of the Repository would be dealt a swift and unrepentant death. This would prevent any rogues from repeating the feats of Rollis, who had broken from the Repository after completing a singular feat—the future god had performed the Ritual, had given his soul in exchange for the chance to learn the magic, and had managed to take it back. 

Of course, Artima of the Plains and her young apprentice, Ophie Dale, were the only exceptions to the Archmage's new rule. They had been rogue for over thirteen years, and were currently far too powerful for the Repository to squelch, but Archmage Korina had made it clear that the next wizard to put even one foot out of line would be forcibly persuaded to fall back in line, and there would be no asking twice.

Meredith had spoken with Dienna about this new decree when she had last seen her, at Gran's funeral last spring, and the Keeper of the Gods had been deeply disturbed on both accounts.

“It is bad enough that the wizards take magical children from their families in the dead of night,” Dienna had condemned, “but at least those children had the opportunity to return home if they decided not to take the Ritual. Now it seems that they are hostages, prisoners unable to leave their tutelage even if they wanted to. They are condemned to relinquish their souls the moment they are spirited away to the island.”

Meredith had wholeheartedly agreed with Dienna's assessment, and had told her as much.

“As for dealing with rogues,” Dienna's face had turned from disgust to perplexity. “I don't blame them for enacting stricter punishments, but I am beginning to wonder...”

Dienna had gone silent, and Meredith had been forced to prompt her, “Wonder what?”

The Keeper had heaved a heavy sigh, “I have not heard from Artima in many years. We used to keep in contact. We were...almost cordial. She used to assure me that she had no part in the ogres' war with the elves, that she had done all she could to dissuade people from calling her the Chosen Mother, from calling her son a god. She has long since stopped.”

“You think she's back to her old ways?” Meredith had asked.

Dienna had shaken her head, “No, but I do think she is up to something. She has been instructing her son in the magical arts; she has never hidden that fact. I dislike even thinking it, for he is just a boy, but...”

Meredith had begun to catch on, “You think the Repository would kill Herel?”

Dienna had sighed again, wearily, “I do not know. But if ever there is a rogue wizard to fear in our lifetime, it will be Herel. I am sure of it.” Not wanting to put too much of a damper on her visit to her lifelong friend, Meredith had then changed the subject, and Dienna had said no more about it the rest of her trip.

The secrets revealed by the Tome had caused great unrest for the wizards of the Repository. It was impossible that any who had studied at the island in the last thirteen years, who had had any kind of contact with their fellow wizards, should be unaware of its revelations. Meredith knew for fact—they all knew—that Renna's crew did not believe in the gods of the Way. They knew the reason that Meredith and Endrick had been on their ship, knew that they were investigating some connection between the Wyrm and the false gods. And yet here they were, spouting the god's name and singing his praises like Meredith's old Gran had when she was alive. It was uncanny. It was bizarre.

It was terrifying.

“These matters must be linked together,” Meredith said. It was a few hours before dawn, and their conversation had finally lulled. They hadn't resolved much of anything. Endrick's mirrorcom, the device that let them communicate with others at a distance, still sat unused in his pack. They couldn't decide if they should report these findings to the Archmage now, or if they should wait until they themselves had a better understanding of the situation first. “The obelisk, the whales, the Wyrm, the crew's behavior. Honestly, solving one of these mysteries will likely unravel the rest.”

“Hmm,” was Renna's non-committal response. She was lying on the floor of the hut, staring up at the ceiling, arms splayed out, while Meredith sat on the cot with the Chronicle on her lap. Endrick was standing near the door, arms crossed over his chest, face obscured by the cowl of his hood. 

“You are right, Meredith,” he said quietly. “But one thing we have not discussed this night is the girl.”

“Etia?” Meredith blinked. He was right, how could they have avoided the subject of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars? “She is undoubtedly involved in some way, but how is,” she frowned, “unclear.”

“Even less clear by the minute,” Endrick fairly breathed in response. He then turned to face the two women, “She told us herself that the Wyrm is connected to the Way. She acknowledged that the beast is acting at the will of gods, yet her own whales attack it.”

“Because the whales have common sense,” Renna replied irritability. “Because it destroys ships and kills those who don't survive its bloody test.”

“And yet the people of Iolimi are willing to overlook this because of their devotion to the Way,” Endrick continued calmly. “And to Etia.”  

“But what if,” Meredith hesitated. She didn't want to think that the girl was capable of such a thing. “You don't think she made it up do you? That she's been lying about being visited by the gods?”

Renna snorted, “Seems likely to me.”

But Endrick shook his head, “She could not have. How could she have predicted the Wyrm's coming if the false gods had not told her?”

“True,” Renna mumbled.

“You don't think she's in on it though?” Meredith asked. “Even if she is truly their daughter, you don't think she knows the truth about the gods, do you?”

The three were silent long moments, a silence interrupted by the drumming of Renna's impatient fingers on the floor of the hut. 

“Not the whole truth,” Meredith finally continued when it was obvious the others would say nothing. That was not possible. The whole truth was too sordid and strange for the girl to have more than an inkling of. She would have needed access to the Tome in some way to know the whole truth about the gods, and even if Lantos and Seltos truly had visited Etia in her youth, Meredith doubted they would have informed her of their true origins. How much, then, did the Daughter of the Moon and Stars know? Was she even their daughter to begin with?

The sun god Dartos had already begotten Herel as part of his plan to increase worship, to strengthen the Spell of Invocation Transference. Had they thought to do the same with Etia? Herel's birth had been preceded by a host of events that had served to further the power of the gods—Artima had invaded the Godskeep, had begun to plan the Cleanse of the world, had put Dorneldia on the brink of war. No such events had precluded Etia's birth, and while the peoples of Iolimi worshiped her as the daughter of the gods, her following was small in comparison to Herel's, who had pockets of Herelites in Astquary, the Golden Valley, and the Port Cities.  Whatever the gods' intention, Etia's purpose in their plan had been thus far occluded.

“Perhaps she knows only part of it,” Meredith said at length. 

“Perhaps,” Endrick agreed slowly. “In any case, I think it is time that we speak with her more openly. We must determine exactly what our little pearl knows.”

The three decided it would be best to wait until they could be at least somewhat alone with the child to question her. Most days, Etia held audiences in the Great Lodge, where she gave blessings, participated in the Iolimian's own version of a ceremony of the Way, and generally sat around being loved and adored by her fellow islanders. They would ask her to pray for them, ask that she keep the Great Wyrm from taking them below the water, ask that they be spared the enigmatic test it portended. Etia always promised dutifully that she would do what she could for them, but not without a look of pain and reluctance on her small face. 

Meredith had often wondered about this. It was the same look of pain she had seen in Etia's eyes when the Elder had first relayed the Tale of the Wicked Moon and the Whale, when he had called her the Pearlchild, but Meredith could not piece together why either event should have caused the girl such discomfort. There was some conflict within her, some inner struggle that Etia had not yet divulged, and Meredith was determined to discover what it was.  

Finally, after haunting the Great Lodge for several days, waiting for the Daughter of the Moon and Stars to be free, an opportunity presented itself when the island of Iolimi had a feast day. 

They had passed Midsummer's Day without much ado (to the chagrin of Perrick, who had himself given a long, arduous ceremony at the island's chapel, which had received only moderate attendance) and now celebrated the Wa-tou Festival, the anniversary of a great victory for the Iolimians against their historical enemies from Ruith. There would be food and drink and dancing that night, and Meredith hoped that these would be distraction enough to pull Etia aside and have a word with her away from prying eyes. 

The wizards of Renna's crew soon recovered enough to walk about the island and seemed much like their old selves—at least on the surface. Although they still spoke about and practiced their magic and seemed every bit as wizardly as before, they had all developed an almost compulsory need to attend Perrick's services at the church. True to form, Perrick showed a mix of delight and trepidation at this turn of events. While he welcomed the wizards into his chapel with open arms, he still seemed suspicious of them. Most priests of the Way, and indeed, most of the Faithful, were fearful of wizards. They were too self-sufficient, too distant from the gods. They took the Way's children, were practitioners of evil rites, and were, all around, an easy target for the Way's ire. Meredith believed Perrick to be no different from the rest of his order, yet the sudden conversion of Renna's crew to the Way and their devotion to Lantos in particular seemed to soften the man's rigidity. 

Meredith had, out of curiosity, attended Perrick's service the morning of the island feast, and was amused by the looks of apprehension he constantly gave the wizards, looks which quickly turned to relief whenever he saw that they were actively participating in the service. Perrick had nothing but scowls for Meredith, however, when he spotted her sitting in his congregation. Afterwards, she had tried to approach the priest of Lantos, but he had blown right past her, muttering darkly and making the sign as if to ward off evil. Meredith had sighed and returned to her hut, with a mind of recording the priests' behavior in the Chronicle. Endrick was already there when she returned.

“Why does Perrick seem to have an especially strong dislike of me?” she asked him, sitting down next to Endrick on the cot. She had left the door propped open, letting in the warm island breeze. “And why does he seem so friendly with you?”

Endrick's eyes flicked up briefly from the spellbook he had been studying, “He is jealous, I suppose.”

Meredith was taken aback, “Jealous? Of what?” She pulled the Chronicle from her rucksack and began recording what had occurred at Perrick's service. 

Endrick did not respond, and when Meredith turned to face him, his deep skin was faintly tinged crimson. 

“Of you and me?” Meredith said, feeling her own face flush. “We aren't even courting.”

Endrick winced. Pain flickered across his face just long enough that Meredith noticed it, though it was soon gone and replaced with an even expression. “I know that, and he knows that, but even so he is envious. I think,” Endrick paused, “that he is taken with me.”  

“Oh,” Meredith blinked. She hadn't expected that.“Well that certainly does explain things,” she muttered, her own jealousy rising despite her best efforts. “Like your overnight visits to use his telescopes.”

“My intent in doing so was purely academic, Meredith,” Endrick replied, turning his attention back to his spellbook. “But all the same, I'm afraid I am to blame for his disliking you. I may have praised you too highly and too often in his presence.”

Meredith felt a warm flutter in her chest. She turned to face him, her dark coily hair bouncing at the motion. “Why would you do that?”

Endrick turned back to her. “I thought you did not want to discuss such things anymore,” he murmured.

They were so close, his face inches from hers, their shoulders touching as they leaned in. It would be so easy, so easy to raise her lips to his—she had done so often enough that they almost moved there of their own accord. It would be so easy to give in to the love she still felt for him...

But it would not be easy to forgive herself if she did.

There was a reason she had broken things off with Endrick, she reminded herself. The terrible exchange he had made had only become more and more evident throughout the years. While they had been blissfully happy once, Meredith knew that such days would never return. Not unless he did the impossible. Not unless, somehow, he was able to recover the soul that had been taken from him. Meredith had often mentioned this possibility to him. After all, Artima had done it, could they not contact her? Could they not see if she were willing to help Endrick become whole again? Endrick had always balked at the suggestion. Wizards perform the Ritual for a reason. Their power must be limited, it must be controlled, else the balance that existed in the world at large would be thrown asunder. The Ritual was designed to prevent wizards like Rollis and Yorn and Jezla from abusing their power. Even if he were willing to try to take back his soul, which, much to Meredith's dismay, he wasn't, defying the Repository meant only a swift but painful death.

He would not reclaim his soul. Not even to save their crumbling relationship. 

And thus Meredith had put it to an end.

Endrick had been devastated, in his own way. Stunted as his emotions were by the severance of his soul, he had not shed so much as one tear, but he had locked himself in the study of their small abode for three days. Meredith remembered wishing that he would cry, that he would howl with rage and pain at what she had done—at least that would show how much he cared for her, at least then he would seem alive. But he hadn't. And when all was said and done, Meredith and Endrick continued to live and work together, remained friends, for which Meredith was thankful. She valued his friendship, pale as it was in comparison to what they might have had otherwise. She would not trade it for anything. Not unless he changed, not unless he were, somehow, able to love her as fully as she knew she deserved. 

Meredith sighed and pulled away. Endrick gave her a lingering look, but said nothing more. There was no need. All the words had already been said, long ago.  

Each attended to their own studies until the shadows outside grew long, and the sounds of music and drums began to reach them from the other side of the village. Soon they put away their things and ventured out into the warm summer evening.

The village had a great gathering space on a cliff to its northern side, before the island landscape gave way to dense jungle. They had erected large, temporary structures of wood and rush at the top of the cliff, where the men and women of Iolimi had been hard at work preparing a feast. Around the makeshift kitchens were lit numerous bonfires, each surrounded by numerous rocks, stumps, and woven blankets where the attendees sat. As she and Endrick approached the festival grounds, Meredith spotted Renna sitting with Jonqui and Alasa, the Iolimians she had been spending much of her time with, and a host of other islanders huddled around the fires. Many Meredith recognized, but many still she had never seen before, who, Endrick informed her, came from other parts of the island. Most dressed in garb similar to that worn in the village—the bright patterned pants and dresses, loose tunics or grass tops—while others dressed in a Ruithan fashion, where women and men alike wore tight-fitting trousers that laced up the sides beneath ankle-length dresses that had been slit to allow ease of movement. Meredith vaguely remembered Tip announcing the arrival of a group of Ruithan merchants, and there had been strange ships pulling into the Iolimian port all morning.

The ten wizards of Renna's crew sat interspersed among the Iolimians and the Ruithans, and Perrick the priest sat with several of the members of his own congregation. At the front of the gathering space, on the cliff's northeast side overlooking the midnight blue sea, was the largest bonfire of them all, around which Iolimians of all ages were dancing brightly to the music played by a troupe of entertainers. Etia was among them. Wearing her ceremonial garb, she whooped and jumped and danced as wholeheartedly as if she were with her whales, and Meredith wondered if they knew she was up here, dancing her dance without them. Her dark hair was loose under the crown of seashells she wore, her dark skin glinted blue and purple and red in the light of the bonfire, and Meredith could easily see why the Unfaithful among the Iolimians called her the Pearlchild. 

“Food's done!” Tip bellowed from the makeshift kitchens.

There was a general rush as the guests formed orderly lines around the kitchen area. Large clay bowls heaped high with fish and yam stew were passed out, each with a large dollop of rice and carrots in the middle. While it was similar to other meals they had enjoyed on the island, this one had been long-simmered, smoked and seasoned, and Meredith swore she hadn't tasted anything so good in years. Even Endrick, who saw food primarily as fuel and rarely regarded it as a source of enjoyment, ate the stew with gusto and went to personally express his thanks to the cooks. While he was gone, Meredith noticed Etia standing alone on the fringes of the gathering grounds. She looked disheveled and out of breath, having just finished dancing.

Meredith set aside her empty bowl of stew, shouldered her rucksack, and went to speak with her.

“Enjoying yourself, Venerable Daughter?” she asked cheerily.

The girl nodded, smiling, “The Wa-tou Festival is my favorite. The stew, the dancing—even the whales like it.” 

Below the cliff on which they stood, Meredith could make out the dips and curves of Etia's four whales. They did indeed appear to be in a joyous mood—fluking, waving their fins at them, splashing. Etia watched them with eyes wide and bright, but Meredith's own smile was brief. 

“Etia,” she was unsure how to start. “I know we've asked you about this many times, but....” she sighed, “we still don't believe the Wyrm is an agent of good.” Meredith could see the girl's face falling already and added, “It's a horrible creature.”

“Because it destroyed your ship?”

“That,” Meredith said, “and because of the test it gives. You saw the elf's memories. That looked more like a spell than a test of faith to me.” She was trying her best not to sound too condescending, too arrogant in her reasoning. She wanted to convince the girl to think for herself, not to believe Meredith because she was told to. Gran had never allowed Meredith to have her own opinions. She had always written off Meredith's convictions (like not wanting to study at the Godskeep) as childish whims that she would soon outgrow. “I think it would be wise if you told us the truth, Etia.”

“The truth?”
Meredith nodded, “You said you used to be visited by the gods.”
The girl swallowed, “I did. They visited a lot, when I was little.”

“And what did they tell you?” Meredith asked. “What was the purpose of their visits?”

“I,” Etia looked away from Meredith. Her small frame began to shake.

It looked to Meredith like she were about to cry, and she wondered if she had pushed too far. When Meredith spoke again, her tone was soft and gentle, an imitation of Endrick's usual demeanor. “Etia, what do you know of the gods? Did they...did they ask you to do all this?”

The girl's blue eyes grew wide, “How did you know?”

Meredith smiled bitterly, “I am all too familiar with their trickery. I have written a book on the subject, in fact.” She jerked a thumb to the rucksack on her back that contained the Chronicle. 

Etia looked shocked, despondent. She eyed Meredith as if deciding if she should trust her. Meredith felt her scrutiny like a physical force and suddenly Meredith lamented her lack of experience with children, which was limited to growing up with her cousin Daela, who was only a few years younger than Meredith herself. Meredith adopted what she hoped was a trustworthy expression and tried not to fidget under Etia's too-straightforward gaze.

“The gods, my Mama and Papa,” Etia began in a small voice. “They visited me when I was young. They told me that I was their daughter, and that they had a mission for me.” A sigh shook her small frame, and her round face looked sullen. “One night they appeared, and together we walked to the top of the volcano. They took me to the rim and made me look down. It was terrible. Lava. Fire. I was afraid, but they told me it would be alright. They explained that fire is fearful and destructive on its own, but when mixed with water,” she stopped, her face contorted in deep concentration as she tried to recall, “it creates land. And life. They told me I needed to be the water to another's fire. My people were not doing them worship, they said, and they were going to send a terrible creature to teach them their lesson, to test them. A Cleanse. They said the Wyrm would help prepare the Way for me to come into,” she hesitated, “to come into power.”

“Power?”

Etia nodded, “I didn't know what they meant. When I asked them about it, they said that I had a cousin who would rule the South, and I would rule the North. But the North, they said, doesn't know the Way like the South does. They said they created their creature to help me.”

“Hmm,” Meredith pursed her lips. So the girl was to be some sort of counterpart to Herel. The gods seemed to have recognized that the Chosen Son alone could never attract the attention of the whole world. Looking down at the strange, frightened girl before her, Meredith wasn't sure Etia could either. If only she could make her see the larger picture, see who was pulling the strings. Telling her everything was out of the question. She was a child, malleable, yes, but with a particular attachment to those who claimed to be her parents. It would be difficult to convince her that they were on the wrong side. “What about the whales?”

Etia's eyes were wide, “What about them?”

“Do your parents know you can fly them?” Meredith asked.

She shook her small head, “No. Mama and Papa haven't visited me since that happened. They,” there again was that unfathomable pain in her eyes, and now they did spill over with tears. “They never told me why,” Etia continued, her voice choked. “They just stopped coming to see me. They used to come every summer, ever winter, every spring. They would play with me and talk with me and walk with me on the island. Then they sent the Wyrm. And they started to see me less and less until,” she trembled beneath Meredith's touch, “they stopped seeing me altogether. My Mama and Papa.” She started to cry in earnest, and Meredith suddenly felt entirely out of place. She patted Etia's back awkwardly until the girl seemed to respond, and her tears subsided, “I wish I could see them again. I wish I knew why they,” she sniffed, “abandoned me.”

Meredith stroked the girl's hair, “I know how you feel, Etia.”

“You do?”

“Yes,” Meredith said. “I knew my parents for only a short time. We lived in the Port Cities—do you know where that is?”

“In Dorneldia, in the West.”

“That's right. My parents were sailors. They moved goods all along Isquing Bay, up and down the waterways from Port Leronna to Port Mannins, from Port Santore to Pellton. I remember their faces,” she stopped, startled as she realized how long it had been since she had dwelt on those memories. “They were young, and happy, and full of life, and I guess they had grown tired of the Bay. They took me to the Golden Village when I was six, where I was left to be raised by my Gran. They promised they'd return, and that they'd write but,” she smiled sadly, “they never did.”

“What happened to them?” Etia asked, her tears all but dry as she was caught up by the woman's tale.

“I don't know,” Meredith said with a sigh.

“That's sad.”

“It is,” Meredith agreed, “but I am here all the same. I try not to let it upset me. Gran raised me just as well as they would have, just as well as I'm sure Tip's raised you.”

“Tip's great,” Etia assured her, “But it's just not the same without Mama and Papa.” Her frown returned, “I hope they're doing alright.”

“I'm sure they are,” Meredith said dryly, unable to restrain herself. Lantos and Seltos were certainly not in any danger that Meredith was aware of, more was the pity. If they really were Etia's parents, then she had nothing to fear for their safety. 

She was about to tell as much to Etia, when suddenly the girl cried out and pointed to the horizon.

“Look!”

A swirl of storm clouds was gathering in the east, heading swiftly for the island. Lightning flashed, thunder rumbled in the distance, and below them in the sea, the whales had begun to swim straight for the danger.

With a cry of distress, Etia took off down the hill. The rest of the Iolimians had noticed the oncoming storm as well, and Tip was shouting for them to seek shelter in the village. Meredith could see Endrick and Renna at the other end of the crowd, separated from her by hundreds of bodies as they all swiftly descended the hill. The islanders were fast, but the storm was faster. By the time Meredith, who was at the head of those evacuating, reached the outskirts of the village, the storm was already upon them. 

This storm was even more potent than the last. The wind made the sudden onslaught of rain into a wall of water and almost blew Meredith off her feet, made walking to her hut almost impossible. She was forced instead to take shelter behind another hut, lowering her body to the ground and holding on to the exposed foundation of the building lest she be blown away entirely.

The lightning was blinding. It lit up the night sky in a cruel mockery of day, each strike seeming closer, each accompanying boom of thunder loud enough to split Meredith's head in two. As she huddled behind the house, Meredith hoped fervently that this storm was of a natural cause, that it was no more than a short summer squall.

Then she heard it.

That ear-piercing cry. Loud, shrill. It brought Meredith's mind back to the Sky Seeker, back to that horrible night. There was no mistaking its source. The lighting, too, had changed. No longer did flashes and bolts illuminate the island—something seemed to be blotting it out; something huge was casting its long shadow over the shore. Meredith weighed her thirst for knowledge against her sense of self-preservation, and found that the need for knowledge was weightier. She let go of the hut's foundation and forcefully made her way around it, coming in full sight of the shore.

The Wyrm was there.

And it was even more hideous than Meredith had thought.

She had seen it briefly in Gemmar's memory, had seen its silhouette against the full moon from the prow of the Sky Seeker, but neither encounter compared to seeing the creature up close. Man and serpent. Fish and mammal. It was monstrously large, taller than the Godskeep back home. It had human-like arms—six of them, Meredith counted—but they were scaled and longer than its body by half. The scales were pale, like a sunken, bloated corpse, and they oozed a thick black sludge. The arms were attached to a bulbous, corpulent body that was no doubt the inspiration for the creature's common name, for it was most worm-like, segmented and tubular. Here the scales were sparse, almost as if they had been scraped off in parts, exposing more of the milky white flesh and sludgy black ooze underneath. There were no legs that Meredith could see; its wormy torso disappeared beneath the waves from where it swam in the shallows, coming almost as close to the shore as Etia's whales. 

Another ear-splitting cry brought Meredith's attention back to the creature's face—if she could even call it that. Its head was as scaly as its arms, with a fin on top, gills on both sides, and fishily unblinking eyes on all sides. How many were there? Ten? Fifteen? They were horrible to behold, and Meredith was thankful that not one of those eyes had yet turned their sight on her. 

Its lifeless eyes were currently roving all about the island. To Meredith's horror, the Wyrm was using its long arms to simultaneously wreck the boats in the harbor, knock down the buildings in its reach, and grab and throw Iolimians into the sea behind it. 

Meredith could not move. Fear consumed her. Endrick was nowhere to be seen, neither was Renna or her crew. The rain had lessened somewhat as the Wyrm had reached the shore, but the lightning had resumed to strike its deadly blows. A palm tree ignited. A fire broke out not far from where Meredith stood and she knew she must do something. She couldn't just stand there, watching as the flames jumped from one tree to another, from one home to another. There could be people inside those huts, people she might try to save if only she could, if only she could—but no, Meredith thought, she could not use the ace up her sleeve, the last resort she had carried with her these many long years like a chain around her heart. It would change everything. It would—

Another hut caught fire, and the Wyrm reached right for it.

Her decision made, Meredith threw down her rucksack and drew forth, not the Chronicle, but the other book she kept with her at all times, that which she had pulled from the secret hollow beneath her floorboards back in Port Santore before they had left to board Renna's ship, that which she had diligently kept from Endrick these last thirteen years—Meredith's spellbook. 

Trembling, Meredith held the book open in the crook of her left arm, and raised her right hand with fingers splayed wide.

“Sho-ru taksal, amendi!” she cried as magic sizzled from the core of her being to the tips of her fingers, and a bolt of magical energy fired at the Wyrm. 

It found its mark.

The creature reared back, pained, but was soon able to recover. It righted itself of the blow, then, all at once, the many roving eyes of the Wyrm turned with eerie precision to face her. 

Meredith turned the book's pages, and readied another spell. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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This kid was going to kill him. It was not the first time Sonder had thought this. The phrase popped into his head several times a day, in fact. Thus far, the kid in question had not managed to kill him, but the attempts were beginning to rack up to a startling number.

When Herel had led him out of Sivarr's Keep on Midsummer's Eve, he had neglected to tell Sonder that the horses waiting for them in the shadow of the floating castle were of a foul, mistrustful nature, and Sonder had only narrowly missed being kicked in the head as he had tried to mount one of them. Once he had finally managed to master the horse, Sonder and Herel had fled the valley in complete darkness. Whether Sonder's horse followed Herel's own by some feat of training or magic, he wasn't sure, but Sonder had felt his heart jump out of his chest more than once as the animals pranced precariously down steep ravines and through narrow paths as they left Artima's domain. By morning, Sonder's nerves were so jumpy that he had been forced to call a halt just to calm himself. Herel had dismounted his horse and eyed Sonder with a contempt that the seasoned warrior could not understand, but had complied all the same.

They traveled on the next few days in utter silence. Or, at least, Herel was silent. Sonder chatted on and off, about everything from his days in the war to life in Nusmal to the wonders of the Crescent Island. He even asked Herel about himself (“What's life like in Sivarr's Keep?”, “How does your mother keep the castle floating?”, “Why the snakes?” and “How did you survive those snake bites? I assume it was all a trick, wasn't it?”).

The boy never said a word, never acknowledged Sonder's conversations, nor indeed his very existence. Sonder wasn't much bothered by it. The boy had just as good as lost his mother, after all, and he didn't have much to look forward to right now except the long, difficult journey ahead. They were still in the shadows of the Astquarian Mountains, although the peaks were now to their backs. Sonder hadn't been on this side of the mountains in nearly thirteen years. It was odd; he had gotten so used to telling direction by where the mountains were. It was odder still that he was traveling with Artima's son, and that Antenel was far away on the mountain's other side, doing the gods-knew-what to expose King Hastos for the traitor that he was. Sonder missed him already.

Large pine and fir trees covered the foothills at the base of the Astquarian mountains, and it was through these forests that Sonder and Herel rode. Artima had marked the path well on her map, although the road they followed was old and ill-maintained. More than once, they would came to areas where a landslide or felled tree blocked their path, and Sonder would be forced to veer off into the wild. Each detour had varying results. Sometimes, Sonder and Herel were able to rejoin the path in a matter of minutes. Other times, they were forced to go miles out of their way before the road appeared once more under their feet. Herel liked to take these as opportunities to stray from Sonder's sight. He would do so gradually, letting his horse fall behind Sonder's one pace at a time, until he was trailing by several yards. He would then nudge his horse off course, heading off into the trees on either side at a modest pace.   

Sonder wasn't sure what he hoped to accomplish by this. He could hear the change in his horse's gait, could hear the crunching of twigs and whisper of leaves as Herel darted into the underbrush. It never took Sonder long to find the boy, but chasing after him was exhausting and annoying all the same. His antics once brought them dangerously close to a colony of purple ogres, but Sonder, veteran that he was, saw the telltale ogre monolith in the distance and was able to collect Herel and leave the area before they were noticed. Sonder only ever reprimanded the boy lightly, saying things like, “Okay at least try to stick to the path,” or “Are you trying to get yourself lost?” or “Your mother is going to be real upset if I lose you, kid,” to which Herel never replied. 

At night, Sonder would take first watch, the boy would take second. At least, Sonder reflected one evening, the boy did as he was told. When Sonder woke him in the middle of the night to switch watch, Herel did not so much as grumble, and Sonder was oddly sure that he could trust the boy to do an adequate job and not wander off on duty. Of course, Sonder probably could have gotten away with setting no watch, being a light sleeper to begin with, but he didn't want to take the chance if they didn't have to. 

Still, Herel got on Sonder's nerves more often than not. One night, when Sonder was struggling to light a fire to cook their modest meal of salmon (freshly caught by Sonder) and mushrooms, Herel had come up behind him and, with a muttered word of magic, caused flames to leap up from the kindling mere centimeters from Sonder's face, almost singeing his eyebrows off in the process. 

“Hey!” Sonder had glowered at him, leaping away from the fire. “A little warning next time, alright?”

Herel had merely frowned and left to sit on the other side of camp, moodily tracing pictures in the dirt at his feet, the fire illuminating his bronze skin. A similar incident had happened at breakfast one morning. Sonder always brought with him his prized possession—a small bag of an exotic ground bean that produced a mighty, bracing drink when brewed like tea. Herel had seen the kettle sitting over the lit fire and had, with a sharp word of magic, set it to boiling in an instant. Sonder had only realized this after he had reached for said kettle, and had summarily burned his hand. 

“Ow, hey that was my sword hand,” Sonder had hissed in pain. “What would happen if I had to defend you from your enemies now, huh?” He was exaggerating, of course. Although the burn hurt like the darkenworld, it was nothing that would stop him from being able to fight with either the longsword or the knife he kept on his person. “You might be out of luck.”

The boy had simply shrugged and walked over to saddle his horse.

It seemed that Herel had made it his personal mission to show off his magical abilities as often as possible. Sonder had no idea why. Mischievous though the boy's actions were, there was nothing playful in his demeanor. He remained aloof, detached, and interacted with Sonder exclusively through his magic. They had once come to a river, a tributary of the great Yonga, that was running high and swift from a summer storm. Sonder had suggested they head further downstream before crossing but, saying not a word in protest, Herel had splayed out his fingers and caused the rocks that already sat in the river to grow and expand. In seconds, each rock was the perfect size and shape for their horses to trot across.

“Er, yes, Herel,” Sonder had said with a defeated sigh. “That works just as well. Thank you.”

Herel had rolled his eyes at Sonder before leading them across the magically expanded stones. Sonder had been secretly pleased at this response. It was better than being completely ignored by the boy. His magic was, in reality, quite useful, when he wasn't being reckless. Herel had even been able to help keep them both dry during a summer storm, using a spell that formed a small, but effective shield to keep the rain off of them and their horses as they traveled. It was almost enough to forgive him for all the times his magic had caused Sonder severe physical pain. Almost. 

When Herel wasn't displaying his magic or galloping off-path for seemingly no other purpose than to annoy Sonder, he would often catch the Chosen Son staring avidly off at the foliage. Herel always seemed to be studying the plants and the trees, the flowers and the herbs that grew in the forest. He seemed delighted by the wildflowers, and by the scores of beehives they passed by as they went. Sonder realized with something like pity that Herel had probably never left Sivarr's Keep and its surrounding valley—the wilder landscape of the foothills was entirely new to him. Sonder suspected that if they weren't on the run from Cormin and the other fanatics of the New Way, Herel would have stopped to investigate each and every new plant he had seen.

“Cormin's always been an ass,” Sonder mused aloud, now that the former High Educator was on his mind. It was mid-morning. They had left Sivarr's Keep over a week ago, and they would soon be coming to their first major obstacle—the Yonga River. They could not see it from the tree-lined path they rode, but they were sure to reach it before day's end. 

Herel turned his head to look at Sonder with a quizzical expression. They rode side by side, when the path allowed it, and when Herel wasn't trying to slip away. “Always?”

Sonder turned to face Herel in kind, surprised but relieved that the boy had finally spoken. “Always,” Sonder confirmed, and was even more surprised when Herel continued.

“You know Cormin?” he asked, disbelieving.

“I do,” Sonder replied evenly. “I've known him since he was a child, although I know his cousin Meredith much better than I ever knew him.”

“His cousin?” Herel frowned. “I didn't know he had a cousin.”

Sonder raised his eyebrows, “She helped destroy your father—Meredith Hauvish? Didn't your mother tell you about her?”

“Yes,” the boy said impatiently. “Of course she told me about her, and Dienna Darpentus, and Endrick Arelo, and you. I just didn't know Meredith Hauvish was Cormin's cousin.”

“Not by blood, not that that really matters,” Sonder continued. “But they were raised together by Meredith's Gran, along with her other cousin, Daela. Meredith was the oldest. She studied at the Godskeep and hung around my sister, while Cormin worked odd jobs around the village. He tagged along with Dienna and Meredith sometimes.

“Why was he an ass?”

“Hm?” Sonder had almost forgotten how this conversation had begun. “Oh, well, he was kind of a bully. He pulled the other kids' hair and called them names. He always called me a stupid old ponce, even though he was six and I was twelve. He had a lot of nerve.” Sonder laughed at the memory. It was just as ridiculous now as it had been when they were kids. Little Cormin, barely able to pronounce the word without a lisp, surely not old enough to know what it meant, spewing insults at the older boy with a fire that had been quite amusing. A fire which now gave Sonder misgivings, knowing what the boy had grown up to be. 

“That's it?”

“When we were kids, yeah,” Sonder said more soberly. “Of course, he left the Golden Valley when he was about your age, worked as a sailor I think, then as a bounty hunter.”
“Sounds better than being the High Priest of the New Way,” Herel muttered. Tufts of his thick black hair blew down over his monolid eyes, and he wiped them away irritability. “How did he meet my mother?”
Sonder shook his head, “That I don't know. But something changed him, clearly, when he was out at sea. Last I talked to him was at the Midsummer Festival thirteen years ago, just before you were born, just before Artima—er, your mother—took control of the Godskeep. If I had known then just how much of an ass he still was, I'd have punched him square in the face.”

Herel seemed conflicted at this statement, “I heard he and my father...” He trailed off into silence.

“Executed people,” Sonder supplied evenly. “People who didn't believe Artima was the Chosen Mother. People who didn't believe you were the Chosen Son.”

“Now he plans to execute me,” Herel said, his voice hard, gruff. Sonder was forcibly reminded of Morr, one of his father's avatars. “Well, sacrifice me, at the least.”

Sonder frowned. “You don't seem too bothered by that,” he said with a worried look at the boy. Sonder's horse snorted and tossed his head in annoyance. 

Herel did not reply, and their conversation came to an end. Sonder was content to let it die. He wasn't good at dealing with such morbid subjects anyway, and they would have plenty of time to get to know each other later—three months or more by Sonder's estimate. Omkett was a long way off. Much of their journey depended on the weather, their stamina, and that of their horses. 

They reached the mighty Yonga River by midday, and, thankfully, they did not need to ford it. A bridge had been built over its wide girth, old but serviceable, with only a few boards missing that Sonder could see even from its eastern shore. They waited for nightfall to break cover of the forest. The bridge was exposed, and anyone traveling within a mile would be able to see them crossing. While Sonder had not yet seen any signs that they were being followed, he didn't want to take any chances. They made a daytime camp, each of them dozing off in turns, and crossed the bridge well after the sun had set. 

It was cold on the west side of the mountains. The jet-stream of warm air from the north that created the mild climate of Astquary and the Crescent Isle could not reach over the mountain peaks. Thus, even though they had moved no further south since leaving Nusmal, the temperature had dropped tens of degrees, and crossing the Yonga River meant losing any remaining tree cover they had had in the foothills. Here, only short, sparse bushes grew, and the grasses were lank and patchy—a prelude to the Wastes of Iador further west. There was nowhere to hide from the sun by day, and nowhere to hide from the wind by night. Sonder was grateful to see that whoever had packed Herel's rucksack had made sure to include warm clothes and a thick hooded cloak. Both were absolutely necessary once the sun began to set. It was as if they had traveled through time from one season to another, from summer to autumn, when they crossed the river, and Sonder feared it would only grow worse. Artima's map showed that they must soon turn southward, headed toward Tolb and Ice Grave Bay, to avoid a Mulbruhnda settlement they would otherwise cross should they continue heading due west.  

It was on one such cold, windy night that Sonder woke from his sleep to find that Herel was gone. 

“Seltos' tits!” Sonder cursed, kicking the charred remains of their campfire and sending a spray of ashes through the air. He had taken both horses. He had taken all of their food, all of their belongings, save for what Sonder had in his own pack, which he kept on his person even as he slept. “So he thinks he can leave me stranded.” Sonder muttered, looking about the remains of the camp and chewing on the inside of his cheek. “Well, maybe he can, but that doesn't mean I can't get myself un-stranded.” The soil in this part of the land was dry and dusty, but it still held prints decently enough. Sonder found Herel's trail and, in minutes, he was jogging after him. 

It was still before dawn, although the sun's rays were just creeping over the distant mountains to the east. Sonder couldn't have been asleep for more than a few hours, and the prints looked fresh. He had learned woods-lore from Antenel when they had first made the journey from the Godskeep to Astquary so long ago. Much like his elluini, Sonder would consider his skills in tracking and path-finding to be mediocre at best, but Herel's trail was so obvious that a half-blind mountain dwarf could follow it. Sonder only hoped that the boy wasn't running the horses too hard, otherwise he would never catch up to them on foot.

Sonder was mulling over this and over how best to reprimand Herel for his idiocy when he realized what direction the boy had taken off in: North. Northeast. Back toward the Yonga River, yes, but more directly toward a village on the shores of Lake Yonga. It was then that Sonder also realized that the kid had taken his map.

“Gods on high!” Sonder swore again. How had Herel managed to take the map from Sonder's rucksack as he slept? “Probably by magic. Damn him.”

Sonder was about to resume his pursuit, out of breath and even more upset with Herel than he had been already, when he stopped. Here he was, in the middle of nowhere on the fringes of the Wastes of Iador, arguably the least pleasant place in all of Dorneldia, no horse, no food, no map—all because the Chosen Son had decided to run off for reasons Sonder could only begin to fathom. There had been no warning, no inkling of the boy's displeasure—well, aside from his generally sullen attitude, but Sonder had never dreamed Herel would just take off like he had. He looked to the northern horizon. Flat, barren, lifeless. What was there for Sonder? A kid he cared nothing for. The child of his former enemy who had coaxed him into escorting the boy halfway across the kingdom. He turned to the east. The Astquarian Mountains, now resplendent in the light of dawn, the sun rising just over their peaks. Antenel was there, over the mountains. Alone and probably in over his head with his father the King. Why should Sonder go chasing off after the boy? Clearly, Herel had a mind of his own and didn't agree with his mother's plan. Wouldn't it be better to go back, to cross the mountains and return home to his lover and his home and his life? He would fare much better in the mountains than in the Wastes. There was food and shelter in the mountains. Sonder could live off the land with ease. It would be simple. And who could blame him? He had tried to do what Artima had asked. It wasn't his fault that Herel had run. 

But it would be his fault if something happened to him.

And Sonder couldn't live with himself if it did.

“I'm going to kill him,” Sonder huffed as he resumed jogging north. “I'm going to kill him!”

––––––––
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Several agonizing hours of physical exertion later, Sonder found their horses a few miles out from the village of Watt's Town, on the peripherals of Lake Yonga. The boy had tied the horses to a large bush that was hidden from view of the village by a boulder. Sonder scoffed at his carelessness. Did he really think that no one could see them? The horses were plainly visible from the road; anyone passing by would see them as soon as they grew close enough. Shaking his head, Sonder approached the two horses, intending to untie them and take them into town with him, but when he touched the rope securing the animals to the bush, a jolt of pain shot up from his fingers and into his spine.

“Ugh!” Sonder released the rope, shaking his hand to relieve the pain.“That's the second time he's hurt my sword hand, dammit.” He stuck the afflicted finger in his mouth and bit down to distract himself from the burning sensation that was creeping up his arm and into the rest of his body. It reminded Sonder eerily of the sensation the boy's father, the false god Dartos, had been able to inflict upon those who believed in his divinity, which Sonder had not felt in thirteen years. “Okay, so maybe he wasn't so foolish after all,” Sonder eyed the enchanted horses with grudging respect. “Now let's hope he hasn't gotten himself into trouble in town.”

Sonder arrived at the village just as the sky was growing dark. The flat lands dipped down toward Lake Yonga and the Yonga River that flowed from its southern end, the village nestled comfortably between the two bodies of water, and seeing the river again only reminded Sonder of all the progress they had lost because of Herel's little stunt. 

Watt's Town looked smaller than Sonder had expected, something that made the situation even more alarming, for it was always harder to blend in to smaller crowds than to large ones. The village had no gate, no guard. Its small, rustic buildings simply began and became more dense as Sonder walked on. There was a chapel devoted to Seltos, a shrine devoted to some long-forgotten priest of her order, and a myriad of docks and fishing boats on the shores of the lake. It took Sonder all of twenty minutes to walk the length of the lakeside town, which seemed quiet for a summer's eve. There were lights on in the houses, cook-fires sending smoke curling lazily out of chimneys, and all around wafted heavenly smells of things roasted and baked and seared. Ah, thought Sonder. Suppertime. He had only been vaguely aware of his growing hunger before, being more concerned with finding Herel than with his own appetite, but now the smells of the good people of Watt's Town's dinners were tempting Sonder beyond control. He really should stop for a bite to eat. 

“Oh,” Sonder exclaimed to no one. He had spotted exactly what he was looking for. “A tavern.”

Telling himself he would only be abandoning his mission for a few moments, Sonder ducked into the tavern, aptly named the Dockside, and nearly fell over in shock. There, standing in the middle of the tavern and surrounded by a host of onlookers, was Herel. 

And he was on fire.

No, not on fire, Sonder realized with relief, but he was playing with fire. Juggling it, to be exact. Sonder watched with a mixture of amusement and horror as the twelve year old boy threw four streaming balls of fire about his face and person with more dexterity than a jester in court. Children watched, enthralled, as he tossed the fireballs nimbly through the air, spinning them and dancing them with apparent ease. Some of the inn's older patrons watched, similarly fascinated, while others, Sonder noticed, wore shocked or even sinister expressions. Sonder kept to the back of the crowd, not wanting to draw attention. The tavern was two stories tall, uncommon for such a small town, and packed full of patrons on both the ground floor and the top floor, which opened up to a central square on the main floor below. It was in this central part of the tavern, visible by both floors, that the boy Herel stood in his weather-worn tunic and breeches, hurling fire like he was an act at some kind of festival.

To Sonder's great relief, the boy seemed to be wrapping up, and soon, with a grand finale of a flame-filled flourish, Herel took a bow and placed an empty bowl at the edge of the crowd, into which coins began to pour. Herel looked immensely pleased. So much so that Sonder found his anger at the boy subsiding, if only a fraction. His copper face was flushed, dark eyes flashing with excitement. He was having fun. Was he, Sonder frowned, unused to having fun? This shouldn't surprise Sonder. He knew what it was like to be brought up in the heart of religion, to be always surrounded by dour-faced members of the clergy and fiery fanatics and devotees and scholars and acolytes—the endless services, the unceasing prayers, the unending discussions about the Way and the gods and the church. Sonder had been bored to death of it all. Perhaps Herel was no different?

Soon the patrons returned their purses to their sides, and Herel picked up his bowl of coins with obvious wonderment. The boy made his way to the bar and set the bowl down jauntily on the counter-top. 

“I'll have an ale,” Herel said to the barkeep. 

The barkeep eyed the boy skeptically, but apparently could not argue with either the coin or the magic that he knew was in this youth's blood, and brought the ale as requested. He set the mug down with a thud, and took one of the coins from the boy's bowl with a scowl.

Giddy-faced, Herel brought the mug to his lips and drank deeply. Sonder took this as his opportunity to make his way down the bar—rounding the few patrons who had stood between them.

“I'll take that,” Sonder said, plucking the mug of ale from Herel's hands mid-drink.

The unexpected movement caused ale to spill down the front of Herel's tunic.

“Hey!” the boy protested, “What do you think—” He stopped short when he recognized Sonder, his face contorting into a scowl. “What are you doing here?”

Sonder laughed and took a seat next to Herel, “I should be asking that of you, you little brat. Stealing my map. Taking our horses. Did you think I wouldn't find you?” He drank the ale the boy had ordered.

“No,” Herel muttered. His hands went instinctively around the coins in his bowl. 

Sonder saw the motion and shook his head, “Don't worry, I'll take your ale, but I won't take your money.”

“But that's my ale. I bought it,” Herel said, not whining as Sonder might have expected, but mean and confrontational. Sonder was again reminded of Weaponsmaster Morr, and wondered how much of Dartos' avatar was in his son.“Give it back.”

Sonder shook his head and took another sip, “You're too young for this stuff. Stick to goat's milk, kid.” He eyed the boy speculatively, “So this was your great plan? Run away from your escort and flaunt your magic for money? For what? Ah,” Sonder said, seeing Herel's face flush with anger, “so you could make your way to the Port Cities, I bet. How cliché.”

“How did you know that's where I was headed?” Herel asked, brows contracted in anger. 

Sonder smirked, “It's where I wanted to go when I was your age. I dreamed about running away from the Godskeep and making my life as a knight or a mercenary in the big cities from the time I was ten until your mother attacked and I finally did leave, only I went to Astquary instead.”

The kid snorted, “More fool you.”

“Says the boy who thought running away from his escort in the middle of nowhere was a good idea,” Sonder said a touch more gravely. He leaned in to the boy and proceeded in a half-whisper. “Honestly, Herel, do you have any idea what these people would do to you if they knew who you were? And even if they didn't figure that out, there's still the problem of your magic.” 

Herel frowned, and Sonder saw confusion flicker in his eyes. He really didn't have a clue, did he?

“I don't know how it was in Sivarr's Keep, but people in the rest of Dorneldia don't like wizards,” Sonder continued bluntly. “They steal their children. Take them off to the Repository. Surely your mother told you about the Repository?” 

The boy nodded his head, confusion turning to clarity. 

“And I'm sure she also told you what wizards from the Repository do to those who practice magic outside of their laws?”

Herel still said nothing, but he looked fearful beneath the low-burning anger in his eyes. He turned away from Sonder. “There are no wizards here. No one is going to take me to the Repository, or, or worse.”

“You don't know that for sure,” Sonder admonished. “This is a big place in a small town, and you made quite the spectacle of yourself,” Sonder realized to his horror that he sounded just like his father. He took a long drink of ale and continued in a weary tone, “Kid, I can understand why you don't want to trek halfway across the most unpleasant part of the kingdom to go live with a bunch of ogres because your mom is ill and she's afraid she can't protect you from all the enemies she's made,” it really did sound horrible when he put it that way, “but this is probably the best thing for you right now.”

Herel stood and faced Sonder, “You have no idea what you're talking about,” the boy hissed. Again that dangerous anger, that too-refined ferocity that Sonder would have expected of someone much older, not of a melancholy youth. “You don't actually care about me or my mother or the New Way. You're just another one of her pawns.”

Sonder was about to rebuke the boy when he noticed that something of a small crowd had gathered behind them at the bar, lead by a sour-faced man in his later years, wearing clothes of an official-looking nature.  

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” the old man croaked. “I am Magistrate Duntyn. I am here to investigate a public disturbance.”

Sonder's blood froze. The magistrate was accompanied by two priests of Seltos and one priest of Dartos, all just as somber and sour-faced as their leader, and they were looking at Herel with distinct interest. He needed to get them out of here.

“Disturbance?” Sonder replied, feigning surprise. He took a leisurely sip of ale. “What kind of disturbance would that be, magistrate? And how can I be of assistance in quelling it?”

“Is this your boy?” the magistrate asked, gesturing to Herel.

Sonder again feigned surprise, “Who? Him? Oh, no, of course not,” he chuckled. “He's my squire, my cousin's kid, if you must know. Henry. Great useless sort of boy,” he added in an undertone directed at the magistrate. “Never does his work.”

“Well he certainly knows how to cause a disruption,” the magistrate continued, frowning so deeply that his jowls doubled. “And I've never known a squire who could perform magic.”

“Magic?” Sonder chuckled. He nudged Herel in the ribs, “Did you here that, Henry? He thinks you were doing magic.”

One of the priests of Seltos spoke up, exasperated, “What else would you call what the boy was doing earlier, sir?”

“I call it trickery,” Sonder said easily. “Nonsense.”

The priests and the magistrate stared at Sonder dubiously.

“Flash powder,” Sonder said with a wave of his hand. “Like I said, the kid never does his work. He's always sloughing off and dabbling in such foolery. Thinks he can make a happy coin by dousing ordinary juggling balls in flash powder and playing at being a wizard.” He adopted a more serious face, “Believe you me, Lord Magistrate, I was just reprimanding Henry for this very reason, and I am loathe to have caused such a stir in your fine village. I'm sure we could come to some sort of arrangement?” Sonder nudged the boy's bowl, filled with copper and silver, making a satisfying clinking sound. Herel gave Sonder an accusatory glance, but said nothing.

Magistrate Duntyn took the hint. He looked about surreptitiously, and, apparently finding no one in the immediate vicinity who would object, took the bowl of coins from the bar-top and dumped its contents into a pouch that hung from his belt. He replaced the bowl gingerly when he was done.

“Consider the arrangement made,” the magistrate said gruffly. “I assume you are just passing through Watt's Town, yes? Good,” he said in response to Sonder's eager nod. “I shall permit it, provided your squire causes no more disturbances. Are we agreed?”

“We are, good magistrate,” Sonder said, taking the man's hand and giving it a warm shake. “Thank you. And now,” he dropped the man's hand and turned to Herel. “I think it is time we retire. Do you know of a good inn where we might stay the night, magistrate?”

The man looked confused, “The Dockside is an inn, as well as a tavern.”

“Oh is it, how delightful,” Sonder cooed. “In that case, I'll go find the innkeeper and ask for a room. Come along, Harry.”

The priest of Dartos stopped him, placing one large hand on Sonder's shoulder. “Not so fast, sir. I thought you said the boy's name was Henry?” The Dartonian priest was a large man, fat and meaty, but Sonder could feel power and strength in his grip.

“Oh, I, er,” Sonder stuttered. How did he always manage to mess these things up? “It's just a nickname. You know, Harry and Henry. They're quite similar. Interchangeable really.”

The magistrate was frowning even more deeply. He was about to say something when the other priest of Seltos, who had been silent thus far, cut him off.

“Wait a minute, Magistrate Duntyn,” she said firmly. She moved the bejeweled veil that marked her as a devotee of the Lady of the Stars out of her face, and leaned in to take a closer look at Herel. “I know that face from somewhere.”

Herel, realizing the danger, turned his face away from the priestess, but she was quick to grab him by the chin and force his eyes to meet hers. He squirmed in her grip as Sonder was restrained by the priest of Dartos, who now held both of Sonder's arms behind his back. The Seltonian priest's eyes suddenly widened in comprehension. “It cannot be be,” she breathed. She shook Herel's head, “Boy! Tell me your name, your true name, or so help me I will call the wrath of almighty Seltos down upon you!”

Herel said nothing, still struggling in the woman's vice-like grip.

“What is it, dear sister?” the other Seltonian priest asked.

“I know his face, Luten,” the priestess responded. “When I was taken in by the cult of the New Way three years ago. You remember, don't you? I was dissatisfied, and curious. I made the perilous journey through the mountains. I reached the famed Sivarr's Keep, saw the glory of its floating towers, but instead of finding peace and answers to questions I had long asked of the gods,” her lip curled derisively, “I found a frightened whelp of a boy being pulled by the puppet strings of his masters.”

“No,” Sonder still struggled to break free of the Dartonian priest, whose strength and girth prevented Sonder from reaching either his sword or the knife he kept in his boot. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that someone had called for the town guards, and they were flooding into the tavern by twos and threes. “You're wrong. I have no idea what you're talking about.”

The Seltonian priest smiled unpleasantly at Sonder, “Perhaps you don't, but I'm sure he does,” she turned her attention back to the boy, “Won't you tell me your name, sweet one? It is a famous name, to be sure, but not a popular one.”

“You cannot mean,” the magistrate began incredulously.

“Magistrate Duntyn,” the priestess said, “I believe you have just met Herel of Astquary.”
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Chapter Fifteen
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Dienna sat at the front of the Chamber of Justice. A room that had not been much used in her lifetime, it occupied the second story of the Hall of Ceremony, and was more commonly used as an area to store unused props and decorations for the Way's various feast days. It had also served as Artima's throne room when the sorceress had taken over the Godskeep. The throne Artima had sat on had been destroyed prior to her leaving for Astquary, and the Chamber of Justice's original throne had been restored in its place. Made of dark, polished wood and carved with archaic symbols of the sun, moon, and stars, the old chair was a relic of the past, almost one thousand years old—and truly uncomfortable to sit on for any length of time. 

Dienna did her best to appear at ease in the old chair, which, her research led her to believe, had been commissioned by Lord Altarion, Keeper of the Gods in the fifth century. Altarion had easily used the Chamber of Justice more than any Keeper that had come before or after him, for it was Altarion who had so infamously purged the Way of all texts and writings that he considered to be heretical or otherwise not in keeping with its core literature. Here in the Chamber of Justice, he and his Prominents and advisers had meticulously combed every book and every document they could find that had attempted to put the Way's precepts and legends down on paper. Any text that did not fit their needs or fell outside of the Way's teachings was summarily stricken from their records and burned, sometimes along with the author, if that person could be found. Dienna, and a good portion of the clergy of the Way, considered this a dark time in the Way's history (Dienna's late father included) but there were some, like Gheltin Oris, who were now trying to re-frame Altarion’s purge as a kind of prelude to the Cleanse foretold by the prophet Ayers. 

Oris maintained that Altarion was one of the great Keepers, a man who was unafraid to face the ire of his people in pursuit of the greater good of the Way. Oris spent as much of their private meetings trying to convince Dienna of Altarion's virtues as he did devising ways for them to eradicate the Disloyalists. These meetings had been the cause of much resentment for Dienna. She herself could not have devised any worse torture than being locked in the council chamber with a man who so passionately spoke of the evils of the New Way and the punishment of its followers. She was not truly locked in, of course, but the King insisted on posting Lusidi outside the council chamber whenever she and Oris met. Dienna did not understand this. She had her own guard. Connal followed her as closely as her own shadow these days, and he too was posted outside the council room. Wasn't one guard enough? And wasn't Lusidi's role to protect the King and Queen? Why concern herself with Dienna? Lusidi was there every time Dienna left her meetings with Oris, standing stoically on one side of the door, Connal standing determinedly on the other. Connal would always give the large woman a curt nod before following Dienna to her next destination. 

Lusidi now stood at the entrance to the Chamber of Justice, while Connal stood to one side of the ugly wooden throne. It was the third day of what the Faithful had already begun to call the Trials of Exile, for that was, thus far, the only sentence Dienna had been willing to pass on those Oris had brought before her. Dienna did not know how he had procured the accused—although she suspected it had something to do with his newly appointed control of the treasury—but Oris had managed to round up every suspected Disloyalist on his list in just a matter of weeks. They were now being held in the Godskeep's dungeons, much to Dienna's shame, where they awaited trial.

“Can they not wait to be called upon in their own homes?” Dienna had dared to ask Oris the afternoon she had first begun to see carts full of prisoners being pulled by the Holy Guard into the Godskeep's bailey. She recognized many of the faces of the prisoners, for they were mostly from the Golden Village and the surrounding farmlands. 

Oris had tutted, “And allow them ample opportunity to leave the Valley before they are tried? I think not, Lady Keeper, but your compassion becomes you,” he had said with a condescending pat on her shoulder.“It is Dorneldian law to hold the defendant as a prisoner before they are tried. Such is the procedure in the Court of the King, so shall it be in the Court of the Keeper.”

The Court of the Keeper. Dienna despised the term. It was not for the Keeper of the Gods to judge. Dienna's knowledge of the true nature of the gods aside, this was not a doctrine she would have ever endorsed. Yet here she sat. Oris stood on the opposite side of the throne from Connal, and in the crowd of those gathered to see the trial, Dienna could see Queen Andisa, surrounded by a retinue of retainers brought with her from the Port Cities. Although she feigned indifference in the whole affair, the Queen had been present at each and every one of the trials, and Dienna did not doubt that she made detailed reports of each to her husband the King. He had thus far declined to attend the trials, for what reason, Dienna was unsure, but she was no less uneasy for it. 

Oris unfurled a roll of parchment, and called out in a clear voice, “The Court of the Keeper now calls Fremit Ulm.”

Dienna could hear his whimpering as he was led up from the back of the hall by a dour-faced member of the Holy Guard. Roughly, he was thrown down to the hard stone floor before her, directly beneath the large circular window in the ceiling above. The ornate circular rug depicting the night sky that was normally beneath the window had been pushed off to the side along with the room's other artifacts. The school's headmaster lifted his head and beheld Dienna with a look of betrayal. 

“Are you Fremit Ulm?” Dienna asked, following the ceremony of law.

“You know that I am,” Ulm spat ungraciously. He looked haggard and pale, his ginger hair and mustaches were lanky and unkempt. Dienna wondered how long he had been locked up—days, weeks? His clothing was stained and filthy and hung off of his normally ample form, which seemed to have shrunk with his imprisonment.

“Fremit Ulm,” Oris read from his list. “You have been charged by the Keeper's Court with blasphemy, with heresy, and with spreading the practices of a false religion.”

“Do you deny these charges?” Dienna asked calmly.

“Of course I do!” Ulm replied. He stood and took a step closer to where Dienna sat, but Connal dutifully unsheathed his sword and blocked his path. The headmaster's watery eyes bulged, “This is outrageous! I have been a faithful servant of Dartos my entire life and a most devoted member of the Way. I was not one of those who followed Artima of the Plains thirteen years ago when she so callously turned away our brethren from the path of piety. What evidence could you possibly have against me?”

“You have been accused by two of your peers,” Dienna replied. She was getting tired of this charade already. She knew what sentence she would pass. “That is the minimum of witnesses required.”

“And who are these peers?” Ulm asked.

“Bolton Jabs, your fellow teacher at the school,” Dienna said, “and Lord Unia.”

Ulm gave a hollow laugh, “My neighbor? He has always despised me, you cannot believe anything he says.”

Dienna looked to Oris, who stood to her left next to the blocky wooden throne. Oris took such claims of mortal hatred seriously. Odious though Gheltin Oris was, he did see the danger posed by personal grudges between the accused and the accusers. The Prominent of Dartos was frowning down at his list, his eyes scanning it rapidly. Dienna knew what he was doing; he was looking for another witness to Ulm's supposed crimes. Judging by how long it was taking him to search, he wasn't finding anyone.

Dienna's heart raced, and for once, she felt elation, joy such as she hadn't in many long weeks. She may not yet have to exile the headmaster. If Oris could not find another impartial witness, they would have to throw the case out, and Ulm would be free to leave and return to his home.

“Fremit Ulm claims that one of his accusers harbors mortal hatred for him,” Dienna called out to those who attended the trial, for there had begun an impatient murmuring as Oris looked through his list. A good half of the townspeople from the Golden Village were there, as well as a number of priests and acolytes. Lord Varent and Lady Amelie, the Prominents of Seltos and Lantos, were absent, for they, along with Lady Grenna, had been charged with running the Godskeep while Dienna was busy with the trials. Dienna had begun to suspect that the trials were yet another way that the King was trying to release Dienna's hold on the Godskeep, first by cooping her up with Oris for several weeks while they prepared for the trials, and now by cooping her up in the Hall of Ceremony's second floor for the gods knew how long. Oris's list had comprised of over five-hundred suspects. “Can anyone here either prove or disprove that Lord Unia Martock may have an unsavory reason to accuse headmaster Fremit Ulm?”

“Why don't you ask Unia himself?” Ulm demanded, his face puffy and red with anger. “He'll be the first to tell you that he despises me. Thinks my classroom is too loud, calls my students upstart young beggars, and even before the school, he has always begrudged me my mulberries for getting in his yard.”

“Lord Unia was sentenced to exile yesterday,” Dienna replied gravely. “He has already been marked, and is being escorted to the borders of the Golden Valley with the others who have received that sentence.”

“Well that was bloody stupid of you,” Ulm muttered. “What was he charged with?”

“Of being a Disloyalist, the same as you, sir,” Oris intervened with ill temper. “He fully confessed to his heretical ways, and named several others who were complicit in these acts. I suggest you do the same, else your own sentencing will not be so lenient.”

Again Ulm laughed hollowly, “I am sure he did confess, the old coward. Wouldn't anybody confess when exile is considered the easy punishment? What is the not easy punishment? I don't have much land for you to take, nor much by the way of earthly possessions, but if the Way wants my rundown old house they can have it. Or do you wish to burn me like in the days of Altarion? I would prefer the gallows myself. I am not a Disloyalist, but that is one thing that Lady Artima had going for her; she gave her dissenters a swift end.”

A titter ran through the crowd, and Dienna could see Oris' face flush with anger. Fearful that he would lash out and that the Court of the Keeper was slowly losing its grip, Dienna interceded.

“The gods do not wish to punish anyone unduly, Headmaster Ulm,” she said firmly. She now addressed the crowd, “While we take accusations of flouting the Way and stimulating worship of Artima's new religion very seriously, we also cannot, by the laws of King Philibert, pass judgment upon anyone who has only one witness to accuse them.” She turned and spoke in particular to Oris, “We cannot even detain such a person for further questioning.”

For a moment, Oris met her gaze with shock and fury, but the emotion quickly passed, and the man began to smile unpleasantly. “You are correct, Lady Keeper. Unless there is one here who can be called upon to validate the account of Lord Unia?” He turned hopefully to the crowd, which was, to Dienna's relief, completely silent.

“Then we cannot proceed,” Dienna said, trying to keep the relief from her voice. She stood and raised her arms in a motion of prayer. “Let us give thanks to the gods for this soul, which we cannot prove to be impure.” Dienna saw Queen Andisa's lip curling into a sneer at the front of the crowd. “Let us hope that there are yet more souls which will prove to be Faithful, and that the seed of evil,” Oris had termed that phrase, not Dienna, “that is the New Way will be choked and starved before it can bear fruit in the Golden Valley.”

The crowd murmured in reply, “We give thanks to the gods.”

“Connal,” Dienna turned to the lad. “Please escort the headmaster to his home, and make sure he is well-guarded.” 

Connal bowed in acquiescence, but looked confused, “Well-guarded?”

Dienna took a step closer, thankful that Oris was absorbed in his list, and replied softly, “I do not want him to end up in the Godskeep's dungeons again.”

Connal sighed, “There are some lads I can trust, but the Holy Guard takes orders from Oris now as well as you.”

“I know,” Dienna whispered. “But please try.”

Connal nodded and went to lead Headmaster Ulm off as requested. The headmaster, for his part, couldn't seem to believe his luck. His doughy face was elated, his eyes wild and bright in their joy.   

“Praise Dartos!” he shouted. “Praise the almighty god of the sun! He delivers me into my freedom!”

Dienna watched him go, suppressing a smile. She had never heard Ulm say such things in all the years she had known him, had never once seen him at a service, had never once heard him proclaim his fealty to any of the gods of the Way. Maybe he was a Disloyalist after all. That was a sobering thought. Dienna did not personally care what any of the people in her charge believed or did not believe, but she did care that they were safe from harm, and right now, being a Disloyalist was not a safe thing to be.

Ulm was a small victory, but they were not done for the day, and there were still many, many more names on Oris's list. Dienna took her seat once more on the wooden throne, and turned to Oris.

“Who is next, Lord Gheltin?”

––––––––
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Dienna sentenced two more people to exile that day, and had been able to acquit two others. Their trials ran much longer than Ulm's had, and Dienna was not free to leave the Chamber of Justice until the late afternoon. Having been in trials since daybreak, the first thing Dienna did upon the court's conclusion was to eat alone in her chambers. As usual, there was no letter from Sonder waiting for her among the other communications she had received throughout the day, and Dienna felt his absence like a physical weight on her chest. She had received word only last week that the Second War for the Continent was over, and that he, Antenel, and one of the other elven princes had played an integral part in its conclusion. Now that the elves no longer needed him, Dienna had begun to hope that Sonder would return to the Godskeep, or at the very least, that he would finally send her some kind of letter of his own—but still she heard nothing, and Dienna wondered now if he ever would come home, or if her faith in him had been entirely misplaced.

After she had supped, she changed into a more simple version of the Keeper's robes than she had worn in the court, and headed to the orchards. She did not call for Connal, did not tell him where she was going. She needed to be alone. The day's events had exhausted the Keeper, and she would never be able to clear her head with her bodyguard tagging along after her. 

The orchards, which were situated to the north of the Holy Hill upon which the Godskeep stood, were fairly deserted by the time Dienna began to walk through their trees. Most of the farmhands were gone for the day, had already returned to their own homes for the evening meal. Alone amongst the apple and pear trees, the singing birds and the purpling sky of the early summer evening, Dienna finally felt her spirits lifting. She would get through this. She would keep her people safe from Oris. All of them. Faithful and Disloyalist. Even if her father was dead, her mother estranged from her—even if Sonder had abandoned his sister for good—she would prevail. The Trials of Exile, the Court of the Keeper. These were only concerns of the moment. They would not last forever. They would come to an end, either in the way that Gheltin Oris intended them to or not. 

“Lady Keeper?”

Dienna turned. Oris himself stood several feet behind her, as if summoned by her thoughts. He had not changed since the day's trials, for he still wore the fine crimson and saffron robes that he reserved for more austere occasions, and his fingers were still adorned with the jeweled rings that showed his status as a Prominent.

“Lord Gheltin,” Dienna greeted him politely, but without warmth.

The man smiled. “It seems you and I are of one mind,” he said, coming to stand alongside her. “I too like to visit the orchards when I am in need of relaxation, of peace.” His short dark hair blew in the gentle summer breeze, and his eyes, however much Dienna despised him, made his suddenly concerned expression appear earnest. “I know that the trials have been very...trying for you, Dienna. I know that they have been for me.”

Dienna doubted this, but said nothing. She inclined her head, then looked away from Oris, moving her gaze to the blue and green hills that gave way to the Enalgath Mountains beyond. “They will pass,” she said.

“Well, certainly,” Oris replied, a bit taken aback. He followed her gaze with a sort of amused interest, although Dienna was unsure that they were speaking of the same things.

Dienna was about to bid him farewell and return the way she had come, but before she could excuse herself, Oris offered her his arm.

“Our meeting here was quite fortuitous,” he said with a businesslike air. “Allow me to walk you a little further down the lane.”

Dienna cursed herself for not bringing Connal. She wanted nothing more than to turn on her heel and escape the odious man's presence—she had no desire to be within fifteen feet of Oris, let alone breathe the same air as him—but, as usual, she could think of no excuse that would not risk damaging her reputation with him. As much as Dienna hated to admit it, Oris was better liked than she. The Faithful admired him, the clergy admired him. Even throughout these last few days of trial, Oris had maintained his popularity. After all, it was Dienna doing the sentencing, Dienna acting as judge on the King's behalf. There were, of course, priests and laymen alike who had enough sense to see what Oris truly was, but they, like Dienna, did not dare oppose him. Dienna was no coward, but she had learned to be patient with her enemies. Now was not the time to defy him. Now was not the time to make her displeasure known. There was the Right of the Prominents to consider.

With a false smile that hurt Dienna's cheeks, she took Oris's arm.

“I would like nothing better, Lord Gheltin,” she said. “What do you wish to speak about?”

“I was thinking of our first trial today, with that headmaster from your school,” he began in an even tone of voice. “There was something that old lug said that, I must confess, I found most agreeable.”

“And that is?”

“That Artima, may her soul come to rot in the deepest pits of the darkenworld, always dealt her enemies a swift end. No discourtesy. No trial. Just a simple execution.”

Dienna turned to Oris, aghast. “Surely you do not wish to emulate her, Lord Gheltin?”

“No, no, of course not,” Oris replied hastily. “But you cannot argue against its effectiveness.”

Dienna frowned. If only Oris knew how little Artima had had to do with those executions. If only he knew that it was High Educator Cormin who had passed the sentences, and Weaponsmaster Morr, who was really Dartos in disguise, who had dealt the deathly blow. How would the Prominent of Dartos react if he knew his own god had executed those who had resisted the New Way, that same upstart religion that Oris himself was now trying to quell?

“Effective in spreading fear,” Dienna said darkly. “Effective in controlling the Faithful who would stand against her, in strengthening the chains that bound Artima's followers to her.”

“Do we not wish to strengthen the bonds of the Way?” Oris asked, now turning to face her, one eyebrow arched. “Would we not welcome a little fear where the Disloyalists are concerned?”

“Speak plainly, Lord Gheltin,” Dienna returned, failing to keep the anger from her voice. “It has been a long a day, and I grow tired of your riddles.”

Oris paused in his stroll to bow before her, taking hold of one of her hands as he did so. “My apologies, Dienna. I know the King's decree has been hard on you, what with you being relieved of your duties with the treasury and the school and having to act as judge. But believe me, it is all for the best.” He straightened and continued, letting go of her hand to Dienna's vast relief. “What I mean to say is that we have been, perhaps, too lenient with these trials.”

“It has only been three days.”

“True,” Oris mused. “And in these three days, all of the accused have either been acquitted of their crimes or sent into exile.”

“I fail to see the problem.”

“There is no problem,” Oris said reassuringly, “not yet. But I fear that the day will come when the Faithful will demand a more suitable punishment for those who stood idly by as Artima executed their brethren.”

Dienna felt a chill run up her spine, “They will not ask for such a thing. I will make sure of that.”

“How can you be certain?” Oris asked, a sad smile on his face. Again his eyes looked damnably soft and earnest.

“I will remind them that the gods preach mercy,” Dienna countered, her anger now flaring almost visibly. “I will remind them of the words Dartos spoke to the Maiden Milana when she sought revenge for her fallen husband. 'Think not to take blood for blood. Think not to make your sin the same as the sinner.' So I will tell my people, and they will be content to draw no blood from their friends and neighbors.”

Oris's smile turned cold, “Friends and neighbors? We are not speaking of idle feuds between the townspeople. We are speaking of blasphemy, of treason. The Disloyalists would gladly see you hanged for all you have done to them.”

“For all that I've done?” Dienna could not fathom what he meant. “What crimes would the Disloyalists lay against me?”

“Well, setting aside the recent Trials, the list is quite long,” Oris explained gravely. “You were the Keeper who drove Artima from the Godskeep in the first place. You were the one who banished her and her followers to Astquary.” Oris frowned at her, “Unfortunately for us, there are many still in the Golden Valley who remain loyal to Artima even though they were unable to follow her into exile, and we are now dealing with the consequences. Perhaps if you had given them more time before their decision was to be made...”

Oris trailed off into meaningful silence. Dienna could say nothing. She had forced the Herelites to leave the Golden Valley for their own protection. The Golden Valley was absolutely volatile after the Battle of the Godskeep. Those who had remained Faithful to the Way did not trust those who had followed Artima as the Chosen Mother. As Oris intimated, the Faithful had expected them to be punished for their transgressions, but Dienna did then just as she would do now; she had emphasized mercy and forgiveness.

She had worked tirelessly to sow peace between her people. Both she and Artima had agreed that it would be best if she returned to Sivarr's Keep, and, if Artima could not dissuade her followers from believing she was the Chosen Mother, she could at least separate them from the Way to avoid any further conflict with the Faithful. Neither of them had wanted more bloodshed. More conflict only meant more power and worship to the false gods. Peace, albeit, peace by exile, had been the only option. 

But Dienna could explain none of this to Oris. He did not know the secret of the gods. In his eyes, and in the eyes of many of the Faithful, Dienna had commanded the exile of Artima and her followers in haste and temerity. No one had been punished for Artima's crimes, thus the wounds that the sorceress and her ilk inflicted had been left to fester. 

“I can see the wisdom in your words, Lord Gheltin,” Dienna said carefully. “But the Disloyalists, however much we disagree with their doctrine, are our friends and neighbors still. They live with us, among us, break bread with us.”

“Tread carefully, Dienna,” Oris warned. His expression was soft, but his eyes were iron. “It would not do to show too much sympathy for our enemies.”

“They are not our enemies, Lord Gheltin,” Dienna replied with fire. “They are as sheep who followed the wrong shepherd. Our efforts should be to reclaim them, and if they will not be reclaimed, to allow them the care of the shepherd they have chosen.”

They had reached the end of the lane. Here the orchard gave way to farmland, the fields of which were green with late summer crops—leafy tops of carrots, heads of lettuce, even, neat rows of strawberry bushes. Dienna could see the grapevines on the distant hillsides, clouded in the shade of the early evening. Oris was silent, contemplative. For a moment, Dienna hoped against hope that her words had, in some way, touched him. Loathe him as she did, Dienna liked to believe that, beneath his zeal and his bigotry, Oris still held a small shred of sympathy for his fellows, but her hopes were dashed by a shake of Oris's head.

“Once again, I admire your compassion,” he said, “but thirteen years of compassion have led us to where we are today. The Disloyalists swell in numbers. They have remained underground this long only on threat of violence from the crown. Can you imagine the King's outrage if they were bold enough to erect their own chapel? A shrine to their Chosen Mother and her bastard son?”

Dienna regarded him coldly, “Perhaps the King should learn how to forgive.”

Oris looked genuinely shocked, “Forgive that Artima imprisoned his son and you and made a mockery of the Way by taking over the Godskeep? I was not here, Lady Keeper, but I can tell you that the Faithful of the Port Cities were in an uproar. Quite frankly, I do not know how you can forgive them.”

“Sometimes I can't,” Dienna said softly, turning her gaze to the early evening stars just visible above the mountains. Again, she was sure Oris did not know of what she truly spoke. Before Oris could reply, however, Dienna turned back to face the Godskeep, “Come, Lord Gheltin. The hour grows late. We must leave now if we wish to make the evening service.”

Oris inclined his head, “Of course, Lady Keeper.” He took her arm in his once again, and, with measured steps, led her back the way they had come. Her mind occupied by things past and unpleasant, Dienna was too lost in thought to notice the furtive, probing glances Oris gave her as they walked, nor the growing disdain and impatience in his eyes. 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Meredith thought, for a fleeting moment, of casting a spell to douse the fire that was rapidly destroying the village, but the idea vanished as soon as the Wyrm's many eyes fixed their unblinking gaze upon her. Meredith was, she knew, woefully inexperienced in her magic, secret as it was from even Endrick, but she also knew that she had another projectile up her sleeve, and she needed to cast it before the Wyrm could retaliate.

“Yeel sotuth asht innol!” Meredith waved her right hand at the Wyrm. As her wrist flicked, a shower of stars spewed forth in a wide barrage. Again, her attack found its target, and the Wyrm reared back in pain, withdrawing all six of its massive scaly arms to protect its multi-eyed face from the burning bright orbs.

Meredith smiled in spite of herself. This was the most magic she had ever cast at once. She felt tired, but elated. Weak, but satisfied with how much damage she had been able to do. Still, she knew she must do more. Neither Endrick nor any of the other wizards had reached the village yet, and there were Iolimians all around, seeking shelter from the storm and from the creature. Meredith must protect them. Moving against the wind, she strode closer to the Wyrm, fighting for each step she took. The beast had recovered from her previous attacks, and its eyes once again focused on her. It raised one of its six long arms and gave that shrill, head-splitting cry.

It lunged for Meredith, but she had anticipated it, and managed to get out of the way of its scaly hand. She dodged just out of the Wyrm's reach, keeping a firm grip on the spellbook, and once again held her right hand aloft.

“Honum asrahrthin alsina martok!” Meredith arched her hand as a cloud of magic formulated in the heavens above the Wyrm. In seconds, the magic cloud burst as thousands of green-glowing arrows rained down from it, showering the Wyrm with their deadly barbs. 

The smile that touched Meredith's face was short-lived, however, as she soon realized her mistake. The wind was blowing away from the Wyrm—most of the magical arrows were blown back toward the village, setting fire to even more huts and trees, and several more fell into the crowd of Iolimians. Meredith's heart nearly stopped. Was that a scream she heard? Had she hurt someone? Too late, Meredith turned her attention back to the Wyrm to discover that this latest spell hadn't done nearly as much damage as she had hoped. The Wyrm had slithered closer to the shore, it's bulbous torso now rising out of the very surf before her. It was so large, it took up the entirety of Meredith's vision—blotted out the moon, blotted out the stars, the clouds, the beach. 

Meredith's mind went blank. The spellbook fell from her quivering hands.

The Wyrm grabbed her.

Its hands were scaly like its arms, and were vaguely shaped like those of a human, although they were webbed and sticky with black sludge. It squeezed the air from her lungs and lifted her from the ground, Meredith crying out in pain and shock. She was held aloft. The Wyrm still obscured most of her vision, but now Meredith could also make out the full moon behind the Wyrm's grotesque head, the light of which reflected in each of its dozens of wild, unblinking eyes, glinted off of the singular fin at the top of its hideously long body. The Wyrm opened its maw, which was filled with jagged, uneven rows of teeth, and it screeched once more. Meredith was hit with the full force of it's cry, and she struggled in its grip to turn her head away from the horrid sound.

Suddenly there was a flash of light, a cry of pain from the Wyrm, and soon Meredith felt her stomach drop as she was released into the air.

“No!!” Meredith cried. She tried to brace herself but it was all happening so fast and—

Meredith stopped, nose inches from impact, hovering ever so gently above the sand. One of the wizards must have cast a spell to halt her fall. With a happy cry, Meredith looked up to see the face of her savior.

It was Endrick. And he looked furious.

“Endrick!” she called out over the noise of the storm. Behind him, she could see Renna doing battle against the Wyrm, using her silver staff to shoot bolts of electricity at its torso with varying degrees of success.

Endrick said nothing. He released her from the floating spell, and Meredith fell to the sand.

Too shocked to say anything, Meredith watched as Endrick joined Renna, and the two wizards worked quickly to drive the Wyrm from the shore. Realizing that it was too powerful to defeat outright, they began to cast spells that would instead scare it off—flashes of light, loud booms, counter winds. This seemed to be working for a time, until the Wyrm let out another of it's terrible screeches and both wizards fell to their knees, unable to continue their assault.

Meredith fumbled through the sand for her spellbook. Finding it, she frantically opened it to the last spell that she knew and was about to begin the incantation—when suddenly a whale appeared from out of the storm.

It was Etia's whale, Virha, and she rode on its back.

The Daughter of the Moon and Stars was soon joined by the other three members of the pod, and all together, the whales dove directly at the creature. Meredith's eyes widened. Had Etia finally realized that the Wyrm was evil? Or were her whales, once again, acting of their own accord? The Wyrm tried to bat them away, but its arms were too long and the whales too close for it to reach. They rammed their bodies at its head, hitting several of its fishy, bulging eyes square on. The Wyrm reared back, screaming and stumbling as the whales flew low and away from the Wyrm, going more slowly than they had before, and Meredith wondered if they were hurt from their attack. They began to form a circle around the Wyrm, flying just above the waves, and began to sing their mournful song. As they flew, as they encompassed the Wyrm, their bodies and Etia's began to glow with a dark light—green, blue, purple—as they picked up speed, going so fast that the Wyrm appeared trapped within a glowing ring.

It seemed at first that the whales had won, but soon the Wyrm recovered from the attack on its head, and it gave one of its piercing cries. One by one, the whales fell from the sky. They twisted in the air as they fell, as they had when Meredith had first seen them from the Sky Seeker, and hit the water with mighty crashes.

Just then, Endrick and Renna attacked the Wyrm with a barrage of light, aiming the brunt of their attack at the creature's eyes. The Wyrm gave another cry of protest, and flailed about in pain. Moments later, the Wyrm retreated. 

As quickly as it had arrived, the massive creature vanished. It retracted its six long arms, wriggled its corpulent body backwards, and disappeared under the swelling waves of the ocean. The storm that the Wyrm had brought with it dissipated almost instantly, although its aftereffects had not. As Meredith helped herself to her feet, she could see the other members of Renna's crew working to put out the flames around the village.

But where was Etia?

Meredith ran to the sea. She could not see the girl or her whales anywhere. Waves crashed against the shore, the moon disappeared behind clouds, and Meredith stumbled along the beach almost blindly, straining her eyes to see where the Pearlchild had fallen. Soon Endrick was at her side, his face still grim, eyes also probing the darkness for the girl's form. After several agonizing minutes, the wizard pointed.

“There,” he said.

Meredith followed his gaze to see Etia swimming slowly, but steadily, toward the village. Behind her, Meredith could see the curving backs of her whales. They seemed to be watching her, guarding her as she returned to land. 

“Etia!” Tip was shouting and running into the surf.

The two met in the shallows, and the Head Islander scooped her up in his large arms and carried her the rest of the way back to shore.

“I'm alright, Tip, really,” Meredith heard the girl say. “It was only a little fall.”

“It was a mighty fall,” Tip reprimanded her. “The healer must examine you.”

“But I feel fine,” the girl replied weakly. Her black hair was a wet, tussled mess about her face and shoulders, and she had sustained a deep cut across her forehead that was bleeding down one cheek. “I should help the village.”

“You will help yourself first,” Tip said in a tone of finality that reminded Meredith of her Gran. “What were you doing out there?”

“The whales,” Etia explained weakly, dwarfed in the big man's shadow. “It was just like last time. They saw the Wyrm, and attacked it. I tried to stop them.”

“Those whales are more trouble than they're worth,” Tip muttered. “Come, let us see the healer.”

Meredith was about to approach them, to ask Etia more about the whales' behavior, but was stopped unexpectedly by Endrick's staff.

“Where do you think you are going, Meredith?” he asked, voice deadly calm as he blocked her path.

Meredith froze, swallowing her fear. She had dreaded this day. She had half-hoped that she could sneak away from him unnoticed. “To help the villagers.” 

“Ah,” Endrick continued, still deceptively cool. “To help them recover from the magic you cast that went astray?”

Meredith said nothing. She did not want to have this conversation. Not now. Not ever. She tried to shoulder her way past him, but the wizard would not budge.

“When were you going to tell me, Meredith?” Endrick suddenly demanded. His eyes, normally so dull and lackluster, now burned with a fury that Meredith had never before seen. “Were you going to tell me? Do you have any idea what trouble this will cause?” He still blocked her way with his staff, his hands gripping it so tightly that his knuckles bulged. Although he was trying to restrain himself, his deep voice still carried across the beach, and both Tip and Etia turned to the couple with questioning glances. Roughly, Endrick grabbed hold of Meredith's arm and led her further up the beach. Once certain that they were out of earshot, Endrick let go and began in a slightly calmer tone of voice, “How long have you known magic?”

Meredith sighed, bracing herself for the sharp reply she knew would follow, “Ten years.”

A flicker of shock passed Endrick's face, as if he had been slapped. “Ten years,” he repeated. “Even when we were—” He seemed unable to finish.

Wishing the earth would open up and swallow her, Meredith nodded. “Yes.” She could not bear to meet his gaze, kept her eyes fixed on the sand at her feet.

“How?” Endrick demanded.

“I,” Meredith hesitated, the enormity of the moment overwhelming her. She had dug herself into this hole, but she had no desire to dig herself out. “I took a spellbook from the Repository. It was in the library,” she said defensively. “It had been left there by someone. I waited days and days to see if anyone would come back to claim it, but no one ever did. Eventually,” she felt herself blushing, “I became curious. I've always been interested in magic. I thought, it couldn't hurt to take a peek,” it sounded lame and childish to her own ears, but she had been young at the time.  “Before I knew it, I had memorized the first few characters of the alphabet. I couldn't help myself. I wanted to know more. I,” here she did bring her gaze to meet Endrick's, “I've never had a way to defend myself. I didn't want to be a burden to you. I thought, if only I could learn enough magic to get by—”

“Do not tell me such lies, Meredith,” Endrick cut her off, his expression incredulous and bitter. “I know of your insufferable need for knowledge. Did you never once stop to think what would happen if you were caught?”

Meredith frowned, “Of course I did.”

“And you went ahead anyway, knowing that the penalty for practicing magic outside of the laws of the Repository is death,” it was a statement, not a question. Endrick looked disgusted, one hand on his bald crown, his lips set into a snarl. “I cannot believe this of you, Meredith. How could you be so selfish?”

“Selfish?” Meredith protested. She would have called herself many things for doing what she had done, but selfish was not one of them. “It's my life on the line, not yours. If the Repository found out about my magic, it would be of no consequence to you.”

Endrick looked at her in exasperation, “No consequence to me? Never mind the fact that I treasure you above all things in this life, do you truly think that the Repository would overlook the fact that I allowed you to practice magic right under my nose? Do you think they would pardon me for not realizing what you were up to?” He gave a short, sarcastic laugh. “You are a rogue. Under their laws I am now obligated to destroy you.”

“But you won't,” Meredith breathed, suddenly afraid.

“Of course I won't,” Endrick snapped. “How could I? And that is the problem. If I do not bring you to justice, my own life is forfeit.”

“But no one knows that you know,” Meredith pleaded. “Do they?”

Endrick shook his head, “No, thank the gods for that. Renna and her crew were too far away to see who cast those spells, and I will let them believe it was me.”

“Then we are both safe.”

“But for how long?” Endrick argued, fury apparent in his eyes. “How long before you once again find yourself in danger?” He pointed to the village, “How long before you try to protect yourself and end up causing more harm than good? You could have killed someone with that spell Meredith. You don't know how to control it; you haven't been trained.”

“But Endrick—”

“This is why we take the Ritual, Meredith,” Endrick said roughly. “This is why we give up our souls. Otherwise it is far too easy to lose control. Your power exceeds your abilities.”

“But I was able to attack the Wyrm,” Meredith countered. She had been proud of the damage she had inflicted, notwithstanding her last spell going awry, and she wouldn't let Endrick take that away from her. “I was able to help.”

“You would have done more good by helping the villagers put out the fire,” Endrick replied darkly. His eyes still held that fury, that rare touch of emotion in his otherwise placid face. Meredith shuddered. She loathed the Ritual, and what it had made him. She did not want the same for herself. Seeing the lifelessness consume him, seeing him waste away all these years only reinforced her decision to keep her magic a secret. 

“Endrick,” Meredith tried to sound as reasonable as possible. “I never meant for all of this to happen. When I started to study that spellbook, I never imagined I could actually use it. I had no idea there was magic in my blood.”

Endrick frowned, his voice now less fervent, “Nor did I, but you would not be the first to develop your skills in latent years. There have been accounts of magical children who have been overlooked. Jezla, who became Seltos, was one such child. Based on what was written in the Tome, she did not develop magic until Rollis and Yorn took her under their tutelage. But it is truly remarkable that you were able to learn magic to such a degree on your own.”

Meredith felt pride welling in her chest, and she smiled sheepishly, “I've always been a fast learner, Endrick. You know that.”

Endrick did not return her smile, “That excuses nothing. I am still,” his frown deepened, although the anger was starting to leave his dark eyes, “deeply disturbed and disappointed by this.”

“I know,” Meredith replied in a small voice. “But I don't know what I can do to make it right.”

Endrick gave another short, bitter laugh, “There is nothing you can do. I will not forbid you from practicing your magic, but you must not use it unless your life is dependent upon it.”

Meredith looked up, surprised, “I can still study it?”

“Yes,” Endrick nodded. His expression was conflicted, “I do not wish to take your only means of defense from you, but neither do I condone your actions. I will instruct you on how best to control the magic, so that, if you should need to use it, you are not a danger to others.”

Meredith smiled, warm relief spreading through her body. She took a step closer to him. “That would be wonderful.”

Endrick shook his head, “Do not think you are forgiven, Meredith.” He turned from her, and began to walk back to the village. “It is only what is necessary.”

The sudden coldness in his voice cut through Meredith like a knife. All the assurance she had previously felt vanished in an instant, and Meredith soon found herself standing alone on the shore, trying and failing to hold back tears. Some small part of her was still relieved that her secret had been revealed. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she felt a weight lifting from her shoulders, an easement of her conscience. Still, Meredith was disappointed in herself that it had taken so long, that she had never found the courage to outright tell him herself. Her hand had been forced. She could take no credit for this confession.

The tears flowed, miserably strong, from her over-tired eyes. Meredith had been the undeserving victim of many tragedies in her life—abandoned by her parents, forced to attend the Godskeep, driven out of her home and made to fight to reclaim it—but this hurt more than any of them. She had brought this on herself. It was a bitter medicine to swallow. For the first time in over ten years, Meredith wished she had never taken the spellbook. She had had her reasons, but were they worth losing Endrick's trust?

She watched Endrick until his form disappeared into the crowd of villagers, who had already begun to repair damages to their homes by the light of the moon.

The moon.

Meredith turned her gaze to the heavens. The clouds brought forth by the Wyrm had parted, and Lantos' sphere glowed with a particular intensity that chilled Meredith's soul. Full, shining, it was almost as bright as day. It took no stretch of her imagination to think of all the victims of the Wyrm who now sung their gods' praises, who gave the false ones their worship. It was a deadly cycle. The more their beast attacked, the more worship was generated—by old victims, by new victims, by Perrick and his congregation, by those Iolimians who had been converted long ago by the Way's missionaries. They didn't see the destruction as anything sinister, didn't see the plot to convert them to members of the Way as evil. 

But Meredith did.

She watched Etia and Tip walk back to the village. Was it any wonder that the Daughter of the Moon and Stars felt as she did about the Wyrm? She was young, had hardly heard the quickly declining legends of her people, legends which would have otherwise informed her of who she was in this world. She had been raised to believe in the Way, had even been visited by the gods, who had filled her head with all kinds of fancies and notions.

Meredith hoped to whittle away at these notions with reason, and if Etia wouldn't listen to her, maybe she would listen to her whales. Meredith still wondered about them. The Elder had told of a flying whale in his story. Was this story only myth, or was it based in truth? Perhaps they were part of the old pantheon of gods: Roshan, Rethilor, Atasra, Olawai—they were considered false gods by the Way's standards. Heathen players on the stage of the older, less-enlightened ages. Yet the elves still worshiped them, as did the dwarves, and the centaurs, and who knew how many other smaller populations around the globe. Were the whales of the same kind as they?

Even Etia did not seem to know. The girl was plainly as perplexed as the rest of them about her aquatic friends, and so it seemed that Meredith would have to live without that knowledge, for the moment. Perhaps it was for the best. Meredith needed to learn to leave her curiosity unfulfilled. Look where it had gotten her.

Wiping the tears from her face, Meredith turned and walked back to the village, her footsteps quickly washed away by the tide.
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The next few weeks were some of the most painful of Meredith's life. Endrick was ignoring her completely. They had not begun their lessons as promised, and, even worse, he had moved out of the hut they had thus far shared. Meredith would catch glimpses of him around the island as they each went about their own investigations, but any time she tried to greet or approach him, Endrick would give her a sharp look and turn away.

Each day, she would rise, make any notations in the Chronicle she needed to, and make her way to the Great Lodge, where she would visit with Etia and break her fast. Afterwards, Meredith would seek out victims of the Wyrm in an effort to interview them. Few had been cooperative, and none remembered the journey to the deep nor the moonlit tower that Gemmar had shown in his memories—the Iolimians who had been taken by the Wyrm knew nothing other than that they had emerged from the ocean as true followers of the Way, and that they were grateful for this fact.

“It was Lantos's will that I was taken below the waves,” said Baltu, a handsome young Iolimian, as he cleaned a fish he had caught that morning. He had been one of those taken by the Wyrm in its last attack, the one Meredith had helped to defend, and had washed ashore only a few days afterwards. “And by his will I was spat back out again.”

“Is it also by his will that the Wyrm causes harm to your village?” Meredith asked, perfectly serious. She sat with the man in front of his hut, the Chronicle open on her lap, quill in hand and ready to capture his response.

“It is,” Baltu nodded confidently. His own home had been unaffected by the lightning-struck fire. “My people cling to the old ways like an old woman to her pearls. It is time that they move on. They must see what remains when the illusion is gone.”

“Illusion?” Meredith started.

Baltu wiped his skinning knife with an old rag, “The old legends are just that, legends. They were never true, they were only illusions.”

“What about the Tale of the Wicked Moon?” Meredith countered. “Etia's whales greatly resemble the one spoken of in that story. They aren't illusions; you've seen them yourself.”

“The whales fly by the grace of Lantos, the god who gave of his belly to give us the moon,” Baltu interrupted flatly. “The Daughter of the Moon and Stars has said that it was Lantos and Seltos who brought the whales to our shores.”

Meredith knew this was not true, but she did not press the point. Etia herself had said the gods knew nothing of the whales, and Meredith believed her—on that point at least. “I see.”

“I don't think many of us truly believe in the old legends anyway,” Baltu set the cleaned fish onto a clay platter, then grabbed a pineapple and began to cut away the husk. “Only old fools like the Elder.”

“The Elder keeps the old traditions?” Meredith prompted.

“He was the one who brought Etia to us. Called her the Pearlchild, from the old legend,” Baltu grunted, making quick work of the pineapple. He sliced it lengthwise and cut away to the tough center. “In the old days, before the priests of the Way came, it was the duty of the village Elder to tell the old tales. Our current Elder is no different, though he tells his tales to no one but himself. I have never seen him at the chapel. He does not follow the Way.”

The fisherman now took the pineapple husks and covered the fish, top and bottom, and began to stoke a fire in the pit next to them.

Meredith stood. “I see you are busy,” she said, stowing away the Chronicle in her rucksack. “I'll be going now, but thank you for your time.”

Baltu waved as she walked away, “May the moon light your path.”

The story was always the same. None of the victims remembered anything about what happened after the Wyrm took them. Not even the wizards of Renna's crew. Even Gemmar, the elf whose memory Endrick and Renna had projected, could remember nothing of the vision he had shared. When Renna had tried to relay this memory to him, the elf-wizard had staunchly refused to believed it.

“What you claim is preposterous, Renna,” Meredith had overheard him saying one afternoon as he and his captain were leaving the Great Lodge. The wizard had looked furious. “I know I have not always been a follower of Lantos, but to claim that my recent call to faith is the result of some dark, underwater rite is absurd.”

“But we cast the Spell of Temporal Projection,” Renna had argued, just as heated. “It was your memory that showed it to us.”

“Perhaps it was just a dream,” Gemmar had countered.

“You know as well as I that the spell only works on memories. It can't show a dream!”

They too ignored Meredith as their paths crossed, and although Meredith knew it was only due to the heated nature of their argument and not intended as a slight against her, she felt the sting of rejection all the same. That sting was made all the more potent whenever she saw Endrick and Perrick together. Color would rise to her face, and Meredith would turn from them and walk in the other direction, sometimes taking roundabout ways to get to wherever it was she was going. Was Endrick staying with the priest? Was there even room for the wizard in Perrick's hut, stuffed as it was with copies of the Book of the Three and his silly instruments? Meredith tried not to care, tried not to wonder. Instead, she threw herself into her work.

After interviewing and recording the comments of every identified victim of the Wyrm on the island, Renna's crew included, Meredith sat down and analyzed their remarks, looking for patterns. Long days she spent cooped up alone in the hut she used to share with Endrick, inadvertently skipping meals and staying up far too long into the night—habits she used to scold Endrick about—but to no avail. The Wyrm seemed to select its victims at random, or so Meredith thought. The Iolimians it had taken ranged widely in age, sex, and status. From the village's wealthier merchants who traded with the Ruithans to the average fishermen and farmers, from the old, wrinkled women who reminded Meredith so much of her Gran to the adolescent youths who ran about the island—the Wyrm took them all. She had not even been able to confirm what the beliefs of its victim had been prior to their forced conversion to the Way. Many of those she had interviewed had professed that they had always been Faithful, or had, at least, had doubts about their native legends and rituals. None of them outright admitted to clinging to their old faith, as Baltu the fisherman had intimated. At least Meredith had been able to find a quasi-pattern around when the creature would attack. In all of the known attacks described by the Iolimians, none of them had ever occurred on a night of the new moon, and very few occurred when the moon was crescented. The likelihood of an attack by the Wyrm was far greater on nights of a full or nearly full moon, and it never attacked during the day. It seemed to rely on the moon in some way—but why?

Meredith sat back and stretched her aching limbs. The hut was silent, and lit only by a single candle that was perched on a small trunk next to the cot where Meredith had been reading. She had lit the candle while it was still light out, knowing that she had a tendency to lose herself to her research. Too often she would look up from the page she was reading in annoyance to discover that the world had grown dark around her. Did the Wyrm feel the same way about the daylight? Did the creature, as some nocturnal beasts do, shrivel and hiss at the rising sun? If Meredith were still a believer in the Way, as she had been brought up, she would think it only natural that a creature doing the bidding of Lantos would gain power by the light of the moon, but, as Meredith now knew that the moon had come first, and the false god second, she could make no logical connection between the two.

“Unless it's all for show,” Meredith muttered to herself. She stood now, and began slowly walking around the empty hut. Her spellbook lay at the foot of her bed—she saw little reason to hide it now—and the sight of it gave her pause. “I wish I could have interviewed the Ruithans before they left.” The merchants from that country who had been present at the Wa-tou Festival had left the very next morning after the Wyrm's attack. Some of their number had been taken by the beast, and those who had remained had been most eager to leave. “Renna said that the Way was growing in Ruith, that the Wyrm was there too. I wonder if those merchants had known about the creature beforehand.” 

Meredith sat down again. It was no use worrying about that. The merchants had gone, but they would soon be back. Iolimi was a small island, compared to Ruith, but it was rich in many stones and minerals not found on its northerly neighbors' shores. Not for the first time, Meredith wondered how long they would stay here themselves. Renna had studied magical sea-lore all her life, and while her skill at constructing sea vessels was unparalleled by any other wizard of the Repository, her crew had become considerably less reliable after their encounter with the Wyrm. Meredith had seen the blonde working, alone, on the skeletal frame of a modest size boat down by the shore. By the look of it, it could only hold a few passengers, and Meredith realized that the wizard was likely planning to leave her crew behind.

Again, Meredith felt that old hatred of the Ritual. She liked Renna, had been easy friends with her for years, but at times she saw the same darkness in her as she did in Endrick. She, who had been so distraught at her crew's disappearance and at the death of several of its members, was apparently cold-hearted enough to abandon them now that they had adopted the Way.

“Well, not adopted,” Meredith mused as she rubbed a finger down the spine of the Chronicle, “it's more like they've been duped. Deceived.”

As they had all been.

“It's no different than the other members of the Way,” Meredith continued softly to herself. “The only difference is that the Faithful back home grew up with the Way, while the victims of the Wyrm were converted by force. One deception is no worse than another, only one is more abrupt.” 

That was what the Way had been since its inception. Deception. Illusion. The gods were not gods. They were human. Wizards who used their powers to deceive them all. They took on both godly forms and human forms. Dartos had been Artima's right-hand man in the guise of Weaponsmaster Morr, and who knew how many other forms the god had taken before his demise? Seltos had made fewer appearances than Dartos had over the years, but they were always of a grand nature—an apparition of love and beauty, dressed in the spoils of a thousand years of war and strife caused by her own graceful hand. Meredith had yet to discover any other avatars for the goddess of the stars, but they knew of at least two for Lantos: the Old Man with the Young Face, whom Dienna had once seen in an inn thirteen long years ago and who had been reported many times since, and General Tommus, who at times worked within the ranks of the Green Knights. 

“The god of the moon never likes to stay in one form for long, though,” Meredith said, now flipping through the section of the Chronicle that outlined all of the gods' apparitions on the earth. Whereas Dartos had stayed in the form of the Weaponsmaster for months upon months on end, Lantos only ever appeared as General Tommus for a few weeks at a time, and sightings of the Old-Young Man only spanned a couple of days. “Wait a minute,” Meredith breathed. She flipped to the last sighting of General Tommus she had recorded. That sighting had only lasted a day. Almost angrily, she flipped to the last one before that, eyes roving hungrily to find the dates she was looking for. “Aha! The twentieth day, third month, through the seventh day, fourth month. That makes three weeks. And if I try to find any attacks of the Wyrm for that time frame...” She flipped forward to the accounts of the Iolimians she had interviewed and, sure enough, there it was. “Wyrm attacked, first day, fourth month,  1539.” She scoured the rest of the pages. In all the of the records she had spanning the last five years of the Wyrm's activity, it had never attacked at the same time that one of Lantos' avatars had been seen. 

“Dear gods,” Meredith swore the old oath in spite of herself. “What if—”

After thirteen years of godhunting, she felt like she was finally getting somewhere. 

“What if Lantos is the Wyrm?”
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Chapter Seventeen
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“Run!” Sonder grunted as he threw the priest from him. He unsheathed his longsword, and, using it like a bat, swung the flat of his blade at the Seltonian priestess, who let go of Herel with a shriek of pain and fell to the floor. “Come on!” Sonder grabbed Herel by the arm and dragged the stunned boy behind him. “Stay close!”

Magistrate Duntyn was sputtering in disbelief, “Herel? Herel of Astquary?” And watching the two escape with a flaccid expression. Around him, the priests had begun to retreat as the city guard advanced. Although he was outnumbered, the guards of Watt's Town were green and inexperienced against the seasoned warrior, and Sonder had soon batted and bullied his way to the door of the Dockside. Sparing hardly a glance to make sure that Herel was still behind him, Sonder pushed the door open to the night air.

“Gods on high—”

They were surrounded. Twenty or more guards stood outside the inn, alert and heavily armed. They looked at Sonder with apprehension, but their eyes held only steely contempt for the child who hid behind. A guard at the front, whom Sonder took to be their captain, approached slowly with sword in hand.

“Drop your sword, sir,” he called out gruffly. “And leave the boy.”

“Leave him?” Sonder feigned confusion, “Leave him where?” He looked around comically. He hoped it was worth it to buy them time. “Here? There?”

“I said, drop your sword,” the captain repeated.

“Okay, and then what?” Sonder said, not dropping his sword. Behind him, he could hear the sounds of Herel fumbling frantically through his pockets.

“You didn't drop it!”

“I know,” Sonder countered, now feigning frustration. “I want to make sure I understand all of your instructions before I follow them. So, after I drop my sword, what would you like me to do?”

“I want you to leave the boy where he is, and walk over to me,” the captain snarled.

“Oh,” Sonder groused. “Why didn't you say so?”

“And make it quick, sir, or I will have you removed from him by force.”

“No need, sir, no need I assure you,” Sonder replied. He held the longsword precariously with his left hand, letting it wobble a little bit as if it he were too weak to keep it aloft. Most men were not strong enough to wield a longsword with their their non-dominant hand alone, but, thankfully for Sonder, his longsword was elf-forged, was lighter and better balanced than any blade made by man. He was no master at it, but both his time with Morr and as a general for Elluin had taught Sonder how to fight in unconventional ways. He could, in a pinch, make a fairly decent attack with just one hand, left or right.

He made a show of squatting down, as if he were going to drop the sword on the ground as ordered. He could still hear Herel rifling through his pockets behind him, but the sword was still heavy, and he couldn't stretch this show of incompetence much longer.

“I said, make it quick,” the captain threatened, taking a step closer himself. When Sonder only continued his slow crouch to the earth he barked, “Just drop the damn thing already!”

“Honum asrahrthin alsina keth!” Herel suddenly bellowed from behind him, and Sonder felt something whoosh just over his head, grazing his hair and nearly taking the breath from his lungs. A huge, thick cloud of noxious green fog swept from the boy's outstretched hand, over Sonder's head, and into the crowd of guardsmen, who disappeared completely in the vaporous mist.

The guardsmen began to cry out.

“Blinded! We've been blinded!”

“The foul witch has cursed us!”

Sonder could hear the guards begin to walk into each other, lost in the green fog. Above the clangs and crashes of their collisions, Sonder could hear the captain's gruff voice trying to reinstate some semblance of order.

“Stay still, troops, it will soon pass! Do you hear? Stay still for the love of the stars!” His voice was soon cut off, however, as one of his own men knocked into him, and Sonder heard a tremendous clangor.

Sonder returned his sword to its normal grip and followed after Herel, who was already sneaking around the other side of the Dockside where his magical fog had not reached. Together, the two ran the length of Watt's Town, silent as shadows, until the houses began to thin and they reached the roadside boulder by which their horses were still tied. With a motion of his hand and a few muttered words, Herel undid the enchantment that protected their bindings, and the two wasted no time in mounting them and setting off to a southwesterly gallop

They rode well into the night. Sonder was still starving; he hadn't eaten since the day before, and he eventually called a halt a few hours before dawn.

“Your pack,” Sonder demanded as they began making camp.

Reluctantly, Herel undid the ties and handed it over to Sonder, who snatched it from the boy's grip and immediately dug out a heel of bread, stuffing it mercilessly into his mouth. He washed it down with water from a nearby stream and soon returned to find Herel arranging wood for a fire. With a kick, Sonder scattered the twigs and branches.

“Hey!” Herel protested.

“No fire.”

“But—”

“I said,” Sonder glowered over the boy, “No fire.” He grabbed his thick cloak from where it was strapped to the side of his horse's saddle. “We don't know if those guards will try to follow our trail or not, and on land this flat, any fire we light will be seen for miles.”

“Why would they follow us?” Herel continued, brow contracted in anger. He had risen from making the fire and now stood before Sonder, fists clenched. As if he had any right to be mad. He was the one misbehaving, not Sonder. “They're just a bunch of peasants. Why would they care about me?”

Sonder frowned, “You heard that priestess. She recognized you. She was once a Herelite.”

Herel looked away, fists still clenched.

“It's like I've been trying to tell you, kid,” Sonder said, spreading his cloak on the ground. “The world outside of Sivarr's Keep does not like you. Even in backwater villages like Watt's Town. When your mother took over the Godskeep? That was a major happening. People still haven't forgiven her for that, the priests especially, and they haven't forgiven you either.”

“For what?” Herel asked, sounding genuinely confused.

Sonder felt a tug of pity. He shrugged, “Existing. I know the feeling.”

“I didn't ask to exist,” Herel unclenched his fists and sat down on the ground. He too grabbed a heel of bread from their pack and began to chew on it slowly.

Sonder sat down on his cloak, opposite the boy. “No one does, kid. One day you just kind of realize you're there. The choice was made for you. But now you're here and you have to make it out the best you can. Blaming your parents won't get you very far.”

“But this is all their doing,” Herel said bitterly. His dark young eyes met Sonder's. “My mother was a fool to fall for my father's schemes.”

“Hey now,” Sonder said. He too had fallen into one of Dartos' ploys. “Your mother is a supremely gifted and intelligent woman, a worthy adversary of any other wizard on this earth. You never knew your father. He was charismatic. More than anyone else I've ever met. I respected him, wanted his admiration even as I hated him for what he was. Of course,” Sonder continued, “I only knew your father as Morr the Weaponsmaster. I did see him briefly in his real form though,” he frowned, the image that had lain dormant in his mind now resurfacing—a man, old, terribly old. A man on the cusp of death, more wrinkle than not, cheeks and eyes so sunken he already looked more than half a corpse even before Dienna had dealt the dying blow. A life unnaturally stretched by magic for over a thousand years. “All things considered, it's probably for the best that you never knew him.”

Herel said nothing, his gaze had turned inward, his lips set into a small frown. Sonder, thinking that the conversation was over, began to prepare for sleep. He would make the boy stand first watch, as punishment for his recklessness. He was just about to tell him as much when Herel spoke.

“Cormin was like a father to me,” he said, his voice curiously devoid of emotion.

“Oh?” Sonder wasn't sure what to say. If that was true, he really did pity the boy. Cormin was no man to look up to. “That's...”

“Terrible?” Herel finished for him. He smiled, “Sometimes. Like you said, he's an ass. But when I was little, I was his world. When I wasn't with my mothers, I was with Cormin. He would sit me on his knee and call me the Chosen Son. He spoiled me with toys and gifts that I never received from mother or Ophie. He paraded me around on his shoulders, and the people of Astquary would anoint me with oil, kiss me, shower me in rose petals as we went. I didn't know what any of it meant, but I loved it.” His voice had grown soft, and he seemed to have forgotten that Sonder was there. “Mother always warned me about Cormin, even back then. I thought she was crazy. I couldn't understand what was so bad about him, about what the people called me. 'You are not the Chosen Son' she said. 'No more than I am the Chosen Mother,' and little by little she told me about the true nature of the gods, about what great evils they had done, about how my father deceived her and was defeated. She had one ear, but Cormin had the other. He whispered that my mother was wrong. She was jealous of the attention I received, jealous that I was the object of my people's worship, and she wasn't. I believed him, for a time. I was loyal to him. I trusted him. I went along with his schemes, used my magic and his showmanship to concoct all sorts of miracles to impress the New Faithful and draw more and more people in. I even thought,” Herel seemed to blush, “I even let myself think that I was the Chosen Son for a time.”

“Then what happened?” Sonder prompted when it seemed the boy would not continue.

Herel looked up in alarm, “Nothing dramatic,” he said caustically. “As I grew older, I began to notice the way he looked at me—like a prized calf, like an enchanted beast that he would show off to the people in exchange for their money and devotion. Yet, for all that he made a show of being my friend and protector, the High Priest of the New Way must inherently be more lowly than the Chosen Son of Dartos.” Here the boy's smile was once again bitter. “He feared me. The people were loyal to me, not him. I was the Chosen Son, he was just the steward who led the New Way while I was too young to lead it myself. He knew that his influence over the New Way weakened with my each and every birthing day, knew too that my mothers had trained me well in the magical arts, and that the day would soon come when I wouldn't need him,” the boy's brows contracted sharply. “He knew I remembered all those times that he whispered into my ear that my mothers were false, that they were the ones spreading poisonous lies. Somewhere along the line, I realized that the only liar was Cormin, and that he would soon want me out of his way.”

Sonder said nothing, deep in thought himself. He had thought his own upbringing had been constrictive and rife with religious intrigue, but Herel, it seemed, had been through much worse. He couldn't imagine how it would feel to be treated like, well, an object. Adored but not understood. Admired but uncared-for. Small wonder he had treated Sonder with suspicion. Artima and Ophie seemed to be the only ones in his life who had genuinely had his best interests at heart. To Cormin and the Herelites, he wasn't a boy with boyhood needs—he was a god. 

“I started to dread performing our miracles,” Herel continued. “You saw the last one, with the snakes. They are not venomous. It is a simple illusion spell that makes them look like hooded cobras; the blood that pours from my body is chicken blood, in well-placed sacks in my robes. I started to fear that Cormin had found a way to switch my enchanted snakes for real ones, though, that the blood would soon be mine.”

“What good does he think would come of killing you?” Sonder scoffed. He had disliked Cormin his whole life, had seen him grow into more and more of a bully as time had gone on. He hadn't thought it possible to like the man any less, but hearing now of how he'd mistreated Herel made Sonder's blood run cold. “He wants power over the Herelites, sure, but how could he explain the death of Dartos's Chosen Son?”

“A great sacrifice,” Herel replied. The boy was sitting with his knees hugged against his chest, fear in his eyes as he looked off to the dark horizon. “A new offering to rival the First Gift of the Gods.”

“You think the people would buy it?”

Herel shrugged, apparently trying to hide his distress, but Sonder wasn't fooled. There was no hiding the despair in the slump of his shoulders, the pain and hurt in his voice. “Some wouldn't, but the people of Astquary have been loyal to the New Way since before I was born. I don't think they would have the heart to leave.” He sat back on his hands and sighed, “And I'm sure Cormin would have some scheme, some grand explanation to convince them that my death was foretold. The Book of the Three is full of that sort of thing.”

Sonder nodded. He knew the 'sort of thing' Herel referred to—vague prophecies, ergodic phrases and open-ended stories that could be interpreted in any number of ways. One of the things Sonder had always given his father credit for was that, when he was alive, he had always had a suitably literal interpretation of the Book of the Three. Lord Mayrim hadn't gone looking for prophecy where there was none. Lords Varent and Tevinan, however, could often be overheard discussing Ayers as the supreme prophet of all that was to pass in the world for the next five thousand years, even while Lord Mayrim would maintain that the only true prophecy that Ayers foretold was the Cleansing of the world in preparation for the One. It was the same prophecy that Artima herself had cited when she had taken control of the Godskeep. She believed her child was the One that Ayers had foreseen, and subsequently, she must Cleanse the world of wickedness and nonbelievers before his coming. Thankfully, Sonder had been able to convince Artima, and Morr, who had been Dartos in disguise, that their forces were too few to defend the Godskeep from the King, let alone to go out and purge the world of everyone who did not believe. The first target Artima and Morr had had in mind was the Crescent Island, home to the elves and birthplace of his lover, Antenel. It was only thanks to Sonder's negotiations that the elven island had been spared.

“You're probably right, kid,” Sonder said at last. Seeing Herel's distraught face, he continued, “All the more reason we need to get you as far from that place as possible.”

“But I don't want to live with the ogres,” Herel spat. “I don't like them.”

Sonder frowned, “They're not so different from us. They live, they love, they bleed, they die.” He continued more cheerfully, “And they are loyal to your mother. They will take good care of you. Better than Cormin ever did, I'm sure.”

Herel muttered something unintelligible, which Sonder would have ignored anyway. He was dead tired.

“I'm sure you'll be more than happy to take first watch,” he said, yawning and settling himself under this thick cloak. “Just know that if you run away again, I'm not coming after you, and you'll have to sort out your own mess.”

Herel snorted, “I sorted it out just fine this time.”

Sonder closed his eyes, already on the fringes of sleep, “Bullshit. Those guys would have overpowered you for sure if I hadn't been there. Magic or no, you're still,” another yawn, “just a kid. Bound and gagged, hands tied behind your back—that's how they make wizards stand trial. The Repository would give you even worse treatment.”

No response from the kid. At once trying to mentally absolve himself of responsibility if Herel ran and begging the child not to, Sonder drifted off into an uneasy sleep.
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Herel woke him to take second watch, to Sonder's vast relief. He sat his turn, munching on more of their rations, feeling more at peace than he had before. Did this mean the boy had accepted Sonder's protection for good? Or would he try again for freedom as soon as he was able? Sonder scoffed. Freedom. It was not freedom the boy would be running to, it was danger. There were few safe havens left for him in this world, and Sonder was honor-bound to ensure that he found at least one of them. 

He studied Artima's map as the boy slept. Omkett was a long way off, and the path that Artima had marked for them made the journey even longer, turning south to skirt the shores of Ice Grave Bay rather than crossing directly through the Wastes. Such a detour would add weeks, a month or more, to their travels. Not to mention that the further south they went, the colder and windier the climate became. It would be a cheerless, frigid journey across the frozen desert. Weeks of trekking, alone but for the surly Herel, the angry son of an angry god. Meanwhile, Antenel would be fighting his own battles on the other side of the Astquarian Mountains. Who knew what his lover was planning. Who knew how his people would respond to the news that King Hastos had refused Artima's offer of peace. They might hate their King. They might hate Antenel. Who would be there to share the burden that was often too heavy for his lover to bear on his own? Who would soothe his worries, talk down his fears?

Sonder should be with him.

He stared at the map. Artima's—or was it Ophie's?— neat dashes and dots showed their path with precision and certainty around Ice Grave Bay. They had chosen this for their son. They wished him to take the southern path, to avoid running into the Mulbruhnda or worse, into rival ogre clans. Sonder had promised Artima that he would deliver her son to Omkett, but would the dying sorceress ever know if he took a shorter path to get there faster?

Wrestling with himself until he had finally backed his conscience into a corner, he did not, at first, notice that Herel was awake. 

It was well after sunrise, and the snow-capped mountains to the east were in stark contrast to the blue sky and sun-dappled clouds. Herel yawned as he joined Sonder in breaking his fast.

“I didn't run,” he said sleepily.

“I see that,” Sonder replied, still studying the map with a frown of indecision on his face. He rubbed at the beard that had begun to grow on his chin; he hadn't bothered shaving since leaving Nusmal. The hair would only provide extra warmth on the frozen Wastes, especially if they went south.

Herel stood and came to peer at the map, “Is something wrong? Did you get us lost?”

“No,” Sonder said hoarsely. He cleared this throat and put the map hastily back into the inner pocket of his surcoat. “Get ready to leave, kid. We'll be out of here soon.”

Herel frowned, “You can stop calling me that, you know.”

“Hm?” Sonder replied absentmindedly. He had already begun to clear the camp and had been only half-listening. “Oh, what should I call you then?”

“My name,” the boy said with a look of annoyance, as if he couldn't believe that Sonder could be so dense.

Sonder shook his head, “I don't want anyone overhearing us. I'll stick to kid for now.”

“Well then what should I call you?” Herel replied saddling his horse.

Sonder sighed irritably. He'd liked the boy better when he'd refused to speak. “I don't know, kid, anything you want.”

Herel was quiet while he thought. When he mounted his horse a few minutes later, he turned to Sonder and said, “I never had much in the way of aunts and uncles.”

“And?”

Herel smirked, “I think I'll call you Uncle Sonder.”
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Sonder fought the nickname for days, but Herel always had the final word. He was certainly old enough to be his uncle, for one. He wasn't a lord, so calling him Lord Sonder wouldn't be appropriate, and Herel wasn't old enough to call him by just his given name alone. Considering his formal title in the elvish army, the boy really should have been calling him General Darpentus, but as they were trying to avoid attention, using the ancient family name was not in their best interest either. At least Sonder's given name was not entirely uncommon. No one overhearing it would assume he was that Sonder. The one who had abdicated his position as Keeper, the one who had, according to rumor, fought alongside the sorceress Artima during the Battle of the Godskeep and then absconded with his male elven lover to fight for the elves whilst completely ignoring the Way and his sister's plight. All of these things were more or less true, but the way the people of Dorneldia told his life story made him seem decidedly more foolish and careless than he actually was.

Eventually, Sonder stopped his protestations and let the boy call him what he would. He knew the nickname was only meant to mock him, but Sonder still couldn't shake the feeling of responsibility it gave. He wondered, more than once, if this had been Herel's goal in creating the moniker in the first place. Was he trying to endear Sonder to him? To ensnare him into admiration as the boy and Cormin had so successfully ensnared hundreds of others back in Astquary? Sonder had often pondered the cult-like mentality of the followers of the Way—how easy it was to be swept up in one's beliefs, how almost nothing could really make someone stop believing something if they didn't want to. Even after reading the Tome, Dienna had still had enough faith in Dartos to feel the pain he could inflict only on his believers. It was not until their final encounter that Dienna had truly lost her belief in the false god, even though she had unearthed the truth long weeks beforehand. 

Sonder suspected it was even worse for those who followed the New Way. 

They had lost everything, had been forced to give up their homes and land, to leave behind relatives and friends—to pick up their lives and follow Artima and child into the wilderness. In the shadow of Sivarr's Keep, high in the Astquarian Mountains, the Herelites were utterly isolated from the rest of Dorneldia. The New Way was all they had—Artima, the Chosen Mother, Cormin, the High Priest, and Herel, the Chosen Son of the Almighty Dartos. Their world was small and revolved entirely around their faith. It took little of Sonder's imagination to see how disastrous that would be for Herel, and for those who worshiped him. He thought back to the Midsummer Festival, to the Sunset Ceremony he and Antenel had witnessed as Ophie had guided them through the vale. The chanting, the drums, the snakes, the drunken revelry—how different it was from the Sunset Ceremonies of Sonder's childhood. The feasting and dancing at the Godskeep were the pinnacle of propriety. Of course the wine flowed, the dice were tossed, the young people danced, but the flavor of such activities was much more tame than the heat and fervor Sonder had seen in Astquary that night. 

Herel himself was made of that same heat and fervor. As he began to open up to Sonder, as he revealed more and more of his upbringing, Sonder began to develop a healthy wariness of the boy.

“I began casting spells in the cradle, Ophie would say,” Herel said proudly as they rode one evening. Sonder had surmised, the more he spoke of his life at home, that the two sorceresses had formed a romantic couple when Herel was still quite young, and that they each considered themselves his mother. “I was a spell-tossing toddler.”

It had been a week since the incident in Watt's Town and Sonder, unable to make up his mind between following the path marked on Artima's map and taking the shorter, more direct route, had been steering their horses southwest. Soon, though, he would need to decide between the two directions. The map showed the lands most likely to be inhabited by the Mulbruhnda. Should they keep heading on their current course, they were almost sure to cross paths with the plainsmen, which, fascinating as it would be to meet the secretive nomads, would only serve to put Herel in danger. Should they turn south, they were sure to find the shores of Ice Grave Bay, following the frigid path around the water that Artima had marked for them. 

Sonder had heard tales of the bay, and how it had gotten its name. The final resting place for hundreds of sea vessels, sailors, and travelers alike, it was an uncompromisingly cold and windy body of water, and the icy air that blew from the south trapped the land around it in a perpetual winter. The elves, who still believed in the gods of old, said that it was the one place that Roshan, the Horned Stallion, could never go, for it was ruled by Rethilor, his brother and mortal enemy. While Roshan was a stallion of snowy white coat, Rethilor was a stallion of red mane and fur, a bloody gash against the frozen landscape of what the elves called Nesret-si. Unlike Roshan, whose head was topped by a single horn of pure crystal, the crimson stallion Rethilor bore two horns on its head, black and shaped like those of a goat. In elven legends, after the red stallion was defeated by his brother in the Battle at the Beginning of Time, Rethilor was banished to Nesret-si and was allowed to claim dominion only over that region's paltry inhabitants. It was said he still controlled the land around Ice Grave Bay, and ensured the demise of all who entered his realm, save for those who did him worship. As far as Sonder knew, only the blue ogres of the Great Frozen South still paid homage to the horse god of death.

Realizing that Herel was expecting him to reply, Sonder shook the wandering thoughts from his head and said, “A spell-tossing toddler? I hardly believe that, kid.”

Herel argued, “It's true. I remember it.”

Sonder eyed the boy with amusement, “You remember being a toddler? Pray-tell, what spells did you cast? Mother-bring-my-binkie? Or  Spell-to-replenish-milk-after-it's-gone?” 

“That is not how spells are named, Uncle,” Herel chided with academic seriousness. “And I do remember being that young. I remember lying in my crib, staring up at the vaulted ceilings of Sivarr's Keep and making the candles flicker. They would twinkle and shine in all kinds of patterns and shapes. I made a game out of it. It was fun.”

“Most impressive,” Sonder groused.

“It was,” Herel argued, annoyance now flickering in his dark eyes. “My mother said it was the youngest she had ever heard of a child displaying their magical abilities.”

“That may be, kid, but just because you were the youngest doesn't mean you're the greatest,” Sonder said. He wasn't being entirely serious. He liked to tease the boy, just as he liked to tease everyone, but Herel's already irritated expression only grew darker at his words.

“I will be the greatest,” Herel swore. He looked away from Sonder and continued in a confident tone. “How can I not be? My mother is Artima of the Plains, the first woman to reclaim her soul from the Repository, the dread rogue sorceress of Sivarr's Keep, and my father—”

“Best not to speak of your father, kid,” Sonder interrupted. He looked around the flat, barren landscape, certain though he was that they were alone on the fringes of the Wastes of Iador that evening. They hadn't passed any travelers in days. The last had been a lonely dwarven peddler, whose donkey's back had been piled high with the wares he was soon to be selling in the City of Astquary. The dwarf, far away and isolated from his fellows on the continent of Yuhr, had spared only a glance and a nod for the traveling humans. When Sonder had hailed the dwarf for news, the dwarf had only shaken his head and continued on his way, leading his donkey at a steady, almost funereal pace. They had seen no one since.

“Afraid to speak ill of the dead?” Herel replied with a sardonic twist of his lips, gaze full of mischief. “Afraid he'll rise from the grave and seek his revenge on you?”

“Don't be silly,” Sonder returned with a frown. He didn't like the mean-spirited look in his eye. “You know the reason as well as I do.”

“Ah,” Herel nodded in a mockery of understanding. “You fear to speak his name. You don't want to give the gods any more power than they already have.” He adopted a scholarly expression, “My mothers have told me all about the Spell of Invocation Transference, you know, and they don't believe that Lantos and Seltos receive any power from the continued worship of Dartos. Of course, they could be wrong, and I could be making our enemies all the stronger.”

“Endrick Arelo and the Archmage of the Repository believe you are making them stronger, through the worship of the New Way,” Sonder said grimly. “But saying the gods' name is not enough to give them power. You have to actually believe in them too.”

“And you don't believe in them?” Herel asked innocently.

Sonder turned to the kid in surprise, “Of course not. I saw him die by my sister's hand. I saw his cold, dead corpse.” 

A look of pain flashed across Herel's face at the mention of his father's death, and Sonder felt suddenly guilty for having mentioned it. 

“You never read the Tome,” Herel pointed out.

“No, but my sister did.”

“So you just take her word for what it said?” Herel said, smirking once more. He gave a short, sardonic laugh. “Whatever your little sister tells you is the truth, yes? No wonder she took your place as the Keeper, she's got more brains and balls than you do, Uncle Sonder.”

Sonder was stunned. He's trying to make me angry, Sonder realized. He's doing what I used to do—no, what his father used to do. Dartos had had a way of manipulating people without seeming to. As Morr the Weaponsmaster, he would speak humbly, make himself sound low-born and uneducated. He would tell stories and jibes and poke fun at Sonder. Yet in the same breath, his aspect would change entirely, and he would tell Sonder some divine, cosmic truth out of seemingly nowhere. It was jarring, and had, at first, caught Sonder off guard. Why would the man debase himself with plain speech and mannerisms when he was clearly so cunning and powerful? What was the purpose of playing the fool? Sonder began to realize, after discovering that Morr was, in fact, one of Dartos's disguises, that the false god needed to act this way in order to gain trust. As Morr—genial, fun, and just off-putting enough to make him interesting—he would draw people in to his spider's web. As Dartos—wise, godlike, and fearsome—he would reveal himself and harvest the poor creatures caught by the Weaponsmaster's snare. Herel's own manipulations took a different form. He wasn't being a brat for no reason. He was trying to get something out of this, Sonder knew, but what? What did he hope to achieve by goading him into such a hopeless argument? Was the boy testing him?

Determined to show Herel that he had the upper hand in all of this, Sonder replied, “My sister is much better suited to being the Keeper of the Gods than me, I'll admit. I never wanted to be Keeper. That's why I left Dorneldia.”

“I thought you left to chase after your elflord,” Herel said, still smirking. 

“Antenel was another reason I left, yes,” Sonder said, trying to appear nonchalant. He refused to let the boy bother him. “But not the only one.”

“Why else did you leave then?”

Sonder looked at the boy critically. He didn't really think it was any of Herel's business why he'd left, but decided it would be better to answer him than not. After all, if Sonder showed some trust in Herel, maybe Herel would show some trust in Sonder in return. “My mother. She was thrilled to have me back after the Battle of the Godskeep, but it didn't take long for her to remember why I was so distant from her in the first place.”

Herel looked at him expectantly, the wind blowing his thick black hair into his face.

“She still wanted me to be the Keeper,” Sonder explained with a grimace. He had never told Dienna about how, within a week of the Godskeep being freed from Artima's grasp, Lady Grenna had cornered him and begged him to reclaim his birthright from his sister. “She said it was what my father would have wanted, that Dienna was acting strange, that she must not have been ready for it after all.” Sonder laughed softly, “I was never going to accept, but just to prove my point, I asked her if Antenel could stay with me if I did. Mother was furious. She said there was no way in all of realms of the gods that she would let me openly court that elf friend of yours. So I said there was no way that I would be Keeper.”

Herel was looking at him like a bit of gunk on the bottom of his boot. “You should have said yes.”

“And leave Antenel?” Sonder shook his head. “Not an option.”

“Why not? Maybe you would have met someone else,” Herel said, then continued in an almost inaudible murmur, “A human.”

Sonder laughed, “I don't think so, kid.”

Herel looked dubious, but said nothing. He raised the hood of his thick, fur-lined cloak over his head and let his horse drop back away from Sonder, effectively ending the conversation.

For some reason, talking about Antenel and successfully diverting Herel's misplaced anger put Sonder in an amiable mood for the rest of the day. He continued to lead them southwest across the cold, empty plains that would only become more desolate as they went on, making camp as night fell. Herel was quiet, and seemed much more subdued than he had been earlier that day. He ate their cheerless supper without complaint, and was quick to turn in for the evening, leaving Sonder on first watch.

While he was proud to at last begin to understand how to deal with the child, Sonder still felt uneasy about which road to take. Perched atop a lonely rock on that lonely plain, Sonder watched the waning moon in silence, the map in his pocket heavy, and contemplated their course.
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Chapter Eighteen
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The Court of the Keeper continued to meet. The Trials of Exile continued. Dienna's daily routine became a blur—rising early, making her way to court, sitting in that damnable chair and pronouncing sentences on people whose greatest crime was to believe that Herel of Astquary was the Chosen Son. Contrary to Oris' suggestions, Dienna had not yet needed to inflict any harsher punishment upon those who were tried, nor yet had the Faithful demanded it. Still, Dienna was careful to preach forgiveness in all of the nightly services she led, careful to keep her eyes and ears open in the precious few hours she had to herself, watching, listening for any sign of discontent. 

She did not use spies, she was not the King, nor the Queen, who each had, it seemed, their fair share of informers among those who had traveled with them from the Port Cities, and who, undoubtedly, shared information with each other. Queen Andisa still attended most of the Trials. She always stood near the front, surrounded by her retainers, hiding her painted face behind an ornate fan. The fan was, ostensibly, a measure against the too-hot air of the crowded Chamber of Justice, but was also, Dienna suspected, a cover for the woman's true emotions, and a way to speak to her retainers without fear of her lips being read from interested parties. When trials were not in session, Queen Andisa seemed to enjoy making visits to the barracks of the Holy Guard and to the gatehouse, where she, followed by Lusidi the knight, would stand and gossip for hours. 

Like some sinister bee or hummingbird collecting nectar from flower after flower, Queen Andisa flitted from one group to another, buzzing around the Godskeep from sunrise until well past sunset. She flirted with the guards, flirted with the priests, cooed and awed with the women of the Godskeep, including Dienna's own mother, Lady Grenna. When Dienna had asked her what she and the Queen spoke of when they were together, her mother had simply laughed and said that it was idle gossip between a pair of old hens, nothing more. 

Dienna had very much doubted this, but had said nothing. Her relationship with Lady Grenna was on thin ice as it was, and she did not want to aggravate the situation any further. 

Thus, Dienna did her own dirty work. She had no informants, no servants to pass the day's gossip on to her, no one to tell her what the talk of the Village was, no one to tell her what the acolytes and priests whispered to each other when the Keeper wasn't around. She wondered if her father had had such spies when he was the Keeper of the Gods, or if he, like she, found the practice too deceptive. Just the thought of employing intrigue against her own people made Dienna sick to her stomach. She had her own secrets to consider, as well. The things Dienna listened for were undoubtedly different from what the King or Queen listened for, and she did not trust anyone to do her listening for her. If she wanted to keep tabs on the thoughts and opinions of the constituents of the Godskeep and the Golden Valley, Dienna would have to do so on her own.

“The Tome...”

Dienna stopped. She was alone in the east wing. The trials had run late that day, and it was almost midnight. A summer storm raged outside. Wind splashed rain against the Godskeep's stained glass windows and howled through its eaves. Thunder boomed and thudded and made such a din that Dienna shook her head.

“It was only the storm,” she said. 

Even so, Dienna could feel her hands begin to shake, and she quickened her pace. She was not bound for her chambers, not yet. She was headed for the library, one of them anyway, and the storm was forcing her to take the long way around to the west wing rather than cutting across the bailey. One of the accused in today's trials, a merchant from the Golden Village, had stated that the Court of the Keeper was engaging in practices that contradicted laws previously established by the Court of the King. Dienna had no idea if the man was correct or not (she had acquitted him, nonetheless) but she felt that, as Keeper of the Gods and the acting judge in these Trials, she should be more familiar with Dorneldian law. Dienna knew that if she brought the man's concerns to King Philibert, he would simply wave his hand and reassure her that the Court of the Keeper had been organized by royal decree, and anything it chose to do was fully sanctioned by him—so long as it benefited the Way.  Thus, Dienna preferred to research the man's accusations herself, and keep the King out of it.

Several of the Godskeep's libraries carried volumes on Dorneldian law: handwritten accounts of trials, copies of decrees, and prior cases that spanned centuries. It was Dienna's intent to borrow as many of these as she could, the better to defend her people from Oris and his ilk. In fact, she should have done so weeks ago, but with Oris always hovering near, she had not felt that she could.

Dienna reached the west wing and found one of the libraries in question. It was, of course, deserted at such a late hour, and Dienna was able to spend as much time as she needed in reviewing the volumes before deciding to borrow them. Removing books from the Godskeep's libraries was not a normal practice by any means; the acolytes and priests who frequented them were required to do any studying and note-taking onsite, but Dienna was the Keeper of the Gods, and she made an exception for herself based on this fact. After an hour or so of searching, Dienna left the library with a short stack of books cradled in the crook of her arm.

She was making her way back to her chambers when she again heard the whisper.

“The Tome...Dienna...”

Again Dienna stopped. That was definitely not the wind. Her heart was pounding, her vision a blur. She could see no one around her, could hear no footfalls over the sounds of the storm. It was dark as pitch in the Godskeep that night. Dienna's way was illuminated only by the single candle she held in one hand, and by the occasional flash of lightning from the storm.

There was no one there.

“Dienna...”

She heard the books clatter to the floor and somewhere in the back of her mind, Dienna wondered when she had dropped them. She felt her knees hit stone and before she realized what was happening, the floor was rushing up to meet her, and Dienna's world went black.

When Dienna came to consciousness, she was lying on her back, although she thought she had fallen face-forward, and someone was standing over her. They were saying something that she could not make out over the buzzing in her head. Some lingering terror was shouting at her from the fringes of her mind. 

“What?” she said, unsure if the word even left her lips.

“I said, are you alright, Lady Keeper?” The voice was Oris's, and his tone was sharp, exasperated. With the recognition of his voice came the recognition of his features. It was he who stood over her, his dark hair slightly obscuring his chiseled face, his lips pursed in concern. 

“I,” Dienna lifted herself into a sitting position on the floor. The ancient and essential volumes she had borrowed were splayed about her, pages bent and covers open at odd angles. She brought a hand to her head and winced. She had a splitting headache. “I believe so. I must have fainted.” She frowned at that. She had never fainted before in her life. Not when she had been sick, not when she had been on the run from Artima's ogres, not when she had learned of her father's suicide. How strange that hearing that disembodied voice, which she had been hearing for years, was now enough to make her lose consciousness.

Oris offered her his hand and hauled her to her feet. “You are overworking yourself, Dienna,” he said with a disapproving glance at the books on the floor. Dienna thought she saw a flicker of fear in the man's eyes as he scanned their titles, but it was soon gone. Dienna hastily bent and gathered the books in her arm once more, grabbing too the fallen candle and holding it aloft.

“I suppose you are right,” Dienna said stiffly. “Thank you, Oris. I shall retire for the evening.” She made an attempt to sweep past him, but he blocked her path.

“Allow me to accompany you back to your chambers, Dienna,” Oris said. “I shudder to think of letting you go on your own if you are unwell.”

The voice was on the fringes of Dienna's mind again, the storm still raged outside, and for once, Dienna found that she would not despise Oris's presence as much as she normally would. Wearily, she nodded, and accepted his arm. 

They did not speak, for which Dienna was thankful. He took her candle in his free hand, and together they walked through the deserted halls. This was happening far too often, Dienna thought. How did Oris always seem to find her when she was most vulnerable? That time in the old Keeper's suite, the other day in the orchards, and now when she had passed out in the middle of the night. Was he following her?

Before long, they arrived at Dienna's door. She thought of the last time he had brought her back to her chambers and blushed. At least this time she was fully clothed. Pushing away this memory, Dienna removed her arm from his and turned to face the priest of Dartos.

“I thank you for your attentions, Lord Oris,” she said curtly, clutching the books she held closer to her body, as if to protect herself from his nearness. “And I bid you a blessed night.”

“Please, Dienna,” he replied, stepping closer. His smile was slight, but there was menace in it all the same. “Call me Gheltin. I feel we are friends enough to drop such formalities.”

Dienna was momentarily stunned. She had never given Oris leave to call her by her given name, although that had never stopped him from using it. As his superior, Dienna should reprimand him, but before she could gather herself, Oris continued.

“I have often thought, well,” he stopped dramatically and sighed, looking away from her with a theatrical air.

“Well, what?” Dienna said. A toll of thunder echoed her frustration.

He leaned back in, his body partially blocking the door to Dienna's room. His face was airily contemplative, as if deciding whether or not to voice what was on his mind.

“I did not think that this would be the time or place, Dienna,” he began slowly, his eyes boring into hers. His voice was a murmur beneath the wind. “But it seems that the gods have other plans for us”

“What do you mean?”

Oris seemed suddenly reluctant, coquettishly turning away again. Dienna's sense of dread grew, and she had to resist the urge to push the man away and scream.

“Dienna Darpentus,” he said her name with warmth, and suddenly his eyes were on hers again, open and daring and full of determination. “I have yearned for this moment. I have pined for years to secure the object of my desire.” One large hand encompassed hers. “You, Dienna.”

“Lord Oris—”

“Gheltin, please, Gheltin.”

“Lord Oris,” Dienna reaffirmed. She calmly but forcefully removed her hand from his and used it to clasp her bundle of books all the tighter. She raised her chin and looked him squarely in the eyes. “I do not know what ever gave you the impression that I would regard you in any way aside from the professional,” he seemed about to interrupt, but Dienna held up a hand. “I am not finished,” she continued, “I do not return any of the feelings that you have intimated.”

Oris' face fell, “So you will not accept my offer of marriage?” His incredulity was almost palpable. He frowned, eyebrows deeply contracted.

“Marriage?” Dienna almost laughed, but managed to control herself. 

“Yes. Your mother assured me that you would not refuse,” he said. “She told me that you were most eager to join me in this union.”

Ah, Dienna thought. She had been right to suspect some sort of plot between those two. It was something that Dienna had guessed would happen eventually, but she hadn't expected it to be so soon considering the Way's current state of turmoil.

“I can assure you that I—”

“Oh, I know that you do not love me, Dienna,” Oris cut her off, shifting away from the door, “but I thought we were an excellent match nonetheless. The Keeper of the Gods and the Prominent of Dartos. The two authorities of the Court of the Keeper, the protectors of the Way. What greater candidates for husband and wife could there be for either of us?”

“There is no candidate,” Dienna said bluntly. At Oris' shocked expression, she continued with an impatient sigh. “Lord Oris I am not interested in marriage. Nor am I interested in courting, nor in betrothal, nor in intercourse.”

Oris seemed scandalized, “Dienna I—”

“I have no intent of marrying now, or ever,” Dienna continued firmly. “My duty is to my work as Keeper of the Gods. I am more than capable of fulfilling my duties on my own, without some bumbling husband or children underfoot.”

“But—”

“I would like you to leave now, Oris,” she had one hand on the doorknob behind her. “The answer is no.”

“I—” Oris hesitated, then heaved a sigh of his own and held up his hands in a nonthreatening gesture. “Alright. I understand. But I hope you realize that I have obtained your mother's blessing, if that's what this is about.”

“No that is not what this is about, Oris,” Dienna was on the verge of completely losing her temper. “I wish you to leave my presence at once.”

“Very well,” Oris conceded, hurt and disbelief apparent on his face. Too apparent, for Dienna's liking. He gave a low, exaggerated bow and walked away in a huff, taking her candle with him. With a relieved sigh, Dienna ducked into her chambers and locked and bolted the door.
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The first thing she did the next morning was call upon her mother. The Trials had been called to a three day recess at the command of the king, and thus Dienna was free to visit Lady Grenna's chambers. Her mother was still in her ornate dressing gown when she arrived, her graying hair still long and loose down her back.

“Dienna?” she answered the knock at her door with surprised joy. She smiled expansively at her daughter and embraced her. There seemed a kind of mirth in her eyes as she said, “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, my dear?”

“Mother,” Dienna said with urgency, quickly breaking free of her embrace. “I have to talk to you about Oris.”

“Oh, about Oris?” Again there was laughter in her mother's eyes. “Well, come in, come in my dear and we shall talk.”

Dienna did as she was bidden and soon found herself sitting in her mother's parlor room, which was more richly furnished than Dienna remembered. Nearly every surface had been embroidered—the curtains, the pillows, the settee on which they sat. Dienna did not know if such excess of decoration was fashionable; but she did know that it was annoying to sit on, for all the beads and baubles dug into her skin.

“Thank you, Helina,” Lady Grenna said as a handmaid set a tray of scones and tea before them. The young serving girl smiled brightly, then bowed and took her leave. “Such a good girl,” Lady Grenna said before turning her attention back to her daughter. “Now, Dienna,” her expression was full of excitement, “Tell me everything. What color dress will you wear, how will you do your hair? Would you like me to curl it? I haven't curled your hair once these many long years.”

Dienna frowned, “Mother, what are you talking about?” She took a sip of the too-sweet tea. “I thought we were going to talk about Oris?”

“And so we are, my dear,” Lady Grenna said with a knowing wink. She, too, drank her tea from the fine glass. “So we are.”

“I don't understand.”

“Oh, my dear,” Lady Grenna placed a well-oiled hand on Dienna's shoulder and regarded her contritely. “I am sorry for playing the fool, but, you see, I had another visitor this morning before you.”

“You did?”

“Yes, so there's no reason to be coy. I know everything.”

“You do?”

“Yes, and I couldn't be happier for you, Dienna,” Lady Grenna smiled warmly. She sipped her tea and asked, in perfect seriousness, “So when is the wedding?”

“The wedding?” Dienna was aghast. She set down her tea. “No, Mother, you don't understand.”

“What is there to understand?” Lady Grenna replied with an indignant frown. “Should I not be happy for my only daughter's wedding? You aren't going to put it off for too long, I hope, although I know these Trials have taken much of your time.”

“Mother I am not—”

“You should have seen how happy Lord Gheltin was when he told me,” her mother interrupted, taking no heed of her daughter's plight. “He blushed and mumbled and made himself quite charming. I can see how you would have fallen for him, especially now that you two spend so much time together.” She took her daughter's hands in hers. “I must confess that it is something I have hoped for since the day he first arrived.” She looked beside herself. “I have already told my servants. I am sure half the Godskeep knows by now. Isn't it wonderful?”

“Half the Godskeep,” Dienna breathed. She couldn't think, she couldn't see straight. How had she so underestimated Oris? Never in a thousand years would she have thought he would do something like this, that he had the nerve, the malevolence to conceive such a lie. He must have known that Lady Grenna would be unable to restrain herself from sharing the news with everyone she knew. Dienna's first instinct was to tell her mother plainly that it was a lie, and ask that she spread the truth among her servants, but the more Dienna thought about it, the more she realized she was trapped. Her mother adored Oris, the clergy adored Oris, the Faithful adored Oris. Would anyone even believe Dienna if she told them the truth?

Dienna shuddered, thinking back to thirteen years ago, when she had tried to tell the Prominents about the Tome and the gods. They had thought she was mad, bereaved at the loss of her father, raving about secrets and wizards and spells. Dienna had failed utterly to convince anyone of the truths she had read in the Tome. Worse, she had, perhaps irreparably, damaged her own reputation as the Keeper. It was a good thing for Dienna that Sonder wasn't around, else they might have asked him to take up their father's mantle instead. 

As it was, Dienna could not see a way to call Oris an outright liar and avoid ridicule—or worse, the Right of the Prominents. If she called his honor into question and he was somehow able to weasel his way out of it, Dienna's reputation would be the one to suffer, not his.

“I was taken quite aback by Oris's proposal, Mother,” Dienna said, truthfully enough. She braced herself for the lie, “I am not sure I should have accepted.” The words felt like poison on her tongue.

“Oh, my dear,” Grenna sighed. She beheld her daughter with a soft expression, “I was terrified to be married to your father, and I was half your age!” she chuckled. “I'm sure I've told you before, how I was going to run away...”

“But the parable of the Chosen Mother stopped you,” Dienna smiled sadly, thinking of Artima and all the trouble that parable had caused them. Considering that the parable of the Chosen Mother had convinced Dienna's mother to marry her father, Dienna did, in some way, owe her existence to that story. She hoped that it would not prove to be her undoing as well. “Yes, I know, Mother. I remember.”

“Good,” her mother replied firmly. “And I am sure you will find the same resolve as I did when push comes to shove. Oh, I only hope you'll still be able to have children.”

Dienna flushed in anger, but Lady Grenna must have taken the color in her cheeks to mean something else, and she began to laugh uproariously.

“Oh Dienna, you will be a wonderful mother, do not worry,” Lady Grenna said. “And you will have me here to help you with the children. It will be wonderful.”

“Now, Mother,” Dienna said hastily. “I have only tentatively accepted his hand. If our betrothal does not go well, I may not even marry him.”

“Oh but it will go well, Dienna, it must,” her mother was in earnest. She took another long sip of her tea and munched excitedly on one of the scones. “I have every confidence that Lord Gheltin will make an excellent husband for you. I gave him my own blessing, you know.”

“So he said,” Dienna said sourly. She set her tea down. She could no longer stomach it. The enormity of the lie she had told was just starting to hit her. Was it too late to take it back? Was it too late to try to tell her Mother the truth? What was worse—pretending to be engaged to Gheltin Oris or being the rancor of the Godskeep for accusing him of such deception? If she did pretend, if she went along with his lie, which was, now that Dienna thought of it, undoubtedly what Oris wanted her to do, how long would she have to wait until she could safely break off their engagement? Would she ever be able to?

With more than half a mind to tell her mother everything, Dienna turned to face Lady Grenna. At the same time, the serving girl Helina reappeared.

She curtsied, “Lady Grenna, Lady Keeper, King Philibert and Queen Andisa have come to visit. They asked to speak with you both.” She seemed nervous, her large teeth bit the corner of her lips. “Shall I let them in?”

“Yes, of course, please do,” Lady Grenna replied. She immediately stood and began straightening her gown and fussing with her hair. 

Dienna felt like she was welded to her seat. She could not move, certainly could not stand to greet the King and Queen as they entered her mother's parlor. The royal couple was already fully dressed, wearing their finery as was their custom—a long-sleeved gown of silk and velvet for the Queen and a masterfully embroidered tunic and leggings for the King—each of their heads adorned with a crown of gold. Lady Grenna gave a deep, graceful curtsy as they entered, but Dienna still remained seated, still was unable to move. Her dread was too great.

King Philibert frowned at Dienna's behavior, but did not comment on it. He waved away the serving girl's attempt to move a large leather armchair over from the other side of the room. “We will not stay long. I only came to offer my congratulations to the Keeper.” His smile was actually genuine, much to Dienna's shock. “Oris himself came to tell me this morning. A tad impertinent of him,” Philibert said with a look to his wife, whose face betrayed a hint of annoyance, “but we were glad to hear this news all the same.”

“I,” Dienna stammered. She had to keep her hands clasped in her lap to hide their shaking. “I thank you.”

“Putting it bluntly, Dienna,” King Philibert looked down at her from where he stood, his expression becoming more serious, “I was worried about you, and about your role as Keeper. I think a man like Gheltin Oris is exactly what you need to get back up to snuff.”

“Back up to snuff?” Dienna asked. “In what way?”

“Oh, it does not matter so much now,” Philibert sighed, although Queen Andisa seemed amused by this question. She was quick to hide her smirk behind her handheld fan. “The number of accused Disloyalists you have acquitted has not escaped my attention. I was planning on having another...intervention? Shall we call it? About your role as the Judge in the Court of the Keeper, but given your upcoming alliance with Lord Gheltin, well, I feel my fears will soon be relieved.”

“I see,” Dienna replied with a tight, confused smile. “Thank you, King Philibert. I am glad that you approve.”

“Approve is too weak a word, Dienna,” the King chuckled, and indeed his relief was evident on his gruff face. “I could not be happier. This should finally turn the Way back in the right direction.”

The Queen and Lady Grenna then began to briefly discuss wedding plans before their conversation, too, came to an end. Dienna was only vaguely aware of the King and the Queen taking their leave. Her mind was reeling. What did the King mean? What did being engaged to Oris have to do with the Court of the Keeper? Did the King expect her to now pass harsher punishment because she was betrothed? And why was he so happy? What interest did the King have in her being married? 
Dienna could barely think straight. Her mind echoed the same thing over and over. How could Oris have done this? Why? Why?
“I must speak with him,” Dienna said when she finally regained control of herself. 

“With who? Lord Gheltin?” Lady Grenna said, eating the last of the scones. She smiled, “Yes, I imagine you two have much to discuss, but I'm afraid you will not find him at the Godskeep today. He told me he had plans to go down to the Village.”

“Probably to spread the word,” Dienna muttered.

Lady Grenna did not hear her. She stood and smoothed out her dressing gown. “Well, I have a few things to take care of myself now, dear, but if you need any help with your nuptials, you know where I am.” She smiled fondly at her daughter.

Dienna returned her smile as best she could, but the effort was almost too much to bear. As quickly as she could, Dienna turned and bid her mother goodbye, stalking out of her rooms with such fury that she was sure she scared the servants.

Dienna immediately returned to her own suite of rooms, outside which Connal was waiting. He, too, saw her dark expression and shrank back at her approach.

“Lady Keeper?” he asked with trepidation. “Are you alright?”

“No,” Dienna replied, sweeping past him and opening her door. 

“Oh,” Connal frowned. “I heard some news this morning.”

“Yes?”

“And I thought, well,” he paused, uncertain. “I was confused by it.”

“You and me both.”

The young man looked even more lost at her bitter reply, and Dienna found herself sighing and adopting a more even tone. “I'm sorry, Connal. It has been an odd morning, to say the least. Come inside, and I will explain as best I can.”

She did not tell him the truth, not the whole of it anyway. She told Connal that, while she despised Oris, she found that she could not refuse his offer of marriage due to the current political atmosphere of the Godskeep, and that she intended to break off the engagement at some point. This, she stressed to Connal, was to be kept a secret. No one must know that she meant to end things with Oris before they actually married.

“I understand, Lady Keeper,” Connal had nodded in acknowledgment once her explanation was over. “I expect you'll want me to follow you a bit more closely, then?”

Dienna was surprised at the offer, but saw the reason in it. “Yes, that would be best,” she said. She lifted her gaze to Connal's, “No matter, what, Connal, do not leave me alone with him. If Oris and I are in a room, I want you to be right behind me, and if that is not possible, then you must be right outside, within hearing distance. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Dienna,” Connal said. He was frowning, and thumbing the hilt of his sword idly. 

“What is it?” Dienna asked. The lad was obviously fretting over something.

“I jus' hope you don't have to actually marry him,” Connal said darkly. “I never much liked him myself, if you don't mind me saying so.”

“Not at all, Connal.” Dienna sighed, hoping she would find a way out of the absurd web she had fallen into. “I don't mind at all.”
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Chapter Nineteen
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Dienna did not get an opportunity to speak with Oris until the next day, for he returned from the Golden Village very late and Dienna did not wait up for his return. She took Connal and met the Prominent of Dartos in his chambers, which were in the same part of the Godskeep as her own. Oris seemed, at first, sheepish and hesitant underneath his expansive smiles and gracious words, and he kept glancing at Connal, who followed Dienna into his rooms and stood behind her with as menacing a look as he could muster. For her part, Dienna kept up Oris's act, pretending that she had, indeed, accepted his hand and that they were going to be married. She was thankful that Oris had been gone the day prior, for it gave Dienna time to think everything over, and to come up with a plan.

“You wish to be married in the spring?” Oris remarked with some surprise. He stood before her in his sparsely decorated rooms. Although Oris was Prominent of Dartos, he was also, now, the head of the treasury, something which seemed to have sparked a kind of need to sell off the majority of his belongings in an effort to lead by example. He did so with great pomp, of course. 

“On the Festival of the Spring Sun,” Dienna clarified, nonplussed.

“But that is such a long way off,” Oris countered frowning. “Such a long engagement is unheard of.”

“But a wedding on the Festival of the Spring Sun between two devotees of Dartos would be most fortuitous,” Dienna cocked her head coyly to one side. “Don't you think?”

Oris floundered for words, and again he glanced at Connal, “Dienna, I think that our wedding plans would be best discussed alone.”

“On the contrary, Lord Gheltin. Now that we are betrothed, tradition and the moral precepts of the Way require that we be chaperoned at all times.”

“We are not children, Dienna. Surely an exception could be made for the Keeper and the Prominent of Dartos.”

“Gheltin I am surprised at you,” Dienna chided, inwardly wincing at using his given name. “Why should you or I be allowed an exception over any other couple in Dorneldia?”

“Dienna—”

“No, I am sorry Lord Gheltin,” here Dienna allowed some coldness to creep into her voice. She continued pointedly. “Anything you have to say to me may be said in front of Connal.” 

Yes, Dienna thought, I too can play your games, Oris, and now that I know what game we are playing, I will not be be so foolish as before.

Oris's cold smirk let Dienna know that he understood her unspoken challenge perfectly well. For a moment, the priest's eyes flared with such hatred that Dienna was alarmed, but his emotions were soon contained and he continued almost amiably.

“As you wish, Dienna,” he then gave Connal a look of male camaraderie. “Lovers quarrels. I'm sure I will get used to them, eh?”

Connal nodded, “Yes, sir.”

“I expect that I shall win most of them,” Dienna said, standing. “I will take my leave now, Lord Gheltin. I have much to do before the Trials resume.”

“Allow me to accompany y—”

“That won't be necessary,” Dienna cut him off. “Blessed morning to you, Lord Gheltin.” With that, she and Connal hurried back to her own chambers, where Dienna spent the rest of the day taking notes on Dorneldian law and pondering how best to escape her plight.

––––––––
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Talk of the engagement was all over the Godskeep. Everywhere she went, Dienna was congratulated with enthusiasm. Priests, acolytes, servants, pilgrims—everyone seemed to have heard that Oris had finally proposed to the Keeper, and that she had, of course, accepted. Dienna was almost glad when the Trials resumed, for she was sick of being forced to hide in her rooms or else brave the constant bombardment of the well-wishers. No one seemed to have a negative opinion of the union (at least, that they voiced aloud) and Dienna found that many who were previously cold or indifferent to her as the Keeper now seemed to speak to her with approbation. She supposed that had to do with how well-liked her betrothed was—his popularity seemed to be rubbing off on her. Even in the Court of the Keeper, the Queen, who still attended the majority of the Trials, seemed to look at Dienna with more amusement than disdain as she had previously done, and the entire atmosphere of the Trials had shifted. The accused Disloyalists seemed, themselves, more defeated. They did not protest their innocence with the same vehemency as they had before. Dienna was absolutely perplexed at this change, and had found herself in a difficult situation a few days after the Trials resumed. 

The accused that day was a young woman, perhaps still in her teen years. She would have been too young to fully remember the horrors of Artima's reign at the Godskeep, and upon questioning her, Dienna discovered that her parents had been key supporters of the sorceress. Ausra of Little Dell had been raised her entire life to believe that Artima was the Chosen Mother, and she could not turn from that belief even now. She would not repent, no matter how many times Dienna asked her to.

“I can well understand your position, Ausra,” Dienna said to the accused. Her tone was even, but sympathetic. “After all, it is only natural to adopt the beliefs of one's parents.” Dienna's thoughts flew to Lilia, the girl at the school who had let slip her parents were Disloyalists. She had not seen their names on Oris's dreaded list, and she wondered hopefully if she and her family had escaped his notice. “But in the face of all that we know about Artima of the Plains, and in the face of all that the gods have revealed to us through the Book of the Three, can you not see their folly? Will you not repent?”

The young woman shook her head. She had a proud bearing, standing tall and straight even though her clothing was ragged and her face was smudged with filth. The dungeons had clearly been hard on her.

“I see only that the Way has decided not to accept the Chosen Mother, or her Son,” Ausra said. Her voice was strong, confident. “I see only that you have decided to ignore the greatest gift that the gods have given us. There is nothing for which I must repent.”

This caused an angry murmur throughout the court.  

Oris interjected, “She blasphemes even now! The greatest gifts of the gods were given to us at the beginning of time, when Dartos gave of his third eye to make the sun, when Lantos gave of his belly to create the moon, and when Seltos gave of her heart to make the stars.”

“No,” Ausra said with a shake of her head. “The greatest gift of the gods is their Son. Herel, the Son of Almighty Dartos, who, even as we speak, is performing wondrous miracles in Astquary. Miracles not seen in the Way for centuries.”

“Perhaps you would like to join them in Astquary?” Dienna said, hoping to steer the conversation in the direction of exile and away from anything that might damn the young woman further.

“No, Lady Keeper,” Ausra said. “My place is here.”

“Here?” Dienna was surprised. None of the accused had ever said such a thing, most had taken the hint and were content with the sentence of exile, seemed to expect it, even. “Why would you wish to stay here?

Ausra lifted her chin, “I do not wish it; the gods demand it. Herel demands it.”

Another angry murmur.

“He demands that I spread the truth of his divinity. He demands that I dismantle the Old Way and bring about the Cleanse that the Chosen Mother was unable to complete.”

“And how does Herel make these demands?” Dienna asked warily.

Ausra's tone was reverent, “He comes to me in my sleep. He shows me great and terrible visions of his reign to come. He shows me what I must do, and tells me all that must be done in his name.”

Dienna was unsure how to respond. She did not doubt that the girl thought she was having divine visions about Herel, but such visions could not have been anything out of the ordinary realm of dreams. Not unless—Dienna's heart contracted painfully—not unless the two remaining gods, Lantos and Seltos, were sending these visions to her. It would be very like them, Dienna thought, to sow more hatred and mistrust between the Way's two factions by way of a prophet.

The young woman, prophet or no, was eloquent, passionate in the blasphemous things she was saying, making it all the more difficult for Dienna to save her. Oris seemed amused.

“And what does he look like, this Son of Dartos we have heard so much about?” He mused with a charming smirk at the crowd. “He is no more than a boy of twelve. Tell me, has he grown tall? Has his voice yet broken?”

“You would do well to hold your tongue, damnable priest,” the girl replied, eyes flashing. “You who have persecuted us!”

“And you would do well to hold yours,” Dienna said, inwardly begging the young woman to heed her words. Could she not keep quiet for her own good? Did she not realize how deep was the grave she was digging herself?

“No, Lady Keeper,” Oris replied, his smile turning predatory. “Let her say what she has to say.”

“I think we have heard enough to pass a sentence, Lord Gheltin,” Dienna countered through gritted teeth.

“No, I beg of you, Lady Keeper,” Ausra prostrated herself before the large wooden throne on which Dienna sat. “Do not sentence me to exile! While I long to see my lord, he has given me a mission. My place is here. My faith, my calling are here. You were once young and zealous for your god. Take pity on me, Lady Keeper, and do not cast me out!”

The gathered crowd of priests and laymen looked at each other and muttered darkly. Dienna was at a loss. All eyes were on her. She could not acquit the young woman, for she had shown no sign of repentance. Neither could she send the girl into exile—not because of Ausra's pleas to remain in the Golden Valley, but because the things she had professed were of too blasphemous a nature compared to others that she had exiled.

Oris's eyes caught hers. She could almost hear the echo of his words in her head.  I fear that the day will come when the Faithful will demand a more suitable punishment for those who stood idly by as Artima executed their brethren. The Faithful gathered that day in the Chamber of Justice were not demanding blood, but one look at their dark, angry faces told Dienna that no, exile would not be enough. 

“Ausra of Little Dell,” Dienna said. “I hereby sentence you to five years in the Godskeep dungeons. After this sentence, you will be re-examined for good moral character, and released only upon repentance for your crimes, and reaffirmation to the Way.”

“Then you may as well sentence me for life, Lady Keeper,” Ausra spat. She stood once more, her shoulders back, head lifted defiantly. “I will never repent. I will never turn from the Son of Dartos.”

“Five years it will be, Ausra of Little Dell,” Dienna repeated. She brought her gaze to the crowd, “The Way does not wish to punish anyone unduly. Our goal is to reclaim our lost souls, not to punish them. Guards, please escort the prisoner back to the dungeons.”

A pair of Holy Guardsmen stepped forward and shoved and prodded the young prophet back down the length of the hall.

“You will regret this sentence, Keeper!” the young woman shouted. “I will only become stronger in my faith. I will only grow stronger!”

One of the guards slapped Ausra across the mouth, causing Dienna to wince. The girl then fell silent, and walked the rest of the way with blood streaming down from her broken lip.

The rest of the day's trials were not nearly so dramatic. By mid-afternoon, all of their business was concluded, and Dienna stepped wearily down from the blocky wooden throne. She had no wish to return to her chambers, not yet. There was sure to be talk of Ausra of Little Dell—condemnations, accounts of her trial to those who had not attended—and Dienna did not wish to hear any of it. Instead, she made her way downstairs from the Chamber of Justice to the Hall of Ceremony below. It was peaceful there, quiet, for they were between the morning service and the evening. The stained glass windows let in the golden light of late summer, causing multicolored patterns to play and dance on the polished floor. Here and there, devotees sat or knelt in prayer, lifting their words and spirits up to the gods that would not hear them.

Dienna headed to one of the private alcoves that was used for secluded worship. Each contained a small altar and a cushion on which to kneel, and on the far wall of each was a bejeweled and gilded depiction of the gifts of the gods. The alcove Dienna went to depicted the moon, the gift of Lantos. Dienna always avoided the alcove dedicated to Dartos—it was there that Dienna had first felt the touch of the gods that had changed her life so irrevocably. She shuddered. How long had the false gods been pitting the followers of the Way against each other? Altarion's purge, the crusades with Lathai, the many ogre wars of the last age—were they all the result of the gods' meddling? It was a simple equation. War, strife, conflict: all generated worship and prayer. The more conflict, the more worship, the more power the false gods amassed. The more powerful the gods, the more pain and confusion they were able to inflict upon the world. 

Needless to say, Dienna did not settle herself into the Lantonian alcove to pray, although she did kneel before the altar as if she were. It was solitude she sought. The peace and quiet. The Godskeep choir was currently practicing a soft, somber hymn that evoked the stillness of the night, the majesty of Seltos's stars. Even after her utter loss of faith, Dienna still found the old songs of the Way comforting. She let the music wash over her, tried to clear her mind. It was not an easy task. She had been in an almost constant state of turmoil since, well, since she had discovered Oris' deception to be sure, but it had existed before that, hadn't it? These Trials. They were not right. None of it was right. It was all a lie. One hand of the same body fighting the other, vying in vain for dominance. She missed praying. She missed the comfort it brought her, missed the divine peace and warmth she had always felt when unburdening herself before the gods. She had not realized how much she had come to depend on it, her greatest consolation, the deepest connection she had ever felt. Now, as she knelt before the altar, hands clasped but mind silent, it felt profoundly wrong.

Dienna stood and turned from the altar. As she left, she was startled to see Lusidi, the King and Queen's bodyguard, standing just outside. The large woman was deep in whispered conversation with Connal, who had been dutifully keeping an eye on Dienna while she “prayed.” The two fighters stood unexpectedly close. Taller than he, Lusidi looked down at Connal with warmth as she spoke, and Connal smiled up at her in turn.

“Connal,” Dienna said.

The young man jumped, having not noticed her approach, “Lady Dienna.” His face was flushed. 

“Lady Keeper,” Lusidi's greeting was calm, her low, flat voice quiet under the sweet sounds of the choir. “I see you have taken my advice about your bodyguard.”

Dienna grimaced, “Yes. I have finally learned my lesson about wandering about on my own. Such behavior has put me in a difficult position.”

“That is what I came to talk to you about,” Lusidi responded, her small mouth set in a frown.

“Talk to me?” Dienna's brow furrowed. The royal guard hardly ever said a word to Dienna, or anyone really. She was like a great, hulking shadow following her Queen.

“Yes, in private,” Lusidi continued, deadpan and somber. “Although Connal may stay.”

Perplexed, but unable to see a reason to object, Dienna nodded, “Very well, but let us leave this place.” Dienna led the way out of the Hall of Ceremony and across the lawn of the Godskeep bailey, stopping in the shadow of the east wing. It was an innocuous enough spot for conversation, not out in the open, but neither was it hidden behind closed doors.

“You consider this private?” Lusidi said, glancing about at the myriad of individuals going about their business. The afternoon sun glinted off of the massive plates of her green armor. Next to her Connal was squinting.

“Private enough for our purposes,” Dienna said. “Now what is it that you wished to talk to me about?”

Lusidi looked reluctant; she shifted her great weight nervously, “The King and Queen would not approve of my telling you this, but I feel that I must. I overhear many things in their service, Lady Keeper, and I am sworn to secrecy. What I am about to tell you breaks the oath I swore to them.”

Dienna's eyes widened. “Lusidi I would not want you to get into trouble on my behalf, especially not with the King and Queen.”

“I know, Lady Keeper,” Lusidi's small eyes were earnest, penetrating. “I will be brief. King Philibert and Queen Andisa have discussed their departure. They will be leaving here in three weeks' time.”

“So sudden?” Dienna remarked. “What has made them want to leave so quickly?”

“Your betrothal,” Lusidi said, her voice pitched low so as not to carry. She glanced about quickly before continuing in hardly more than a whisper. “The King and Queen fear what is about to become of the Court of the Keeper. Chaos. Madness. Today's trial gave them proof of that. They wish to be well away from the Godskeep before the more...violent sentences are dealt. They do not want any bloodshed to occur in that court until they have left.”

“Bloodshed,” Dienna frowned, comprehension dawning. So Oris wasn't the only one who predicted a deadly turn in these trials. “They wish for me to take the fall,” her voice was a mere breath. “They wish for me to commit their terrible deeds for them. And if I refuse to do so...”

“They have Oris lined up to take your place as Keeper, no questions asked,” Lusidi finished darkly.

Connal pulled a face, “I knew I didn't like them. Bastards.”

Dienna's mind was reeling, but all she could think to ask was, “Lusidi, why are you telling me this?”

The big woman's expression hardened, “I can see you don't like these Trials any more than I do, Lady Keeper. My family,” she hesitated with a glance at Connal, but continued with a breath of a whisper. “They are Herelites, Lady Keeper, in the Port Cities. They believe in Herel, just like that girl did today, just like all the others Oris has put to trial.”

“Lusidi,” Dienna's eyes widened in surprise before she regained her composure. “Thank you, truly, for what you've told me. If there is anything I can do in return, you have only to say the word.”

“You are welcome,” Lusidi smiled grimly, grasping Dienna's forearm in return. They stood there a moment, as if a pact were being made, before Lusidi broke the silence. “I ask only that you bring these Trials to an end.”

“I mean to,” Dienna said. They broke their hold on each other. “You had better go. I believe I see some of my mother's handmaidens. They will be sure to notice you.”

Lusidi nodded, “Then I will go with your thanks in my heart, Lady Keeper.” The large knight bowed low before her and walked away across the bailey, her green armor jangling and clanking noisily as she went. 

Dienna watched her leave with a perplexed expression. “Remarkable,” she said after a few moments had passed.

“I'll say,” Connal's wistful remark surprised her.

Dienna turned to the young man to find he had gone beet red, and he had once again averted his gaze to the ground. Dienna smiled. At least some things never changed, even in such troubled times as these.

“Come on, Connal,” Dienna said stiffly, although she was sure the laughter in her eyes was apparent. “We have much yet to do this evening. Lusidi will have to wait.”

“Yes, Lady Keeper,” Connal replied, finally tearing his gaze away from the woman. “Do you think,” Connal hesitated. “I should like to see her again before she leaves, do you think I could?”

Now Dienna did laugh. It felt good, given the weight of all she had dealt with lately. Connal looked stunned and uneasy at her sudden outburst, and Dienna quickly regained control of herself. “I'm sure you can, Connal. In fact, you should.”

Connal gave Dienna a half-smile before the Keeper led them both away to the east wing. 
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Chapter Twenty
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Sonder and Herel continued on a westerly route. He knew the direction of their travel had not escaped Herel's notice, but the boy had thus far made no comment against it. Perhaps he was unfamiliar with the path Artima had marked. Omkett was to the west, after all. It was entirely possible that Herel had no idea that Sonder was taking them more than a hundred miles north of where they should be. And if he ever did ask, Sonder was prepared to show him the map. Surely seeing the roundabout path Artima and Ophie had marked would put Herel in favor of Sonder's shortcut. After all, neither of them was enjoying the bitter cold, the stinging wind of the frozen desert; and it was only growing worse as summer began to fade into fall.

The moon waxed and waned, and still they plodded onward. Herel's moods always worsened with the weather. The boy would tighten his fur-trimmed hood around his face as a means of avoiding conversation, and, unlike before, Sonder now got the impression that Herel wasn't even listening to Sonder as he spoke. The two only exchanged words when they were making camp, and even then those conversations were bland and perfunctory.

“I'm turning in for the night, Uncle Sonder,” Herel muttered at the end of every day. He was gloomy, that was for certain, but he hadn't stopped calling Sonder by the quasi-affectionate name the boy had given him. The anger, or despair, or whatever it was that the boy was keeping bottled up inside must not have been Sonder's doing, but he could guess at their origin easily enough. His mother was ill. Dying. Unable to protect her son from the foes she had created. Trekking across the frozen Wastes was probably the last place Herel wanted to be right now—and he wasn't the only one who shared that sentiment. The boy wanted to be in his mothers' arms; Sonder wanted to be in Antenel's. Yet here they were, slaves to duty and circumstance. What Sonder wouldn't give to shrug off both. What he wouldn't do to make both of their burdens easier to carry.

But it wasn't any of his concern, Sonder reminded himself. He was Herel's armed escort, not his caretaker, despite what the boy might call him. He just needed to get him to Omkett, make sure he was in good hands, and then he was free to return home to Nusmal, to Antenel. 

Thoughts of the elf were swimming achingly through Sonder's mind. It was morning, and he and Herel were riding under cover of flat, gray clouds above, the same gray reflected in the cracked and dusty soil beneath. Their horses constantly kicked up the loose dirt, causing trails of dust to fan out behind them that must have been visible for miles. Sonder could only hope that no one was out there to see them. Only fools traveled the Wastes of Iador, it was said, but the world had its fair share of fools.

And a fool there must have been for, later that same morning, Sonder spied another trail of dust to the north. It was a rider. A human-like figure on horseback, riding their steed at a gallop across the northward horizon.

Herel had noticed the rider too, and stopped his own horse to stare as they raced across the plain.

“Who do you suppose that is?” There was disdain is his voice, and his nose wrinkled as he spoke. Aside from the dwarf peddler they had passed, the only other signs of life Sonder and Herel had seen were far-distant ogre monoliths and the remnants of Mulbruhnda camps long abandoned. This rider was the first they had seen of their kind.

“No idea,” Sonder replied. “Not likely to be friendly, though. Come on.” He was just about to put his own horse back to a trot when he noticed a flash of blue from beneath the distant rider's hood. 

They were an elf.

Heart pounding, Sonder suddenly urged his mount into a gallop and charged straight for the figure, shouting at Herel behind him, “Come on, kid!”

“What?” Herel protested. “But you just said—”

“Let's go!” Sonder gritted his teeth, trying to calm his furious nerves. The rider noticed the commotion, and began to lead their mount in the opposite direction. “Wait!” Sonder shouted at them. The elf rider paid no heed. Their horse was far faster than Sonder and Herel's tired old destriers, and they began to pull far ahead of their pursuers. Cold despair welled in Sonder's heart. “Wait! No!” He called out again. Then, “Paisai! Paltae!”

Hearing their own tongue, the elf swiftly turned their steed and slowed to a wary trot. Sonder and Herel soon caught up, stopping about twenty feet from the elf, whose eyes were bright and dangerous beneath their helm.

The elf spoke in a feminine voice, “Who are you, human, who dares speak our tongue?”

“A friend,” he replied in elluini. “I am Sonder Darpentus.”

The elfmaid's eyes narrowed, and she dismounted her horse. In almost the same motion, she unsheathed a curved blade from her hip and began to close the gap between them. Sonder too dismounted, although Herel still sat on his horse, eyes dark and disgruntled. 

Sonder could now see that the elf's skin was a different hue than Antenel's—her face was freckled with patches of dark blue and light, speckled here and there with spots of coppery brown, and there were strands of light, auburn hair clinging to her forehead and neck beneath her close-fitting helm which, curious for an elf, did not expose her ears. The long-sleeved, high-necked tunic she wore was of elven make, thin but flexible and warmer than it appeared. Her wide hips were encircled by a thick belt that held any number of knives and daggers, as well as other odd tools Sonder had no name for. Rope was coiled just above the belt, around her waist, and her boots were soft and made no sound as she walked toward them. She was, all things considered, one of the more menacing elfmaids Sonder had ever seen, but much of the effect was undermined by her short stature. She could only have been four and a half feet tall, at the most.

This did not stop her from holding the deadly sharp curve of her blade up to Sonder's throat. Sonder, not wanting to encourage the idea that he was a threat, drew no weapon, and made no move away from the blade.

“You are Sonder Darpentus,” she said, voice crisp and malicious, “the hero of the Sacking of Tree Tower, who saved our prince Antenel at the Battle of Lamb Glen?”

“Don't forget Slayer of the Red Boar,” Sonder added, unable to help himself.

The elf lowered her blade. “You slew the Red Boar?” she asked, brown eyes wide.

“With Ant's help, yeah,” Sonder replied. He raised an eyebrow, “You hadn't heard?”

She shook her head, “No. I have been away from my people for many years.” She looked up at Sonder in earnest, “So the war is over?”

“This very summer,” Sonder said solemnly.

“Praise Roshan,” the elfmaid smiled. She sheathed her sword and held out a hand in the custom of the humans. She seemed genuinely relieved, and switched her speech to Dorneldian. “Nesryn Ilyari, of Radasmir.”

“Radasmir?” Sonder took her hand with pleasure, “You lived on the Continent too?”

“For a time.”

“That's wonderful,” Sonder said, and he meant it. He hadn't realized how much he missed the company of others after being alone with Herel for so long. And she was a Continent elf too, one who apparently held Antenel (and Sonder) in high esteem. He hadn't failed to notice that she referred to Antenel as her prince. With King Hastos' efforts to besmirch his youngest son's reputation, there were fewer and fewer elves who would refer to him with such regard. “Will you stop and rest with us?”

Nesryn's eyes flickered to Herel, “It is too early for the noon meal, and I have much ground to cover.”

Sonder nodded, “Are you returning to Radasmir?”

“Perhaps,” Nesryn seemed to consider this for a moment. She bit her dark blue lip, “I suppose it depends on what you tell me.”

“I can tell you a lot, probably,” Sonder replied, “if you care to hear it.”

The elfmaid's eyes left the boy, almost reluctantly, “I do. But I can stop only an hour. Nothing more.”

“Excellent,” Sonder exclaimed. He turned to Herel, “Squire, go tie up the horses, and brush down their coats.”

For a moment it looked as if Herel would argue. There was confusion in his eyes, an unspoken question that he seemed on the verge of voicing, but at a pointed look from Sonder, Herel nodded. “Of course,” he added belatedly, “Sir.”

“Good lad,” Sonder said as Herel led the horses to a nearby boulder to be tied. Nesryn, meanwhile, was making herself comfortable. Sitting down in the lee of the boulder, she took out a whetstone and began to sharpen the blade of her curved sword. 

“I hope you don't mind,” Nesryn said as the loud shhhhing of the whetstone echoed across the empty landscape. “I may as well be doing something.”

Sonder shook his head, and came to sit across from her, “Not at all. I understand. Need to be productive in one way or another.” He smiled, “Reminds me of Antenel.”

Nesryn nodded, “How is the prince? Why is he not with you? I thought you two were lovers.”

“We are,” Sonder replied unabashedly. He frowned, “We received some...information not long ago. Information about the King.”

“Hastos,” Nesryn stated, the steady shhhhing, shhhhing of the whetstone continuing. “What of him?”

Sonder hesitated, unsure for a moment how much to say, how much to conceal. The elfmaid's obvious affinity for Antenel made her trustworthy in Sonder's eyes, but was that enough? She had said herself that she had been away from her people. What if she were a spy? What if she worked for Hastos himself? “Well, it may not be true,” he started evenly, deciding the truth was worth the risk, “but we have it from a good source that Artima of the Plains formally apologized for Prince Zeem's death, and made an offer of peace.”

Nesryn's eyes flickered up to Sonder's, “Peace?”

Sonder nodded.

“And Hastos refused?”

“Yes,” Sonder said. His whole body suddenly felt heavy, “When I parted with Antenel, he had resolved to make this known.”

“So I imagine that both Elluin and the Continent are in an uproar,” Nesryn said softly, eyes returning back to her work. Shhhhing, shhhhing. 

“I don't know,” Sonder admitted. “I left just after learning of it. The Continent was almost in an uproar anyway over how things were handled. I can't imagine this news would cause our people any less distress. As for Elluin...”

“Yes?”

Sonder cleared his dry throat, “While we were fighting the ogres, Hastos was fighting his own son. He's been turning his people against Antenel. I'm not sure what he's been telling them,” Sonder frowned. “Part truth, part lies I imagine, but he's successfully made him the least-loved prince the Crescent Isle has ever seen. Only the elves on the Continent are faithful to him. And you.”

Nesryn looked up, “Yes, and me.”

Sonder sat back, “So what do you think? Will you return to Radasmir?”

Nesryn's eyes went to where Herel stood, dutifully brushing down his horse, “Perhaps.”

Sonder laughed, although Nesryn didn't seem to find any humor in the situation. She continued to sharpen her blade. Shhhhing. “What can you tell me about the war?” the elfmaiden asked.

Sonder gladly launched into an account of the Second War for the Continent. The Battle of Senu Hills. The Skirmish at Fantheel. The Battle at Boggy River. The Second and Third Sieges of Nusmal. He spoke of the Red Boar's movements, the victors of each battle, of any wounds or injuries done to any of the war's major players. Nesryn listened to all in silence, her eyes still downcast, attentive to the sharpening of her blade. Herel occasionally glanced in their direction from where he stood. He had moved on from brushing his own horse to brushing Sonder's.

Only when Sonder's account was complete did the elfmaid speak. “And what of the Red Boar?”

“Hm?” Sonder replied. He'd been lost in wartime memories.

“How did you slay the Red Boar?” Nesryn asked. Shhhhing, shhhhing.

Sonder frowned. How much sharpening did that thing need? He shook his head, “It's,” he hesitated, “nothing special.”

Nesryn scoffed impatiently, “I'm sure it must be. The Boar was our greatest adversary. I am interested to know how you managed to defeat it.”

Sonder again noticed Herel glancing in their direction. Oh, so now the kid was interested in his accomplishments? He had talked about the war often enough on their journey, but Herel hadn't show the least bit of interest in the subject until now. He sighed, “Okay, but like I said, I had help.”

Nesryn nodded.

“It was late spring,” Sonder began, “and we had driven the ogres back into the mountains. Past Ogre's Gate, past Ulpnok. We brought the final assault to them in a mountain meadow called Wannish Field. High altitude,” Sonder explained, “very difficult to access with an army of any size, but the ogres were holed up there with nowhere to go. There was only one way into the pass, and one way out. Well, two ways, if you know what I mean,” in his mind's eye, Sonder saw both comrades and foes alike bloodied and battered. Dead, dying. He shook his head to clear the memories, “We had to follow them. We knew that if we won at Wannish Fields, it would all be over, Boar or no Boar, that was all the army they had left.

“Antenel and I led the assault on foot. The field was grassy, and uneven. It sloped against us, rose up on the ogre's side, and it was riddled with ogre-holes. Using the cavalier would have only cost us that much more.”

Shhhhing went the whetstone.

Sonder barely heard it now; it faded perfectly into his terrifying recollections. “We met the front line, he and I, and we broke easily into to the second. They only had a few boars left, and those they had were small, sickly things. Most of the larger beasts had already been slain. The Red Boar's own mount, though, was still alive and well,” Sonder said bitterly. “As was their shaman. Just like every battle, we could hear the ogress chanting. Her magic engulfed the ogre general, and he became one with his beast. You never saw him, did you?”

Nesryn looked up, shook her head.

“He was hideous, and huge,” Sonder said. “Half ogre-half pig. His horned helm echoed his tusked face. His four legs were cloven. I can't,” he shook his head, “I don't have the words to describe it. It was the stuff of nightmares. He was easily fifteen feet tall. His legs looked stubby, but they were long enough that Antenel and the other elves were able to walk underneath them. I could too, if I crouched. We used that to our advantage. After years of fighting him, we had finally realized that he had only one weakness—his back.”

“His back?” It was not Nesryn who spoke, but Herel, who had left the horses and now stood halfway between them and the conversing adults.

Sonder nodded, “The transformation from ogre to beast caused the bastard's spine to bulge and twist. It was so bad, it broke the surface of his skin. Two huge vertebrae cracking through the Red Boar's back. I can't imagine how much pain he would be in if his shaman didn't have him under that spell. Still, his spine was completely exposed, and we knew that one good blow would bring him to his knees.”

“So how did you do it?” Herel asked, impatient.

Sonder frowned at him, “Like I said, it was nothing special. Antenel and his archers distracted the Boar with a barrage. They let loose every arrow they had. None of them did the Boar any damage, of course, but they blinded him to the real danger—me, running uphill between his legs with my longsword. It was all over in a moment. The other ogres had fled from the arrows, leaving the Boar alone in the middle of the sloping field. I charged between his four legs, rolled out on the other side, and scampered up a boulder and onto his back. I managed to keep my balance, and stabbed with everything in me at the exposed cartilage. He fell. Antenel came to him then, and stabbed him first through the eyes, then through the throat with his spear. His screams were like a pig being slaughtered,”  Sonder had to stop to gather himself. It was still fresh in his mind. The smell, the sounds, the feel of his sword thrusting into the beast's bone. He looked from Herel to Nesryn, “Anyway, that was how it happened. He died on that battlefield. A thousand arrows and spears left in his hide. The other ogres retreated, and the next day they sent their envoys to negotiate a surrender.”

Nesryn put her whetstone away, and sheathed her sword with a low whistle. “You are an utter fool, Sonder Darpentus, but a brave one for all that.”

Sonder smiled, “I agree.”

“So that's it?” Herel looked down at Sonder from where he stood, contempt apparent in his young eyes. “You slew the Red Boar by rolling beneath his legs? And it took you and your elf prince ten years to figure out how to do it?” He smirked and gave a short, mocking laugh, “You're even less competent than I thought.”

Nesryn stood, “Your squire should learn to hold his tongue.” She returned her sword to her swordbelt and shouldered her pack. “Especially whereas the prince is concerned. I doubt this little whelp would last one minute on the battlefield.”

Herel scowled, “I would so, elfmaid.”

Nesryn laughed. “With what? You carry no sword, no spear, no quiver or bow,” Nesryn continued, taking a step toward the boy. Her copper-brown eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What weapons do you wield, squire?”

Herel seemed to realize what the elf was getting at, and, much to Sonder's relief, did not take the bait. Adopting a defeated air, Herel sighed and let his head hang low.

“I wield no weapons, madam,” Herel said dejectedly. “And I have much to learn of war.”

Nesryn seemed satisfied with this answer. She stood straight and rested her hand on the hilt of her blade, “That is right, squire. Your master is a hero to our people. You would do well to respect him.”

Sonder felt his face flushing, “I'm no hero, Lady Nesryn.”

“And I am no lady, by human or elven standards,” Nesryn said matter-of-factly, walking back to her horse. “And I have been too long off the road.”

Sonder nodded. It had been more than an hour since they had stopped her. “We have our own road to make.”

The elfmaid mounted her newly brushed horse and seemed about to set off, when her eyes suddenly widened, as if she had just remembered something.

“You are the brother to the current Keeper of the Gods, are you not?” she asked.

“I am.”

“It may interest you to know that the King and Queen of Dorneldia are visiting the Godskeep,” Nesryn said. “I understand it is the first time in many years that they have done so.”

Sonder's heart skipped a beat, “It is.” What in the world would King Philibert and Queen Andisa be doing at the Godskeep? “Do you know the reason they are there?”

Nesryn shook her head, “The man I heard it from mentioned a Midsummer Ceremony, or some such thing. I am not familiar with the Way's celebrations. It meant little to me.” Her eyes were once again bright with an interest that Sonder could not quite place.

“That's alright,” Sonder said, trying to hide his unease. Next to him, Herel was silent. “I'm sure it was nothing sinister.”

“Indeed,” Nesryn replied. “I thank you for your information, Sonder Darpentus, and for what you have done for our people. You have done much to atone for your sins.”

Sonder stopped short, “My sins?”

“Yes,” Nesryn answered calmly. “You caused the war, did you not?”

“In part,” Sonder admitted. He furrowed his brow and continued, “But Hastos could have stopped it.”

“And he did not,” Nesryn nodded. “Yes, so you have told me. As it happens, I believe you. My family have been servants to Queen Letiir since she was first brought to Ellyorin to marry King Hastos. We have been most impressed with her,” her voice adopted an edge, as if sharpened by her own whetstone, “but we have been most disappointed with him.”

“Oh,” Sonder blinked. 

“I have decided not to return to Radasmir,” the elf continued. Her horse began to stamp restlessly beneath her. “I will instead return to Ellyorin, and ensure my family knows the truth you have unearthed. There is elvish blood on your hands, Sonder Darpentus, but there is far more elvish blood on the hands of our King.”

Sonder was unsure what to say. Gratitude and fear were the predominant emotions in his heart. Gratitude that this elf he had just met recognized all that he had sacrificed to protect her people, fear that she would be putting herself in harm's way on his behalf.

“Talk like that will get you arrested in the city,” Sonder warned her. “Or worse.”

Nesryn smirked, “I would like to see them try. I am no ordinary elfmaid.”

Sonder returned her smile, “I can see that. In that case, all I can say is to be careful. And if you see Antenel—” He faltered, the thought of what he wanted to say tugging achingly at his chest.

Nesryn nodded solemnly, “I know what to tell him, Sonder Darpentus.”

Sonder exhaled, relieved. “Thank you.”

“And I will make no mention of your squire,” she continued, setting her restless horse to a trot.

Both Sonder and Herel turned to face her in alarm, but she had already ridden several yards away. She raised one hand in salute, and her voice was carried to them by the mid-morning wind. “Alei hasritag Roshashi.” With that, the elf's white horse reared, whinnied, and set off at full-speed into the east.
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Sonder and Herel resumed their own journey, heading west. Due west. Sonder did not dare consult Artima's map. He knew he was too far north. He knew he was leading them into more dangerous territory than Artima had chosen her son to traverse. They had been lucky, so far, to avoid any encounters with the ogres or the Mulbruhnda. The Wastes of Iador were vast, but both groups roamed the desolate landscape in clans, well-armed and perpetually at odds with each other. Sonder was unsure which group he feared more. Ogres would be the obvious choice. He had no love for them, having just fought their brethren in the east, but he was traveling with the son of Artima. Her influence among that race was far-reaching, although Sonder doubted that it extended to each and every ogre clan in the kingdom. The Mulbruhnda, on the other hand, were a mystery to Sonder. He had never seen one of the elusive plainsmen, and hadn't the foggiest idea what they thought of the Way, Old or New.

Still, Sonder reasoned with himself, if he hadn't decided to take the northerly shortcut to Omkett, they would never have run into Nesryn. She had been able to tell him little about the Godskeep, but her connection to Queen Letiir's guard could prove useful for himself and for Antenel. Sonder felt, for the first time since leaving Sivarr's Keep, connected to his lover. Nesryn was something mutual between them—an elf, a stranger, yet from the same lands as he—and maybe, just maybe, she would run into Antenel, and tell him—

“Are you okay, Uncle Sonder?” Herel asked from where he rode next to him. His expression was mild, but there was something like concern in his voice.

Sonder shook the thoughts from his head, “I'm fine. Perfectly fine.”

Herel gave him a dubious look.

“What?” Sonder snapped. It was cold that day, despite the cloudless, autumn sky. Both he and Herel had donned their thick cloaks and rode with their hoods up over their heads.

“You miss him,” the boy responded. It was a statement, not a question, and it was said with a surprising amount of understanding.

Sonder gave a small sigh, “Of course I do. Am I really that transparent?”

“Yes.”

Sonder shook his head, “I feel like a lovesick teenager.” He turned to Herel with a smirk, “No offense, kid.”

Herel scowled, “I'm not lovesick.”

“Homesick, more like.”

Herel's scowl deepened, “I am not. I,” he hesitated, thick brows contracting, “miss my mothers. I wish they were here. But I am glad to be away from Sivarr's Keep. From Astquary. From Cormin.”

Sonder nodded, “Well, Artima said she'd meet you in Omkett in the spring, didn't she? Spring's not so far off.” He felt the need to cheer up the boy in spite of himself. “It'll be here before you know it.”

“And you'll be gone before I know it,” Herel muttered, eyes hard with disappointment.

Sonder raised an eyebrow, “I thought you'd be glad to be rid of me.”

“If it's you or the ogres,” the boy's scowl was back, “I wouldn't choose the ogres. The ones in Astquary weren't so bad. They worshiped me the same as the humans. But Ophie told me all about the ogres out here. About their monoliths, and their holes, and their fighting.”

“Ogre holes aren't so bad once you get used to them,” Sonder said. “Better than sleeping out here in all the elements, anyway.” He smiled cheerfully, but Herel's face was still drawn into a frown. Eyes large and glossy, he seemed younger than his nearly thirteen years, but the tears that Sonder suspected were the cause of his averted gaze never spilled. The boy sniffed once, wiped at his face with the sleeve of his cloak, and adopted a look of grim determination.

“Better to live with ogres than with Cormin,” he said quietly.

Sonder's smile turned grim, and the two fell into silence. They said little the rest of the day, and did not stop until nightfall. He took first watch as always, and woke the boy to take second. Herel got to his feet with a yawn, and Sonder settled down under his own thick cloak, near the slumbering horses.

It was not long before his breathing grew even, his mind began to slow, and he drifted off into a deep but troubling sleep.

He began to dream. 

He dreamed of a field of wheat—golden against a dark, stormy sky. He walked through the golden wheat alone, toward a smattering of distant figures, all dressed in white. As he came closer, he realized that he knew the figures—Antenel, Herel, and Dienna.

He approached them, and lifted a hand to each of their heads. At his touch, flames sprung, licking their hair like fire on a candle wick. They did not seem bothered by the flames. Dienna was the last to receive Sonder's touch. As the fire spread down over her long blond locks, she smiled at him, and told him to go see the Lady. Sonder did not know who the Lady was, but when he looked beyond Dienna, he saw the field of wheat was gone, and in its stead was a vast lake. 

Sonder was once again alone, and he walked with uncertain steps over the smooth surface of the water. The moon shone white and full, but there were no stars in the inky black sky above, only a woman who stood beneath the moon, a woman whom Sonder recognized from long ago, but for some absurd reason could not recall her name. The woman stared at him, and as she stared her face began to part, to stretch and pull until she had formed two faces—each sharing one new eye between the others, each with its own separate mouth. As she spoke, each mouth opened to reveal that both her teeth and tongue had been blackened to pitch.

“Sonder Darpentus,” the woman spoke. 

“Yes,” Sonder replied, uncertain. “Are you the Lady?”

Her voice was thin, a whisper. “She will burn.”

“What?” Sonder heard laughter ringing in his ears, but it was not the Lady who laughed. It was another voice. “Who? Who will burn?”

The Lady's mouths moved, but Sonder could hear no words.

“I can't hear you,” he repeated wildly. The laughter was too loud. His head felt like it too was splitting, growing, shifting. “Speak!”

The three eyes blinked, and the Lady smiled. Blood began to pour in steady streams from the two mouths, red against two pale chins.

“Your sister.”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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Sonder woke with a start. He sat up, breathing heavily in the dark of the night. His heart was pounding. Seltos. He had been dreaming of Seltos. What had she said? Dienna would burn?

“Darkenworld take me,” Sonder cursed under his breath. 

“Uncle Sonder?” Herel was on his feet not far away. He had summoned a magical flame to his hand, and held it aloft. “Are you hurt? What's the matter?”

Seeing the flame in the boy's hand recalled the dream to Sonder's mind with perfect clarity. He shuddered, phantom laughter still ringing in his ears. “Nothing,” he replied, willing his heart to slow, his breath to even. He hadn't felt this frightened of a dream since he was a boy.  He was forty now, dammit. This was ridiculous. “It was just a dream.”

Herel snuffed the magical fireball, disappointed, “Oh.”

“What time is it?” Sonder looked at the dark, star-strewn sky in confusion.

“Still three hours before dawn,” Herel replied. “You hardly slept.”

Sonder sighed, “I don't think I'll sleep any more either.” The dream had been so real, so vivid. The fire, the blood. He knew that, as soon as he closed his eyes, the sight of them would return.

Sonder might have expected the boy to be amused at his plight, but if he was, Herel said nothing. He sat across camp from Sonder and continued his watch with a bored expression. “You can keep me company, then.”

“Okay,” Sonder rubbed his eyes. By the gods, he was still tired.

“I've been thinking,” Herel said. The night was dark enough that Sonder could barely make out the boy's face beneath his fur-lined hood, and the wind had died down somewhat since daybreak. Far away, an owl hooted. 

“About what?” Sonder prompted.

“What the elf woman said.”

“Elfmaid,” Sonder corrected. “A woman is human, an elfmaid is an elf.”

“What the elfmaid said then,” Herel continued, annoyed. He was quiet a moment more, then continued, “About the King and Queen of Dorneldia being at the Godskeep.”

“Oh?” Sonder would have thought the boy would be more interested in their talk of the war and King Hastos's deception. Herel had never before expressed any curiosity in the seat of the Old Way.

“What if it has something to do with me?” Herel said.

“With you?” Sonder frowned. In his mind, he saw the dream Herel, with head aflame by Sonder's hand. “Why would it? They're there, and you're here.”

“I know that,” Herel snapped. He looked up at the sky, “It's just an awful coincidence. They visit the Godskeep at the same time that I leave Astquary for the first time. It's strange.”

Sonder smirked, relieved this was the only connection the boy could make. “You're not the center of the universe, kid. Not everything revolves around you.”

A look of anger passed across Herel's face, and he grumbled, “It's just a feeling I have.”

“Feelings aren't always trustworthy,”  Sonder replied, lying down on his back but not closing his eyes. The stars were different this far south, at least, some of them were different. The constellation of the Great Tree was closer to the horizon, the Whale was directly overhead, and Seltos's Headdress was nowhere in sight. “Unless it's a gut feeling,” he added. “Those generally tend to be right.”

“Well my gut tells me that there are people at the Godskeep who still believe in my mother,” Herel returned quietly, “And in me.”

Oh, so that's what was on his mind. Sonder looked over to him warily, “You aren't wrong, kid. I haven't had a letter from my sister in years,” he had been the one to drop communication, not her, “but I know she's mentioned something about Disloyalists in the Golden Valley. I assume she meant the Herelites.”

Herel nodded, “My mother told me as much. She said that when I was born, not everyone who wanted to follow us to Astquary could. They had to stay behind.”

“Yeah,” Sonder said, although the kid seemed to be making a statement rather than asking a question. “Quite a few people stayed behind. It's not easy to leave the only home you've ever had.”

“What I meant was,” Herel said, with that touch of annoyance at the interruption, “what if there's something going on at the Godskeep that the King needed to intervene in? What if it has to do with the Herelites?” 

Sonder thought about it a moment, “It would have to be something pretty major to get the Allesarans involved. And from what Nesryn said, it had something to do with the Midsummer Ceremony. They're probably just making appearances. If it were for any more drastic reason, I'm sure Nesryn would have heard something.”

Herel did not seem reassured. He fell silent, and began to draw figures in the dusty ground with a long stick. The thought suddenly occurred to Sonder that Herel would probably feel responsible for those who worshiped him, whether in Astquary or the Golden Valley. Sonder took in the down-cast eyes, the slight line between his brows, the pinched, worry-drawn mouth and wondered if the boy were feeling remorse for having cooperated with Cormin and the other members of their cult for so long—or if he blamed himself for something far worse.

“Kid,” he said, sitting up. “None of this is your fault.”

Herel stopped drawing lines with his stick and looked up. “What?” He snapped.

“I said, none of this is your fault,” Sonder wasn't just going to let the kid sit there, drowning in his own guilt. Sonder had been there plenty of times himself, and he knew how difficult it was to swim to the surface. “Your father's death, your mother's illness, Cormin's plot. They might revolve around you, but you have no power to stop them.”

“Don't talk about my mother's illness,” Herel replied through clenched teeth. The twig bent alarmingly in the boy's grip. “And don't talk about my father.”

“Why not? Who's afraid of the dead now?” Sonder said, angry at the boy's reaction. He had only been trying to help.

“Not me,” Herel got to his feet, and took a few heated strides away from Sonder. “I'm also not afraid of what the world thinks of me, or my mother, or my people. I don't think any of this is my fault. I don't feel the weight of my world on my shoulders,” his tone was decidedly mocking as he turned back to Sonder. “I didn't start a decade-long war because I convinced my elf lover to break a treaty of non-aggression.”

Sonder winced, “You know more about that than I realized.”

Herel scoffed, “Do you really think either of my mothers would conceal that from me?”

“No.”

“They also never put it in my head that I was responsible for the Herelites,” Herel continued. “Like you said, I didn't choose to be born. I didn't choose for these people to follow me.”

“You did choose to go along with Cormin,” Sonder said as evenly as he could manage. Why did he get the feeling that everything Herel said he didn't feel was actually bothering the boy? “You let your people believe for years that your miracles were genuine.”

Herel frowned, “I didn't have a choice. Cormin—”

“Was like a father to you, I know, I know,” Sonder sighed. He wasn't getting through to him. He sat back, “Herel, if you don't feel responsible for this stuff, then fine. I guess your conscience is less of a taskmaster than mine, and more fool me. But someday you might feel differently. Someday, you might come face to face with the consequences of your actions. Maybe then you'll realize what wasn't in your power, and what was.”

Herel stared at Sonder long moments, his dark eyes bright with some emotion that Sonder could not name. Was it fear? Anger? The darkness of the small hours of the morning made it difficult to see the boy's face, and Herel did not say anything that would give hint to his thoughts. Their conversation had come to an end. The Chosen Son sat the rest of his watch, silent and brooding. Sonder, for his part, lay awake the rest of the night, the phantom laughter of his dream still present on the fringes of his mind. 

––––––––
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Their long march continued. Another week passed, and the wind now blew bitter cold. It was well into autumn, and snow had already begun to fall. They were not well equipped for it, having only their horses, their packs, and their fur cloaks. They had no tent, no shelter other than what they could fasten out of their surroundings—and there was not much to be found on the Wastes. Sonder cursed Artima under his breath. She was familiar with Iador. She should have warned him about its climate. Who knew that it would snow in autumn? He had always had a vague understanding of the weather in the southern part of the Kingdom, but he hadn't realized just how cold the wind blew, how quickly the snow flurried. They had been forced to stop several times and make a lean-to structure. Stunted trees, boulders—these were the only natural shelters from the thickly falling snow, and once their haphazard refuge was constructed, Herel would light a fire to keep them warm. Gods knew they wouldn't be able to craft a fire without his magic.

“We must be behind schedule,” Sonder muttered as they huddled around the fire. “I hope the horses are alright out there.”

“They'll be fine,” Herel replied softly. He stared at the fire with sullen eyes. “I'm sure mother knew what she was doing.”

“Hmm?”

“When she sent us this way,” Herel murmured. 

“Oh,” Sonder said, uncomfortable. So Herel had no idea they were off course, after all. He had trusted Sonder to follow whatever path Artima had marked. Guilt gripped his heart, and he had to stifle his inner panic.

Oblivious to Sonder's turmoil, Herel continued, “Mother always told me that the winters in the Wastes were harsh. She said that, while the southern Wastes were colder, the northern Wastes had more snow. Something about the air currents blowing off the sea.”

“Hmm,” Sonder said noncommittally. 

“We might have fared better going south, now that I think about it,” the boy continued. There was a scholarly expression on his young face. “But then again, maybe there are more Mulbruhnda in the south. Maybe mother wanted us to avoid them by coming the northern way.”

Sonder shook his head, unable to speak for the shame he felt. He silently begged Herel to drop the subject. 

Maybe there really were gods out there watching over him, for Sonder's wish was granted. Herel fell into contemplative silence, and the boy and his guardian could do nothing else but watch the world around them transform from gray to white.

––––––––
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The horses did indeed survive the storm, but the snow was left several inches deep, and they were forced to slow their pace. By Sonder's best estimates, they were covering less than half the distance they had been before the snowfall, and they were still at least two weeks out from Omkett. More now, if the snow did not melt, and so far, it showed no signs that it would. The sun hid behind low, flat clouds that covered the whole sky, and the temperature remained below freezing even in the hottest hours of the day. They began to wrap their faces in rags torn out of their small-clothes to protect their faces from the cold. All conversation stopped. Each day saw the two rise, mount their horses, and continue the westward trudge. 

Three days after the snow, Sonder was sitting his watch. The moon was visible in the sky for the first time since the storm, and Sonder was amazed at how bright the night was. The snow illuminated its beams almost as if it were day, and Sonder could see clear to the horizon in all directions. As usual, they had made their camp by a boulder—the only reliable protection on the Wastes—and Sonder once again allowed them a small fire. He was still wary of being seen, but reasoned that even if someone did spy their fire, they would be foolish to cross the snow- covered Wastes at that time of night. 

Sonder did not sit idle. He was sharpening his longsword, taking care to make as little noise as possible, although there was still a faint shhh, shhh, shhh as he drew the whetstone across the blade. Herel did not stir at the noise. It was rhythmic, in time with a music of its own, and the boy was probably used to sleeping through it by now anyway. It was always quiet on the Wastes, but the recent snowfall seemed to have killed even the most previously imperceptible of sounds, and left a silence even more absolute in its wake.

Sonder let his mind wander as he worked. He thought of Herel, asleep at his feet, a boy in his sole care, his survival dependent on Sonder's own. True, the boy had his magic, but he was a child nonetheless. He doubted that Herel would be able to make it to Omkett on his own, should Sonder die before they reached it. Not that Sonder was worried about dying. The Wastes were dire, the snow was an annoyance, and the wind was bitter cold, but they had plenty of food. As long as they were careful to cover their skin, rest when they could, and keep warm—Sonder was sure they would make it. Still, Sonder was no fool. He knew that with one misstep, they could lose a horse, or fall ill, or lose a finger, a hand, an arm to the cold.

He thought, too, of Antenel, wondered if he and Nesryn would cross paths, and if he were well. Had he made the truth about Hastos known? Had anyone believed him? Whose side would the elves of the Continent take?

He thought of Dienna. He saw her again as she had been in his dream—wearing robes of plain white, her hair aflame by Sonder's own hand, and he shuddered. What was she doing, he wondered. Was she alright? Sonder had never had any reason to doubt his sister's abilities as Keeper. She was determined, formidable, and she had been perfectly suited to that role since birth, or so it seemed to Sonder. Maybe it was odd, but Sonder never worried about her. She had always seemed so stoic, so brave. She had survived Sonder's abdication, their father's death, the disillusionment of her faith, and the birth of a new religion all with her signature resolve. At least, that was how Sonder always imagined her. He hadn't seen her in thirteen years, having left shortly after the Battle of the Godskeep, but everything he knew about his little sister told him that she would be just fine without him. Still, there was the dream, and the fact that the King and Queen had decided to pay Dienna a visit...

Shhh, shhh, shhh went the whetstone.

Shhh, shhh, shhh went—something else.

Sonder raised his head in alarm. That other noise—what was it? He set down the whetstone, stood, and readied his sword. 

Shhh, shhh, shhh.

It sounded like fabric swishing, like silk skirts wrapped too tightly around the legs as someone walked. But Sonder could see no one.

Shhh, shhh, shhh 

The sound was getting closer. Sonder looked around wildly. The night was not dark; the flat, snow-laden field was clearly visible in the moonlight. 

Shhh, shhh, shhh 

There were no prints in the snow, but there ought to be. The sound was so close. He wondered why Herel had not stirred. Sonder was about to call his name, to rouse the boy in case they were somehow under attack, when he began to see a type of shadow. Twenty or so feet beyond camp, there was a darkness, a shade that blocked out the stars. It swirled and coalesced, black against the white snow, into the shape of a woman—tall as Sonder, thin, with long hair that hung straight and dark to her knees. Atop the woman's head was an ornate headdress that came to three, star-tipped points, and flowing down from the headdress was a veil of thin silk—white, transparent, covering her entire body like some kind of shroud. Sonder slowly crept toward her, and as he did, he noticed that the stars were still visible through her body, and that the moon above her head did nothing to illuminate the shroud she wore.

“Sonder Darpentus,” the woman whispered, the movements of her mouth visible beneath the shroud.

“Lady Seltos,” Sonder knew it was her. Who else would have been able to make herself appear in the middle of the Wastes of Iador out of thin air? Only the false gods had that kind of power. It had been thirteen years since he had last seen her as well. Her apparition had been more solid then, her demeanor and garb more regal. The figure who now stood before him seemed like a ghost of that other Seltos.

“Your sister,” Seltos whispered. 

Sonder frowned, still holding his sword at the ready, “What about her?”

“She is in grave danger.”

Sonder's breath caught in his throat. It was just like his dream. Had she—had she sent that dream to him? Could the gods even do such a thing? Their powers largely centered around belief, and any belief Sonder had once had in the gods of the Way had long ago been shattered to pieces. Or had he had the dream of his own accord?

“What do you mean?” Sonder asked, taking another step closer. “Tell me plainly. No nonsense,” he threatened.

Sonder could see the figure's lips smiling beneath the fabric of the veil, but the eyes were obscured, “I do not deal in nonsense, Sonder Darpentus. I deal in truth.”

Sonder scoffed.

“And the truth is very grave, indeed,” the woman's voice whispered. “Your sister, Dienna Darpentus, the Keeper of the Gods, the figurehead of the Way, is in mortal danger. She will be dead before the year is out.”

Sonder's eyes widened. He was prepared for trickery, Seltos was, after all, one of the masterminds of the greatest deception the world had ever known, but still he could not help the fear that seized him. “Dead? How?”

Again the lips beneath the veil smiled wanly. The woman's eyes were two stars visible on the horizon behind her. “I am a goddess, not a seer, Sonder. There is no true power of prediction, even for one with my degree of power, but I can see all that is happening in this moment, and in the last, and the last before that. I can see the spider's web that connects all living things, and your sister has found herself trapped in one of the largest. She is surrounded by foes. Everywhere she turns, she finds a new enemy. If you do nothing to interfere, she will not remain much longer in this world.”

Sonder swung his sword up to the woman's throat, and was surprised when the blade went straight through her. The woman's star-eyes glinted, and her mouth twisted in mockery. So she was not actually here, Sonder realized. This really was just some kind of ghost, some distant vision of Seltos. But if he could not strike her—

“You are right, Sonder Darpentus,” Seltos' whisper was somehow fainter now that he was closer. “I am but a shade. I can do you no harm, just as you may not harm me. For the moment, we are evenly matched.”

“Evenly matched?” Sonder's brow furrowed. He took a step back, but did not sheath his sword. What on earth could render the most powerful wizardess in history too weak to attack a mere human like him? Was the Spell of Invocation Transference failing? No, Sonder realized. If it were failing completely, Seltos would not be able to produce any kind of disguise. He would see her as she truly was—an elderly woman on the verge of death, who had pushed her body a thousand years beyond its limit.

“For the moment,” she repeated with some vehemence. “But I am not the one you should concern yourself with, Sonder. Even now, the spiders are closing in on your sister. They are poised, ready to ensnare her, to suck her dry and devour her whole. Only you can be her savior.”

“You'll forgive me if I don't entirely trust you, Lady Seltos,” Sonder returned. “Even if my sister were in danger, wouldn't that please you? She killed Dartos, after all.”

The shrouded Seltos shook her head slightly, the movement hardly discernible aside from the ripple of the thin fabric that covered her face and body. “Dartos's downfall was of his own doing. I bear no ill feelings towards you or your sister for the parts you played. He was a great wizard, and a great fool.” She smirked, “And Dienna has done nothing if not foment ever more worship to our coffers. The Way has by no means faltered under her leadership.”

“Even with the New Way? And the Herelites?” Sonder dared to ask. The boy was still asleep at the campsite, some yards away. “They have not deterred you?”

The figure's mouth did not move, but Sonder heard laughter in his head. It was a jeering, amused sound with a decidedly sinister edge. 

“Deterred me?” The ghastly Seltos whispered. “They have only made us stronger. That was the plan from the beginning. Or did you never figure that out? The Chosen Mother, giving birth to the son of a god, fulfilling the prophecy of Ayers by force. Of course, that was a prophecy we ourselves concocted, to be fulfilled whenever and however it suited us. Dartos's death changed nothing. We still have his son.s We still have the One whom the prophet Ayers foretold, and the little bastard has won the worship of thousands, and the hatred of hundreds of thousands more.”

“Hatred?” Sonder asked. “You mean from the Faithful? How does that help you?”

Again the mocking laughter rang in his mind.

“Have you learned nothing, Sonder Darpentus?” Seltos whispered. “Hate is just as effective as love when it comes to matters of faith. The Way's hatred for the Herelites keeps the fire of their faith burning strong—stronger than it ever was when the Way was unopposed.”

Sonder frowned, “And what about my sister? Why should I trust you?”

Another smirk, faint, so slight that it showed no hint of teeth beneath the white-shrouded lips, “Because I do not expect to give you this warning for free. There is a price to this knowledge, Sonder Darpentus.”

“Name it.”

The stars that were the ghost's eyes seemed to move, coming to rest on the form of the slumbering Herel. “You will go to save your sister from the flames, Sonder Darpentus. Of this I have no doubt. I ask only that you bring the boy, Herel, with you.”

“To the Godskeep?” Sonder's eyes widened. “Are you mad? If my sister isn't safe there, then surely Herel would be—”

“In the same nest of vipers as the Keeper,” Seltos confirmed. “But you have been acting as his guardian this long. I am sure you will keep the boy safe. As I said, he is very valuable to me, and to my brother.” Her eyes shifted upwards, to gaze at the full moon. “I want his safety as much as you do.”

“Why take him to the Godskeep? What do you want with him there?”

Seltos smiled, showing her teeth. They were blackened, just as they had been in Sonder's dream. 

“I cannot tell you all of the gods' secrets, Sonder Darpentus. You will just have to take it as a matter of faith.”

Her body began to shimmer, to fade even more. The shroud no longer appeared white, but was utterly transparent, a mere wisp in the night. 

“I can tell you,  however,” Seltos's whisper carried through the starlit field, “with absolute, divine certainty, that if you do not go to the Godskeep, your sister's blood will be spilled, and it will be on your own hands.”

The voice echoed loudly in his mind, even as the goddess faded entirely from view. In moments, the shroud of Seltos was gone, and Sonder stood alone on the plain—cold, numb, and utterly unsure of what to do.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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The first place Meredith searched for Endrick was the Great Lodge, but finding only Etia and her retainers gathered for the evening meal, she quickly moved on to search the rest of the island. She checked the beach, checked the dock, and even stopped at the home where Renna was staying, but to no avail. Finally, realizing that she had no other choice, Meredith began to follow the shore north, passing the Wyrm Pit and the chapel, and knocked on the door of Perrick Underton.

“Oh, it's you. What do you want?” the Lantonian priest looked down his spectacles at her, his unimpressed tone belied by the fidgeting of his fingers on the door frame.

“Is Endrick here?” Meredith asked, trying to see around the man and into his small home. “I've been looking everywhere.”

The priest answered, scratching his neck, “He's in the back, but we're quite busy, you know. Analyzing a new set of star charts; I will not allow you to disturb him.”

Meredith shoved passed the priest with an agility that must have surprised him, for he yelped and stood aside. “It's urgent,” she said by way of apology, and continued on through the main living area to the back of the little cottage. Here, the mountains of copies of the Book of the Three were no more than mere mounds, and the telescopes were few. Perrick had cleared off a large area to make room for a heavy, antique desk which was piled high with the thick, wide books that contained his star maps, at which Endrick was currently seated. He stooped over the desk, a quill scratching away as he made notes, his wooden staff resting against a wall within reach.

“Endrick,” Meredith called out as she approached.

The wizard did not turn from his studies.

“Endrick,” she tried again, but still received no response.

Inwardly trying to push thoughts of her own betrayal to the side of her mind, Meredith came to stand directly beside Endrick, in front of the large wax candle by which he read, effectively blocking off his source of light.

With an audible sigh, Endrick set down his quill and looked up in irritation.

“Yes?” he asked, tone icy.

“I need to speak with you.”

“Then speak.”

Meredith made a pointed glance to Perrick, who was bustling toward them like a nervous chicken, “Alone.”

“I am not inclined to any private discussion with you, Meredith,” Endrick replied, his expression still stone. “Not yet.”

“Not that kind of discussion,” Meredith scowled. “This is important.”

“Then tell Renna, and she will tell me,” Endrick turned away from Meredith, back to his studies. That was exactly the wrong thing to say. Meredith leaned in and placed one hand on the parchment he was trying to read. She was sick of his childishness. He had every right to be mad at her, but she was damned if she was going to let him carry on this way.

“We're not kids, Endrick,” she hissed. “I won't go through someone else like we're some kind of quarreling teen-aged lovers. I'm telling you; this is important.” Endrick met her gaze once more, but this time his expression seemed more...reluctant than cool. She continued, “To the mission.”

Endrick held her gaze a few moments more in silence, and finally turned away with a sigh.

“I will hear what you have to say, but do not think—” 

“That I'm forgiven?” Meredith cut him off. She knew she wasn't doing herself any favors, but she couldn't help it. “No, of course not. Consider me decidedly unforgiven.”

Perrick had witnessed the exchange, despite Meredith's efforts to keep her voice down, and the priest was looking back and forth between the two with interest.

“Is something the matter?” he asked Endrick.

“No,” the wizard intoned. He stood, took his staff in hand, and began to leave. “I will finish my studies later. Good evening, Perrick.”

The priest smiled and bowed slightly as Endrick left, and scowled at Meredith as she followed the wizard out into the night. The two were silent as they made their way back to Meredith's hut, their feet turning them in that direction almost by instinct. Once they were seated and a candle carefully lit, Meredith pulled forth the ever-present Chronicle, and began to explain her case. Endrick was silent as he listened. His gaze was downcast, eyes practically closed, as if sight impeded his thinking. Only when Meredith had reached her conclusion did he speak.

“What you say is,” he hesitated, his eyes still lowered, “Possible.”

“Possible?” Meredith laughed tentatively. “I thought it was highly plausible.”

“Hmm, perhaps,” Endrick nodded. Still he kept his gaze downcast, and very soon closed his eyes all together. He sat cross-legged on the floor, the slits of his black and gray wizard's robes allowing him the movement. His legs were covered by dark pants, but he had removed his boots, and Meredith could see how ragged and worn they were as they were placed next to him. This tugged at her heart for reasons she could not explain. He needed new ones. Was he neglecting himself in other ways she couldn't see?

“What do you think we should do?” Meredith prompted after long moments.

Endrick's eyes flickered open, “If what you believe is true, then this presents a major opportunity to destroy another of the false gods. We must find a way to take advantage of it.”

“Have you had any luck with the counter spell?”

He shook his head, “No.”

“Then that leaves...”

“Trying to destroy the Wyrm,” Endrick said, gaze inward and unfocused, “which we were already interested in doing, only now...”

“The Wyrm is actually Lantos,” Meredith completed. She was acutely aware of how normal it felt—sitting across from Endrick in their hut, finishing each other's thoughts, plotting the demise of the false gods. It was, for a few moments, as if she had never betrayed his trust. She couldn't refrain from flashing Endrick a small smile. “Which makes it all the more difficult to defeat. It's kind of exciting, in a way.”

“Exciting is not the word I would choose,” Endrick frowned, and his gentle expression vanished. “We were extremely lucky that Dienna was able to destroy Dartos when she did. He had been weak, had been in the form of the Weaponsmaster for months before she dealt the killing blow. If the Wyrm is Lantos, he must gain more power by taking that form than he loses, else he would never take on such a fantastical shape.”

“I wondered about that,” Meredith said pensively. She flipped through the Chronicle again until she reached the notes she had taken. “It must take Lantos a great deal of energy to maintain a form so different from his natural state.”

“The power he reaps from his time as the Wyrm must be great indeed,”  Endrick nodded. Meredith thought immediately of the giant, underwater obelisk, the hundreds, possibly thousands of mindless worshipers swirling around it only to resurface with the god's name on their lips. “Fortunately for us, the gods leave themselves vulnerable when they leave their light form. They are still bound to the human bodies in which they first cast the Spell of Invocation Transference, and thus they carry with them all that was contained in those bodies.”

Meredith raised an eyebrow, not following, “Like what?”

Endrick was silent for a moment before he replied, “Their souls.”

Meredith didn't know what to say. Why on earth should that matter? “You want to do something with Lantos' soul?” She gathered the Chronicle on her lap, prepared to write Endrick's explanation. 

“Not something,” Endrick answered with surprising patience. His anger with Meredith seemed to have subsided again, as his mind was clearly occupied with the mission. “I have often thought, since their brother Dartos's death, that the two remaining gods would surely restrict how often they appear in the world. They saw how Dartos abused this power, and how it led to his demise. They would never allow themselves to become as weak as he did. I have wondered, if I am not successful in creating a counter-spell to undo the Spell of Invocation Transference, how else can the false gods be dethroned? Killing them would be the obvious answer, but killing them, as Dienna killed Dartos, would be possible only if Lantos and Seltos were first significantly weakened. Being the two most powerful magical entities in the universe, there is little anyone could do to truly hurt them if they did not first hurt themselves, if they did not first stretch their powers too thin, as did Dartos.”

“So what would be the next option?” Meredith asked, jotting his ideas down next to hers.

“Rather than trying to kill them, we should be trying to weaken their hold on the world,” Endrick replied. “Capturing their souls would not only weaken them magically, as magic is amplified by the soul, but it would also mean that they would have less power to enact their schemes for more worship. With their magic severely diminished, they could never transform into creatures like the Wyrm or have the power to drag hundreds of victims to the bottom of the sea.”

Meredith looked up from the notes she had been scratching, eyes wide, lips parted in wonder, “Could we really do that? Could we take—”

“Not take,” Endrick interrupted, his voice harsh. “But we can capture their souls, I have no doubt, just as the wizards of the Repository capture the souls of their students.” He eyed Meredith critically, and she knew what he must be thinking: Just like they should capture yours. Meredith was glad he did not voice this thought, but she felt the shame of it nonetheless. She felt color rise to her cheeks, and she resumed making notations in the Chronicle. 

“How will we do it?” Meredith said softly. “Do you know the spell?”

Endrick shook his head, “I am afraid that I have no idea what enchantment they use. I was only a boy when I took the Ritual. My memories of the event are,” his brows contracted, his lips set into a worried frown, “selective at best. I know only that they presented me with the lamp, already aglow with a faint light of its own, and bade me hold it against my breast. They said their words, and I said mine. It felt like,” he hesitated, a bead of sweat dripping down from his dark bald crown, “like all the warmth and good inside me was being drawn out, sucked into the lamp like sweet juice sucked from a scrap of fruit. I was left a husk. Emotions were a memory—a memory which has only faded with time.”

Meredith watched his pained expression with an inner agony all her own. It was not the first time he had ever shared his recollections of the Ritual, but it was the first time he had been so detailed. It sounded horrid, even more-so now that Meredith had reason to fear it herself.

“I do not blame you for not wanting to take the Ritual, Mer,” he said softly, his gaze looking past her, beyond her shoulder, to some far and distant place where lived the wizard's memories. “I have wished until my lips could form no other words, until my mind could no longer support the thought, that I was whole. Then I could love you, then I could be myself. I could be as you are, as a person should be.” He reached for her hand, as if to take it in his own, but quickly withdrew. “But I cannot. Young though I was when I made my choice, I am still beholden to its consequences. You had an advantage I never had, Meredith,” Endrick's eyes met hers now, and beneath the haze of wizardly apathy Meredith saw something resembling pity, and disappointment. “Your choice was far clearer. You were not taken from your home in the middle of the night, not taken to live with the father who let your mother die without so much as a glance at her corpse. You were not made to study the magic with the foolish childhood assumption that it was the answer to all of life's problems, an assumption your tutors only encouraged and fomented for it assured that you would not hesitate to give them everything in exchange for it. Everything,” his deep voice was soft but penetrating. “Yet still you made your choice. And for what? For a taste of power? Of independence?” Endrick's face twisted into a smirk that reminded Meredith of his father, Jerritt. “Now you have sold yourself to it, and there is no going back. Do you still think it was worth it, my dearest Meredith?”

“I,” she hesitated. She did regret her decision, but only to a point. She knew, in a cold, detached way, that what she had done was wrong, that the price she would pay for taking the spellbook and learning its magic was far too great, but Meredith was not ready to admit as much to Endrick. True though it was that she had deceived him, Meredith had expected him to be more understanding. She couldn't stand the disappointment in his eyes. Even now, he beheld her with such a terrible grin. Any sympathy, any compassion he might have felt for her predicament was lost to the Ritual. “I don't know.”

Endrick laughed, coldly, mockingly. Again Meredith flushed, but this time in anger. She didn't have to endure this. Meredith stood. 

“Get out,” she barely had the wherewithal to growl. She wouldn't let him berate her any more for what she had done. “Leave.”

Endrick stood as well, but he did not make for the door, “You still do not understand, do you?” He said, smirk replaced by an angry scowl.

“I know I was wrong to learn the magic,” Meredith replied. “But what is done is done, and we have to put it behind us, for the mission's sake.”

“It is done,” Endrick replied, anger subsiding a fraction. He took his staff in hand and half-turned from her. “And the only freedom you have left is the choice of your own destruction. Your end will come, one way or another. Now you have only to decide: Will you die by the hand of the Repository, or by the slow, agonizing separation from your soul?”

Meredith said nothing, only turned away from him and clenched her fists, willing herself not to let the tears forming behind her lids spill forth.

“I will tell Renna of your discovery,” Endrick said coolly, standing in the door of the hut. “And we will determine what course of action to take.”
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The next day saw Meredith, Endrick, and Renna standing before the Great Lodge, speaking in low voices as the Iolimians filed in to the low building for their daily adoration of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. Most of the Iolimians had made this a part of their morning routine. They would rise, make their way to the Lodge, and leave a small offering before Etia's driftwood and seashell throne—a pearl found in their dives, a fish, a small bunch of plantain, a coconut. Thus did the islanders repay the child for foretelling the coming of the Wyrm, thus did they entice her to keep the Great Wyrm at bay.

“I think you're on to something,” Renna said, her expression dark. The Iolimians flowed in and out of the Great Lodge behind them. “But even if we did have a way to capture Lantos' soul from the Wyrm, the Iolimians are too batty to let us try.”

“Renna,” Meredith scolded.

“What?” the wizardess whined.

“These people aren't batty; they're brainwashed,” Meredith said. “Just like your crew.”

Renna grumbled something incomprehensible.

Meredith continued, “If only we could tell Etia the truth.”

“Perhaps you should,” Endrick said in a low voice, cool and distant. He did not look at Meredith as he spoke, but rather at the constant flux of people exiting and entering the Great Lodge. “The girl seems to trust you.”

Meredith frowned, “Tell her everything? I don't think she trusts me that much yet.”

“We must do something. Until Renna repairs her ship,” Endrick inclined her head at her, “we are trapped here, and must rely on the Iolimian's hospitality. If we attack the Wyrm without their consent again, we may become their enemies. They were not at all pleased when we drove the Wyrm from their shores the last time.”

“Even though it set their village on fire?” Meredith asked, incredulous. The village around them still showed signs of damage from the Wyrm's last attack. Fire had scorched several huts, and the debris littered the village pathways. Endrick had, as promised, taken the blame for the missile spells Meredith had cast that night. No one knew that she had had any involvement in the destruction.

“Yes, even so,” he said grimly. 

“What did I tell you? Batty,” Renna said with a dark expression.

Meredith looked to the Lodge. Soon enough, all five hundred or so of the villagers would have come and gone, and Etia would be free until the afternoon audiences. Perhaps she could pull her aside before then.

“I'll try to tell her,” Meredith said to the two wizards. “I'll tell her as much as I dare.”

––––––––
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Meredith returned to the Lodge in the early afternoon, but, finding the throne empty and the offerings cleared away, she turned her steps toward the ocean. Rather than finding her at the pier with her whales, however, Meredith found Etia at the beach, sitting with her arms around her knees, looking glum. Her mouth was set in a frown, and her large, deep blue eyes were staring off beyond the sea's horizon. 

Meredith sat down next to her.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked, already removing her boots.

Etia looked alarmed, but shook her head. “No. I don't mind.”

They were silent for long moments. The afternoon sun was just warm enough that the spray from the crashing waves was pleasant on their faces and the foam of the receding tide was refreshing on their bare feet. 

“Can I ask you something?” Etia broke the silence, her tone distressed.

Meredith turned to the girl, surprised, “Of course. Anything.”

“What would it mean,” Etia started, her gaze now on her water-covered feet, “if the Wyrm were evil? What would that mean for my parents?”

Meredith was taken aback. She hadn't anticipated such a direct question, nor one with such a myriad of complicated answers. At least it was on topic with what Meredith herself had come to ask.

“It would mean a lot of things, Venerable Daughter,” Meredith replied with a sigh, sitting back. She could detect the whale pod out in the distance by the occasional spout of water, the occasional fluke that broke the surface. “So let me answer you with a question of my own. The last time we spoke, you were completely convinced that the Wyrm was good. That the gods were good. Has that changed?”

Etia blushed, her dark skin coloring crimson, “The last time the Wyrm came—it's never attacked the village like that before. The fire,” she shook her head, “I don't know why it would need to set the village on fire. That's not part of the test.”

Meredith nodded, “I can't see a reason either.”

“And I've thought more about what you said,” Etia continued. “And about the whales. I trust them. They're my friends. And they have magic! Why would they think the Wyrm is evil if it isn't? Why would they try so hard to drive it away?”

“Why indeed,” Meredith's gaze went back to the whales, still visible on the horizon.

“I went to the Elder last night,” Etia continued, her voice quiet, and she looked at Meredith with a guilty expression. “I asked him these questions. Do you know what he said?”

“No, what?”

“He said that the old legends are true,” Etia said, blue eyes deep and beckoning, “and that the Wyrm may not be what we think it is. I think the whales know.”

Meredith gave the girl a small smile. She was inwardly delighted that Etia had had the sense to seek out the Elder, to ask someone outside of the strange influence of the Wyrm and the Way what they thought. She briefly considered telling her everything she knew of the false gods right then—about the Tome, Artima, and Dartos—but decided against it. The girl was coming to her own conclusions. She didn't want to jeopardize that. 

Instead, she said, “I think they know, too. And I think you might need some help if you do decide to do something about the Wyrm.”

“Help?” Etia asked, her small brows contracted.

Meredith nodded calmly, “Both times your whales tried to attack the Wyrm, they failed. I'm not saying they couldn't do it given enough chances,” Meredith added hastily. Indeed the whales seemed almost, in a way, to be perfectly equipped to their task (although she hadn't the faintest idea who would have equipped them). “But you are young, and that would be quite a task for you to undertake alone.”

Etia gave an indignant pout, “I wouldn't be alone. My whales would be with me.”

Meredith laughed, “Yes, they would be, you're right.” She continued more soberly, “But you are not trained to handle magic, Etia.” Meredith felt the irony of those words like a physical weight on her chest, “And like you said, the whales have a great magic within them. You need our help. As it happens, we might have a plan.”

She explained in the simplest terms she could think of how they might be able to trap the Wyrm's soul, and save the island from its attacks. They only needed to create something that would let them trap it. She left out any mention of the Wyrm actually being Lantos, the girl's supposed father, saving this as a topic for another day.

Etia looked dubious.

“Why trap it when my whales can fight it?” she asked.

“Do you remember the test, Venerable Daughter?” Meredith replied. “Gemmar's memories showed the Wyrm drawing thousands of bodies below the water. We have no idea how deep its well of power goes. We would have a better chance at capturing its soul than destroying it in combat.”

“Maybe,” Etia said, hesitating.

Meredith stood. Her legs had begun to feel cramped, and she did not want to press the child too much. “Well, maybe is good enough for now. Think it over, Etia. Speak with the Elder again, if you want to.”

“I will,” Etia muttered, still sitting in the sand. She turned to face Meredith, “Can I talk to you again too?”

“Of course,” Meredith said with a small smile. She then gave the Daughter of the Moon and Stars a slight bow, and made her leave.

––––––––
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It did not take long for Etia to seek her out again. The next afternoon, Meredith was in her hut, reviewing the Chronicle, when Renna knocked.

“The girl wants to see you,” the blonde wizard said. She leaned casually against the frame of the door. “I think you might have gotten through to her.”

Meredith looked up from her work, “That was fast.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Renna replied. “She's holding a meeting in the Great Lodge. We should go now.”

Meredith nodded, and soon the two women were walking through the village and up the small hill upon which sat the Lodge. Endrick and Etia were already inside. The girl was dressed in her ceremonial clothing—a white dress and embroidered shoes, wearing her seashell crown—and she sat upon her driftwood throne. Endrick stood to her side, his face grim and dour, his black and gray robes in stark contrast to Etia's vestments.

Meredith and Renna bowed before her throne.

“Where's Tip?” Meredith asked after a quick glance showed the rest of the Lodge to be empty.

“He's out fishing,” Etia replied. “I didn't want him here for this.”

“Why not?” Meredith asked.

Etia hesitated a moment, then made a sweeping gesture with her hand, “Sit down, please.” The women did as they were bidden, and Etia continued. “I tried to tell Tip that the Wyrm may not be as good a thing as we think it is. He didn't like that.”

“I'll bet not,” Renna snorted.

“He still thinks that the Wyrm does the bidding of the gods,” Etia continued, frowning. “But I don't want to talk about that. I want to know if we can actually do something to stop it.”

Endrick spoke up, still standing next to the throne, “I believe Meredith told you the basics of our plan yesterday?”

“Yes,” Etia nodded. “How long would it take to do that? How long until you can capture the Wyrm's soul?” She said the word uncertainly, as if unsure what it portended. For all that Etia had become a leader amongst her people, she was still only a girl of eleven.

Endrick replied, “I am not sure. We have only supposed a theory. It could take many weeks, perhaps months, to put those theories into action.”

The girl's shoulders slumped, “We don't have months. The Wyrm will come before then for sure. If it is evil, I want to stop it.”

Renna, sitting on the floor next to Meredith, looked to Endrick and said, “I'm sure we can think of something to speed up the process, right Endrick?”

The wizard did not reply.

“Maybe your crew could help?” Meredith asked.

“Help take down the thing that saved their heathen souls from the darkenworld?” Renna said mockingly. “I don't think so. They won't lift a finger against it. Lantos is all they care about. Lantos and Etia and the Way. It's like they've been completely bamboozled. But I agree that the sooner we can take that thing out, the better.”

Etia asked, “So what can we do?”

Renna leaned back on her hands and bit the insides of her cheeks, appearing deep in thought. After a moment, she continued, “Well, I don't think either me or Endrick has had the experience we'd need with this kind of magic, but I think I know someone who does.”

Endrick looked sharply at Renna, “We cannot ask the Archmage.”

“No, no, not the Archmage,” Renna grinned playfully, “Can't you guess? What other wizard in this world has such an intimate knowledge of the Ritual?”

Endrick's expression darkened, “I would not ask her.”

“Her?” Meredith frowned. “Who do you mean?”

Renna's grin grew, “Artima, of course.”

“The sorceress?” Etia interjected. Her eyes were wide with fear and wonder.

“You know her?” Meredith asked.

“Yes,” Etia said, still plainly shocked. “My Mama and Papa told me about her. She tried to destroy the Godskeep before I was born, and she k-killed the last Keeper of the Gods.”

Meredith was quick to correct her, “She took over the Godskeep for a short time, but was not responsible for Lord Mayrim's death.” Meredith turned to Renna. “Do you really think she can help us?”

“If she agrees to,” Renna shrugged. “Why not? You know what she did, what she's capable of. We could apply that same principle to the Wyrm.”

Meredith was unsure. Artima had successfully saved her soul from the Repository, had undergone the Ritual and was able to recover her severed spirit and make herself whole again. Doing so had made her the Repository's number one enemy, but, unluckily for them, the deed had made Artima far stronger than any wizard of their order, and the Repository had opted, instead of apprehending her, to make a treaty. The only other person to have successfully regained their soul after performing the Ritual was Rollis, the wizard who would, a lifetime later, become Lantos. If anyone was equipped to recapture Lantos's soul from the Wyrm, it was Artima.

Meredith looked to Endrick, “Do you think she would work with us? Dienna did say she was friendly with her, for a time.”

Endrick did not return her gaze. He was staring down at Etia, his eyes cold, calculating. “She will. I am almost certain of that.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Renna said, standing. “Where's the mirrorcom? We'll contact Artima at once.”

“Renna...” Endrick tried to intervene, but the wizardess wasn't listening.

“Didn't you have it last, Meredith?” she asked.

“Yes, but,” Meredith looked reluctantly to Endrick, who still seemed deep in thought. She knew what he must be thinking—could they trust Artima? Could they rely on her to help with such an important task? They had become reluctant allies after the Battle of the Godskeep, but this was the same woman who had driven Meredith from her home, who had taken control of the Way and had allowed its people to be imprisoned—killed! She had employed Cormin, of all people, to be her right hand, the High Educator of the New Way, and had stood idly by as he had executed all those who had dared oppose her.

But that was all in the past now, wasn't it? Artima had been no less deceived than any of them by the gods. She had only been doing what, in her mind, was necessary to please them. She knew better now. She knew what the gods where, and had every reason to want them destroyed. After all, Artima had given Dienna the knife that the priest had plunged into the false god's heart. Perhaps she was just who they needed to help destroy another.

“It's alright, Meredith,” Endrick said at length, his tone almost defeated. “Do as she says. Retrieve the mirrorcom.”

Meredith nodded and began rummaging through her rucksack, her fingers soon finding a compact, round object in its depths. She drew it forth, surprised as always at how heavy it was in her hand. It was no bigger than her palm, made of enamel with a dark stone set in its back, its inner mirror unseen while it was closed. Renna made a motion, and Meredith carefully handed it to her.

Renna wasted no time on formalities. Device in hand, she gave a hurried bow, “Venerable Daughter, if you'll excuse us,” and, without saying another word, she stood and left the Great Lodge with long, swift strides.

“Wait, Renna!” Meredith called after her, annoyed at how quickly she had taken her leave. “We're coming too!”

Meredith and Endrick bowed hastily to Etia before dashing after their friend. By the time they reached her, Renna was already halfway to the shore. 

“Let's bring it to the beach,” Renna said. “Better lighting.”

Endrick snorted, but made no other protestation, and the three sat down on a ridge of long grass, just at the edge of where the darker island soil gave way to white sand. Renna had already begun to activate the mirrorcom, when a shout came from behind.

“Wait! Wait for me!”

Etia ran toward them, still wearing her full court attire. She had to hold on to her over-sized seashell crown with one hand to keep it from falling as she ran, and she was out of breath when she sat down unceremoniously next to Meredith. “I want to speak to her too. That's what you use the mirror for, right? The Elder told me about wizard mirrors, once.”

“Did he?” Endrick replied with a frown.

“Yeah,” Etia nodded eagerly. “He told me about how wizards can speak to each other through mirrors and windows and glass.” The girl's nose wrinkled as she looked at the mirrorcom in Renna's hands. “He always said that the glass needed to be really big, though, to accommodate the spell.”

Renna raised the mirrorcom to her lips and began to whisper soft words. Meredith felt a tinge of jealousy. Anyone could receive a communication on the mirrorcom by pressing the jewel on the devices' back, but only a wizard of high rank and gifted in their art could cast the spell that would link it to another mirrorcom—or in this case, to Artima.

“The Elder is right,” Endrick replied as the device began to glow in Renna's hands. “The Spell of Self-Scrying is a difficult and powerful feat of magic that normally requires the caster to use a rather large mirror or pane of glass. If the glass were too small, it would shatter with the force of the magical current running through it.”

“So why is that mirror so small? Is it going to shatter?” Etia asked, eyes wide. Renna finished the incantation, and once again held the palm-sized mirror in one hand, holding it slightly aloft.

“No,” Endrick shook his head. A rare smile touched his lips. “This device is of my own invention. It is purpose built. It will not shatter, even if the other party were to break the connection, even if their own glass were too small. It will not break.”

The mirrorcom began to emit a dark light. All four looked away, for though it was dark it still hurt their eyes to gaze upon it, and a faint whirring sound reached their ears. Both light and sound subsided, and the outline of a woman's face appeared in the small, circular glass. Meredith had to restrain herself from gasping. The woman in the little mirror was, without a doubt, Artima of the Plains, but she was much changed. Although she could not be much more than fifty, Artima's already thin face seemed almost skeletal. Her cheekbones protruded from her bone-white face, stood out against the dark, almost bruised-looking hollow beneath. The same color followed her collarbone, which was exposed by the low-cut frock she had donned, and her eyes shone fiercely from between curtains of long, black hair that hung lank and limp on either side of her face.

The image in the mirrorcom showed Artima sitting, as if at a desk or vanity, with large, lofty arches open to sky and mountains behind her. There was no surprise in her expression, only a vague annoyance and something like pain in the way she sat.

“Yes, what is it?” The sorceress asked.

Although Renna held the mirrorcom, it was Endrick who spoke. He inclined his head at the woman, and continued in a respectful tone, “Lady Artima, we know you are a busy woman, so we will be brief. You remember me, do you not?”

Artima arched one dark eyebrow, “Yes, I know you, Endrick Arelo, Wizard of the Second Class, and I see Meredith Hauvish of the Godskeep is with you, but who is the other?” She looked to Renna, “I have not had the pleasure of meeting you yet, my dear.”

“Renna Goldcrest, Wizard of the Second Class, captain of the Sky Seeker,” Renna replied, more subdued than normal. The spirit of mischief that always surrounded Renna seemed to have vanished under the other sorceress's predatory gaze.

“Good greetings, Renna Goldcrest,” Artima replied. “And to what do I owe the honor of your intrusion into my home?”

“Artima,” Endrick replied. “We have been investigating reports of a sea creature known as the Great Wyrm. Perhaps you have heard of it?”

Artima inclined her head, “I have.”

Endrick kept his voice low, so much so that Meredith, who sat to Endrick's left, was barely able to make out his words, “We have reason to believe that the Wyrm is connected to Lantos. It may,” he hesitated, glancing at Etia, who was leaning in behind Meredith's shoulder to get a closer look at the mirrorcom. “It may actually be Lantos himself,” he whispered.

“What? What did he say?” Etia asked.

“Hush, little one,” Meredith replied gently.

Again Artima betrayed neither surprise nor shock. She brought one pale, wasted hand to her face to smooth away a stray strand of hair. “And what do you propose to do about this?”

“We thought,” it was Meredith who spoke. She hesitated under Artima's gaze, “We thought that you might be able to help us. We'd like to capture its soul.”

“I see,” Artima intoned. She did not look impressed. “You wish to employ certain techniques that I may have used against the Repository to help you defeat this creature.”

Endrick nodded, “Yes, Lady Artima. We would be most grateful if you could teach us what you know.”

Artima began to cough in earnest, her whole frame shaking with the effort. Meredith watched, eyes wide, as the episode continued for long minutes before the sorceress recovered. Artima sat back in her chair, eyes closed, and let out a shuddering breath.

“That will be quite impossible,” she said. “As you can see, I am ill. And even if I did agree to teach you my ways, you would be marked as traitors to your order, and I would be reprimanded for meddling, for breaking the treaty.” The short speech left her out of breath again, and she coughed a short while more. “I do not wish for the Repository to knock on my door.”

Endrick shook his head, “They would not, good lady, I assure you. Once the Archmage hears the reasoning behind our decision, she will be the first to pardon our methods.”

Before Artima could respond, Etia stood and came to kneel directly behind Endrick and Renna. “I can't hear anything,” she said impetuously. “Let me in.” She leaned in to the mirrorcom with interest, studying keenly the reflection it showed of the woman within. 

“Who is this?” Artima asked, looking down her nose at the girl.

Meredith tried to stop her, but Etia was too quick.

“My name is Etia,” the girl said helpfully. “The Daughter of the Moon and Stars.”

Artima's disdain was quickly replaced with interest. She leaned in closer to the mirror. “Daughter of the Moon and Stars? That is quite a title, little one. Pray tell, how did you come by it?”

“Etia—” Meredith tried to hush her, but the girl paid no heed.

“My parents,” Etia replied. “They're the moon and stars. That makes me their daughter.”

“I see,” Artima replied, eyes still bright with interest. Meredith knew that nothing would escape Artima's notice—Etia's crown of seashells, her dark, luminescent skin, her large, oceanic eyes. All at once, Artima smiled. It was a sickly smile, one that reminded Meredith of a man she had once seen in the streets of Port Santore. He had given Meredith such a smile before passing out, drunk, in the middle of day.

“I will teach you my ways, Endrick Arelo, but be it on your own head,” Artima replied. Another cough, and the smile disappeared. “I cannot teach you via mirror, however. You must attend to me at my keep.”

Meredith started, “At your keep? In Astquary?”

Artima nodded, “I certainly cannot come to you.”

Endrick intervened, “We will find a way, Lady Artima, and we are thankful for your offer.”

Artima waved her hand dismissively, “Do not thank me just yet, mage. I cannot vouch for the knowledge you seek, nor for your safety should you choose to study it.”

“As you say,” Endrick inclined his head. “We will seek Sivarr's Keep as soon as we are able.”

“Very well,” Artima nodded. Her dark eyes glinted, “And one more thing. Bring with you your Daughter of the Moon and Stars. I would very much like to meet her.”

Endrick hesitated, but Etia herself did not seem at all bothered by the request.

Her eyes lit up, “Visit an evil sorceress?” She blushed, realizing no doubt that that was not a kind thing to say to Artima's face. “Oh, I didn't mean—”

“I take no offense, little one,” Artima replied with an amused smirk. “The moniker is well-deserved, after all.”

Etia, likely unsure of what a moniker was, only nodded and smiled uncertainly at the woman in the glass. Endrick watched the exchange gravely. Behind his cold brown eyes, Meredith could see him calculating risk versus reward, sacrifice versus the greater good, and felt all of her own hatred for his condition rising. He wouldn't actually let Etia come with them, would he? Did they have no other choice?

“We will bring her,” he said softly. “You have my word.”

Artima's smirk grew, “Excellent. Now I must rest. Break the connection, as I assume you must. I will tell my apprentice to expect you in the near future.”

“Thank you, Lady Artima,” Endrick said with another bow of his head. He touched his hand to the polished stone set in the mirror's back, held it there for a moment, and Artima's image disappeared. The three adults let out a sigh of relief. Meredith sat back on her hands and looked out to the sea. Beyond the lapping, gently crashing waves, she could see the spouts of Etia's whales. Had they known she was nearby? Or had they been there first. Etia, too, noticed her friends. She stood and began to wave to them, giggling.

“This is great!” she exclaimed. The sea breeze caused the skirt of her dress to dance as she jumped about in excitement. “I get to meet a sorceress! She didn't seem as evil as I thought she'd be. Do you really think she can help us stop the Wyrm?”

Renna was looking at the girl with amusement, “I hope so.”

“We must first determine how we will get to Astquary,” Endrick reminded. “It is a long way off, and we have no ship. Even if we did—”

“Oh, we won't need a ship,” Etia said, still grinning.

“We won't?” Meredith said, exchanging looks with the others.

The girl shook her head proudly, “No.”

“Then how will we get there?”

Etia pointed out to sea, “The whales.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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How Etia had convinced Tip to let her see Artima of the Plains, Meredith had no idea. She only knew that, when the Daughter of the Moon and Stars had first told Tip that Artima had specifically requested her presence at Sivarr's Keep, the Head Islander had, understandably, forbidden her to go. Meredith, Endrick, and Renna had let them argue in privacy, and when Meredith saw Etia the next morning, the girl looked exhausted, but smug.

“I'm coming with you, Tip said,” she stated when she saw Meredith approach. Their paths had crossed on the main road of the village. “And we are taking the whales.”

Meredith pulled a face. She was not keen on this plan, “Etia, don't you think it would be a bit much on them? Astquary is on the other side of Dorneldia. How far can your whales even fly?”

“I've flown them to the far side of Ruith,” the girl replied. “We had to stop to rest, but I got there in two days. I'm sure we can make it to Astquary.”

Endrick was coming up the path to meet them, leaning slightly more than usual on his wooden staff. He bowed to Etia when he reached them, and she quickly filled him in on Tip's decision. “Then you will be the one to guide us on our journey, little one,” he said softly. “If you are ready, may we leave today?”

“Today?” Meredith frowned. It felt all too sudden. They had been on the island for more than half the summer. It had begun to feel like home, and she was suddenly loath to leave it behind. “Shouldn't we prepare a bit more? And where's Renna?”

Endrick regarded her coolly, “Renna will be staying here, with her crew. You and I alone will accompany Etia. As for preparation,” he took a look at Meredith's garb. She wore what had become her daily uniform on the island—cropped wide-legged pants lent to her by some of the women at the Great Lodge, into which she had tucked her own blouse and had thrown a vest over. Her rucksack was, as usual, packed to full capacity and already slung over one shoulder. On her feet she wore her trusted traveling boots, too warm for the Iolimian climate, but Meredith could imagine wearing nothing else for practicality's sake. Endrick continued, “You seem to be as prepared as ever.”
Meredith felt her face heat at his scrutiny and turned away from him, annoyed. “Fine. Etia,” she addressed the girl. “Lead the way.”
Etia's gaze turned from Endrick to Meredith with confusion, but her excitement soon won out over her concern, and she tugged at Meredith's hand. “Okay.” She began to lead them at a short-legged jog toward the pier. “We'll take Virha.”

“Virha?” Meredith struggled to keep up with the girl. They soon reached the sands of the beach and the planks of the long pier. In the distance, Meredith could already discern the shapes of the whale pod, cavorting at the nearness of their favorite friend. “We're only taking one?”

“One whale is certainly large enough for the three of us,” Endrick said calmly, walking behind them with long strides, his black and gray robes fluttering in the ocean spray. “Besides,” he stood next to Meredith as Etia eagerly dove off the end of the pier and into the water to meet the pod. “If something were to happen to us, we would not want to leave the Iolimians completely defenseless. Three whales would defend them better than one.” His dark eyes met hers without a flicker of emotion as, beside them, the whales began to sing their mournful song.

Before Meredith could reply, Etia and Virha, the smallest of the three whales, left the water with a mighty rush of air and froth that doused both her and Endrick in its spray. Etia brought the whale to a hover next to the pier, a sheepish grin on her face. 

Unsure how else to mount the creature, Meredith reached out a hesitant hand, and let Etia pull her aboard. Meredith was grateful for her boots, which provided some traction on the otherwise slippery surface of the whale's back. Even with their aid, she still felt terribly off-balance walking just the few short lengths it took to reach its center. She half-sat, half-fell into position behind Etia, who was sitting just above where the whale's mouth and pectoral fins met. Endrick was quick to join them, and fared no better on the wet, uneven surface. He sat behind Meredith, and immediately enveloped her waist in his arms.

“What are you doing?” Meredith snapped at him. He wasn't allowed to be angry with her and affectionate at the same time.“Let me go.”

Endrick did no such thing, “And let you fall to your death? I think not.”

“F-fall?” Meredith felt her heart falter as Etia commanded the whale to rise. With eerie precision, Virha the whale began to flap her pectoral fins and fly upwards as the beach and pier sank below. A crowd had gathered to watch. Among them was Tip, and Meredith was only dimly aware that he was calling out to Etia, shouting her name as they ascended toward the heavens, but he and the crowd were shrinking fast, and soon all Meredith could hear was the pounding of her own heart in her ears. 

Virha turned from the island, and soon Meredith could see only water ahead, as far as her eye could see. The white-capped waves beneath them looked no larger than the length of her finger, the gulls and birds mere specks as Etia urged the whale up, up into the clouds. 

A whimper of terror escaped Meredith's throat, and she knew that she had been right all those weeks ago when she had first seen the whales fly. She did get air-sick, just as she got sea-sick. She shut her eyes tight, but it was no use. The whale undulated as it flew. The rippling motion rocked Meredith's stomach just the same as if she were at sea. She didn't know what was worse—the nauseating motion caused by the whale's flight or the gut-wrenching fear caused by knowing just how far below them the sea was. 

“Here,” Endrick had loosened his grip on her, if only slightly, and was holding something in front of her with one hand. “Take this. It will help.”

It was a vial. She snatched it from his grasp, removed the stopper, and downed the liquid in one gulp. The effect was almost immediate. While it did not do much for her fear of heights, the disturbance in her stomach was quelled, and she was at least able to open her mouth without fear of vomiting. 

“You could have given that to me beforehand,” Meredith said with ill-grace. She held tightly on to Etia as the girl turned the whale sharply to their right to avoid a high-flying pelican. “I could have used it.”

“I am sorry, Meredith,” Endrick's voice was a cold breath on her ear. “I did not know if flight would affect you as the water does. I wanted to be sure it was necessary.”

“Of course,” Meredith grumbled, resenting his arms around her waist once more. She knew better than to argue the point, though. The water was a long, long way down, and when she turned her head, she could no longer see the island of Iolimi behind them. The wind whipped at her hair, her clothes. It was chilly this far up, especially when the sun disappeared behind the clouds, which were just within their reach.

Neither the cold nor the wind seemed to bother Etia. The Daughter of the Moon and Stars sat astride the whale as easily as if it were a horse, whooping and cheering as she led them further and further out to sea, her own blue-black hair bound tightly in a knotted braid at the back of her head. Both rider and mount seemed just as at ease up here in the clouds as they did in the water, and neither showed any sign of distress or fatigue. 

They flew all day, the sun to their right, heading due south. By late afternoon, they left the Dezhartan Sea behind, and sighted land. The Epping Peninsula stretched its fingers out beneath them, and, when night fell dark and dim, they landed on its shores and rested. Virha was happy for the break and the chance to eat, and seemed to find adequate prey in the waters at the cusp of the Arneit Sea, and Meredith was beside herself to be once again on solid land. Etia was able to procure fish for them with a sharpened stick, and so the three did not have to deplete their own supplies. They set no watch other than a whispered spell of protection, cast by Endrick as he prepared to sleep, and woke with the rising of the sun to once again climb aboard the whale's back. 

Virha sang her song as they rose through the peninsula's low-hanging fog, which clung to the water's surface like some dark miasma, the mournful sound echoing off of the ocean-lining cliffs. While flying due south would be the shortest path to Sivarr's Keep, Etia did not want to fly her whale over the Astquarian Mountains any more than they had to. If Virha should take ill, or if Etia should lose her connection with her mount, the whale was likely to fall, and it was far safer for all of them if they fell into the ocean. The girl was confident they could surmount the tall peaks when the time came, but she preferred the sea for a carpet over the land.

Endrick had provided Meredith with another vial of anti-airsickness potion before their departure that morning, for which Meredith was grateful. She was still angry with him about the day before, but accepted the potion now without comment. Endrick offered no further apology on the subject, and, in fact, hardly said a word to her during their fantastical flight. He simply held her, keeping her safe and secure on the whale's back, while both he and Meredith silently marveled at the view below. Meredith had found that, with gradual practice, she was finally able to stomach the sight of the ocean so far below, and the land too, when they came to it. She wished she could make notations in the Chronicle as they flew, but she knew that would be quite impossible. The wind was so fierce atop the whale's back that she would never be able to keep the pages open, let alone write in them. Thus Meredith stared at the landscapes below as if to memorize them, drawing a map in her own mind so that later, when their journey was at an end, she could trace their path in her pages. 

The second day brought them to the edges of lower Astquary, just north of the lands in which the elves had begun to settle. They had not traveled as far that day, for Virha and Etia both seemed in need of rest well before nightfall, but all were hopeful that they would reach their destination the following evening. They once again made camp on the shores of the Arneit Sea, in a little cape that was sheltered from sight by high cliff-faces on all sides. While they were still several miles away from the nearest known elven settlement—Kempit—they could not take the risk of anyone seeing them or Virha. While it was easy enough to hide the whale in the water, it was not so easy to hide her once the whale took flight. Meredith had been worried, at first, about being seen when they made the final day's journey over land, but Endrick had not shared her concerns.

“As long as we are above the clouds, no one will see us,” he said calmly. They sat around the fire they had built on the sheltered beach, huddled for warmth after the cold of the flight. “Even if we are seen, no one will be able to discern what it is that we are flying.”

Etia frowned, “Why does it matter who sees us? The whales aren't bad.”

Endrick nodded, “No, but whales are not generally known to fly, and people tend to fear that which they do not understand. Virha may be in danger if she is seen.”

The girl cocked her head to one side, like a confused dog, “So there are people who might want to hurt my whales?”

“Yes,” Endrick replied gravely.

Seeing Etia's shocked expression, Meredith intervened, “Surely you must have known this, Etia. You must know that not everyone is like they are on Iolimi.”

“I've never been outside of Iolimi,” Etia said in a small voice. She rested her large head on her knees, which she hugged into her body. Her vibrant blue eyes were tinged with flame as she watched the fire between them. Her dark skin shone with the opalescent glow that had once so attracted the Elder when she had been no more than an errant babe, wailing, abandoned in a lone puddle. “I've flown to Ruith, but I never landed there. I've never seen people, never talked to people outside of the island.”

“What about the merchants?” Meredith prompted. There had been several Ruithan merchants at the feast when the Wyrm had attacked. “You've seen Ruithans before.”

“I suppose,” Etia sighed. Her eyes still watched the flames. “But they know us. Some of them even come from our island. Dorneldia,” she stumbled over the word, as if unused to saying the name, “Is strange to me.”

“But Dorneldians know the Way,” Meredith said, hoping this would cheer the girl up. “They know of your parents, of Seltos and Lantos, and Dartos, too. That's something familiar, isn't it?”

Endrick gave Meredith a cold glance, “We can tell no one what the girl is called. The Daughter of the Moon and Stars is all well and good for Iolimi, but you know as well as I do that the followers of the Way here would consider such a claim to be blasphemy. They cannot know who her parents are.”

Etia's small lips pursed, and in her eyes Meredith could see fear. “The people here would hurt me too?”

“Yes,” Endrick said before Meredith could stop him.

Etia's lip quivered for a moment before she pulled herself together. She stood, “I think I'll go to bed now,” she said. “Goodnight.”

Meredith watched her leave for the edge of camp, setting her cloak down upon the sandy shore. Rather than lying down, however, the girl went to her knees and began to mutter words that Meredith could only just hear, carried by the nighttime breeze.

Was she—praying?

Meredith looked to Endrick, and he too seemed perplexed. Had they both forgotten, had they both underestimated how young and vulnerable the girl was? The foundling with a strange appearance, the daughter of gods from another land, the oracle of Iolimi—Etia had had many roles placed upon her. Had anyone considered asking the girl what she thought, what she believed?

“Endrick,” Meredith said quietly as Etia knelt beneath the crescent moon, her voice even softer now than it had been before.

“I know, Meredith,” he replied.

“Should we stop her?” Meredith asked.

“Not unless you are prepared to tell her everything,” Endrick said bitterly. “In any case, her voice is only one of many to pray to the gods this night. Silencing her will not drown out the thousands of others.”

“You're right,” Meredith sighed. “But still...perhaps...”

“Perhaps what?”

Meredith looked to the moon, waxing, but still small, in the heavens, a myriad of stars dusting the night sky around it. “Perhaps we've asked too much of her,” Meredith finished.

Endrick's face was obscured by the cowl of his hood, a dark shadow that bore no signs of his inner thoughts. “And we will ask still more, Meredith.” He turned to face her, and now she could see that his eyes were cold and sharp, “I am certain of it.”
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Meredith lay awake much of the night. How could she have been so callous? How could she have not considered how Etia herself felt about the gods? They were her parents, or so she believed, and that belief was more important than anything. 

She should have known better. Etia had complained before of being abandoned by the gods, who had stopped visiting her not long after the Wyrm first appeared. She had missed them, had been plainly upset at their lack of presence in her life, and clearly still thought of them as the guiding force in all that she did. How could they ever make her see the gods for what they were?

How could they ever ask her to destroy them?

Meredith did not know the answer. She could only hope that the same logic that was leading Etia to doubt the Great Wyrm would also lead her to doubt the Moon and the Stars. Etia was bright, clever, and she had seen firsthand the destruction the gods' manipulation had caused, even if she did not know it. Perhaps, once the veil was lifted, and the truth was revealed to her, she would take to it with understanding. If not...Meredith did not like to think about that. She could only imagine how she would feel if someone accused her own parents of being the root of all evil, and Meredith didn't have a high opinion of them to begin with. Etia still clearly adored her parents, as both her Mama and Papa, and as Seltos and Lantos. She wouldn't pray to gods she didn't believe in and, despite being distant from Perrick and the chapel on Iolimi, Etia was still wholly dedicated to the Way.

How could they shake that dedication? And in one so young?

Meredith almost hoped that they wouldn't need to.

Subdued and exhausted by the exertion of keeping the whale in flight, they let Etia sleep well past sunrise, but even so, the girl had ashy circles under her eyes when she woke, and she had little appetite. Endrick insisted she eat to keep up her strength, and after a considerable meal of foraged quail eggs and hard-bread, they mounted Virha to make the final leg of their journey. 

Southwest they flew now, passing from the shores of the Arneit Sea to the rocky peaks of the Astquarian Mountains. Etia had enough strength and ability to urge the whale over many of the ranges, but there were occasions when the summits were too high to surmount. With deft maneuvers, Etia guided Virha through the walls of stone as Meredith and Endrick marveled at being face-to-face with the snow-capped peaks. It was slow progress, winding through the mountains, but they dare not stop. There were precious few lakes this deep in the range, and Etia feared that, even should they find a place to rest, the mountain walls may be too cramped to allow the whale to return to the sky. Onward they went, losing altitude as the day wore on. Both Etia and Virha seemed nearly spent, and Meredith began to contemplate what would happen if they were to fall out of the sky. She had only the vaguest idea of where they were, and they had only enough provisions to last them a week—if they rationed. 

Suddenly, when the sun had grown quite low in the sky, they emerged from behind the shadow the nearest mountain into a wide, open clearing. Sivarr's Vale. It was about ten miles around, if Meredith was any judge, and oblong in shape. There was a lake on its eastern edge, and opposite that was what appeared to be a human settlement. The far side of the valley was cleared of all foliage and pockmarked with ogre holes, but the near side was dominated by the six towers of a dark castle—a castle that was of a height with them. Meredith gasped.

“Is that?” she could not even form the words in her surprise.

“Sivarr's Keep,” Endrick confirmed. “It would seem that Artima has raised it from its ruin, quite literally.”

Etia was too exhausted to do more than glance at the black towers that floated high above the valley, suspended in the air at odd intervals. She immediately turned them toward the lake, which was rimmed with orange and gold in the rays of the setting sun. Virha gave a loud groan of relief and skidded gracefully into the center of the water. Meredith tasted salt as it splashed at their landing, and soon she was gingerly sliding from Virha's back and into the lake itself. Endrick was right beside her. A much better swimmer than she, he made sure to keep pace with her, taking slow, short strides with his arms until both reached the shore. Etia was far ahead of them. Tired as she was from the extensive journey, she was a swimmer, born and raised, and she raced for the shore with her customary vigor. 

Their arrival had attracted the attention of the villagers who lived in the shadow of the keep. Humans and ogres alike stood side-by-side, watching the newcomers at a healthy distance. Their clothing was little better than rags, and all looked gaunt, half-starved. Sunken eyes full of mistrust stared at the three as they stood dripping on the shore, their mount happily finding food in the mountainous lake. Although many of the followers of the New Way had come from the Golden Valley, indeed, many had come from the Godskeep itself and were ex-priests of their respective orders, Meredith recognized none of them. None of them, that is, until Cormin pushed himself through to the front of the crowd. 

Meredith's heart froze when she saw him. He looked as sinister as ever. He clearly was not going hungry, although his followers were. His physique was muscular, his shoulders broad and appealing. His dark skin was complemented by the white robes he wore, which were trimmed with red and gold embroidery, and he still wore his black hair in the same style he had since childhood—his head was completely shaven, except for the very center, where he had let his hair grow long enough to be pulled into a neat, coily bun. He did not seem to recognize Meredith, however. His eyes were switching wildly between the feeding whale and the girl he had just seen flying it.

“What in the name of the Son is going on here?” Cormin demanded. He halted before Etia and stared down at her menacingly. 

“I,” the girl's lip began to quiver, and she stared up at the man with fear.

Endrick took a protective step forward, and placed a hand on Etia's shoulder. “Be at peace, High Educator. We have not come uninvited.”

“High Educator?” Cormin responded with a quirk of his lips. “No one has called me that name in quite some time. I am High Priest now, the supreme authority of the New Way, second only to the Chosen Son. Who are you, and why have you come here, wizard? Are these your women?” He gestured vaguely to Etia and Meredith, and only then did he let his gaze linger on her long enough to recognize his cousin. “No,” he breathed, coming to stand before Meredith now. “It can't be my old playmate, my cousin.” His smile was feral. With the speed of a snake, he snatched Meredith's hand from her side and brought his lips to her knuckles. 

Meredith whipped her hand from his grasp. “Cormin. It hasn't been long enough. I would just as soon never see you again.”

Cormin tutted and replied in a mocking tone, “It is nice to see you again too, cousin Meredith. And you even brought your family with you. I must say, you make a dashing couple, you and your wizard. Endrick Arelo, right? I remember you now. And your daughter—”

Meredith fumed, “She's n—”

“Etia is her name,” Endrick cut her off smoothly. “Our daughter's name is Etia. She is too young to have been left on her own, so we brought her with us to see Artima.”

“Ah, so it is the Chosen Mother who has summoned you,” Cormin said with false understanding. He nodded as if in sympathy. “Well, I am sad to say she is indisposed. She has been quite ill these last few years, and she is unable to leave her floating citadel. I would be happy to accompany you to her tower, however.”

Meredith's eyes narrowed, “She told us her apprentice would meet us.”

“And so she has,” came a hiss from the back of the crowd. Almost instantly, a look of fear and apprehension passed across the faces of the humans and ogres, and every one among them stepped aside to let the speaker pass. It was Ophie. Artima's apprentice was much the same as Meredith remembered—she wore robes of black, and her pale face was framed by long, straight orange hair that fell to her waist from a central part. Now past forty years, Ophie Dale's face was more lined than when Meredith had seen her at the Battle of the Godskeep, but no less freckled. She shuffled past Cormin without a glance, taking small, careful steps toward the group. She had eyes only for Etia, who was clinging to Endrick, eyes wide with fear.

Ophie's scrutinizing gaze did not soften, even as she held a hand out to the girl, “Come, my dear. There is no need to be afraid. You are welcome here.”

Etia looked to Endrick, uncertain, but at a grave nod from the wizard, Etia let her small dark hand be captured by Ophie's long, freckled fingers. 

“Follow me swiftly. My mistress awaits your arrival,” the apprentice said in her customary whisper. Meredith did not need telling twice. She wished to be as far away from Cormin as possible, and she had no desire to linger before the haunted eyes of the Herelites. 

“What about Virha?” Etia asked the wizardess. “Will she be okay?”

Ophie turned to face the lake once more, and only then did she seem to notice Cormin's presence, see the wonder and awe on the faces of those who watched the whale as it now swam lazily across the breadth of the water. Saying no words that Meredith could hear, Ophie reached forward with one hand. A sphere of protection, hazy crimson and purple, formed around the circumference of the lake, shimmering in the dying rays of the sun. 

“She will be quite safe,” Ophie said reassuringly. Meredith was startled at the evenness of her voice. She spoke to Etia as one who is used to children, with no trace of condescension in her voice. It reminded her of Endrick. “Now come, we must be away. The hour grows late, and you are most eagerly awaited by my lady.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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They traversed the width of the valley, reaching the rock-hewn stairs by nightfall. Ophie carried a sphere of light in one hand, which she held aloft, while the other hand held Etia's firmly as they made their way up the cliff-face. The six towers of Sivarr's Keep loomed black and immense above them, blotting out the stars like long fingers of ink spilled from a bottle. Meredith preferred to keep her gaze on the path. One false move, one slip, and she would plummet several stories down to the streets of the village below. 

After the stair was the portal, directly beneath the largest of the six towers, which Ophie activated much to the delight of Etia. When the portal began to glow and hum, Etia's eyes lit up, not with fear, but with excitement. When they arrived on the other side of the portal, in what appeared to be a grand, though dark and shadow-strewn, foyer, Etia gasped with pleasure. The sound, sweet and innocent, seemed to be swallowed by the oppressive tower, and the ogre guards who stood sentry at the base of the stair winced and grimaced—as if recalling a painful memory. Meredith did not have long to reflect on this behavior, however, as Ophie took no pause in her stride. The moment they materialized from the portal, she immediately made for the left-hand corridor, dragging Etia along with her.

Meredith and Endrick rushed to keep up, their eyes darting all around. Meredith wished to take it all in—the famed Sivarr's Keep, ruined in centuries past, the mark of one priest's hubris, now restored by the reluctant founder of the New Way—but Ophie's pace made inspection impossible. Before Meredith knew it, they had climbed several stories and had come to a door guarded by two ogresses. The guards bowed low to Ophie as she approached, and stepped aside.

“No one is to disturb us this night,” Ophie's whisper cut through the oppressive silence. “And tell the servants to prepare rooms for our guests.”

“Yes, my lady,” one of the ogresses grunted.

They passed through the door and onto what seemed to be a balcony converted to bedroom and study. Meredith recognized the lofty arches of the balcony from when they had spoken to Artima through the mirrorcom, beyond which Sivarr's Vale was visible. On the far side of the room were a plush bed and a desk, and several chairs had been arranged in the center of the room, which seemed to be reserved for entertaining guests. Artima sat in one of these chairs. She wore a loose gown of black silk that covered her entirely from her neck to her ornately slippered feet. One pale hand rested on a decanter of wine to her left, skeletal, almost claw-like in the way it gripped the vessel. She had drawn her long black hair into a severe knot at the back of her head, and the tension from this hairstyle caused her already gaunt face to be drawn back even further. Meredith was not fooled. While the style might have been able to smooth some of the wrinkles from her aging face, it could do nothing to hide the sallowness of her skin, nor the purple, bruise-like circles under her eyes. She had looked ill through the glass of the mirrorcom, but eye to eye, she looked on the verge of death.

And Artima knew it. Meredith could see by the way she sat in her chair, the proud bearing with which she held her neck and chin, that Artima was all too aware of her condition, and that she would be damned to let anyone see her as weak as she was. Meredith felt a rush of pity, even as she felt revulsion for the woman for what she had done, and what she had failed to do.

“Lady Artima,” Ophie said softly, bowing. “I bring you Endrick Arelo, Meredith Hauvish, and Etia of Iolimi, as you requested.”

Artima's hand left the decanter and settled it next to the other in her lap. “Thank you, Ophie,” her voice was still strong, even if her body was not. “I bid you stay for this discussion. Please,” she gestured to the four open chairs placed nearby, “sit and make yourselves comfortable.”

They sat, Endrick and Meredith with wariness, Etia with both wonder and apprehension. The girl was guided to the middle chair by Ophie, directly across from Artima, and Etia took her seat with timidity, playing with a strand of her long, darkly luminous hair. Artima watched the girl with interest.

“I am quite pleased to meet you, Daughter of Lantos,” Artima's throaty timbre broke the silence. “It has been many years since I last saw your father.”

“My father?” Etia gasped, her timid facade cracking. “You've met him?”

Artima nodded, “And your mother. We used to be, well, friends would not be the right word.”

“I didn't know anyone else had seen them,” Etia said.

Artima arched an eyebrow, “The gods of the Way have appeared to many in their thousand years of existence. They first appeared to Herel of Drelwood, then to Elliene the Healer, to the prophet Ayers, Nitzek, Yohan, countless other prophets...and to me. I was told that Iolimi had a missionary. Were you not taught the Way's history?”

Etia appeared contrite. Her small hands fidgeted in her lap. “I don't like our priest, and he doesn't like me either.”

A smile tugged at Artima's lips, “No, I don't suppose he would. You represent something that does not fit neatly into the established doctrine of the Way. You are outside of its teachings. If only he knew that you were the true flesh and blood heir of the gods he worships.”

“Flesh and blood?” Endrick asked, his expression deep with concern. “You can't mean—”

“I mean exactly as I said,” Artima cut him off with irritation. “This girl is the physical daughter of Lantos and Seltos, in every sense of the word, just as my Herel is the physical son of myself and Dartos.”

“She was a foundling,” Meredith intervened. “The Elder of Iolimi found her drowning in a puddle in the middle of a storm when she was just a babe. We had hoped that she was a daughter of the gods in name only.”

Artima shook her head, “No. She is their natural heir, born of the flesh of Lantos and Seltos, of Rollis and Jezla. Their magic is in her blood,” Artima paused to cough. A violent spasm coursed through her body as she hacked and sputtered. When it passed, she raised her gaze hungrily to Etia. “I would wager that she is quite gifted in the magical arts.”

“I'm not sure,” Etia herself responded, voice quivering slightly. She seemed upset at this statement. “The whales have their own magic. They seem to want to use it against the Wyrm.”

“Ah yes,” Artima sat back in her chair. “The Great Wyrm. That is why you have come to visit me, is it not? You want me to assist you in capturing its soul.”

“Yes,” Endrick replied gravely. “Will you teach us—” the wizard hesitated, his gaze flickering briefly to Meredith, “Will you teach me how it is done?”

Artima shook her head, “While it is true that I was able to free my own soul from the confines of the Repository,” she again paused to cough, “I have no experience in capturing the souls of others.”

“But the concept is similar,” Meredith spoke up. Artima's sharp gaze seemed to pierce her heart, but she continued regardless. “Freeing a soul, capturing a soul. If you can do one, surely you can manage the other.”

Ophie now spoke, her voice soft and quiet as always, “Spell reversal is as old a concept as magic itself, Meredith Hauvish, but it is not as easy as it may sound. Capturing a soul, as the Repository does, requires a vessel, an object into which the soul must be placed. The object must be enchanted in such a way to prevent the escape of the soul, it must be completely impervious to magic,” here she smiled, a smile that was not reflected in her eyes, “or, almost impervious, present company considered.”

Seeing that false smile, hearing the coolness in the apprentice's voice—Meredith suddenly realized that Ophie, although she was apprentice to the one wizardess who had ever successfully retrieved her soul from the Repository, still, herself, had no soul. She was just the same as Endrick or Renna, the Archmage or Jerritt. Had Artima forbidden her own apprentice from recovering it? Or perhaps there was something else preventing her.

“Artima,” Meredith began with determination. “Perhaps if you told us how you recovered your soul, we would have a better understanding of what can be done.”

Artima's dark eyes narrowed, and she seemed about to refuse, when her body was once again wracked with coughing. She bent almost double in her chair, coughing and hacking and gasping for air. When it was over, she sneered, “I have told no one, not even my own lover, that deadly secret. I would certainly not disclose it for your sake.”

Meredith shook her head, “Not for my sake, no, but what about for the sake of the Iolimians, the Ruithans, the elves and Dorneldians who have fallen victim to the Wyrm? Forgive me, Artima,” Meredith could hardly keep the fear from her voice, “but you have not seen this creature. It knows only destruction. It ravages the shores of the Dezhartan Sea, destroys villages and ships all over its waters. It takes its victims below the waves to some ancient, undersea pillar and puts them under the god's spell, then spits them back out. Those who do not drown awaken with the praises of Lantos on their lips, all thoughts of their previous faiths completely erased. The Way's numbers are increasing at an alarming rate all over the northern seas. Even wizards and followers of Roshan have been converted.”

There was interest in Artima's eyes at this description, “An undersea pillar?” She chuckled throatily, “So they found it after all.”

“Found what, Lady Artima?” Endrick asked.

Artima's smile was sickening, “The Pillar of Mantesh.”

No one replied. Artima continued, “The gods of the Way have long sought its whereabouts. When I was in the confidence of Dartos, he would often speak of that mission. He thought Lantos' obsession with the ancient relic was the epitome of poor tactical decision making. Dartos's plans for increasing worship were simple: foment war, foment chaos, and, in the end, bring forth a child to capture the hearts and imaginations of those who were disillusioned with the Way. He sought to fulfill the prophecy of Ayers on his own, to create a son and begin the great Cleanse the prophet foretold. Lantos, while he too participated in Dartos's games of war, had his own agenda, his own plans to increase their life-forces. Lantos thought the idea of having a child had merit,” she bowed her head half-mockingly towards Etia, “but he also thought there may be a more practical way to convert people to their faith.”

Endrick frowned, “I have never heard of this Pillar of Mantesh.”

“Nor would you, mage,” Artima replied. “I doubt the Repository has any notion of its existence. Its history predates the body of wizards by millennia. I myself have only heard of it from the gods.”

“So what can you tell us about it?” Meredith prompted.

“Little,” Artima croaked. She poured wine from the decanter next to her and took a sip, offering none to her guests. “But from what I understand, it is supposedly a token of the old gods. Mantesh was the god of the sea in the old pantheon, but what purpose it served that god or how it was created, I know not.”

“It seems to amplify spellcasting,” Endrick offered. “From what we observed through the memories of one of the survivors, it was able to draw in victims by the hundreds. Surely not even Lantos's magic is powerful enough on its own to manage such a feat.”

“Lantos,” Artima stated, “has a soul. And he has been honing his abilities for a millennium. Still, what you have described would be difficult magic, even for him. Certainly, it would not be worth the energy spent if the Pillar did not assist him in some way. I imagine that is why Lantos was so intent on finding it, all those years ago.”

“If it does amplify the god's magic,” Ophie whispered, “then perhaps capturing Lantos's soul will not be enough.”

Meredith frowned, “But it couldn't hurt. Magic is greatly reduced by the absence of a soul.”

“We know,” Ophie hissed. “And better than most.”

“Then why won't you agree to help us?” Meredith demanded. She turned back to Artima, “You know as well as we do that if we don't interfere the false gods will become even more powerful—”

“False gods?”

All eyes turned to Etia, who had fallen silent during the more heated part of their discussion. She was looking at Meredith with hurt and confusion, her blue eyes shocking against her dark skin, a lock of blue-black hair partially obscuring her face.

“Do not tell me,” Artima breathed. Her eyes went from Meredith to Endrick and back again. “Have you told her nothing of the true nature of the gods?”

“She is not ours to tell,” Meredith replied coolly. “She is just a child.”

Artima laughed, a short, wheezy sound that rattled in her throat, “I told my Herel everything from the cradle—told him outright what his father was, and what he did, and what the world would think of his son. It was all I could do, to make sure that he would endure the smallest amount of confusion possible.” 

“Where is Herel?” Endrick asked, looking around the lofty chamber. “Shouldn't he be here? Shouldn't he have a say in all of this?”

Artima's hand shook as she set down the glass of wine, “My son is gone. I had to send him away.”

“From what?” Meredith asked, taken aback.

“High Priest Cormin,” Artima spat. Her hatred was apparent on her face. “The man who was once my left hand, second only to Morr, has become ever-more the thorn in my side since we came to Astquary. He tried to lead my son astray, and, when he realized Herel was too smart for his tricks, began a plot to murder him.”

“Where is he now?” Endrick prompted.

“With a friend of yours,” Ophie answered, her soft voice edged with irony. 

“Sonder Darpentus,” Artima explained. “And I wish I but had the strength to curse him for his foolery.”

Meredith listened with wide eyes as Artima recounted the meeting between herself, Sonder, and Antenel in this very room two months prior. It was bittersweet, knowing that they had only just missed their friends, knowing too that it was unlikely their paths would cross any time soon. 

“He should be arriving in Omkett within the week,” Artima said, her jaw clenched with anger. “However, my sources tell me that he did not follow the path I had marked. The gods know where they are, if they are even alive. I have been sick with worry,” she began to cough again.

Endrick, who had listened to the entire story as quietly as Etia but with far more understanding, now raised his icy gaze to Artima's. “That is not the only thing you have been sick with, is it?”

“Clearly,” Artima spat.

“Yet you have not told us with what,” Endrick intoned.

“Nor will I,” Artima replied acidly. “You needn't worry, it isn't catching.” She added this last with a look to the young Etia, who appeared to have utterly lost the thread of the entire conversation and who looked almost on the verge of tears every time Artima began to have one of her fits. Artima stood, and motioned for the others to do the same, “I must rest now. Such meetings tire me greatly.” She turned to Endrick, “I give you leave to use my laboratory, and my apprentice,” she nodded to Ophie, “will help you in any experiment you may decide to undertake. I may provide my own input, from time to time, as my health allows. As for you,” she turned to Meredith with narrowed eyes, “the girl may not be yours to tell, but I can see no reason to conceal the truth from the Daughter of the Moon and Stars—especially where it concerns her parents.”

Meredith swallowed, already not looking forward to the task, “Yes, Lady Artima.” She reached out and set an arm on Etia's small shoulder. “I'll tell her. I'll tell her everything.”

“Good,” Artima replied, already half-turning away from them. “The gods know we must all learn the truth sooner or later.” She regarded Etia, her gaunt face in profile, “And I've a feeling this one has much to gain from learning it.”

––––––––
[image: image]


Meredith did not tell her the truth night, however. Etia was nearly asleep on her feet as Ophie led them through Sivarr's Keep to their chambers. The floating Keep was difficult to navigate on their own, and Ophie took great care in explaining the locations of the various portals that led from one tower to another. They must pass through one of the portals to reach their rooms in what Ophie and Artima called the Sixth Tower.

“You need a charm to use the portals,” Ophie explained. “It is a spell only Artima and I may give. Hold out your hands, palms up.”

Endrick, Meredith, and Etia did as they were bidden. Ophie held her own hand, palm down, over the three, and began to whisper the words of the spell. Meredith saw nothing, but felt a twinge run through her fingers, from wrist to tips, similar to what she felt when casting a spell. When it was done, all retracted their hands.

“You need only show your palm to the portal to activate it,” she said. They were standing in a dark corridor that ended in one such portal. They had been standing next to the dark platform wrought in obsidian, and now moved to stand on it. “But be warned, if you do not stand still while it activates,” Ophie hissed from beneath the darkness of her hooded cloak, “the spell may go awry, and you may leave a part of yourself behind.”

“We will be careful,” Endrick replied. He looked down to the sleepy Etia, “Won't we?”

The girl nodded her head, yawning.

Ophie let Endrick activate the portal, which he did with ease and confidence, and, when they reached the other side, the apprentice led them to their rooms—one for Endrick, one for Meredith and Etia. After partaking in a quick meal left there, no doubt, at Artima's orders, Meredith tucked Etia in and the two were fast asleep. When she rose the next morning, Endrick was already gone, and so it fell entirely to Meredith to tell Etia all that they had discovered about the Way—the names and origins of the three wizards who had fashioned themselves into gods, the Spell of Invocation Transference, the creation of the faith and of the Keeper of the Gods, the existence of the Tome, how it had been discovered by Meredith, Endrick, and Dienna, how it had been sought by Dartos and Artima, as well as the events that had led to the Battle of the Godskeep. It took the better part of the morning and well into the afternoon to explain it all.

Etia interrupted Meredith throughout her narrative. She would ask questions with the air of one who thought they could unravel the story if the question were clever enough, and Meredith was often frustrated with the girl's tactics. She had to remind herself to be patient. Etia's connection to the Way was much deeper than Meredith's. Meredith had had her doubts about the gods long before those doubts had proven to be warranted. Etia had not, and, at the end of the day, the girl still seemed skeptical and distraught by Meredith's tale.

“But my Mama and Papa,” Etia mumbled. She sat on the bed with tears streaming silently down her dark cheeks. “How could they do these things? They aren't...they aren't evil.”

“I'm sorry, Etia,” Meredith replied softly, sitting next to her. “But they are.”

Etia's lip quivered at this, “But they were always so kind to me.”

“Yes, they could be kind,” Meredith said. She thought of all the good things done in the name of the false gods, all the wonder and joy they had inspired. “But their kindness was only to serve themselves. Remember when you told me about their last visit? When they spoke of power? Of fire and water?”

“Yes.”

“You have witnessed their deception first hand. They told you themselves that they planned to use you for their schemes, that you would be the water to another's fire. And when they no longer had anything to gain from you,” Meredith turned to the girl, her voice full of sorrow, “they left.”

Etia sniffled, “And now you think the Great Wyrm is Papa?”

“Yes,” Meredith nodded.

Etia shook her head, wiping her tears, “That's silly. Even if he is evil. I've seen him; he doesn't look a thing like the Wyrm.”

“The gods can change their shape,” Meredith explained gently. “Their magic is strong. They can use it to manipulate their forms; they can be whatever and whoever they choose to be.”

Etia's deep blue eyes found hers, seemed to pull her in, “Artima said I have their magic too.”

Meredith was taken aback. “Yes,” she said carefully, wary of the strange sensation the child's gaze caused. “She did.” Aside from the obvious flight of the whales, Meredith had not seen any other signs of Etia's supposed abilities. Had Artima been able to sense something in her? Or had she made that remark on merit of Etia's parentage alone? Meredith herself had not shown any proficiency for magic at Etia's age. She had not felt any connection to the arcane until she had come across the abandoned spellbook in the Repository's library. She remembered it vividly—the warm feeling that had seemed to resonate from her bones, the almost dizziness as she had decided to open its cover, the whir of electricity when she had finally cast her first spell. Perhaps Etia's abilities may yet come with time.

“Etia,” Meredith continued, taking the girl's small hands in hers. “I know this is a lot to take in. If you don't believe it now, I can't blame you, but please consider all that I've said carefully. There is,” Meredith let out a shuddering breath, suddenly realizing how weary she was, how very tired of the endless trudge against the gods she was, “much at stake. Endrick and I have dedicated our lives to destroying the gods of the Way.”

“My parents.”

Meredith heaved a sigh, “Yes, Etia, and I'm sorry for that, but we must. We must make sure that their madness ends.”

“What about my people?” Etia asked.

“What about them?”

“Can we tell them what you told me?”

“No,” Meredith said hastily. “Etia, you can't tell anyone. You're in danger enough as it is. The Faithful of Dorneldia would never accept you as the Daughter of Lantos and Seltos, let alone if you went around telling them that the gods are false. Iolimi would be no better.”

“So I have to keep it a secret?” Etia frowned deeply in disgust.

“I'm afraid so,” Meredith said. She pulled a stray strand of luminescent hair from Etia's face and tucked it behind her ears.

“That sounds...lonely,” Etia said, her small voice quiet.

Meredith gave a sad smile, “It is. But now we have you.” She paused, unsure herself what she had meant by that. “Now there is one more who knows the truth about the gods, and can help save the world from them.”

“Save the world?” Etia's eyes widened at the prospect.

“Not on your own,” Meredith assured her. “But we'll need your help to take down the Wyrm, and that's a start to saving the world, if there was one.”

“I suppose,” Etia frowned, glum. 

The girl remained silent for much of the afternoon and Meredith, unsure of what else to do, began to make notations in the Chronicle. At sunset, Etia rose dejectedly from the bed and asked permission to leave the Keep to check on Virha. Meredith reluctantly agreed, and watched her from the balcony of their room with a defeated air.

“You told her?” it was Endrick's voice, soft but flat, as he crossed the balcony to stand by Meredith. 

“Everything,” Meredith confirmed.

Endrick's keen eyes spotted the girl at the distant lake. She was hard to miss, a small form swimming alarmingly close to the massive whale. “You should not have let her go alone.”

“I know,” Meredith gave a small sigh. “But she needed time to think. Away from us. Besides,” Meredith gestured to the town of Sivarr's Vale, visible far below them. Meredith could just see a crowd of people in the village square. They were gathered around a central figure, who seemed to be shouting at them and gesturing madly. “They seem too busy to care about her at the moment.”

Endrick nodded, “Ophie tells me that Cormin has been trying to turn the Herelites against the Chosen Mother for sending her son away.”

“Really,” Meredith muttered, not entirely surprised that Cormin would do such a thing. “Do you think it'll work?”

“No,” the wizard replied, frowning. “Not yet, at the least. Herel has been gone only a few months. Many believe that he will return to them in due time. They consider this a test of faith.”

“I'm sure that Cormin has his own supporters as well,” Meredith remarked, seeing the number of people crowded into the square. 

“Undoubtedly,” Endrick said. They fell silent as the wind carried to them the shouts and cajoling of the gathered crowd. The same wind blew Endrick's hood around his dark-skinned face, drawing attention to his sharp, well-defined cheekbones and the handsome line of his jaw. 

Meredith cleared her throat and looked away from him, “How was your first day in the laboratory?” She asked with a business-like air. “Have you made any headway?”

Endrick nodded, “Artima was able to provide us with notes from her days at the Repository that may prove helpful.”

“Did she tell you how she managed it?” Meredith asked, inwardly hating herself for doing so. She kept her gaze on the distant lake, avoiding Endrick's gaze. “Did she tell you how she took back her soul?”

Endrick was silent for a moment, contemplating, as if making up his mind. Finally, he gave a small sigh and continued in a soft tone, “No, but,” again he hesitated, “I believe I may have gleaned the essence of it, from her work”

“I see,” Meredith murmured. She watched as Etia now said goodbye to her whale and swam ashore. “Is it something that you can share?”

“Perhaps,” Endrick replied, “but I won't. Not while the picture is too muddy, not while I still do not know the particulars.” He shuddered then, the convulsion shaking his whole body, as if with a chill.

“Endrick?” Meredith frowned, concerned. 

He shook his head, leaning on his wooden staff, “I am fine, Mer. It's just, Artima's soul—”

“That bad, huh?” Meredith asked.

Endrick nodded, “If what I fear is true. If she recovered her soul the way I think she did, then there is no chance that I will ever follow in her footsteps and reclaim my own.”

“Was there ever a chance?” the question left her lips before she had even thought to ask it.

Endrick again was silent, avoiding her gaze. His large hand gripped his staff with far more force than was necessary, and his mouth was set into rigid line. “Perhaps,” he said.

Together they watched as Etia made the long journey from the lake back to the Keep, neither willing to puncture the sphere of silence that had formed around them.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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The enormity of what Lusidi had told Dienna weighed on her mind for the next several weeks. It had all begun to fall into place—the Trials, her betrothal to Oris, the King and Queen's departure. She saw it all clearly.

“The King wants to quell the Disloyalists without getting his hands dirty,” Dienna muttered to herself. “And if things become too heated, the Right of the Prominents could allow Oris to step in. Not that he hasn't begun to already.” She was alone in her chambers, readying herself for the day to come. It was just dawn, and an autumn chill was in the air. Dienna sat at her dressing table in her white and black Keeper's robes, brushing through her blond hair and securing it into a modest knot at the nape of her neck. With slow, deliberate movements, she took the circlet of the Keeper of the Gods from the pillow whereon it rested, and set it on her brow. She did not smile at her reflection, did not admire her beauty, for it was marred by the haunted aspect her eyes had taken on these last few months. She hardly slept, hardly ate. She felt like something was eating her, like she was being whittled away by some host of small monsters that feasted upon her flesh. When she stood, Dienna could tell that her robes hung loose from her frame and, no matter how she tried, nothing, it seemed, could conceal that fact.

Connal was waiting for her, as usual, outside her chamber door.

“Blessed Morning, Connal.”

“Lady Keeper,” he responded with a bow. The young man looked tired, and his eyes were puffy, as if from weeping. Dienna frowned. They all had much to weep for these days, all except Oris, it seemed. Her betrothed was doing quite well for himself. While he had been popular before, his proposal to Dienna had made him wildly well-regarded. When he was not at trial, Oris strutted about the Godskeep, enjoying a level of notoriety that rivaled the resident King and Queen, whose carriage had only just departed for the Port Cities yesterday. He could be found hobnobbing with them in their private chambers before their departure, or sitting with them at the high table during the evening meal. While he had always been a strong proponent of the Court of the Keeper, Oris had begun, since their betrothal, to take more liberties with how he found and captured suspected Disloyalists. He had organized a special faction of the Holy Guard into what he called his Purification Squad. This Purification Squad patrolled the Golden Valley from the Golden Village, to Lonmar, to Romstead, even up into Drelwood, seeking any who might be clandestine followers of the New Way and dragging them, in chains, to the Godskeep.

Dienna had tried to put a stop to this, of course, but as Prominent of Dartos and Chief Inspector, Oris was the authority on all things concerning the capture of the Disloyalists. It was his job to find them, and Dienna's job to sentence them. This arrangement had been heavy enough on Dienna's heart when it had first begun, but now, as the summer gave way to autumn, Dienna was finding it more and more difficult to let the accused off lightly. It had begun with Ausra of Little Dell, the fiery young woman who had claimed that Herel came to her in her dreams and bade her preach his ministry. She had refused exile, stated that the Chosen Son wanted her to remain in the Golden Valley to fulfill her mission, to start the Cleanse that the Chosen Mother had been unable to complete thirteen years ago. The girl's lack of remorse coupled with the truly alarming things she had claimed made it impossible for Dienna to pass a sentence of exile. Instead, she had sentenced Ausra of Little Dell to five years in the Godskeep's dungeons. This seemed to have started a chain-reaction amongst the prisoners. Others began to appear who claimed much the same as Ausra. They had visions of Herel, had dreamed of him, had heard him whispering commands in their ears. They would not repent. They would not deny him. 

They would rather die than deny him.

Dienna sentenced most of them to imprisonment, as she had with Ausra, but Dienna had begun to fear that she could no longer continue this tactic. For one, the Godskeep's dungeons were operating at more than full capacity. She had visited them herself, and had been horrified by what she had seen. Five or more prisoners to a single cell, little food, no sanitation—the conditions were absolutely wretched. Unfortunately for Dienna, she had been forbidden to access the Godskeep's treasury, and no longer had any say in matters of finance. Oris was the only one with any power over the state of the dungeons, and he would not lift a finger to make them more hospitable.

“They are blasphemers,” Oris had hissed at Dienna when she had, in a fury, confronted him.

“They are accused blasphemers,” Dienna had countered with vehemence. “We cannot condemn them to crimes they have not yet been proven to commit.”

“Ha,” Oris had laughed. “My dearest Dienna. Your compassion is truly stunning, but I am afraid that you are, alas, mistaken in this matter. The accused deserve no better, and the Disloyalists even less. I'm afraid there is nothing I can do.”

Dienna had been forced to drop the subject with Oris, but she could not so easily forget what she had seen, and what it portended for the Trials. Exile was truly the better punishment for all involved—it cleared out the dungeons, removed the Disloyalists from Oris's sphere of influence, and sent them to a place where they would be better understood. It was not without its faults, to be sure—no one wanted to leave their homes and trek the length of the kingdom to Astquary—but it was the best that Dienna could do. The worst that Dienna could do...that had yet to be determined. Aside from the dungeon's overcrowding, another obstacle had arisen to prevent Dienna from protecting the Herelites—her own people.

The Faithful had been incensed by Ausra of Little Dell, and even more so after it had become clear that she was still preaching her ministry from within the confines of her cell. More and more of the Disloyalists put to trial began to speak of her. More and more began to refuse Dienna's offer of exile. While their claims of Herel's divine visitations might have once amused the Faithful of the Godskeep, after several long weeks of such trials, they had begun to lose their patience. Any who professed even the tiniest bit of sympathy for the Herelites was labeled a Disloyalist, and any Disloyalist who showed even the least bit of affinity for their faith was condemned on the spot. Not by Dienna—no she still played the role of the silent protector, but Oris condemned them, the Purification Squad condemned them, and the Faithful condemned them. They were getting just as tired of this witch hunt as Dienna was, but, rather than throw their hands in the air and admit that they were wrong in their persecution, the Faithful had instead doubled-down on their tactics. They would find each and every Disloyalist in the Golden Valley, and they would ensure that they were properly punished. Oris had been promising them as much for years. Now, it was finally their chance. 

Dienna entered the Chamber of the Justice, leaving Connal at the door, and came to sit upon the dark wooden throne at the front of the hall. The crowd was already filing in. Dienna could see several of Oris's cronies in attendance today, as well as the usual faces she knew from the Village. Within minutes, the chamber was entirely filled with onlookers, and Oris, who had entered shortly after Dienna, began to review his list. 

After a moment's consideration, Oris called out in a clear voice, “The Court of the Keeper now calls Eythen Nat.” 

The doors at the back of the hall were thrown open, and in was dragged a man by a member of Oris's Purification Squad. The man was tall and of medium complexion, and his graying hair fell in unkempt tendrils about his face. He might once have been muscular and handsome, but his frame was now wasted and withered from his confinement. He wore the filthy rags of all who were kept in the dungeons, but, much like the young Ausra of Little Dell, he had a proud bearing that betrayed his current state of squalor. 

“Are you Eythen Nat?” Dienna asked once he had reached the area directly below the large, circular window overhead.

“I am,” the man called Eythen replied. His voice was hoarse with disuse, and a long scruffy beard and whiskers covered his chin.

“Eythen Nat,” Oris read from the parchment. “You have been charged by the Court of the Keeper with blasphemy, with heresy, with spreading the practices of a false religion, with instructing others in the ways of a false religion, with stealing church coin for the purpose of funding a false religion, with claiming to be a member of the clergy of a false religion, and with conducting false religious ceremonies from your own home.”

Dienna's eyes widened. That was the largest number of charges any one person had thus far been accused of, and the most severe. 

“Do you deny these charges?” she asked Eythen.

“Yes,” the man answered calmly.

Dienna inwardly sighed with relief. Maybe this one still had some sense in him. “You have been accused by at least two of your peers. What can you say to refute these charges, and bring yourself back into the keeping of the Way?”

After several seconds of contemplation, he lifted his gaze, and his startlingly bright eyes pierced Dienna's soul. “The only part of these charges that I wish to deny is the use of the word false. I have spread the practices of a true religion, instructed others in the ways of a true religion, I have raised funds for a true religion, I am a member of the clergy of a true religion, and I have conducted true religious ceremonies in my own home.”

The Chamber of Justice erupted into tumult, but Dienna was quick to intervene. 

“And this true religion,” she said, “Can you elaborate on what religion that would be?”

Eythen did not hesitate, “I am a Herelite. I follow the New Way.”

More whispers, more dark murmurings from the crowd.

“I see,” she replied gravely, ignoring them. “And are you aware, Eythen Nat, that the so-called Chosen Mother herself has asked her followers to discontinue calling her by that name?”

“I am.”

“And what do you have to say to that?”

Eythen's gaze was resolute, “I say that she was pressured to do so after losing the Battle of the Godskeep, Lady Keeper, and I think you know by whom.”

“You dare to accuse Lady Dienna of such an act?” Oris demanded.

“I do.”

“Oh the hypocrisy!” he exclaimed to the crowd.

Dienna glowered at Oris before turning her attention back to Eythen, “I can assure you that I hold no power over Lady Artima of the Plains. The Green Knights defeated her that day, not I. There is no threat I could make to the sorceress to coerce her to obey my will.” It was a true enough statement. It would have been impossible for Dienna to explain the close kinship she had felt for Artima after they had both read the Tome. “By most accounts, Lady Artima has discouraged those who still call her the Chosen Mother because she claimed that title under false pretenses.”

“By your account, you mean,” was Eythen's reply. “I say she claimed it because she knew she was to bear the One as foretold by the prophet Ayers.”

“The One has yet to appear,” Oris warned. He eyed Eythen with a dangerous expression. “You and your kind had better get used to that fact. Artima of the Plains was a sorceress, a rogue! She was no more fit to be the Chosen Mother than you are.”

Laughter, ugly and ill-spirited, rose from the crowd, and Eythen's face flushed in anger.

“Oris that is enough,” Dienna snapped. 

But Oris would not back down. “Let us approach this logically,” he continued, adopting a scholarly air. “Why would the gods choose one such as Artima to fulfill Ayers's prophecy? She was not Faithful, was not a devotee of any of the gods. Yet one day, she saw fit to unleash her mighty army upon us. She brought ogres and elves to our door,” he said darkly, “invited them into our homes, let them lay waste to our beautiful valley, let them lock us up and throw us in the dungeons to rot and wither and die for refusing to bow down before her. And why did she do this? Not because Almighty Dartos was telling her to, that's for damn sure.” The cries of agreement from the crowd only seemed to feed Oris's tirade. “No, she came here because she saw an opportunity to extort us, to control us! She came here hoping to plunder our coin and our wealth and our people of all that they had and by the names of the most holy gods—we let her!” Oris hushed, allowing his expression to once again become pragmatic. “Or at the least,” his tone was ominous, “Some of us let her.”

“Oris! Return to your station,” Dienna commanded.

There was a pause before Oris turned and gave her an expansive smile, suddenly servile, “Of course, Lady Keeper. Forgive me my passion.”

“It is not your passion I take issue with,” Dienna hissed, knowing none could hear but Oris. “No one here believes that Artima was the Chosen Mother, Lord Gheltin,” Dienna said coolly, “except for the accused. Do refrain from lecturing the crowd at large.”

Oris bowed, “As you wish.”

“Now Eythen,” Dienna turned to the man, whose serene facade had slipped somewhat at Oris's speech. “You have just heard the Prominent of Dartos confirm that it was not Dartos's will that Artima be named the Chosen Mother. Does this not convince you that what she claimed must have been false? Is there any greater authority on the intentions of the Almighty Dartos?”

“A greater authority is his own son,” Eythen replied. “Herel of Astquary is the closest being to the gods on this earth. He is the flesh of his father. The flesh of his mother. He is himself, a god.” He gave a small smile, “I would say that makes him closer to the gods than one pompous priest.”

Oris sputtered, “See here—”

Dienna ignored him, “But consider the possibility that Herel of Astquary might be wrong. He has not even reached his thirteenth year. He is just a child. How reliable a source could he be?”

Eythen's bright eyes narrowed. “I am surprised by you, Lady Keeper. My daughter was a member of your school. She spoke very highly of you. Finally meeting you in person, I cannot imagine why.”

“Your daughter?” Dienna frowned. The thought then struck her, mortifying, “Not, Lilia?”

“The same,” Eythen nodded. His confidence seemed to crack a fraction, his shoulders slumped, “My Lilia whom I have not seen these long months. What I wouldn't give to see her face again.”

“Lilia has been cleared of all charges.”

Eythen's gaze snapped up to meet hers, distrustful, “She has?”

“Yes,” Dienna said, her own relief apparent. “She was tried two weeks ago, her and your wife both.” Dienna should have recognized their surname, but the connection had not been made in her mind until Eythen had mentioned the school. “They have repented, and are being rehabilitated into the Way under our new program.”

“No,” Eythen breathed, relief now mingled with shock. “They wouldn't. They would never abandon our faith. They would never abandon the Chosen Son.”

Oris sneered, “And yet they did. They are now attending our services twice a day, and your wife has pledged half of her income as a seamstress as penance for her and your daughter's crimes.”

The man's shoulders slumped even more, “It cannot be.”

Dienna allowed him silence, allowed him a few moments to come to terms with what he undoubtedly saw as betrayal, before continuing. “Will you follow their good example, and set aside this false religion?”

She should not have said false. The word caused a visible spasm to cross the man's face. “Never.”

“Claiming to be a member of the clergy, theft of church funds,” Oris read from the list of accusations. When he looked up, his eyes were ice. “You do realize that these charges are punishable by death, do you not?”

Dienna turned to Oris sharply, “While it is true that such crimes are punished by execution in places like the Port Cities, it has been a hundred years or more since any crime in the Golden Valley has been dealt with in such an extreme manner.” Dienna continued, hardly able to contain her fury, “Thieves lose their hands, traitors lose their tongues, predators are locked away. Would you have us disturb a century of peaceful justice for the crime of practicing an unpopular faith?” 

“Unpopular?” Oris barked in laughter. He turned to Dienna, “See here, Lady Keeper, you mock us. We certainly would not punish anyone over a mere matter of unpopularity. Do we persecute the dwarves who pass through here, who sing praises to their gods of stone? Or do we threaten the elves, who pray to their horse god Roshan as in the days of old? Of course not,” Oris' voice began to swell with cold, practical pride, “The Way tolerates such idiosyncrasies as it must, but it will not tolerate a direct attack on its own integrity.”

“The Way has no integrity,” Eythen replied. “It is a spineless sham of a faith. It is a heartless tool used by heartless fools to further their own heartless interests. I am glad to have separated from it! I am glad to have been taken in by Artima all those years ago. For it, my soul has been saved!”

“Again he blasphemes!” Oris exclaimed wildly, now speaking more to the audience than to Dienna. “Can we let such callousness go unpunished? Will we let him stand here and make such wild accusations? He who has the gall to call the Way heartless when it is the Disloyalists themselves who have no heart? Surely no one here has forgotten how they beheaded the Way's followers thirteen years ago?” His face was flushed with passion. “Surely no one here has forgotten how they coerced us into heresy? How they slaughtered our priests when they tried to rise up and escape and return to what was right?”

The crowd buzzed in agreement. 

“Do we not ask the same punishment be bestowed upon him?” Oris said. “Do we not expect that our pains be eased by a sentence befitting the level of blasphemy this man has perpetrated? Need I remind you,” Oris's passion was an almost palpable aura around him, a shroud of hate, “that this man was not a mere practitioner of the New Way, oh no! But a clergyman, a priest, a leader! He has been confirmed by several Faithful witnesses to have held false, twisted versions of our own ceremonies in the cellar of his home.”

“Who are these witnesses?” Dienna asked. She saw now that Oris would not hold his tongue no matter how many times she commanded it. She could not silence his claims, but she could try to counter them.

Oris replied with false solemnity, “One Allanys Greevehart, one Bartleby Rhiard, and one Fremit Ulm, Lady Keeper. All have written their sworn testimonies. All three accounts coincide perfectly well with each other. There was no reason to call them to trial.”

“Fremit,” Dienna hissed under her breath. It was just like the cowardly old headmaster to distance himself from his own crimes by attesting to the crimes of another. She wished now that she had not let him walk free, yet, even without Fremit's testimony, there were still two others who had confirmed Eythen Nat's role as a Herelite priest. She did not know either Greevehart or Rhiard personally, but the names were ancient, their families old and well-established in the Golden Valley. To try to cast doubt on their testimony would be fruitless. Eythen Nat was guilty as charged, that much was plain to see. If only she could ensure a more humane sentence for him. If only she could drown out Oris's cry for blood. 

Dienna thought of the absent King and Queen, and Lusidi's warning. They wish to be well away from the Godskeep before the more violent sentences are dealt, the knight had said. Well, Dienna thought, they had gotten away just in time. Had Oris planned it this way? Had he decided to save this case until after the Allesarans had departed on purpose? He must have known the likely outcome of such a trial. Was Oris working with them? Dienna reprimanded herself for not asking more questions of Lusidi, but now that ally too was lost to her. Lusidi had departed with her masters the day before, and Dienna had little hope of ever seeing her again. 

“Surely you trust your wife's judgment in this matter,” Dienna tried to steer the discussion away from sentencing. “If she was willing to admit that the New Way's teachings are false, then so must you.” 

“My wife was most certainly coerced,” Eythen replied coolly. “Did you threaten to kill her too? Did you threaten to kill our daughter?”

“My dear man, we would not dream of such a thing,” Oris answered before Dienna could. He stared down at Eythen with a look of deep concern. “We will not now, nor will we ever, condemn a young wife and child to their deaths.”

Eythen smiled bitterly, “Just their husband and father, right?”

Oris's expression darkened, “If we must.”

“We are not condemning anyone to their death, Oris,” Dienna called out, hands gripping the sides of the wooden throne.

“But Lady Keeper, the Court of the King has clearly established that such crimes—”

“I know what has been established, Oris,” Dienna snapped. “And that is all very well for the Court of the King, but the Court of the Keeper will not deal death as punishment for any crime.”

Oris's face contorted into mock surprise, “Not even for spreading his false religion? Not even for impersonating a member of the clergy? This man is responsible for the damnation of countless souls—souls which must now be condemned to the lowest realms of the darkenworld, never again to know the grace and glory of the gods in all the lives beyond this one. Surely, that alone is heinous enough a crime to warrant a swift end to this man's despicable existence.”

There were cries of assent from the crowd. Their faces were contorted in disgust and hatred. Among them, Dienna saw precious few who looked unsure, precious few who saw through Oris's grandiose appeal.

“Many of those souls have already been reclaimed for the Way, Lord Oris,” Dienna replied. “If you recall,” her tone was ice, “that was the whole purpose of these trials.”

“But what is a trial without a suitable punishment?” he argued. “How can there be justice if we do not punish each crime according to its severity? Recall the case of Ausra of Little Dell. A young woman proclaiming to receive messages from Herel of Astquary himself—a self-made prophetess who even now, our sources tell us, continues to preach her bastardized version of our faith throughout the Godskeep's dungeons. And do you know how she does this?” Oris gave little time to respond. “She shouts her teachings at the top of her lungs, sings the praises of her Chosen Son so that all the other heathens locked away may hear her. She has been bound and gagged several times, yet still she manages to circumvent such measures—her followers say through divine intervention,” his expression was grave, “I say through witchcraft. Will we let Eythen Nat be another Ausra of Little Dell? Will we allow him to return to the dungeons and continue his perverse ministry? Or will we finally, finally, provide proper and fitting justice for the enormity of his sins?”

Dienna sat in horror as members of the crowd began to call out, “Justice! Justice!” Soon others joined, the cry becoming so loud that the entire building began to shake. Dienna could not take much more of this. She stared at Oris with open hatred as he stood before the court, his crimson and gold robes of Dartos shimmering in the light let in by the circular window high above. 

“Oris!” Dienna called to him sharply. 

He turned to face her, smugness just barely detectable beneath his facade of piety.

“Yes, Lady Keeper?”

“One more outburst like that and I'll—”

“You'll what, Lady Keeper?” Oris sneered. The Chamber of Justice was still loud with the excitement of the crowd. He leaned in closer and whispered in her ear, “You have no power here. Either this man dies...or you do.”

Before Dienna could respond, he stepped back and resumed his position next to the throne, looking down at the accused with a sagacious expression.

Fear gripped Dienna's heart. How dare Oris! How dare he say such a thing! He was bluffing. He must have been. He would never—he would never dare raise a hand against her! But even as she thought this, Dienna knew it was a lie. Someone had attempted to take her life three years ago. Oris had blamed it on a Disloyalist, but what if it had been his own doing? And even if it weren't, there was still the Right of the Prominents to consider. If the three Prominents unanimously decided that Dienna had failed in her position as Keeper, they could vote her out, and there was no doubt in her mind that Oris would take her place. He was her betrothed, was the youngest and the most charismatic of the three Prominents—and the most dangerous. If he were made Keeper, he would ensure the destruction of each and every Disloyalist he could get his hands on, and there would be no one to stop him.

Dienna looked to the accused. He stood, miserable and filthy, listening with stoic dread as his life was so callously bargained for before him. It was an impossible decision. This man's life, or her own. Dienna did not fear death, but she did fear leaving the Faithful in the hands of Gheltin Oris.

This man's life, or the lives of countless others.

And all were innocent! Dienna screamed in her own mind. All were victims of the same scheme, all were part of the larger sham that was the Way! Dienna felt her blood begin to boil with the same hatred she had felt for the gods ever since she had read the Tome. It was them. They were the guilty ones. They were the ones who had created a false religion. They were the ones who had made a mockery of all that was holy and sacred in this world, not Eythen Nat. How could she punish him for the crimes that Dartos, Lantos, and Seltos themselves had committed? How could she end his life for being nothing more than a victim of their madness?

The crowd was still chanting for justice. Oris was still standing before them, a self-satisfied smirk on his handsome features, and Eythen Nat still slumped and swayed with fatigue before the steps that led to Dienna's throne.

“If the Faithful want justice, I will grant it to them.” Dienna could hear the fear in her own voice as she continued, “Eythen Nat, I warn you that only complete repentance will save your life, and only true reconciliation will save your soul.”

“My soul is with Herel,” Eythen replied. His weary eyes already seemed consigned to his fate. “And my life means little without my family.”

“Then repent, and rejoin them!” Dienna urged. Oris eyed her critically, but she continued nonetheless. She had to. She couldn't let him do this! “Come back to the Way, come back to truth, and your life will begin anew. I beg you—”

“I need not your begging, Lady Keeper,” Eythen spat. He suddenly regarded her with anger, rage twisting his features monstrously. “You who claim to want to save our souls but do nothing but pass your judgment upon us. You will not have my soul, Lady Keeper. I will not return to the Way and I am glad for it!”

Dienna was stunned. The Hall of Justice once more erupted into a flurry of exclamations. “Justice! Justice!” Each word the accused spoke was as much a dagger in Dienna's heart as a dagger in the man's own. Could he not see how he damned himself? Could he not see the danger he was in?  She could only muster a pleading reply. “I do want to save you, Eythen Nat, but even I have my limits.”

Eythen let his head hang, “Then do as you must.”

Dienna turned to Oris, who nodded grimly, eyes glinting with flame. 

Lips numb from fear, Dienna spoke in a voice that she was not certain was her own. “Eythen Nat,” the hall had fallen into utter silence. “The Court of the Keeper finds you guilty of all charges, and sentences you to hang by the neck until dead.”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Dawn found Dienna donning her cloak. She strode alone across the Godskeep's inner bailey, through its front gates, and down the Holy Road, her expression grave and somber, until she reached the practice grounds of the Holy Guard. A crowd had already gathered. They huddled together on this chilly autumn morning, their booted feet disturbing the dew-soaked grass, the hems of their cloaks and frocks dark with moisture.

Oris was already there.

He greeted Dienna with all due courtesy, making no mention of his whispered threat from the day before. There was no need. She knew what game he played; neither need acknowledge it. His control of the Godskeep was nearly complete. No one would believe he had threatened her life during the trial, just as no one would believe that he had lied about their engagement. Any word Dienna brought against him would be blown away like a frozen leaf in the autumn wind. Thus, the charade continued. Thus, Dienna found herself standing at his side, staring up at the hastily erected gallows that would, in minutes, see a man through to his death.

It was a grim sight. Constructed overnight out of mismatched lengths and finishes of wood, the gallows stood, silhouetted by the Godskeep sitting high on the Holy Hill behind it. Beyond the Keep, the Enalgath Mountains rose even higher, blue and periwinkle in the soft light of dawn, too majestic a frame for the atrocity that would soon take place. 

Next to Dienna and Oris were the other two Prominents, Lady Amelie and Lord Varent, who had decided to wear their most ornate robes of Lantos and Seltos despite the solemnity of the situation. With keen eyes and reverent dignity, the Prominents watched the crowd grow steadily about them. Dienna saw many faces she recognized—priests, acolytes, merchants, noblemen, members of the guard, servants, even children were in attendance. Dienna frowned. If she had had any children of her own, she would have forbidden them from coming to such an event. This was not a carnival. A man would lose his life today, a man Dienna might have been able to save.

A trumpet sounded, and the crowd began to part as Eythen Nat was ushered in, flanked by no less than five members of the Holy Guard. He had been bathed and shaven, given a fresh set of clothing since his trial. He looked almost handsome, his hair reaching his shoulders, his chin free of any stubble, broad shoulders still set in a resolute line. There was fear in his eyes, Dienna could see as he was escorted to her, but there was also determination. He gazed at neither his adjudicator nor the gallows, but rather at something beyond, something perhaps that only he could see. 

Dienna swallowed as he was made to kneel before her, the Prominents at her side. They beheld the man grimly, looking down their noses at him with expressions of keen disapproval. Dienna's own expression was more pinched, more pained. She could hardly believe it had come to this—could hardly believe she had allowed this to pass.

She must give him one last chance.

“Eythen Nat,” Dienna intoned, willing her voice not to quiver. “The Way offers you one final appeal. If you renounce your ways here and now, your life will be spared, and you will be taken back to the dungeons to await a second trial. If you do not,” Dienna could feel her body once again grow numb, “you will be led to the gallows, and you will hang until dead.”

Eythen, kneeling, looked up. His eyes were clear, a piercing blue that Dienna would later see in her nightmares.

“I would rather hang, Lady Keeper,” he said.

Dienna exhaled, and closed her eyes. 

This had been her last chance too. 

Wearily, Dienna looked inside herself, hoping desperately that she had overlooked something, that some other option would present itself to her, but she could think of nothing. She could not pardon him without losing the support of her people. If the Prominents agreed, they could use their Right to lock Dienna away in the dungeons, put her on trial for misusing her divine authority—and there would be no one left to protect the Faithful. Oris would be named the next Keeper of the Gods, and the Trials of Exile would quickly turn into the Trials of Blood. Dienna could see it now. No more would Oris have to bother with the facade of justice. No more would he need to conceal his hatred behind the King's decree. He would simply take the accused from the dungeons, build a pyre, and burn them all.

This man's life would prevent that catastrophe. This man's life would save countless more—and there was nothing Dienna could do to change that. 

“Rise,” Dienna croaked. 

Eythen Nat was helped to his feet by the Holy Guards as Oris presented Dienna with a bowl of ashes, perfumed with lavender and thyme. She dipped a thumb into the ashes, and slowly, reverently, marked the gifts of the gods on the man's face: the sun on his forehead, the moon on his left cheek, a star on his right. Dienna could feel him trembling as she administered these final gifts, and could feel her own throat constricting with emotion as well. Fighting the urge to cry out, Dienna took a shuddering breath, and began to speak the ceremonial words that had not been spoken in centuries. 

“May Dartos give you strength as you pass through the worlds to come,” she said. “May Lantos give you wisdom; may Seltos give you guidance. May you walk the paths that lead away from eternal damnation, and may your soul bring you to rest in the realms of endless light.”

She nodded to the Holy Guards, and they began to lead the man up the stairs to the gallows.

“No! Papa!” a young voice shouted from the crowd.

Dienna looked up in horror to see Lilia, the girl who had, months before, let slip that she and her family were Disloyalists, running toward her father. She was trailed by her mother, whose dark hair streamed behind her as she chased her daughter into Eythen's arms. Dienna wanted to turn away, but her body seemed to be petrified in place. She could not move, could not even blink. The family stood before her, embracing, the women shedding tears while Eythen comforted them. Dienna thought it strange. He was the one who was going to die. Why was he comforting them? Dienna remembered her own loss, remembered that terrible moment when she had learned of her father's suicide. Would he have consoled her? Would he have tried to bring her comfort? Considering he had not said a word to her before deciding to take his own life, Dienna doubted that he would. 

Oris made an impatient motion to the guards, and they dutifully pulled the girl and her mother away. The woman cried out in protestation, tears streaming down her face, but she could not resist the guards as they marched her and Lilia several feet back from the gallows and held them firmly in place while Eythen Nat was led up to the noose. 

All turned to face him.

“Eythen Nat,” Dienna began, her voice distant and monotonous, “you have been found guilty of blasphemy, of heresy, of spreading the practices of a false religion, of instructing others in the ways of a false religion, of stealing church coin for the purpose of funding a false religion, of claiming to be a member of the clergy of a false religion, and of conducting false religious ceremonies from your home. You have chosen not to repent. You will be hung by your neck until dead. What words do you wish to speak?”

Eythen's blue eyes were wide as the executioner, a member of the Purification Squad, placed the noose around his neck and tightened it.

“I,” he hesitated, licking sweat from his lips, before lifting his gaze, once again resolute.“I am no heretic. I am a martyr. A martyr for Herel. For the Chosen Son!”

The crowd began to jeer, some even throwing stones. Dienna rounded on them with fury and cried, “Stop!” but they did not heed her.

“Hang him!” they cried. “Hang the heretic!”

More stones were thrown, some of which nearly hit Dienna. She must end this now. She turned back to the executioner and gave the signal.

The trapdoor sprung away, and Eythen Nat fell through. 

“For Herel—!”

His body convulsed violently as a sickening gurgle left his throat. He shook and struggled for what felt like a lifetime. Dienna's eyes held his the whole time. She had seen life leave the eyes before, not only Dartos' (whose eyes she would hesitate to call human and thus bore no resemblance to the condemned man's) but also at the Battle of the Godskeep. An enemy mercenary had been killed before her, and she had been just as unable to look away then as she was now. She wanted to scream, to cry out her own terrible fury, but her throat seemed just as hindered as the hanging man's. And so she stood, and watched, no longer hearing the jeers of the crowd nor the callous remarks of Oris behind her. The only sound that Dienna could hear was the echo of her own voice in her mind. 

I have lost. I have failed. I have failed!

The man ceased his struggles, his head lolled to the side, limp, bloody. He gave one final, strangled gasp, and then there was silence.

Dienna seemed to lose all sense of the present in the moments following. Somehow, the body was removed, and taken away. Somehow, the girl Lilia's screams were squelched, and she and her mother were escorted from the field by Connal at Dienna's prior instruction. The crowd dispersed, in ones and twos, some with an air of satisfaction, others muttering darkly. Eventually, Dienna stood, mostly-forgotten, at the side of the gallows. 

Oris, Amelie, and Varent were all speaking in quiet tones some distance away from Dienna, their faces betraying no hint of concern or remorse for what had just taken place. A few stragglers were still mulling about the field. Dienna wished they would leave. Did they not have any decency? Did they not have anything more important to do than haunt the deadly site like a gaggle of specters? Too late, Dienna realized that a pair of just such specters was approaching her. One was a man, taller than she, broad, with a fair complexion and a handsome face that was somewhat concealed by a tangle of wavy brown hair and a shaggy beard. He wore leather armor that reminded her, for some reason, of the elves, supplemented here and there with metal plates, and he carried a longsword strapped across his back. At his side was a boy of early teen years with light brown skin and an even messier mop of glossy black hair, shaven free at the sides. The boy's eyes were averted as the two approached, but even looking to the side, Dienna could see a Ruithan shape to them. A mercenary and a Ruithan page? Dienna sighed inwardly, what was such riffraff doing at the Godskeep? Well, if they were riffraff, she had a responsibility as the Keeper to speak with them, to determine their reasons for visiting the Golden Valley.

Pulling herself together, Dienna straightened the folds of her white and black robes, and turned to face the approaching visitors. 

“Can I help you with something gentlemen?” Dienna asked, voice cold and formal. There could be no doubt to either of them that she was in no mood to have her time wasted. 

The boy gave the man an accusatory glance, and the man in turn looked at Dienna with perplexity.

“Help us with something?” the man said. “I'm sure you can.”

Dienna frowned, wary,“And what would that be?”

“Come on, Dee,” the man chuckled, his tone now lighter, almost playful. He smirked, “I haven't changed that much. I know it's been a long time, but I'd hope you still recognize your own brother.”

Realization dawned. No, it couldn't be.

“Sonder?”

Almost at the same moment, the siblings pulled each other into an embrace. Dienna felt tears stinging her eyes, and she found she could not stop herself from crying.

“Sonder!” she sobbed.

“The one and only,” Sonder replied with a smirk. Dienna could hear a huskiness in his voice that betrayed his own emotion as he held her in his arms, and for long moments they remained, quietly holding each other, until Dienna found the strength to pull away.

“But what are you doing here?” she asked, brushing the tears from her face. “Where's Antenel?”

Sonder smiled uneasily, “In Astquary, I hope.”

“Astquary?” Dienna said, confused. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Oris and the other Prominents had noticed the commotion, and were walking toward them. 

Sonder, oblivious to the onlookers, glanced up at the gallows, “That was some nasty business, Dee.” He frowned, “What happened? What did he do? We only just arrived as it was ending.”

Dienna blanched, felt her stomach twist and her throat constrict. Her distress must have been obvious, for Sonder was quick to place his hands on her shoulders.

“Whoa, sis, are you okay?” 

Dienna nodded, “I'm fine, Sonder, just fine.” The moment passed, and she felt once again like herself. At that moment, Oris, Varent, and Amelie arrived.

“My dear, are you well?” Oris asked, frowning massively with false concern. He glanced up and down at the scruffy man with his hands on her shoulders, “And who is this?”

“Lord Sonder!” It was Lady Amelie who recognized him. The short, squat woman stepped closer, marveling, eyes wide with delight. “Can it be? Have you finally returned to us? Oh your lady mother will be so pleased!”

Sonder's face flushed slightly, whether from embarrassment or anger, Dienna could not tell. The squire boy stood behind Sonder, as if hiding, his face carefully blank, his hands thrust deeply into the pockets of his breeches.

“It's good to see you again Lady Amelie, Lord Varent,” Sonder gave a small bow to each of them, a nervous smile on his rugged face. He turned to Oris, “But I don't believe I've met you, sir.”

Oris quickly adopted an expansive smile and held out his hand, “No, no indeed, we have not met. You left the Godskeep some years before I arrived, I believe. I am Gheltin Oris,” he shook Sonder's hand with enthusiasm. “Prominent of Dartos, Chief Inspector of the Godskeep, and your sister's intended.”

Sonder's hand stopped mid-shake, “Her what?”

“Sonder,” Dienna said with a hint of warning in her voice. The siblings' eyes met, and the message was clear. They were not free to talk. Not here, not now.

“Her intended,” Oris repeated smoothly. He dropped Sonder's hand and gave Dienna a sickeningly sweet smile, “We have been betrothed these last few weeks, and we'll be married in the spring,” he turned back to Sonder and continued conspiratorially, “unless I can convince your sister to let it be sooner. I'm not a patient man when it comes to such matters.”

“Right,” Sonder replied, clearly uncomfortable. “Well, congratulations to you both, then.”

“And who is this?” Lord Varent asked. The large priest of Seltos seemed to have spotted the boy hiding behind Sonder. “Your son?”

“My son? Gods no,” Sonder seemed utterly horrified at the suggestion. He turned to the boy and tugged at his arm, pulling him out from hiding and into the middle of the little group. “This is Alrick. He's my squire. Go on boy, introduce yourself, don't sulk.”

The boy called Alrick flashed Sonder a look of resentment before doing as he was told. “Pleased to meet you, my lords, my ladies.” He bowed low before them all.

“Poor lad doesn't even know how to use a sword yet,” Sonder was telling them. “I have my work cut out for me, it seems.”

“Yes,” Oris replied, eyeing the boy with interest. “Yes it does.”

Dienna took the opportunity to pull Sonder aside, locking her arm in his. “Now that we are all acquainted, I shall see my brother and his squire to the Godskeep. We have been apart for quite some time, and there is much we would like to discuss.” 

“Of course, Dienna,” Oris said. “Naturally, you have missed each other. I shall go with Amelie and Varent to attend the morning service.” He nodded to the other Prominents, and all three began to walk away. After taking a few steps, however, Oris turned and looked back at Dienna. “Oh, and do not forget, my dear, that the Trials shall resume tomorrow noon. There are many more Disloyalists who require our attention.”

Dienna nodded grimly, “I shall remember, Lord Oris.”

Oris gave a cold, pinched smile before turning and walking away, his red robes flanked by the lavender of Lady Amelie and the midnight blue of Lord Varent's own vestments. 

Dienna let them get a respectable distance ahead of them before turning her attention back to Sonder. His eyes had strayed again to the gallows, as had his squire's.

“Come, Sonder,” she said softly. “Let's go.”

Her heart a mix of profound joy and deep despair, Dienna took her brother's arm as they returned to the Godskeep, his squire tailing quietly behind them. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Meredith saw little and less of Endrick after their second night at Sivarr's Keep. He and Ophie spent almost every waking moment in Artima's laboratory, in the lower levels of the Sixth Tower, trying to create a device that would extract Lantos's soul from the Wyrm. Meredith and Etia spent most of their time together, much of which was comprised of Meredith trying to keep the girl's spirits up. Etia was terribly homesick. While she had, at first, marveled as the summer greens faded to brilliant autumn reds and oranges, the change of seasons was an entirely new experience for the islander, and it only served to remind her how far away from home she truly was.

“I wonder if Tip is doing okay,” Etia muttered one afternoon as they walked to the village of Sivarr's Vale. Meredith had decided that a visit to her cousin, odious as that prospect was, could not be avoided. In the long hours spent cooped up with Etia in the tower, Meredith had combed through the Chronicle, had desperately read through her notes on the appearances of the gods, trying to find something, anything that would help her understand what the gods had intended for the daughter they had abandoned. Explaining their true nature to Etia had only made Meredith's hatred for them all the stronger, her frustration at their callousness more acute, and it was difficult to ignore these feelings when their daughter lay sobbing in Meredith's lap. She wanted to console her, to explain to her what the gods had had in store for her before they had left, but Meredith had found that she did not have the answers.

But perhaps Cormin did.

There was a chance, however small, that the false gods communicated with him, considering his position as High Priest. Perhaps Cormin had some knowledge of the gods' plan for their daughter. Perhaps he might be able to give them some unwilling insight into defeating the Wyrm. Endrick and Ophie had, as far as Meredith knew, not made any progress on their spell. They needed all the help they could get, even from their enemies.

Ophie had lent Etia old clothes of Herel's—a thick, warm shirt of plain wool and velvet breeches, which she still wore with her colorful, beaded slippers, as well as a velvet coat of lavender that just brushed the floor when the girl walked. It was a bit much for early autumn, but Etia had never known mornings or evenings this cold, and she had complained miserably of a chill until the proper attire had been provided. 

“I'm sure Tip is fine,” Meredith replied kindly. They had already traversed down the precarious stair carved into the side of the cliff-face, and were now walking the half-mile between its base and the village.

“Do you think he misses me?” Etia asked. They were walking hand-in-hand at Meredith's insistence. It was risky enough, she knew, to take Etia out of doors, but Meredith could not stomach the thought of leaving her alone in Sivarr's Keep. She didn't entirely trust Artima, or her underlings. Not that she trusted Cormin either, but she figured that Etia was safer with Meredith than without. She had said as much to her, and Etia had wholeheartedly agreed.

“Of course he does,” Meredith scoffed. “He's your father, or as good as.”

Etia did not respond. It had been five days since Meredith had revealed the secrets of the gods to her, and Etia still had not fully accepted the tale.

Etia had been fond of her true parents. She had thoroughly enjoyed their visits as a young child, had bonded with them. Even now, knowing what they were and what they had done, Etia was loath to hear a word said against them. In her mind, her father was still the tall, bald man with the strange eyes, and her mother was still the beautiful woman whose hair was black as night and whose skin was clearest starlight. The Moon, the Stars. Lantos, Seltos. They had visited her all her life, had brought her gifts, made her feel beloved, special. They had told her marvelous things of the world, had warned her of the coming of the Wyrm, made her a prophetess among her own people. How could such beings be evil? How could their intentions be bad?

No matter how Meredith tried, she could not make the girl see how the gods pulled their cosmic strings. 

“They created the Way, gave it all its teachings and all its prophets, imagined hundreds of prophecies and doctrines spanning the centuries, used countless others to spread their lies and make their deception grow, ” Meredith had explained heatedly several days before. “I can't even begin to explain how deeply I despise them.”

Etia had not liked that, and Meredith had wondered if she had gone too far. She could still recall the girl's wounded expression, the hurt that had welled in her deep blue eyes.

“I thought they loved me,” Etia had replied. “I thought I was important to them.”

Meredith had not known what to say to that. She could have lied to her, could have reassured her that of course Lantos and Seltos had loved their only child—but she did not.

“Etia, I,” Meredith had faltered. They had been on the balcony of their room at that time, overlooking the valley under an overcast sky. Gently, Meredith had set her hands on the girl's shoulders, “It doesn't matter. You are important, and you are loved.”

“But—”

“They left you, Etia,” Meredith's tone had been harsh, and she had been unable to keep her own parents from her thoughts as she had continued. “They didn't even give you a proper goodbye. You don't deserve the grief they've caused. You don't deserve the burden they've placed on your shoulders or the hole they've left in your heart. Believe me, Etia,” Meredith's tone had changed to a plea, “The gods are cruel. They've made themselves less human than any who has come before them. I don't think they even have the capacity to love,” her mind had gone immediately to Endrick, and had wondered, briefly, which of the two would have been more able to feel such an emotion—a Repository wizard, or one of the false gods. “They've been feeding off of people's fears for so long, I doubt they even remember what love is.”

“So they didn't love me,” it had been a statement, not a question, and a look of resignation had crossed Etia's strange features.

Meredith had sighed, “I don't know. I hope,” she had again hesitated, “I hope that they did, but mark my words: The gods have a plan. They always do. We have to be ready to counteract it, whenever it comes. These are very bad people we're talking about,” Meredith had smoothed down the girl's long blue-black hair. “They've done terrible things. They've lied, they've killed, they've dashed dreams and built their empire on the backs of those they've deceived. We can't allow that to continue.”

Etia had spent the rest of that evening in contemplative silence, and they had since avoided the subject. Meredith hoped, as time went on, that the truth would sink into the Daughter of the Moon and Stars like water is absorbed into soil. Etia was like a field after a rainstorm. Puddles of information flooded her young mind, but, given enough time, the puddles would soak into the ground, nourish the field's crops, and bring forth new life. At least Etia was still in favor of defeating the Wyrm. She did not fully understand how Endrick and Meredith were planning to accomplish this, or what that implied for the soul of her father, Lantos, but she did seem to have fully accepted that the Wyrm, whether it was a some avatar of her father or not, must be stopped. 

They soon reached the village of Sivarr's Vale. The afternoon was warm, golden with the harsh shadows of autumn, and the streets were crowded with Herelites. Humans and ogres had worked together to build the small village. Meredith could see marks of both races in the architecture of the run-down houses and buildings. There was ogre craftsmanship in the stone frames of the doors and windows, in the short, squat buildings that must have been more than half underground, while the thatched roofs and plaster buildings held a distinctly human touch. Yet, for all evidence of ogre influence, Meredith hardly saw any ogres in the village itself. She supposed that, if they had tried once to live among their human counterparts, they had long since given up and returned to the ogre-holes that were scattered about the far side of the valley. 

Whether human or ogre, the Herelites of Sivarr's Vale were a starved, gaunt-looking folk. Their clothing was nondescript, and might very well have been the same they had brought with them when fleeing the Golden Valley, faded and torn. They seemed to have come from all walks of life—Meredith passed mothers with babes in arms, young men and old, women in their middle years, grandmothers, grandfathers. There seemed to be no reason or pattern to those who had decided to follow the Chosen Mother and Son into the wilderness. There were, however, more children than Meredith would have expected for a village that had only been constructed thirteen years ago. Those who were not born in the vale would have been too young to remember much of their lives before they had made the long journey to Astquary. How many of them had even heard of the Way? How many of them had even known a life outside of the strange little colony?

A group of just such children convened around a small reflecting pool that stood in the town's square. There were ten or more of the little devotees, and they were made to stand in orderly rows by the priest in white robes who circled around them. The priest looked vaguely familiar to Meredith, an old man with a hook nose and no hair to speak of, but if he had been a resident of the Godskeep at one time, Meredith no longer remembered his name. He was inspecting the children, it seemed, making sure they were standing up straight and that their hair was neatly tucked behind their ears. Once they were deemed acceptable, the priest took a few steps back from them and lifted his arms—conducting them, Meredith realized. They were a choir.

Bless us Stars, and bless us Moon

Bless us Son, within the womb

For we need your light to see

A New Way, you will bring

A New Way, you will bring.

Meredith felt resentment building within her as the small voices sang with utmost sincerity. People began to gather around the singing children, listening with placid, pleasant smiles as the youngsters continued. The song was a variation on an old prayer of the Way, but they had modified the lyrics to suit their own beliefs.

Meredith held on to Etia's hand tightly as they circumvented the little choir; there was something unsettling in the looks of rapture on the children's faces. The adults had come to Astquary by choice. The same choice had not been afforded to their offspring. Meredith shuddered to think of the day these children began to wonder why they'd been banished to the mountains, why they were not allowed to leave the valley—or worse, the day they began to question their faith. Would any of them see through the lies perpetrated by Cormin and his ilk? 

Would they be allowed to leave Astquary if they did? Or would the High Priest of the New Way protect his interests by force?

Meredith and Etia weaved through the courtyard, trying to draw as little attention to themselves as possible. Etia wore her hood up over her face, the better to conceal the strange luminosity of her skin, and Meredith had donned a long, tattered old cloak of Artima's to fit the dress of the Herelites who, even for these precautions, still turned to look at Meredith and Etia as they passed with interest. Meredith ignore them, her eyes picking through the crowd, both dreading and welcoming the one she sought. At first she did not see him, but, after a few moments more, Meredith picked out Cormin's topknot of hair above the heads of the crowd, and began to walk toward him.

She must be mad, to seek him out like this. But Endrick was always with Ophie, and Artima was always holed up on her balcony, sick and surly. Meredith had no other ties in the valley, no one else to turn to, no one else to answer the questions that burned inside her.

Cormin stood to the back of the the town square, wearing a white tunic, white breeches, and a white, richly embroidered cape that complemented his brown skin. Even surrounded by a retinue of other priests, Cormin's splendor stood out as exceptional, and Meredith wondered how he was able to afford such fine clothing. His beard had also grown over the years. It was not long, but it was bushy, a finely trimmed and oiled mesh of black coils that suited the shape of his jaw and his mostly clean-shaven head. He watched with laughter in his eyes as the children sang, even as he applauded them vigorously when each song was done, and the priests at his side seemed to be constantly whispering between themselves and him, their glances furtive, paranoiac. They reminded Meredith of a band of nervous mice.

It was not long before Cormin noticed her approach.

“Cousin Meredith,” Cormin's voice cooed as his face slid into a charming smile. His arms were held wide in a priestly gesture. “And second cousin Etia. How nice to see you here in our humble village.” He took a few steps closer, still smiling down at them, teeth flashing. “Judging by that creature in the lake, I thought you must be around here somewhere.” He chuckled, “I was beginning to think you were avoiding me.”

Meredith smiled unpleasantly, careful to stand at a respectable distance, “I've been busy.”

“Of course,” Cormin adopted a look of false concern. “You were brought here on some business of Artima's, were you not?”

“Something like that,” Meredith answered. She looked pointedly to the other priests slightly behind him, who could undoubtedly hear everything they were saying. 

Taking the hint, Cormin turned to his retinue, “I would like a few moments to reconnect with my cousin and her daughter.”

There was a chorus of “Yes, High Priest, of course, High Priest,” as, one after the other, the priests bumbled, bowed, and backed away from the their superior.

Cormin gave a smug smile. “Now,” he offered Meredith his arm, “Shall we?”

Inwardly wincing, Meredith linked one arm with him, still holding on to Etia's hand with her other. She felt chilled. She was walking arm in arm with a murderer. 

Cormin had sent dozens of the Faithful to Morr's chopping block when Artima had controlled the Godskeep. He had taken those who most resisted Artima's claim as the Chosen Mother and had made examples of them. How many had died by his hand? Meredith could not remember, but it was nearly a dozen. Not to mention that he had imprisoned Gran and their other cousin Daela throughout the entirety of Artima's reign—he had felt no remorse keeping the nearly eighty year old woman in the Godskeep's dungeons for months, had seemed to revel in it, in fact. Did he even know she had died last year? Would he even care? Meredith sincerely doubted it, and the thought made her detest the man even more. Gran may have shown a preference for Meredith and Daela, who were her grandchildren by blood, but she had still taken Cormin in, had saved him from the dark alleyways in which he had been left to squalor. Had he truly lost all love for her?

Meredith could well believe that he had plotted to kill Herel. Cormin could never stand being in the shadows. He had resented Meredith's relationship with the Darpentus children, had resented her for being Gran's favorite, for being provided an education at the Godskeep while he had been forced to work to support their home. Cormin would never settle for being second to the Chosen Son, and if he could find a way to dispose of his rival while still keeping his status as a leader of their little cult, Meredith was certain he would take it.

“I hear that your Chosen Son is missing,” Meredith said by way of starting their conversation. The three of them were walking slowly through the narrow streets of the village. The smells of various suppers wafted through the crisp autumn air.

“Lamentably so,” Cormin replied. “We believe that his mother has sent him away due to a misunderstanding.”

“How are your people faring?” Meredith asked. Cormin seemed to miss the sarcasm in her voice and answered with sincerity.

“There are those who worry,” he said, “Dear Herel is such a central part of our lives. Some of the priests believe it is a test of faith; others think it is some plot of the elves.”

“The elves?” Meredith asked, lips pursed in confusion. Next to her, Etia fidgeted.

“Yes, considering the rebellion and all,” Cormin said, offhandedly. “You know how people talk.”

“I've heard nothing of an elven rebellion,” Meredith replied, frowning. “I thought the war was over.”

“Oh yes, the war with the ogres is over,” Cormin explained with undisguised vehemence. “And I am glad for it. Those brutes never believed in the New Way. They turned from the Chosen Mother long ago, and were finally brought to order earlier this summer by King Hastos's army. But,” he gave a smirk that made Meredith want to grind her teeth, “in a most convenient turn of events, the elves are now fighting amongst themselves. For what reason, I'm not entirely sure, but it seems to be related to how Hastos handled his affairs. His youngest son, Antenel Gantares, is leading the elves of Astquary in a rebellion against the elves of the Crescent Isle.”

Meredith turned to face him sharply, fear gripping her heart. 

“Has there been bloodshed?” she asked, “Is Antenel alright?”

Cormin regarded her coolly. “I did not know you two were acquainted.”

Meredith hesitated, berating herself for her lack of cunning. Of course Cormin would not care about the elf's well-being. “He was a hostage of Artima's when she invaded the Godskeep. He and Sonder met there.”

“Ah yes, I remember now,” Cormin replied. “They are still lovers, are they not? I've heard tales of their bravery from the war. I did not realize you were still in touch with our old playmate Sonder.”

“A little.”

“Well, in any case, I have not heard of much fighting outside of a few small skirmishes between the princes,” Cormin said dismissively. “I would hardly know if it has escalated any further.” 

Their walk took them to a chapel of Dartos—a chapel that was unlike any other Meredith had ever seen. The mosaic on its east-facing wall had been plucked free of all of its precious stones, leaving nothing but the empty imprints of the once splendid design. It took little imagination to wonder whose hungry hands might have taken them, and whose purse they had eventually come to line. Faded and derelict, lonely and small, the chapel looked both well-used and maltreated, as if the hundreds of people who walked through its doors had never once bothered to clean or repair its many faults. The Mark of the Way was carved into its door, but there had also been carved another symbol that Meredith did not recognize. It was a variation on the ancient Lathaian rune for “son,” drawn within a complete circle, with a horizon line underneath. 

Cormin stopped them in front of the chapel and continued, “Let them fight themselves I say. Those who think they took the Chosen Son from us are fools. The elves care nothing for the New Way, and are far too embroiled in their own affairs to meddle with ours. But,” he turned to Meredith with a knowing smirk, his dark eyes flashing with amusement. “I doubt you came here to talk to me about the elves, Meredith.”

Meredith took an involuntary step back from him; their arms were still linked, however, and she did not get very far. 

“You're right. That's not why I'm here,” she said, facing him squarely. Hoping Etia would remain calm, she squeezed the girl's hand, and said, “I came here because I wanted to ask you something.”

Cormin shrugged, “By all means.”

“...Have you ever been visited by the gods?”

Cormin's expression was almost comical, but he soon masked his surprise with a charming smirk.

“Of course,” he purred.

“All of them?”
Cormin frowned, “I am a servant of Dartos first and foremost, but yes, I have communed with all three gods of the Way.”
“And they're happy with how you're running things here?” Meredith couldn't resist the jibe. “They haven't displayed any signs of...displeasure?”

“No,” Cormin replied with a suspicious glance, “There haven't been any signs of displeasure. The gods have been appalled at the rest of the world for how they've shunned the Chosen Son. We are the only ones who have given Herel the praise he deserves. The only ones whom the gods now look upon with favor.”

“Even though he's gone?”

A look of anger crossed Cormin's handsome face, “A temporary hardship born of a misunderstanding between myself and the Chosen Mother. I am confident that Lady Artima will see reason, and return her son to his flock.”

They stood in front of the decrepit chapel, the sounds of the children's choir still reaching their ears. Next to the old chapel was a mighty oak tree, resplendent in its autumn robe of crimson, and above both loomed the floating towers of Sivarr's Keep, which cast long shadows like fingers over the small but sinister town. 

“Then tell me, cousin,” Meredith continued in an even voice, her gaze still on the towers above. “Do the gods have any other children?”

The question seemed to have dumbfounded the High Priest. He sputtered and gave her a series of odd looks that ranged from malicious to disbelieving. “No,” Cormin said at length. Next to her, Etia let out a small gasp. Meredith squeezed her hand again, a plea to keep quiet. Cormin raised an eyebrow, “Why in all the worlds of light and dark would you think there were?”

“Just a rumor I heard when I lived in the Port Cities,” Meredith shrugged. They began to walk back toward the village square, the autumn wind blowing her coily hair into her face. “I could hardly believe it myself, but I thought you might know, being in such close communion with the gods.”

“Indeed,” Cormin eyed Meredith with mistrust. She felt his stare like a physical force, and she wondered if she should not have come to see him after all. “Forgive me, dear cousin but I did not think you were a believer of the New Way, let alone that you hold my opinion in high regard. After the words we exchanged upon your arrival to Astquary, I rather got the impression that you loathed me.”

Meredith smiled coldly. “Loathe is taking it a bit far,” she said. “We are cousins. We have a long history that has recently been marred by... misunderstandings.”

Cormin chuckled, “You are right. And misunderstandings can be later understood. I am interested to know, though,” the arm that locked with Meredith's tightened, “what were these rumors you heard in the Port Cities? If the people claim the gods have another child aside from Herel, I should be informed.”

Meredith hesitated, acutely aware that the object of their discussion was walking right next to them, doing her utmost to be silent. Meredith tried to think of some way to change to subject, but Cormin was no fool. If she did not answer him, it would only increase his suspicions.

“I heard rumors that spoke of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars,” Meredith explained. “The daughter of Lantos and Seltos. She is reported to have gifts of foresight, as well as other powers that resemble magic, and she has amassed a following in Ruith.” 

Cormin appeared thoughtful, “Other powers such as...flying a whale, for example?”

They stopped walking, Meredith's heart jumped wildly in her chest. Next to her, Etia had dropped her hand and was staring, wide-eyed and fearful, at Cormin.

The High Priest took a menacing step toward the girl and tore the hood from Etia's face, exposing her strange features.

“And this Daughter of the Moon and Stars,” he grabbed the sides of her face with his hands and held her there, “she wouldn't happen to have skin that glows like a dark pearl and eyes that are far too blue for her precious little face,” Cormin snarled, “would she?”

“Let her go, Cormin,” Meredith hissed. They were still several streets down from the main square, and dangerously alone with the man. Meredith brought the words of a spell to her mind, one that she didn't need to reference from her spellbook. She didn't want to use her magic again, but if Etia was in danger, she would have no choice. “You don't know what you're doing.”

Still holding the sides of Etia's face, Cormin continued, “As I said, dear cousin, the gods have no children save Herel, the Chosen Son, the One who was foretold in the prophecy of Ayers, the One to whom I have pledged my service. Any who claim otherwise are blasphemers, and blasphemers must be punished.” He moved his grip to Etia's throat.

“Leave her alone!” Meredith pleaded. “It's not like that!”

Cormin turned to face her, “Oh it's not, is it? Tell me then, how was this girl able to fly the whale that swims in our lake? I know it was not you, or Endrick. The girl was in front, the girl was the one who held her hands to the beast's head, not her parents, if you even are her parents.” He turned back to Etia, who still struggled to break free from his hold, “Personally I see little resemblance between you. She is much prettier.”

“Let her go!” Meredith shouted. This was it, she must use her magic. The Repository be damned, at this rate, Cormin was going to snap Etia's neck. She raised her right arm, fingers splayed. “Stop!”

“Or what?” Cormin mocked, laughing. “I never thought you were quite so stupid, cousin. You come to Astquary, to Sivarr's Vale, the heart of the New Way in Dorneldia—and not only do you bring with you a girl who claims to rival to the Chosen Son in lineage, but you also hand deliver her to me?”

“She is no rival,” Meredith replied grimly. “You can be certain of that.” She took a deep breath, and let the magic fly from the inner most sanctums of her soul. “Alstal imet sotha!”

A beam of light shot from Meredith's hand directly into Cormin's face.

Blinded and startled, he loosened his grip on Etia, and the girl was able to break free.

“You little—” Cormin's oath was cut short by a swift kick to the groin from one of Meredith's heavy boots, and the High Priest fell to the ground, howling in pain. 

Meredith hardly looked at him twice as she took Etia's hand, and ran.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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They returned to Sivarr's Keep out of breath and full of fear. Whether as the village foundling or the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, Etia had never before been the victim of any kind of human violence, and Cormin's attack had caused her immense distress.

“He held me so tight, I thought I was going to die,” Etia cried once they had reached their room. She was on the bed, sobbing as Meredith looked on, lost and unsure of what to do. She looked at Meredith through a veil of angry tears, “Why did you make me see that man? Didn't Artima say he was evil?”

Meredith sat down next to her and sighed deeply, “I thought he might have some answers.”

“About what?” Etia demanded.

“You,” Meredith said. She once again felt drawn to her strangely deep eyes, which seemed to beckon to her even through Etia's fright, and she began to smooth down the girl's long, dark hair.

“What do you mean?” Etia wailed. “You know what I am.”

Meredith shook her head, shame grabbing at her heart. “I only know so much, Etia. I thought that maybe Cormin would know more about the gods' plan for you.”

She looked up, gaze fierce and hurt, “You mean, about why they left me.”

“Yes.”

“Well,” Etia frowned, pouting, “he didn't know anything, and neither do I. That makes three of us.”

“Etia...” Meredith let her head fall, “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have taken you there. I only wanted answers I,” she hesitated, “didn't consider your feelings at all. Even if he had known something—it wasn't worth it. It wasn't worth making you feel this way.”

“You said I didn't deserve what my Mama and Papa did to me either,” Etia said, accusation in her gaze. “You said I was important. You said I was loved.”

“You are, Etia,” Meredith said, feeling the sting of guilt. “You know you are. You have me, and Endrick—and all the people of Iolimi.”

“They only love me because of my parents,” Etia returned, eyebrows contracted sharply. “Because Mama and Papa told me about the Wyrm. They never cared about me before.” Her eyes welled with tears again, “And now I'm here in this strange land where people want me to die and—” She couldn't go on. For long moments, the young girl sobbed in Meredith's lap, and it was all she could do to gently smooth her hair until she once again became calm. “And you never told me you could do magic.”

Etia's words were like a dagger to Meredith's heart. Here was another who had put her trust in her, here was another she had betrayed.

“No,” Meredith murmured, lips hardly moving. “I didn't.”

“Why?” Etia asked, now looking up at her.

“Because I'm not supposed to know magic, Etia,” Meredith said, pleading with herself as much as the girl. “Because if the Repository finds out that I took a spellbook and learned the magic in secret they'll—they'll kill me.”

Etia's eyes widened, but the tears seemed to have all dried now, and she only stared blankly at the wall for a few moments before continuing, “Would they kill me too?”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because of the whales,” Etia replied, her voice small and frightened. “Because I fly them. That's magic too, right? Magic I'm not supposed to know.”

Meredith looked at the girl, unsure herself if that was true or not. They had never seen Etia perform anything like magic outside of what she had done with the whales. It was unclear  to Meredith if Etia had inherited her parent's magical ability or not, but all the same—if the Repository saw what she was capable of—she might very well draw their attention. And that was something neither of them wanted.

“I don't know,” Meredith replied heavily. She could not lie to her, not anymore. It would help nothing to pretend that she had all the answers. “But I do know, Etia,” she continued, holding the girl's face gently, “that I will do anything I can to keep you safe.”

“You promise?” Etia asked.

“I promise,” Meredith replied.

It was not long before Etia fell into a deep sleep, and Meredith sat and waited for Endrick to return from the laboratory.

He was not pleased.

“You used your magic again?” he asked.

They stood in the obsidian passage between his room and hers. The hall was narrow, and the two were in close quarters. Endrick's dark complexion looked ashen and dull, and his black and gray robes were cloying with the smells of sulfur and copper. One sleeve was slashed as if he had taken a knife to it, and the other was singed at the hem. Their research clearly was not going well.

“It might have meant Etia's life.”

“You were foolish to have brought her there,” Endrick replied, his tone flat, allowing no argument.

“I know,” Meredith sighed. “I just thought, Cormin might know something about Lantos's plan, or about the Pillar of Mantesh, or anything that might help us defeat him.”

“Did anyone see you? Aside from Cormin?” There was no concern in his voice, and Meredith did not miss the iciness in his gaze. She knew she shouldn't expect anything different from him, but it hurt all the same.

“No,” Meredith said. “Only he and Etia.”

Endrick nodded, “Consider yourself lucky then. I do not have the power to save you from the Repository, Meredith. No more than I have the power to save myself.”

“Thanks for your concern,” Meredith muttered bitterly. She turned from him to open the door to her room, when Endrick placed his hand on her shoulder.

“Meredith,” he said, and for once there was some emotion to his voice, some long-dead spark in his brown eyes that sent an ache right through her. “I am trying. It is hard enough losing myself. I do not want to lose you too.”

Meredith's lip quivered. She set a hand on top of Endrick's, gave him a wan smile, and said, “I know.” Willing herself not to cry, she opened the door to her room and shut it behind her with a shudder.
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The next day, she was summoned to Artima's balcony chamber. It was morning, and the sunrise was gold and pink over the autumn-tinged mountains to the valley's east. Artima sat upright in her bed, wearing a dressing gown of dove-gray silk. Meredith could see a collarbone, long and white and protruding, beneath the delicate fabric, and the color of the robe did nothing to bring life to the woman's face. She was alone. Ophie was presumably already hard at work with Endrick in the laboratory, and Artima beckoned for Meredith to sit in a chair that had been set next to the bed.

Meredith took her seat with trepidation, “You wanted to see me, Lady Artima?”

Artima nodded, coughing slightly, “Yes, Meredith Hauvish. I have heard of your exploits in the village yesterday. I trust the girl is doing well?”

Meredith blinked, surprised that the sorceress had already heard of the incident. Had Endrick told her, or did the Chosen Mother have other informants in the village? She clenched her fingers in her lap. Who else knew of her magic?

“Etia was shaken, but she seems fine this morning,” Meredith answered, trying to remain calm. “She is still in our room. I told her to remain there until I return.”

“Very good,” Artima replied quietly. Her voice seemed to lack its usual vigor. “I do not want any harm to come to her. She may be the key to destroying our enemies once and for all. You should not have taken her to that place.” She lifted her gaze, piercing as always, to Meredith's, “Nor should you have told Cormin who she is.”

“I didn't mean to—”

“Intentions are meaningless,” Artima cut her off. “The fact remains that the High Priest of the New Way, the man who plotted to murder my son, has been alerted to the fact that Herel is no longer the only child of the gods.”

“We'll keep her here, in the castle, until we leave,” Meredith said. “She'll be safe as long as she stays inside.”

Artima shook her head, “Her safety is only the short term concern. I am interested in the long term. Cormin is a wise man,” she smirked, “but he is also ruthless, unscrupulous. I did not chose him to be my High Educator for nothing. You can be assured that even now, he has informed his close circle of priests and followers of her existence, and he is now assessing how best to use that information to his advantage.”

“He would have heard of her eventually,” Meredith replied, as much to justify her own mistake as to inform Artima. “Rumors of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars are rampant all along the Dezhartan Sea.”

“True, he would have learned of her at some point,” Artima conceded, “but news from that part of the world is slow to reach us here, even with his agents. But now he knows, and now he will have time to plot against her.”

“What will he do?” Meredith asked.

Artima shook her head, “I know not. He attempted to kill my son because he feared he would grow too powerful. I doubt he would take the Daughter of the Moon and Stars under his wing, as he did Herel. He is far more likely to see her as a threat than an asset.”

“So he believes her claim, just like that?” Meredith asked dubiously. “Like you said, my cousin is no fool. Why should he think she's really the daughter of the gods?”
Artima shrugged, “She has a peculiar look about her, and he has seen the whale in the lake, saw her fly the creature.” The sorceress beheld Meredith askance, “You do realize that he knows the secrets of the gods.”
“What?” Meredith exclaimed. That couldn't be possible. “But the Tome was destroyed.”

“I told him of its contents, just as I told Ophie,” Artima said evenly. “Perhaps I should not have entrusted him with that knowledge but I, like your good friend Dienna Darpentus, was desperate that the truth be known. Zealot that he was, I had hoped that the knowledge contained in the Tome would have dissuaded him from following me,” she paused, “but I was wrong. Instead of misfortune, he saw an opportunity.” 

Meredith let her head fall into one hand, rubbing her temple, “How could I have been so...”

“Foolish?” Artima offered.

“Yes,” Meredith sank deeper in her chair and closed her eyes. Cormin knew everything, yet still he had played along with her little investigation, had made her think he was truly pious, truly a believer of the New Way. He wasn't in communion with the gods any more than Meredith was. They had no use for those who knew their secrets—or did they?

“So does he still believe?” Meredith asked suddenly. “Is he still trying to please the gods?”

“No,” Artima replied. “I do not believe he is.”

“But the worship, the prayers, the cult!” Meredith returned. “He's generating all kinds of power for the false gods. He's extending their lives!”

Artima shrugged, “So he is, but so is he also growing his own power, extending his own influence—helping the false gods is merely a side-effect of his own ambitions. No,” she gave a smirk, “If I had to guess, Cormin only believes in Cormin. Anything else he claims to follow is strictly for show.”

“Then your son...”

“Was his ticket to continued control over the Herelites,” Artima snapped, impatience twisting her wasted features. “They were working together to deceive our people. Did you truly think he had mistaken Herel's magic for proof of divinity?”

“No,” Meredith conceded. “No I didn't.” She thought of Etia. If their roles were reversed, would Cormin have used the girl the same as he had used Herel? Knowing what he knew, knowing that the gods were false and that Herel was just the son of two wizards—would he really see Etia as a threat? She, too, was the daughter of wizards, of Rollis and Jezla, of Lantos and Seltos. Artima herself had confirmed that, and Meredith had no reason to doubt her. Would Cormin think the same? Would he try to exploit her, or simply eradicate her?

“So what do we do now?” Meredith asked, sighing. She felt herself slouching in the little chair, too tired and distraught to care how she looked in front of the sorceress. 

“My suggestion,” Artima said quietly, her gaze probing. “Is that you and Etia stay here, with me.”

“We will.”

Artima shook her head, “You don't understand. Should Ophie and Endrick discover a way to deal with Lantos, he will return to Iolimi on his own, and you, Etia, and her whale will stay here with us.”

Meredith's head shot up, “For how long?”
Artima turned toward the balcony, her gaze fixed on the early morning sky. “The planets will soon align. In winter, late winter, they will be in perfect order to cast the spell.”
“What spell?”
“The spell to lift the curse upon me,” Artima said softly.
“I don't understand,” Meredith replied, frowning, “I thought you were ill.”

Artima smiled bitterly, “I am, but it is not a natural illness that ails me. I should, by rights, be healthy and whole, but I was cursed the day that Herel was born with a wasting spell. It was gradual to appear, and at first I did not realize what had happened. I might have been able to do something about it if I had, but soon, it was too late.”

“Who cursed you?”

“Seltos,” the word was itself like a curse in the air. “You were there,” Artima continued, “at the Battle of the Godskeep, when I was still with child, and Dartos was slain. She appeared.”

“And she put you to sleep,” Meredith remembered. “That was a curse?”

Artima nodded gravely, “I have been slowly dying ever since.”

Meredith sat back in her chair. “She must have seen you as a threat. You're the only other wizard alive who has their soul. She must have known you would try to destroy the rest of the gods.”

“I was not going to,” Artima's lips quirked into a deadly smile, “But the moment Seltos marked me for death, she marked her own fate as well. I was happy to turn a blind eye to the two remaining gods, so long as they did nothing to harm me or my son, but I will not forgive her for the curse she has placed upon me. These long years, I have felt my strength dwindle, my energy sapped. I have my magic still, oh do I have my magic, but though I can feel it coursing through my veins, I do not have the strength to use it. A simple cantrip may well kill me. This is why I must wait for the planets to align. I will draw upon them, will use their energy while I cannot use my own, and, gods-willing, I will end this curse.”

Meredith was silent a moment before continuing, “And why should we stay with you? We'll need Etia and her whales to fight the Wyrm. We can't keep her here.”

“You don't have much of a choice,” Artima said. “Cormin will not keep word of your magic a secret. I doubt he knows the particulars of the Repository, but he is smart enough to realize you do not belong to their ranks—you have no staff, do not wear the sacred robes, were not spirited away to study the magic when you were young.”

Meredith muttered, “No, more's the pity. Instead I was sent to the Godskeep, to waste my time studying nonsense when I could have put my mind to better use.”

“Careful girl,” Artima admonished. There was a steely glint in her almond-shaped eyes. “That same nonsense has helped you become who you are today. It does no good to resent the past.” Artima's gaze turned speculative. “You are quite old to be learning the magic, but then again, so was the thief Jezla when she came under Rollis's tutelage.”

Meredith did not enjoy the comparison between herself and the woman who would become Seltos. “What is your point, Artima?”

The sorceress smiled, “I am trying to praise you. There are few indeed in this world who have the dedication to begin magical training after reaching adulthood. Much like children learning their native tongue, once you reach a certain age, the language of magic becomes exponentially more difficult to learn. The Repository counts on this, and on hoarding all magical resources, to ensure that late bloomers such as yourself are unable to apprehend magic.”

“Are there others like me?” Meredith asked. “Late bloomers, I mean.”

“Certainly,” Artima replied. She coughed briefly, but soon recovered. “But none with a wizard lover whose books to steal.”

“I didn't steal—”

“It matters little,” Artima waved dismissively. “You were not invited into the ranks of the wizards. You studied in secret, from a book that was not freely given to you. This is as much stealing as anything else.”

“Why didn't they come for me?” Meredith demanded. Her life would have been so different if they had. Gran would have disowned her for sure. The woman had been nothing but strict with her faith, and anything the Way looked down on, she looked down on even more. She disapproved of ogres and elves, of any of the races who worshiped from the old pantheon, disapproved too of those who did not marry, of those who flouted the rules handed down throughout centuries of Dorneldian history and decided to follow their own doctrine instead. Sonder was a prime example of just such a person. Gran had never liked him. She had been overjoyed when Dienna had taken up the mantle of the Keeper, had not been sorry at all when Sonder had abdicated his position, and had never hidden the fact. No, Meredith had no doubt that she would have been immensely disappointed to know of Meredith's magic. 

Artima shrugged, “The Repository finds its candidates through a series of location spells. They are not infallible. It is possible to be overlooked. A child missed at age five may be found by age seven, even if their magic were always apparent.”

“You said that Etia had inherited her parent's magic,” Meredith asked, recalling their conversation the first night they had arrived at Sivarr's Keep. “How can you be so sure?”

Artima's normally smug expression changed to one of unease, “I cannot be.” She shifted on her bed, her gaze closed-off. “Yet logic would dictate that she has the magic, considering her parents are the two most powerful wizards in existence.”

“But it's not a guarantee,” Meredith prompted.

“Nothing is,” Artima hissed. She beheld Meredith coolly, “How, then, would you explain the whales? You have told me they will fly for no other.”

“That's right,” Meredith nodded, “But I can't be sure of that either. We've never tried to have anyone else fly them.”

Artima raised an eyebrow, “Perhaps you should. The girl's danger may be significantly diminished if you establish that she has no magical ability.”

“Do you think the gods know about the whales?” Meredith was thinking aloud now. “According to Etia, her parents have not visited her since they arrived.”

Artima scoffed, “I find that hard to believe. Especially considering your theory that the Great Wyrm is Lantos. Would Lantos not have seen her astride her whale as they attacked?”

Meredith sighed in exasperation, “Does that mean I'm wrong, then?”

Artima shook her head, “Not necessarily.”

“Then why would—”

“You are not a student of transfigurative magic,” Artima cut her off. “Therefore you do not know its properties. Putting it in the simplest terms, the more a wizard uses magic to change their outward appearance, the more energy it takes. This is why Dartos was so weakened by maintaining the physical form of Morr the Weaponsmaster. Dartos, the wizard Yorn, was in reality a terribly old man, whose body had aged past the point of living. Using magic to manipulate that husk of dust into young, living flesh and blood took more energy than you or I can comprehend. Yet the effects of such manipulations are not only physical. They are also mental.”

“What do you mean?”

Artima's eyes narrowed, “The gods do not only become physically weak when they manipulate their forms. They also become mentally weak. Moor was a man in turmoil—was at the border of insanity in those last few frenzied weeks of his existence. The wizard Yorn had taken his large, brilliant mind, so used to existing on the non-physical plain of light, and had once again confined it to a physical shape and form. And the more different the form to the god's natural state, the greater their mind is stretched, compressed, or misshapen.”

“So Lantos is experiencing a kind of insanity when he becomes the Wyrm,” Meredith said, picturing the hideous creature in her mind. It wasn't difficult to imagine.

“Something like that,” Artima replied dryly. “In any case, he would not have the wherewithal as the Wyrm that the has with his other, more human-shaped avatars—General Tommus, and the Old Man with the Young Face.” 

“You know about the Old Man?” Meredith asked. She had known Artima was familiar with Lantos' other avatar, but she had thought that only she, Dienna, and Endrick (and by extension, the Repository) were familiar with the Old Man with the Young Face who could sometimes be found wandering the kingdom of Dorneldia—watching, observing, plotting.

“Yes, I know him,” Artima confirmed. “And of all the gods' other forms, many of which I am sure you do not know. They may be only human, but their reach is far, their shadows long.” Artima smirked, “All the more reason you should keep yourself and the girl safe with me.”

Meredith turned her gaze to the archways that opened to the autumn sky. The mountains were resplendent in their red, orange, and green, the valley lake where Virha swam reflecting the same colors as above. The air was fresh with the smell of pine and earth. The land was abundant and beautiful. It would not be so terrible to be trapped in this place, Meredith thought, but a trap it would be, nonetheless. Antenel had been a captive here, along with King Hastos's other ninety-nine hostages. The Herelites were as good as captives. They were exiles. The Way had shunned them, cast them out. They could not return to their homes even if they wanted to. And yet, here they were safe, just as Meredith and Etia would be safe if they chose to stay. Yet, no matter how logical Artima's suggestion was, Meredith knew this was not Etia's place. Pine and earth. These were not her elements. She missed the salt and sand of Iolimi, missed the high noon sun and the cries of the gulls. Meredith could not, in good conscience, keep the Daughter of the Moon and Stars so far away from where she belonged. Then there was the matter of the Wyrm. Could she send Endrick off to fight the creature on his own? Wasn't that Etia's destiny, not his?

“I will think about your offer, Artima,” Meredith said, her heart heavy with indecision. She stood, knowing they had reached the end of their conversation.

“Yes, you will,” Artima said coolly, displeased. “And you will also think about what will happen to you should the Repository catch wind of your transgression. We have our treaty. They could not touch you here, but out in the world, you are a slow-moving target. It is only a matter of time before they find you, and kill you.”

“It is only a matter of time that I will be dead at any rate,” Meredith returned with more conviction than she felt. “I'd rather spend my time here the way I like, and I don't like the idea of Sivarr's Keep as a prison.”

“You will think on this,” Artima repeated, as Meredith turned and began to slowly walk away. “And you will come to see that I am right.”

“As you say,” Meredith said, not bothering to turn around. A few more steps, and she was out the door, the sound of the accursed sorceress's coughing echoing behind. 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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“You brought who with you?” Dienna hissed. She and Sonder were alone in her chamber, while “Alrick” stood outside with Connal, who had himself been overjoyed to see his old companion again.

Sonder grinned sheepishly from where he sat on his sister's bed, “Herel of Astquary.”

“Not so loud!” Dienna warned. She crossed to the window and peered out, apparently afraid that someone might be lurking outside. She turned back to Sonder with a look that he knew well—a look that meant his little sister was about to scold him. “Why would you bring Herel here? How could you be so thick-headed? These people want to murder him!”

“I know,” Sonder sighed. He looked up at her through his unkempt hair.“I didn't realize it had gotten so bad.”

“Did you think that the Faithful had suddenly forgiven the Herelites? That they would welcome the boy here with open arms?”

“No, but—”

“Why is he even with you?” Dienna asked, waving her arms in exasperation. She came to stand before him, and Sonder realized just how much she had grown. She had still been more than half a girl when he had left, a child whose narrow, coddled life had only just been shattered. Now she was a woman grown; now her face was marked and lined with the worries and responsibilities of the Keeper of the Gods, her gray eyes alight with a gravity that reminded Sonder painfully of their father.

He told his tale as quickly as he could, leaving out what was not necessary, hoping to put out the furious fire of Dienna's gaze as soon as possible. 

“So if Artima wanted you to take him to Omkett, why are you here?” Dienna demanded when he had finished.

Sonder blushed. He knew it would sound foolish, knew his sister would question his decision even more than he himself had. “A dream.”

Dienna eyed him critically. “A dream? Not like,” she paused, and leaned in towards him, “not like what used to happen.”

“No, no,” Sonder said hastily, “not like that. This was different. I think. I didn't feel the touch of the gods, but I did see her, Dee.”

“Who?”

“Seltos,” Sonder swallowed. He kept his voice low in case the kid could here him outside the door. He hadn't told Herel what the real catalyst for his decision had been, had simply told him that they needed to reach the Godskeep with all speed, and that Omkett would have to wait. Herel, who had never relished the prospect of going to live with the ogres anyway, had not complained. They had gone about it carefully, taking the roads less traveled, avoiding the larger towns and cities if it could be helped, giving the boy a false name and backstory. Alrick was the son of a Ruithan merchant who had died in Astquary, shortly after the end of the Second War for the Continent. Sonder, in need of a squire, had taken the boy on, but only just before deciding to return to the Godskeep to pay his sister a visit. This would account for the fact that Herel had never held a sword in his life, yet was still acting as Sonder's page. 

“She came to me in a dream,” Sonder explained softly. “It was odd, like a nightmare, but more real than that. She said,” he frowned, “she said you would burn, Dee.”

“I'm sure it was just a dream, Sonder,” Dienna replied with exasperation.“I'm fine.”

Sonder gave a small smile. Leave it to Dienna to try to put on a brave face. “No, you're not. And anyway, the dream was just the start. She came to me, Dee. In the night, out in the Wastes, a kind of shadow image—not like after you killed Dartos—but like a ghost of herself.”

Dienna watched him intently as he relayed the rest of his tale, and when he was done, his sister heaved a heavy sigh. Wearily, she sat down across from him in an uncomfortable looking chair. 

“I fear the gods have once again reached into our affairs,” she said quietly. “If they ever stopped. Neither Seltos nor Lantos has appeared before me, but I have been hearing...voices.”

Sonder's eyebrows raised in alarm, “Voices? That can't be good.”

Dienna shook her head. “I've been hearing them for years, whispers that speak my name, fragments of voices that murmur about the Tome. When I try to follow them, they always lead me to Father's old room—to his window.” She shuddered. “It is terrible. But the more I ignore them, the more frequently they seem to call.”

Sonder was unsure how to respond to his. Dienna had never before shown signs of any kind of mental distress. He scratched the scraggly beard growing on his chin. “Definitely not good,” he said. “How long has this been happening?”

“Five years? Maybe more?” Dienna shrugged. Her cheeks seemed uncharacteristically sunken, and her eyes were rimmed with dark circles. “I can hardly keep track of such things anymore,” her voice was little more than a murmur, “I was happy here awhile, Sonder. Or as close to happy as I could be. But then old Tevinan died, and Oris came to replace him—that's when the trouble started.”

“Trouble?”

“With the Disloyalists.”

Sonder frowned, “Dee, I think you'd better tell me what's been going on.”

And so she did. She told Sonder all of what had transpired in the years he had been gone. The exile of the Herelites, the reconstruction, the fiscal changes, the school—causes she had fought for, had been proud of—and how they had all come crashing down. The Disloyalists being persecuted, the King and Queen's visit. The Trials of Exile. When she began to speak of Oris's proposal, Sonder could contain his rage no longer.

“You can't marry him, Dee. I know I've only spent five minutes with the man, but I can tell a bad egg when I see one,” he fumed. “Just tell the King you want to break it off.”

“The King and Queen are gone,” Dienna shook her head. “Even if they were still here, I have every reason to believe they were a part of this plot. One of their bodyguards, Lusidi, told me as much before they left.”

“Then good riddance to them,” Sonder replied foully. He stood and began to pace the room. There was not much room to pace. There was the large bed, the vanity, the wardrobe, a bookcase, and a desk, currently piled high with what appeared to be books on law. His sister really was taking her role as judge seriously, not that he had expected anything less. “We've got to get you out of all this. The trials, the engagement, the whole bloody Godskeep—it's not safe.”

“I can't leave my people, Sonder,” Dienna said, head in hand. She eyed him wearily from the chair. “I know I have already failed them for what I've done, but I can't leave them to Oris. I won't abandon them.”

“You sound like Antenel,” Sonder smiled bitterly. He had begun to miss the elf more and more each day. “Before he left me to deal with all of this on my own.”

Dienna frowned, “From the sounds of it, Sonder, he left with your blessing.”

“He did,” Sonder agreed, suddenly angry for reasons he himself did not understand. “But now I wish he hadn't. I can't do anything right on my own. Look at the mess I've made! I let Antenel leave. I didn't follow Artima's map, and now I've brought Herel into this nest of vipers. The best you and I can hope for is to leave this place together. Maybe then I'll start making better life decisions.”

“You have done many things right, Sonder,” Dienna replied softly. “You let your lover do what he must for his people. You risked your life for the son of our old enemy, you came here because you were worried for your sister.” She gave a small, wan smile, “These were all great deeds, and whatever the consequences, Sonder, I am glad you're here.”

Sonder felt the anger in his stomach dissipating, felt the hopelessness recede. What was it about being in Dienna's presence that both unnerved and comforted him? Despite being the elder of the two siblings, Sonder had always felt intimidated by his seemingly perfect little sister. She was the faster learner, the more studious, the more committed, the more faithful, and, somewhere in the dark corners of Sonder's mind, he believed she was the more loved. Admitting all of his recent mistakes to her only brought back those old insecurities, only caused him to doubt himself more.

“I'm glad you're glad to have me here,” Sonder replied glumly. He looked around the room. It was not the suite he and his sister had grown up in, but it still overlooked the same valley, was still built of the same dull stone, was still decorated with many of the same trappings he recognized from childhood. It had been thirteen years. It may as well have been a lifetime. The Godskeep felt both alien and familiar. Like seeing something in the night one only ever saw at dawn. “I'm not so sure I'm glad to be here myself. Not that I'm not happy to see you again,” he added hastily, “but things at the Godskeep are even more complicated than I thought.”

Dienna nodded, “More than I thought too.” She hesitated, “I am sorry you had to see that today, Sonder. And Herel. I never imagined that it would come to this, that we would be killing each other over our faith. I never imagined I would be the one responsible for it.”

Sonder walked back over to his sister, “You had no choice.”

Dienna shook her head, “One always has a choice, Sonder. You were a soldier. You have seen the battlefield. Were there not times when you tried to save one of your brethren, but could not?”

“Well, sure, but—”

“Did you not feel the guilt of being too slow, too preoccupied with your own struggles to have been able to save them?” Her eyes were like hollow caverns, deep and gray and unyielding. Sonder had never seen his sister this way in all the years he had known her. It was as if she could see through him straight to his soul. He shuddered. 

“Of course I have,” Sonder said quietly, sitting across from her on the bed once more. He leaned his forearms on his legs, clasping his hands together tightly. “I have felt that more than you can know.”

“How do I move on?” Dienna asked so quietly Sonder might have imagined it. “How can I face them again, knowing what I've done?”

Sonder shook his head, “I don't know. It's not easy. When Antenel and I led the captive elves to their deaths back when Morr was still around—I had so much on my mind. I felt awful. Like there was a weight on my heart, like I'd been the one to kill them myself. Thankfully,” his tone became slightly more upbeat, “I had Antenel to help me through it. We still feel terrible about it really,” he frowned again, “but we know we were only doing what we thought was right at the time.”

Dienna's desolate gaze encompassed him once again, “But what if you've done something you know was not right?”

Sonder's tone was resolute, “Then you do everything you can to make it right.”

Dienna shook her head, “It's not that simple.”

“No one ever promised it would be,” Sonder stood again. “At least we're not in Ant's position right now.” He hoped his distress wasn't too obvious, “You're not leading a rebellion against an entire nation because your father refused to avoid a decade-long war.”

“True,” Dienna conceded. “The death of one Disloyalist does not compare to the lives that will be lost on the Crescent Isle.” She stood as well, her expression carefully guarded, “But I feel the blood on my hands all the same,” her voice was hollow, “and I will do my utmost to ensure that no more shall be spilled.” She turned to the door and called out, “Connal, bring the boy in here, please.”

Almost immediately, the door opened, and the nervous looking young guard admitted the even more nervous looking young man. There was no trace of Herel's usual arrogance, nor of his pride. His coppery skin looked pale, as if he would be sick at any moment, and he walked with a stiffness that did not escape Sonder's notice.

“Sit down please,” Dienna gestured to the foot of her bed. Herel did as he was bidden, and as Sonder and Dienna stood before the boy, the phrase Uncle Sonder seemed suddenly more fitting than ever. Sonder felt for all the world like he and Dienna were teaming up to deliver some filial lecture to the misbehaving child of a friend or relative. Artima was neither, but the feeling was undoubtedly the same.

“My name is Dienna Darpentus,” she began. “I am Sonder's sister, and Keeper of the Gods. I'm sure you've heard of me.”

Herel looked up at them through tufts of his thick black hair, “I saw you outside. And you killed my father.”

Dienna's face blanched, “Yes, I did. I am not here to discuss the past, however. Sonder has told me who you really are, and why you've come here. As you saw, things have become extremely dangerous for the Herelites in the Golden Valley. They have been named Disloyalists, and they have all been put to trial. No one must know you are here,” Dienna's face was solemn. “No one must know your true identity. Sonder has told me you developed a backstory.”

Herel nodded.

“Good, I want you to stick to that,” Dienna replied. “Until we can figure out a way to end this madness.”

Herel looked to Sonder, “If it's so dangerous, why can't we just leave?”

“The gods are up to something here, kid,” Sonder said gravely. “People—your people—are in great danger. We can't just up and run away.”

“My people,” Herel repeated. His face suddenly flushed with anger, as if realization had only just hit, “That man who died. I heard him say my name. Did he die because of me?”

Sonder turned to Dienna, whose face was still bone-white.

“Yes,” she said. “He died for believing in you, for practicing the New Way. As I said, being a Disloyalist has become a crime, and beginning today, that crime may be punishable by death.”

“And you are in charge here?” Herel asked, fists clenched on the bed. “You let this happen, even though you know it's all lies?”

Dienna did not hesitate. “I did,” she said. 

Afraid that Herel would get the wrong impression if he let his sister's inflated sense of responsibility get in the way, Sonder quickly stepped in. “The man we met earlier, Gheltin Oris. He's the Prominent of Dartos, and he's the one whose been stirring up all this hatred between the Faithful and the Herelites. The King and Queen too. Dienna's been trying to stop it, but it's not so easy.”

“Which is why you must remain here,” Dienna said diplomatically. “We will find you a place to stay, someplace out of the way where you will be safe, where no one will be able to find out who and what you are.”

Herel scowled, “Like a prisoner?”

Dienna gave Sonder a pointed glance. He took the hint.

“No, like a sensible boy that doesn't want to be killed,” Sonder said harshly. “We've been through this, Herel. You remember Watt's Town. The Golden Valley is like that, only one hundred times worse.”

“Then why did you bring me here?” Herel spat. He crossed his arms and slumped as he sat on the edge of the bed. Despite being nearly thirteen now, the lost, frightened expression he wore made him appear even younger.

“To save my sister,” Sonder said firmly. “And now that we know what's happening, we're going to save the people who don't want to kill you too.”

Herel mumbled something unintelligible.

“You do want to save your people, don't you?” Sonder prompted.

Herel was silent for a moment, his arms still crossed over his chest, looking away. “I didn't ask them to worship me.”

“No, but you didn't ask them to stop either,” Sonder replied. Seeing anger flare into the boy's eyes, Sonder sighed and tried a softer approach. “Kid, I know you had your reasons for what happened in Astquary, I'm not trying to blame you for how Cormin treated you. But the fact remains that there are people here who would serve you without question, without hesitation, even if it meant giving their lives. Together, Dienna and I might be able to stop them from doing just that. We just need you to lay low while we come up with a solution.”

“I can help,” the boy mumbled grumpily.

“I am sure you could,” Dienna said with a humorless smile. “With your lineage, you are sure to be gifted in the use of magic. But I'm afraid that would be too dangerous. Young wizards like yourself are not supposed to be out and about in the open. We wouldn't want anyone seeing your magic and carting you off to the Repository.”

“I suppose not,” Herel muttered.

“Then it's settled,” Dienna replied gravely. She turned to Sonder, “We will ask Connal to find a room for him, and guard him until a replacement can be found.”

“A replacement?” Sonder raised an eyebrow.

Dienna nodded, “Connal has been my personal guard these last two years, but I have kept him especially close since Oris's proposal. I don't relish giving him up to Herel, but right now he is in more danger than I.”

“I'd rather not compare levels of danger,” Sonder said darkly. “Dead is dead, and I don't want either of you coming into harm's way.” He was surprised by how much he meant that, and wondered when he had come to care for the little brat so much. He really must be getting old. “You can keep Connal, I'll watch the boy.”

“Are you sure?” Dienna frowned.

“Yeah,” Sonder replied, “I've managed to keep him out of trouble so far, haven't I?”

Dienna's expression of concern did not change, “If you think it's best...”

“I do,” Sonder said firmly. “After all, we told Oris and the Prominents that he's my squire. It would be strange if he suddenly disappeared.”

“That is true,” Dienna nodded, looking at Herel with an appraising expression. The boy did not flinch under her gaze, only held her eyes with his own, fiery and defiant. “Perhaps he would be safest hidden in plain sight.”

“Would you like that, kid?” Sonder turned to boy with an easy expression. It was only fair to let him have a say in his fate. “Better than being cooped up under lock and key, eh?”

This seemed to relieve some of the boy's tension. His shoulders eased down, and the fury left his somewhat frightened eyes.

“Yeah, it is,” Herel replied. “Thanks, Uncle Sonder. I'll stay with you.”

“Great,” Sonder smiled.

“You'll still need a place to stay,” Dienna interceded, opening the door and calling Connal into the room. 

The guard entered with a dubious expression, “Yes, Lady Keeper?”

“Show Sonder and his squire to one of the rooms above the gatehouse, please,” she said.

“The gatehouse?” Connal replied.

“Yes,” Dienna continued, motioning for Herel to join them. “Young Alrick here is my brother's squire. They'll require a fair amount of space to practice, but I can't put them in the barracks proper. The south wing is the best we can do for them.”

Connal nodded, “I'll see to it, Lady Keeper.”

“Oh, and Connal can do one other thing for me as well,” Sonder said, slinging his swordbelt back into place and heading toward the door.

“S-sir?” Connal stammered. 

“Watch the boy for me for the rest of the afternoon,” Sonder said. “I have some business I have to attend to. And kid,” he looked down at Herel apologetically, “don't give Connal any trouble. He's a good lad, and I might have to box your ears if you do.”

Herel hesitated as a spark of betrayal flickered in his eyes. He bowed stiffly, “Yes, sir.”

Connal soon took the boy away, heading down the corridor toward the south wing, leaving Sonder and Dienna alone in the doorway.

“And where exactly are you going?” she asked once they were out of earshot.

“To see our mother. Unless you think I can avoid it.”

“Probably not,” Dienna returned. “I wouldn't be surprised if she already knew you were here.”

“Ugh. Gods help me.”

This managed to elicit a laugh from his sister, and the sound seemed to break through the surrounding gloom.“I'll come rescue you in an hour if you haven't returned yet,” Dienna teased wanly. “What's left of you anyway.” 

“Deal,” Sonder replied.

“And Sonder?” Dienna called after him.

“Yeah?” he turned.

Now her smile reached her careworn eyes, and something in her voice reminded Sonder achingly of when they were young,“I've missed you.”

Sonder returned her smile, his throat suddenly constricting. “You too, Dee,” he said. “I've missed you too.”
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Chapter Thirty
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Sonder took the Godskeep's postern door as one who suddenly recalls a nightmare. The last time he had stepped through its threshold had been the same night he and Antenel had tried to escape Artima's rule, leading dozens of elves to their deaths. Back then, the door had always been locked, only accessible by the Keeper and the handful of others who bore its key. Now it stood wide-open, inviting, beckoning Sonder to use the craggy, narrow path that flowed from its mouth. Considering the only other way to reach the orchard was via the front gate that wound back and forth for half a mile before finally allowing access to the valley floor, Sonder could hardly refuse. Taking the back way was more difficult, but also much faster. He stepped through the door, and began the perilous descent.

The ground seemed to shift and jump beneath his feet as he made his way down the Holy Hill's backside. Had the path deteriorated so much since his youth? Or was Sonder just getting too old for this sort of thing? His knees hadn't hurt this bad since Astquary, and he'd probably be feeling that pain for the next several days. Halfway down the hill, he began to think that maybe he shouldn't have come this way after all, but it was far too late to turn back. A quarter hour later, Sonder reached solid ground, a little worse for wear, and he continued on toward the orchards. There were apple trees, pear trees, cherries, and peaches; all full of fruit, and men and women from all over the Golden Valley were hard at work harvesting their crop. In the sharp light of the autumnal afternoon, they sang the same songs that Sonder recalled from his childhood as they filled their great baskets.

Gather, gather, one and all

Gather, gather, young and tall

Gather gifts of fruit and wheat

The better for the gods to eat

Hearing that chorus sent Sonder back to a time when he had not yet begun to question who or what he was, when his young mind had been more preoccupied with finding shapes in the clouds or sneaking out of class to fish in the stream beyond the fields. Dienna would always find him and go running off to Mother and Father. Lord Mayrim would come and collect Sonder with good grace and a firm word to not let it happen again; Lady Grenna, on the other hand, would come running with one of her handmaidens and drag him home by the ear, would forbid him food or drink for the rest of the night and reprimand him the entire way home. Dienna would sometimes take pity on those nights, and would slip him a bit of bread or cheese under the gap between the door to his room, just to make sure he wouldn't starve. Sonder smiled. Antenel had done much the same when Sonder had been imprisoned in the Godskeep's dungeons. They really were alike. 

And very different from Lady Grenna.

He spotted her further down the orchard—she wore much the same, old-fashioned white wimple and veil over her hair, which Sonder imagined had gone gray beneath, and a kirtle of blue cloth, sleeves slashed with red. Although summer had ended, the autumn sun was warm, and she wore no cloak over her gown, only a satchel which she was lazily filling with the choicest of low-hanging apples, followed closely by a young maiden whom Sonder did not recognize. Sonder stopped walking, overcome with emotion. Her face was more lined than when he had last seen her, and it suddenly occurred to him just how long he'd been away. They had both traveled from one phase of life completely into another—he from adolescence and into middle age, she from middle age and into her elder years. What if he had never taken Artima up on her request? What if he had never returned to the Godskeep? He might never have seen her again. A lump rose to Sonder's throat, and he had to keep his jaw clamped shut to keep his tears from falling.

Lady Grenna looked up from her work, and any doubt that Sonder might have had about seeking her out disappeared as soon as he saw the instant recognition—and unbounded joy—in his mother's eyes.

“It can't be,” Lady Grenna breathed. 

Sonder was still unable to move. “Hullo, mother,” he said. “You look well.”

Grenna practically threw down her satchel of apples and ran to embrace him. Sonder returned the embrace, somewhat stunned, and suddenly found it hard to keep the tears from spilling from his eyes. Lady Grenna seemed smaller in his arms than he remembered, seemed lighter and more fragile. Or perhaps it was just that he had grown so much larger. He had left the Godskeep an inexperienced young whelp. Now he was a general, a true warrior, and he had built a respectable amount of muscle and bulk over the years that he'd been gone. 

Lady Grenna must have been thinking much the same as she pulled free of his embrace.

“My how you've grown,” she marveled fondly. “You look strong. And well. Have you been well, Sonder?”

“Yes, Mother, I have,” he said, his voice still husky with emotion. “And you?”

Lady Grenna beamed, “I am in good health, my son. Oh how I have missed you!” She pulled him into another embrace, this one longer than the last. Sonder patted her back gently until she broke away. There were tears in her eyes now too, causing them to sparkle in the afternoon sun. “My Sonder,” she said fondly. “What has taken you so long?”

Sonder flushed, feeling somewhat ashamed, “I've been busy. You know, the war and all that.”

“So you're still a soldier, are you?” she asked, taking in his leather armor, the long blade slung across his back. “You must have quite a few female admirers.”

The bubble of warmth that had been growing inside Sonder suddenly burst.

“Fewer than you'd think,” Sonder replied with a grimace. How had she managed to ruin their reunion so quickly?

“Oh? Fewer?” Lady Grenna teased, apparently missing her son's distress. “Could that mean that you have decided on just one woman? Have you married at last?”

Sonder was frowning openly, “No, Mother, I haven't.”

Now Lady Grenna could not miss his anger. She turned to her handmaiden, who was standing at a respectable distance from the two of them. “Helina, I would like a few words alone with my son. Please take our harvest back to the Godskeep. I will have no further need of you this night.”

The girl Helina bowed, gathered their apples, and headed off down the lane toward the Godskeep. When she was well out of earshot, Lady Grenna turned back to Sonder.

“Oh my son,” she sighed deeply, the proprietary smile she typically wore all but vanished. “I have missed you so these long years. You did not even write—”

Sonder murmured, “I wrote to Dienna.”

“Very little,” his mother chided. “And what I was able to read left me with little reassurance.”

“Reassurance of what?”

“That your wayward ways would one day come to an end.”

Sonder frowned. What was she talking about? “Mother, I've been anything but wayward. I've been fighting for the elves.”

“You have been wayward to me,” Lady Grenna returned, and there was an edge to her voice, a harshness that brought back painful memories. “You have been nearly as lost to me as your own father.”

“I'm sorry.”

Grenna patted his arm, her own expression pained. “Do not be, my child. The gods forgive, and so do I. You are here now, and I am all the more grateful for it. Come,” she offered her son her arm. “Walk me back to the Godskeep. Tell me of your adventures. I want to know everything.”

They began to walk toward the castle at an easy pace, the wind rustling the orchard trees, carrying the songs of the workers through the shady lanes. “It's been so long,” Sonder admitted as they went. “I don't know where to begin.”

“Let's begin with your...habits,” Lady Grenna said carefully. “You have been fighting for the elves. You have not married...Is this truly all the news you have of the last decade? Have none of your customs changed?” Her voice was pitched sweetly, but Sonder could feel how tense her arm was in his, could sense the malice in her words.

“You mean my preference for men?” Sonder scoffed, “Of course not.”

Lady Grenna frowned, and it was suddenly very obvious that thirteen years had marred her face each in turn. “And what of the drinking? The gambling?”

“Yes, those I've managed to improve, somewhat,” he said with a laugh. “Although maybe not as much as I would have liked.”
She nodded, “You are still seeing that elf prince of yours, are you not?”
“Of course,” Sonder replied, his mirth quickly passing. She knew that, she must have known. She only wanted to make him admit it to her face. “Antenel Gantares. We've been together since before the Battle of the Godskeep.”

“Indeed,” his mother said. “You are hardly changed since those days. You are still content to do as you please, to shun your obligations to this family, regardless of how much we may need you.”

“I haven't shunned anyone,” Sonder returned, incredulous. “I left so I could be happy. I left so I could live my own life.”

His mother regarded him coldly, “A life you have all but thrown away.”

Sonder was stunned. He ground to a halt and dropped her arm. “I've done anything but throw my life away. I've found the one I love. I've defended thousands of innocents from the ogres—I slew the Red Boar!”

Lady Grenna's gaze was frigid, “I did not raise you so you could leave with your elflord lover and fight wars for a land that is not your own, for a people who are not your own.” She leaned her wrinkled face up to his and hissed, “I raised you to be the Keeper of the Gods. That is the life you threw away. That is what you were put on this earth to do.”

“Mother, you don't understand—”

“Do you think I married your father for love?” Grenna interrupted, her gaze sharp, intimidating even though she stood more than a head shorter than Sonder. “No, I married him because my parents thought it was best for me. I never found the one I love—you, my firstborn child, my only son, you are the person who I love most in this world. Not my departed husband, not your sister—you.” Her jaw quivered slightly. “And you had the audacity to run away, to spurn all that I had done for you. Not only did you run away from being the Keeper, but from each and every other thing I ever planned for you. Classes. Apprenticeships. Titles. Marriage.”

“You wanted me to marry a woman,” Sonder replied through clenched teeth. Several orchard workers looked across the rows to where they stood, and Sonder continued in a strained undertone, “How many times do I have to tell you? I am not interested in women. At all.”

“I know that,” Grenna snapped, the wind blowing her veil across her face. “I have always known.”

Sonder stopped short, “You do? Then why—”

“Was I so insistent upon marriage?” Lady Grenna asked archly. She shook her head and took Sonder's arm once more. “Because you cannot have children if you do not marry, not legitimate ones. You are my only son. If you do not marry, do not have children, then the Darpentus line will be at an end.”

“I realize that,” Sonder grumbled. It's not like he had never heard that line before. “But Father had cousins, didn't he? And there's still hope for Dienna.”

His mother frowned, “Your father's cousins are farmers from Amberath. They have had little religious instruction, and no education to speak of. As for Dienna,” she shook her head, “Even with her marrying Lord Gheltin in the spring, she is at the end of her childbearing years, and any child they do produce will belong to the house of Oris—still in line to be Keeper, but not until they are of age.”

It felt almost absurd to speak of such things, to be in the orchard with his mother talking yet again about the succession of the Darpentus line as if he were still a priest in training, still a young man being lectured about the life he was supposed to lead. He'd been away from the Godskeep for so long that it had almost slipped Sonder's mind entirely, and he'd been much too focused on his own struggles—the war, King Hastos, whether he and Antenel should marry—to care about his mother's petty concerns of progeny.

“I didn't realize it meant so much to you,” Sonder said truthfully. The sentiment of lineage had never meant much to Sonder, even now. A name was just a name. It was a person's legacy that counted, not their bloodline. Even the mighty house of Gorwin, who had been the Keepers of the Gods for centuries, had eventually died out, and the Darpentuses had taken on their role instead. Now it seemed that once again, a new bloodline would rise to power in the Godskeep. Sonder could only hope it wouldn't be Oris's.

“But I would never have had children anyway,” Sonder continued. “You know what I am. It was a foolish thing to wish for.”

“Only if you have a son as selfish as mine,” Lady Grenna snapped. She beheld Sonder with a unpleasant smirk, “Did it never occur to you that you could be both happily married and happily dallying with whatever man you chose?”

“What?” Sonder recoiled, scandalized. How could his own mother suggest such a thing? “That,” he struggled to find the words, “that would be too low even for me. How would my wife feel?”

“I imagine she would feel quite at ease with it, so long as it were kept in the shadows,” Lady Grenna sniffed. “I suppose it also never occurred to you that the women I tried to marry you to would have been more than happy to allow this provision.”

“You mean—they would have gone along with it?” he frowned. “They wouldn't have told anyone about me, wouldn't have minded me sneaking off to be with someone else behind their back?” 

Lady Grenna shrugged, “Likely not. As I said, I did not choose your suitors idly.”

Sonder shook his head, both shocked and oddly touched by his mother's considerations. “I would've never agreed to it. Even if my wife didn't mind; I couldn't deceive anyone like that. I wouldn't want to live a lie.”

Lady Grenna harrumphed, “You have made that abundantly clear.” 

They said nothing for long moments, walking silently side-by-side through the rows of apple trees, whose long, warm shadows crossed the ground before them.

It was Lady Grenna who broke the silence. “I imagine you still feel the same way.”

Sonder nodded, “I do.”

His mother closed her eyes and sighed deeply, as if trying to ignore a deep wound. “At least tell me that you have returned to the Godskeep for good.”

“No, I,” Sonder admitted with a pang of guilt, “I'll only be here a short time.” I hope, he added mentally. Dienna had told Sonder of their mother's fondness for Oris, and so he made no mention of his intent to free his sister from their engagement and end the Trials.

Lady Grenna seemed to sense his thoughts nonetheless. She smiled grimly, “I heard about the hanging. It is a terrible thing, of course, but one which both Lord Gheltin and I believe to be necessary. As for your sister,” Grenna trailed off. “She has been disaffected now for many years, and I fear that the burden of being Keeper may soon become too much for her.” Now her smile had grown genuine, and her wrinkle-lined eyes shone bright, “My first thought when I saw you, Sonder, was how good the gods are, to send you back to us in our time of need.”

“What do you mean?”

“I know I have asked you once before,” she said, “before you left for the East.”

“Before I left?” No, she couldn't mean—“Mother,” Sonder said firmly, turning to face her with a sober expression. “I can't do that to Dienna. She was made to be the Keeper. It was her life's dream.” A dream that had been dashed when she had discovered the true nature of the gods, but a dream nonetheless. “And even if I wanted to, I don't know that I can. What if Dienna refuses to step down?”

Lady Grenna replied, “I do not know. But I am sure we can make some arrangement. If you would only try—if you would only ask her to pass the Keeper's circlet back to you.”

“I won't,” Sonder said, adding with some embarrassment, “Besides, you and I both know I would make a terrible Keeper anyway.”

Lady Grenna sighed in disappointment. “Really, Sonder. After all the years of training you underwent?”

“That was a long time ago,” Sonder replied sheepishly. “And Antenel needs me back in Astquary. I can't stay here forever.”

“Yes, I have heard of this elf prince of yours,” Grenna frowned. “We received word not long ago that his father the King had had a hand in escalating the war with the ogres—many have chosen the young prince's side, yet many more have stayed loyal to Hastos and the eldest prince. I forget their names, but I believe one of the middle princes has sided with your elf. Merle? Emerald?”

“Meeral?” Sonder gasped. “Prince Meeral has joined Antenel?”

“So they say,” Lady Grenna shrugged. “We had a trader from the City of Astquary the week before last, but nothing since. By all accounts, it looks like the elves will soon be going to war against their own.”

Sonder's heart fell. So soon? They had only just stopped fighting the ogres. Sonder thought of Antenel, alone and over-burdened with leading the rebellion against his own father. He thought of their peaceful little room in Nusmal, of Mabroco the innkeeper, of the villagers and soldiers, of a quiet little life with his love. That dream, what Sonder had been wishing for since before the last war, seemed to be growing more and more distant each day.

“All the more reason I must return to him,” Sonder said. 

“Is he really worth that much to you, your elven prince?” his mother's voice was full of sorrow. “More than your family?”

“He is my family,” Sonder replied without hesitation. They exited the orchard and headed for the service road that circumvented the base of the Holy Hill on which the Godskeep stood. 

Soon they were surrounded by a host of servants, acolytes, and priests making their way back and forth up the ponderous Holy Hill, and all conversation between mother and son came to a halt. All the same, Lady Grenna took Sonder's arm as they ascended the wide, sloping Holy Road back to the mouth of the Godskeep, an ascent they made in brooding silence.

“I must return to my chambers for a rest,” Lady Grenna said once they reached the castle gates. “These excursions tire me. Will you join me for the evening service?”

“Sure,” Sonder said, although he had not attended a service in thirteen years and the thought of doing so now only made his blood run cold. There were some lies he still had to live. “I'd like nothing better.”

Lady Grenna smiled, “My son,” she said, placing a hand briefly on his scruffy, bearded face before leaving him to make her way across the Godskeep's bailey.

Sonder watched her go with a tightness in his chest, wondering how in all the worlds beyond he was going to make it through this strange journey to the place he had once called home. 

––––––––
[image: image]


Herel had been relieved when Sonder had come to collect him later that evening, although his enthusiasm had faded considerably when Sonder told him they were to attend a service of the Way. Herel seemed both curious and wary of the prospect. He had never before attended any kind of true ceremony, and the idea of doing so now was daunting for the Chosen Son. Sonder himself was more concerned with introducing the boy to Lady Grenna as his squire and keeping up the act, but he felt for Herel's distress all the same. It could only be confusing for the boy—attending a service of the religion that was actively trying to stamp out his followers, witnessing firsthand the effects of the lies his father had created. Sonder kept a close eye on Herel throughout the ceremony. He sat through most of it in stoic silence, not participating, surely not knowing how to participate, his eyes constantly roving all about the Hall of Ceremony as if he had never seen anything so grand. His displeasure at being there was only evident whenever Lady Amelie (who led the service that night) spoke of the eradication of the Herelites. His cheeks flushed in anger as the priestess likened the persecution of his people to removing an infestation of rats from one's home—unpleasant, but wholly necessary to stop the spread of the most nefarious of diseases—sin. Sonder himself was surprised to hear her speak so callously. He had never pictured the short, plump Lady Amelie as anything but genial, and wondered if this were another example of Gheltin Oris's influence on the Prominents.

An influence he saw plainly as he and Herel attended the Trials of Exile.

The Court of the Keeper was still very much thriving even after the hanging of Eythen Nat. Throughout the next weeks, Sonder watched in horror as, one by one, prisoners were presented to Dienna for judgment. Sonder could tell that Dienna herself took as little pleasure in these proceedings as he did, and that she tried to deal the least severe punishments as possible—yet still there were instances where his sister was forced to send the accused back to the Godskeep's dungeons on sentences that spanned years. Sonder shuddered just thinking about it, and Herel seemed none too impressed either. Both could tell who was really pulling the strings, who the real force of power was in the Court of the Keeper.

Gheltin Oris.

Sonder's initial dislike of the man only increased over time. The glean in his eye as he read off the list of charges before each trial, the constant probing questions designed to further damn those he had already made to confess, the lecherous way he looked at Dienna—no, Sonder did not like the man one bit, and the more he saw of the Trials, the more he began to realize the danger. Oris was hellbent on destroying the Herelites. And he was not the only one. Outside of court, Sonder often saw Oris surrounded by a retinue of other priests and acolytes, patrons of all three gods, and the topic of their discussion always seemed to be the Disloyalists. These same lackeys showed up to the trials, were often vocal in their dissatisfaction with Dienna's leniency. When Dienna had sentenced one particularly devout Disloyalist to exile instead of to the dungeons, Oris's supporters had protested loudly, causing a near frenzy in the Chamber of Justice that had only been squelched at Oris's own behest.

Of course, Dienna would not change her sentence—could not, for her word was law in the Court of the Keeper, but Sonder saw the murderous glances that Oris's followers gave her all the same. Even those he did not see with Oris seemed to be on his side. Sonder could hardly believe that the same people he had grown up with, many of whom he had known as gentle and peace-loving, were now out for the Disloyalists' blood. Such hypocrites. They had forgiven Sonder easily enough for his part in Artima's reign of terror. Sonder was welcomed back to the Godskeep with open arms, never mind that he had become one of Artima's generals during the few months in which she had reigned. Never mind that he, to all eyes at the time, had betrayed his family to the benefit of the Chosen Mother.

True, Sonder had not taken part in the occasional executions perpetrated by Weaponsmaster Morr and High Educator Cormin back in those days, but he had been just as closely knit into the Chosen Mother's circle—hell, Sonder had even believed Artima was the Chosen Mother for a time, and looking around at some of the others at the Godskeep who condemned the Herelites, he saw many who had once believed her too. How was it fair that their past transgressions had been forgiven, but those who still believed in Artima and her son were made to stand trial?

It was madness. And Sonder had no idea how to fix it. This kind of thing was Dienna's territory. If she hadn't been able to find a solution, how could Sonder? She was the smart one. He was just some dumb soldier, a miscreant who seemed to float through life, going wherever he thought he was needed. Plotting, planning, politics, that was for people like Ant and Dienna, who were quick to think, quick to observe, quick to act. Sonder was far more comfortable taking orders than giving them. Even as a general in the elvish army, he had always preferred to share responsibilities with Antenel rather than tackle them alone. Well, now he was alone. His mother was on Oris's side, and Dienna was too preoccupied with the trials themselves to work on the bigger picture. She needed someone to lend a hand, someone to look out for her while she was focusing her efforts on keeping as many Herelites out of harm's way as possible. And Sonder would have to be that person.

And not in the way his mother had wanted.

He couldn't believe what she had proposed—taking back his place as Keeper? Dienna would never allow it. And even if she did, it wasn't like Sonder had any sort of power to change things. Returning to the Golden Valley was one thing; the Faithful could welcome him easily enough as a passing visitor, a son come home to visit his family, but reclaiming his birthright as Keeper was another situation entirely. They were sure to reject him, and weren't they better off with Dienna anyway? She had always had their best interests at heart, in ways they could never know. Once these trials passed, once things returned to normal, Sonder was confident that Dienna would continue her role with the same excellence he had come to expect of his little sister.

He saw little of Dienna outside of the Court and the evening services (which their mother still insisted he attend) but when he did see her, she seemed beleaguered, harassed. She would ask Sonder perfunctorily how he and Herel were doing, and would soon be on her way, retreating to the solitude of her rooms to rest and prepare for the next day.

Herel wasn't doing much better, although for different reasons. While Dienna was suffering from having too much on her plate, the boy seemed to be suffering from having too little on his. One night, when they had returned to their room after a long day of attending trials, Herel had flopped down on his bed and lay there, staring at the ceiling with an utterly transfixed expression while Sonder was left to his own devices. Sonder had hardly noticed the odd behavior at first, but when he realized that the boy had kept silent nearly the entire night, he began to worry that something might be wrong.

“You know if you're bored, kid, I can smuggle you a book from the library,” Sonder said from where he sat at his desk. He had been reading a record of the trials, and his fingertips were stained blue with the ink from his note-taking.

No response from the boy.

Sonder continued in a mischievous tone, “Unless this is some sort of secret ceiling-staring ritual, then by all means continue.”

Still nothing. Herel did not so much as blink. Did he think Sonder would stop bothering him if he just laid still enough?

“Ah I see now,” Sonder said, turning himself to sit backwards on his chair. “You're trying to use your magic to bore a hole through the ceiling. Well, I'm sad to say it doesn't look like you've made any progress.”

“I'm trying to think,” Herel finally snapped.

Sonder smirked, “Me too. But it's kind of hard knowing there's a sulking kid staring at the ceiling behind me.”

“I'm not sulking, Uncle Sonder,” Herel replied, his gaze still fixed upwards. Sonder could see the deep furrow of his brow, the large frown on his face. “I'm just trying to think.”

“Of what?”

Herel was silent for long moments before he continued, his tone bitter. “I should be out there. With my people. Not holding on to your skirts and waiting for you to figure out a way to save them for me.”

“I don't wear skirts,” Sonder pointed out evenly. “Not that I wouldn't be willing to give them a try.”

“It isn't fair,” Herel continued, ignoring this statement. “I know you think it's dangerous—”

“It is.”

“But I wish I could just tell everyone who I am,” Herel finished, scowling at the interruption.

“Herel, we've been through this,” Sonder reminded him, his voice stern.

“I know that,” Herel snapped. “I know these people want to kill me. But who says they could? My magic—”

“Would be a dead give away of what you are,” Sonder finished, now frowning. “And the Repository is an even more formidable enemy than the Faithful. They would come for you for sure. They would kill you.”

“Not if my mom were well,” Herel grumbled. He continued, his tone fiery, “If she weren't  ill, none of this would have happened. She could have stood up to Cormin and the rest of his lackeys. She wouldn't have had to send me away.” He gave Sonder a contemptuous glare, “I wouldn't have had to go along with you.”

“Has it really been that bad?” Sonder gave an uneasy chuckle, although he already knew the boy's answer.

“Are you kidding? It's been terrible,” Herel cried. “And now we're here in the middle of all this mess with your sister and my people and I'm supposed to just leave it up to you to fix it?”

“So little faith in me, kid,” Sonder said with a rueful scratch of his beard.“I'm not quite as dull as I look.”

“Really? So what brilliant ideas have you come up with?” Herel asked acidly.

“None yet,” Sonder admitted. 

“You see!” Herel exclaimed. “We need to do something.” He sat up on the bed and beheld him with a fierce expression. “I could help them!”

Sonder shook his head, “No can do, kid. It's too risky. The moment they realize who you are, you're done for. I may not have followed your mother's instructions to the letter,” Sonder said, “but I still consider myself your caretaker until further notice.”

Herel snorted, “You didn't follow my mothers' instructions at all.”

“So you'd rather I'd taken you to Omkett?”

The fire in his eyes dimmed a fraction, “No.”

“See? I'm not so terrible.”
The boy harrumphed, “The Godskeep isn't much better.”
“Noted, but there wasn't time to do anything else,” Sonder returned. “The same woman who made herself a god said that my sister was in mortal danger. What would you have done?”

“I don't know,” Herel scoffed, still clearly frustrated. “But I do know that I'm more useful to you as Herel of Astquary than as Alrick the Incompetent Squire.”

“No, you're not. Even as Herel of Astquary there's nothing you could do,” Sonder said. “No offense, but you're just a kid. Even if you did reveal your identity, what could you possibly do?”

Herel considered this a moment, “I'd convince the people of the Old Way that I'm real. Then they'd have to stop fighting each other. They'd all be Herelites.”

Sonder shook his head, “That would never work. The Faithful don't want to believe in you. They had their chance. Seeing you now won't change their minds. They won't mistake your magic for miracles like the people of Astquary.”

“Why not?”

Sonder sighed. “I'm not an expert on this sort of thing, but I've been around the Way long enough to know how it works. The people in Sivarr's Vale want to believe in you, more than anything else. So they overlook the things about you that don't make sense. You're just a kid. You can't transform yourself like the “real” gods can. You can't heal people, can't predict the future, can't make the sun wink in and out of existence at will. Your miracles look an awful lot like magic and—”

“I get it,” Herel snapped. “So my believers are stupid, dullards?”

“No,” Sonder remonstrated, inwardly pleased that the boy had come to his people's defense. “They're just that, believers. They see what they want to see, just as the Faithful see what they want to see. And they'll see you for what you really are, because that's what they want to see.”

Herel wrinkled his brow in annoyance, “I see.”

“I hope so,” Sonder sighed.

“So what can I do?” Herel asked, his expression lost, uncertain. It was moments like these that reminded Sonder of just how young the Chosen Son was, how much he must have relied on his mother all these years...and how much he must now rely on Sonder.

Sonder suddenly felt the weight of responsibility heavy on his chest. He had been acting as Herel's caretaker for months, but only now did he realize how serious a position that was. He could barely manage is own well-being most days, let alone that of a nearly thirteen-year-old boy. If only Ant were here. He would know what to do. 

Sonder looked through the room's small, narrow windows to the silver moon beyond. Ant was out there somewhere, under the same moon, fighting who knew what kind of battles against his own kin. He pictured the elf's face as he had last seen it in Sivarr's Keep, grave, but determined, almost excited at the prospect of the journey he was about to undertake. He had often looked that way during the War, when the tide would begin to turn their way, when things were looking up. He had such fire in him. He always seemed happiest when he was doing something. Sonder, on the other hand, preferred to be idle as long as possible, to act at the last moment, only moving when all other options had been exhausted. He couldn't afford to do that now. The longer Sonder spent trying to figure out his next move, the more innocent people would be harmed in the Court of the Keeper.

“You can help me, Herel,” Sonder said at length, surprised to hear himself say the boy's true name. “You can help me find a way to end this.”

“How?”

Sonder let out a long sigh, “Well. I've already gone through all of the accounts of the trials I could get my hands on.” He shuffled through several pages of the parchments that littered his desk. “Any suggestions on what to try next?”

Herel seemed both confused and pleased that Sonder had asked for his direction, and the boy quickly adopted a thoughtful look. “I saw books of law in your sister's chambers. She must be looking for a way to break off her engagement with that priest. Maybe you can look through those?”

Sonder blinked. “That's...a surprisingly good idea.” Sonder hadn't failed to notice the unusual collection of legal volumes on Dienna's desk. It was as good a start as any. He turned back to Herel, “You think you're up to the task?”

“Of reading?” Herel gave an arrogant smirk. “I'd wager I'm a better student than you ever were, Uncle Sonder.”

“I'm not even going to try to argue with that.”

“Good thing you'll have me to help then,” Herel replied with a more earnest smile than Sonder had ever seen in the boy before. Sonder was momentarily taken aback. Did Herel really know what he was getting into?

“I'll thank you in advance kid,” he returned with a grim smile. “Now go and get some sleep. It's almost midnight.”

Herel pulled a face, “Do I have to?”

“If you want to help me with the trials, yes,” Sonder said with a note of finality. “The key to success in any academic endeavor is getting enough sleep. I should know. I never got any, and look how I turned out.”

Herel snorted in amusement, “Fine then. Gods forbid I turn out like you.” He snuffed out his candle and crawled beneath the down blankets of his bed, and called out, “Goodnight Uncle Sonder,” and was soon asleep.

The easy smile that had graced Sonder's features while the boy had been awake slackened into a frown now that he slept, and he spent the rest of the night re-reading accounts of the Court of the Keeper by the light of a steadily shrinking candle.
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Meredith sat alone on her bed. Artima had summoned Etia to her own balcony chamber elsewhere in the Sixth Tower of Sivarr's Keep, and the girl had been gone for over an hour already. She had been wary of the sorceress's request to see her, but Meredith was in no position to refuse Artima. Thus she had remained behind when one of Artima's ogres came to collect Etia, giving the girl a nod of encouragement as the ogress took Etia's small hand in hers. Once Etia had gone, Meredith had dug the Chronicle out of her rucksack, and opened it across her knees. 

She had added many things to the Chronicle since arriving at Artima's home—she had recorded the curse that Seltos had placed upon the sorceress, recorded their plan to trap the soul of the Wyrm, the soul of Lantos, and recorded, too, all that Artima had told them of her son and life in Astquary. The only thing that Meredith did not record in the Chronicle was her own use of magic. Had this been the only copy of the book, she would have held nothing back. She believed in recording the truth for what it was, but Meredith also knew that it would be foolish to openly acknowledge her clandestine abilities when the Chronicle's twin sat upon its pedestal back at the Repository, its words mirroring Meredith's own, its pages filling in as she wrote them. 

Meredith leafed through the pages almost lazily, not reading so much as absorbing each page's contents by memory. Her notes were as familiar to her as her own hands or face. She knew each one by touch and sight, knew what words she had written without having to read them. There, too, were illustrations among the words, sketches of things she and Endrick had seen from the days they had adventured together. On one page was a sketch of General Tommus of the Green Knights, known avatar of Lantos and unwilling ally against Artima during the Battle of the Godskeep. On another page was a drawing of a man whom Meredith had only seen twice, the Old Man with the Young Face whose true name no one seemed to know, but whom Artima had confirmed was another avatar of Lantos, for he had the uncanny ability to make himself appear and disappear at will, to deflect attention away from himself, the better to listen in to the conversations of those around him. The gods were not omniscient, after all. Powerful as they were, they could not be in all places at all times. They needed some way to observe, to gather information down on the earth that they imagined they ruled. The Old Man was one of those ways.

Another sketch was of the Wyrm itself, drawn after the first time Meredith had seen it from the Sky Seeker. She frowned now as she saw the drawing, for it included the outline of four flying whales, one of which clearly showed a rider of diminutive stature leading them. She thought now about how much they had learned of Etia, of the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, and wondered if this knowledge was safe in the hands of the wizards of the Repository. The girl was involved in the whale's magic, after all, and she still had her soul. What if they succeeded in their goal of defeating the Wyrm, only to have to turn around and defend themselves from the Repository?

Lost in these thoughts, Meredith was startled to hear a knock on her door. Wood on wood, it sounded like Endrick knocking the butt of his staff against it.

Hastily, Meredith shoved the Chronicle back into her pack, and answered. It was Endrick, but he looked...different somehow. He held his staff to the side, rather than leaning against it, and his shoulders were more straight and square than usual. There was no hint of fatigue around his mouth or jaw, and his brown eyes shone with uncharacteristic relief as he stood in the door frame.

“Endrick?” Meredith asked, uncertain. “Are you okay?”

“I have hardly been better, Meredith,” he replied. He gave a small, not quite humorless smile, “We have done it.”

Meredith's eyes widened, “You have? The soul lamp—”

“Is complete,” the wizard responded, his smile growing a fragment larger. Endrick took a step to the side and gestured to the hallway, “If you would like to see it...”

Meredith nodded, “Absolutely.” She lunged for her rucksack and followed him through the door. “Let's go.”

They made their way quickly through the dark corridors of Sivarr's Keep. It was early evening, and there were few guards to be seen. Meredith and Endrick's footsteps echoed hollowly as they went, yet there was something warm and comforting about hurrying side-by-side next to him.

It felt almost like old times, when they had traveled together as lovers and companions, excited by the prospect of the mission they had decided to undertake, about the new life they were going to have together. Old memories flooded Meredith's mind as she and Endrick made their way down to the bottom floor of the Sixth Tower—when they had visited Cusia to the north, or Touring to the south, when they were young and confident in their mission and in each other—before the drudgery had set it, before their mission had begun to feel like a hopeless, weary chore. She wondered if the same memories were on Endrick's mind, but the near darkness of Sivarr's keep made it impossible for her to see his expression. Still, someplace deep inside of Meredith, that part of her that still envisioned a future where she and Endrick could be together reveled in how closely they hurried through the keep, how genuine, though small, his earlier smile had been, and did not care that it had all too soon disappeared.

Their descent through the Sixth Tower brought them down several flights of stairs, winding tightly into the bowels of Sivarr's Keep. They must have taken twenty flights or more down, and Meredith suddenly began to wonder how it was that Endrick was not completely out of breath each time he returned to his room. 

At length, they reached the end of the spiraling stair and came to an unmarked door. Endrick placed his enormous hand, long fingers splayed wide, flat against the center of its wooden surface, and muttered words of magic beneath his breath, syllabic, musical, until the door seemed to shudder, groaning as it opened. Endrick led the way in, Meredith, mystified, followed into the dark chamber beyond.

“Welcome to Artima's laboratory,” Endrick said with a smile that Meredith could hear, if not see. The only light in the room came from an oblong object set on a long, ovular table made of what appeared to be an enormous slab of dark blue agate. Behind the long table was a more ordinary workbench of stone and wood that was neatly covered with a number of instruments the likes of which Meredith had never seen, but which made her fingers itch with the desire to inspect them—scales of some sort, beakers full of a faintly luminescent liquid, a telescope that pointed down rather than up, devices of measuring, cauldrons, metal rods, bottles full and empty, trinkets, baubles. To the sides of the agate table and and the workbench were two massive bookcases, almost entirely lost in shadow, and two short, comfortable looking chairs. It was, all things considered, not that large a space, in fact it was hardly bigger than Meredith and Etia's bedroom upstairs. Considering the original, non-magical purpose of Sivarr's Keep, it may have once been a root cellar.

Meredith's eyes returned to the oblong object that had been placed at the center of the blue agate table.  At first glance, it looked like a small pitcher made of glass, with the spout and handle made of silver. However, as Meredith followed Endrick further into the room, she realized that what she had thought was glass was actually something else, something that looked springy and malleable, like soft clay, though still translucent. The silver handle, neck, and spout all surrounded this orb of glowing clay, which gave off a soft blue hue that reminded Meredith of when she had first seen the inner workings of the Repository so long ago, but the design of the object was completely foreign to her.

“This is it?” she asked, her voice seeming loud and harsh in the silent laboratory.

Endrick gingerly took the object in both hands, and held it out to Meredith. Her hands encompassed his own as she grabbed hold of it, and Meredith's heart began to race at the touch. Although the object was no larger than a water-skin, it was unexpectedly heavy, and Meredith almost gasped aloud in surprise as its weight transferred to her. 

“Yes. This is our soul lamp,” Endrick said softly.

Meredith grimaced, “It looks nothing like the soul lamps at the Repository.” Those had been upright, and had looked more like traditional lanterns missing their inner candles than anything. This soul lamp looked like a fanciful pitcher or decanter of wine, with the exception of the perfectly round orb of glowing clay at its center. The clay seemed to float, unaided, suspended between the handle, spout, and bottom of the vessel, similar to how the towers of Sivarr's Keep floated above the floor of the valley around them. 

“This is a far more powerful design than what is currently in use at the Repository,” Endrick explained, his eyes too fixated on the object. “Lantos was the first to reclaim his soul from their clutches. We had to increase the security of this lamp to ensure that once inside, his soul would have no possibility of escape.”

“What is it made of? This clay part, I mean,” she began to slowly move the object up and down, testing its weight, with both hands. “It moves slower than the rest of it.”

Endrick nodded, “It is a material that Ophie and I developed. It will allow the lamp's magic to pull the soul in, but will not, under any circumstances, let the soul out. I would not recommend that you touch it,” he warned, his dark face illuminated by the blue glow of the soul lamp in Meredith's hands, the strange light reflecting in his eyes. “To do so would be...most unpleasant.”

“I'll take your word for it,” Meredith murmured, still slowly moving the soul lamp this way and that. She felt Endrick's eyes on her as she did so, and wondered again if their thoughts were one. Meredith had both her soul and her magic. This defied the Repository, defied the decree of balance they had sworn to uphold. She should have given up her soul to the keeping of such a device before ever laying hands on a spellbook.

Hastily, she shoved the device back at Endrick, whose hands now covered hers, but, instead of relieving her of the soul lamp, he forced her to maintain her grip beneath his.

“I am well aware of the irony of the situation, Meredith,” he all but whispered. All his earlier joy and pleasure was gone. His voice was once more its normal deep, cold timbre. “I do not blame you for wishing to cast this thing aside.”

“Then why are you making me hold it?”

Endrick did not immediately respond, simply kept her hands in place beneath his, supporting the weight of the glowing soul lamp as he appeared to weigh something in his mind. Meredith was about to express annoyance with his unnecessary theatrics when the wizard spoke. “Artima visited the laboratory again. She had,” he paused, “much to say about her own struggles to regain her soul, and she told us more than she has ever disclosed to anyone.”

Meredith's eyes met his, “She told you how she did it?”

Endrick nodded, “And Ophie. It was crucial to the mission. Without such knowledge, we could not have been successful in constructing this device.” 

Meredith still clutched the soul lamp. It was heavy, and the ponderously swirling blue clay of its belly was unnerving to watch. It was like a heavenly body pulled from the sky and made to stay fixed in a silver frame. 

“Unless you would prefer not to know,” Endrick whispered so softly that it took Meredith a moment to realize what he had said.

“I, I'm not sure,” she hesitated. Why did she want to refuse? Why was the urge to drop this thing and let it crash to the floor so strong? She wanted to throw it to the stone beneath her feet and run from this place, run out into the open air and breathe. Visions came to her mind, memories of that fateful day at the Repository where she had come face to face with the uncomfortable truth about magic—about Endrick. She had let her curiosity get the better of her. She had stumbled upon one of the several catacombs in which the souls of the wizards were laid to rest, separated for all eternity from their bodies. She had felt no dread then. She had been apprehensive, wary like someone stepping into a house that was not their own, a feeling like she was in a place she did not belong. This was far different. The soul lamp between her hands made Meredith want to cry out, to scream. It filled her with a nameless fear that seemed to come from the very core of her being, as if her own soul knew what object her hands possessed and was trying to warn her to stay away.

“An empty soul lamp is far more terrifying than a full one,” Endrick said, almost sympathetically. “I remember my own Ritual, when they first presented one before me. I was a boy who had just witnessed his mother's death. I had no idea what was happening, only that I was about to do something that I must do in order to free my magic. That was how they put it, freeing the magic. And in order to free the magic, they must capture something else.” His eyes continued to reflect the bluish light of the empty soul lamp, “I recall the fear. Every particle of my body wanted to shrink away from it, shrink right out of existence if need be. For me, it did not last long. The Ritual was swift, and I was soon relieved of that feeling, of nearly all feeling.” His jaw shook, but his eyes did not change, “You cannot imagine what that feels like. To be a child, to have your very essence ripped from your body for an exchange you do not understand. To have found the person you love,” his eyes now met Meredith's, “but to find a wall of ice between you that not even that love will melt. You begin to prefer the cold. You resign yourself to it as one who lays down in the snow to die.”

Meredith could find no words. The terror of holding the soul lamp in her hands fought the terrible aching of her heart, and her lips opened and closed in silence. She did feel sorrow for what he had endured, but Endrick was not the only one of them who had suffered. Meredith was on the other side of that great wall of ice, slowly freezing, slowly succumbing to a different kind of frigid cold.

“Tell me what happened to Artima,” she finally found her voice. “Tell me what she did.”

“I will,” Endrick said gravely. “But you must promise me that you will tell no other. Not Etia, nor Renna, nor the other wizards of her crew. The balance of power in the world depends on her tale remaining a secret. I tell you only out of a sense of duty for letting you learn the magic undetected.”

Meredith shivered once more, “Sense of duty?” She didn't like the sound of that. “Do you think I'll let them take my soul if I know what it takes to get it back?”

Endrick shook his head, “Not exactly. Do you remember our conversation on the balcony? When I had my first inkling of how it was done? Let us say that my purpose is more to warn you that I will never be able to follow in Artima's footsteps, under any circumstances.”

Meredith frowned. The soul lamp was heavy in her hands, her arms were beginning to ache. “Go on.”

His voice was velvet soft, a whisper in the dark room, “Artima had been taken to the Repository as a child, the same as me, the same as all the others. She had been plucked from the ogre village where she had, at first, been a slave to her ogre mistress. What the Repository did not know, however, was that Artima had already begun to practice magic before her enrollment at the Repository. The girl Artima had, several years prior, nursed her ogre mistress through a bout of pneumonia and, in return for saving her life, the ogress had begun to instruct Artima in ancient ogre magic. She taught her magic that the Repository would have considered forbidden, taught her things that no ten year old girl could ever be expected to know among the wizardly ranks. Thus Artima's welcome to the Repository was met with some trepidation. The Repository's instructors were horrified at the girl's untimely knowledge, and many proposed that she be ousted from their order on the spot. The Archmage at the time, however, disagreed—thinking it better to correct than to expel. Thus, Artima's first several months of magical instruction at the Repository were centered on redacting the haphazard, unrefined teachings that the old ogre shaman had provided. She underwent the Ritual after she was deemed sufficiently de-ogred, and was, afterwards, immediately concerned for the state of her magical ability.

“Artima noticed right away that something was wrong. She had been told, as we all were, that the separation of the soul and the body was necessary for the magic to work properly. Being children who had never before performed any intentional feat of magic, the average initiate would have no way to gauge if this were true or not. Artima, however, had performed magic prior to her arrival, with her soul still intact, and quickly realized that any subsequent spellcasting she did was far weaker than it had been prior to the Ritual. Knowing how important the Ritual was to the mages of the Repository, she kept her concerns to herself. This was an easy enough thing for Artima, for she was something of a loner. As the years progressed, so did her magical instruction. When an initiate reaches age thirteen at the Repository, they are at last told the full truth of the Ritual they had performed years prior—or the Repository's own version of the truth, at the least.

“It is for the balance of the world that the soul must be given. The initiates are told about the Great Wizardly Wars of old, of the hundred year battle that raged at the dawn of time between warring factions of mages. They are told, too, of what happens to those who decide to study magic outside of the Repository's rules, and of what they can expect to feel as the soulless husks they will eventually become. It is not a pleasant conversation. The effects of losing one's soul are noticeable from the moment the Ritual takes hold, but they grow exponentially worse as one grows older. Even the most charismatic of wizards—like Renna—will all come to the same fate.

“The now teen-aged Artima felt the wound of truth even more than even her peers. If only she had stayed with her ogres, learning magic from their shaman, she would be whole, and powerful. She saw plainly that to stay at the Repository was to condemn herself to a terrible existence. Artima was then, as she is now, not one to settle for the feeble, watered-down version of magic taught by that order,” there was no bitterness in Endrick's voice as he said this. He spoke as if stating a fact, “So she made up her mind to try to escape.”

“When she was thirteen?” Meredith asked, incredulous. The soul lamp was still heavy in her arms, although Endrick shared part of the weight in his own. His hands were still enveloped around hers, helping hold the softly glowing object.

“Yes,” Endrick nodded his head, “But it took her many, many years of research before she reached success. After becoming a Wizard of the Third Class, she was allowed to return to her home on the Wastes of Iador, and there she stayed for many years, studying once again with her ogre mistress. But this was not enough. Her soul was still trapped far to the north, waiting to be reunited with her person, waiting for the chance to once again create its powerful magic. She returned to the Repository, noticing that her magic was stronger where it was closer to its source. I do not know the details, but, at age twenty-eight, Artima had finally discovered the one way to regain her soul. As far as we know, it may be the same way that the renegade Rollis was able to regain his, before he became Lantos.”

“What was it?” Meredith asked. “What did she do?”

Endrick's blue-tinged face was solemn as he stared down into the glowing soul lamp, “Artima had discovered that the Repository's soul lamps had a certain...property about them that allowed for the exchange to be made. She discovered that, not only did they let souls in, but they could be made to let souls out—under the right circumstances.” He paused, bringing his eyes now to Meredith's, “Artima befriended a boy in the city of Southaven, the closest settlement to the Repository, over the course of several routine visits off the island. The boy was a street urchin, an orphan, with no family to speak of, and Artima would often deposit coins into his pockets or deliver him meals on her trips into town. Knowing no better, the boy began to trust Artima, and was easily persuaded to accompany her back to the Repository by way of boat one dark and moonless night. She took the bewildered boy to the cavern where her soul lamp was housed, and began to perform the Ritual—the same spell, the same enchantments, the same way it had been performed on her as a girl. Regardless of the orphan's lack of magical ability, the soul lamp responded. It began to take his soul.”

The soul lamp in Meredith's own hands seemed to pulse at these words, and Meredith heard her breath hitch loudly. She wanted to cry out, but a nameless terror seemed to have stitched her throat shut. She once again felt the urge to drop the thing, let it crash to the floor, but Endrick's grip was tight and he held her hands firmly in place.

“The soul lamp had been built to house one soul, and one soul only. The introduction of another soul was enough to overload it and release the other it originally contained. But that was not the end of Artima's plan,” Endrick continued, eyes boring into Meredith's, “Releasing her soul was not enough. Other wizards had tried the same before, and had suffered a fate far worse than death. A soul once released is not easily captured. It must attach to something and soon, else it is liable to disappear. When the Ritual is performed, the soul is directed immediately into the soul lamp, but doing the reverse—from the soul lamp to the body—is far more difficult. To get the boy's soul into the lamp, it must be held close to his heart, thus there was the danger that Artima's soul might leave the lamp and enter the boy's body instead, as he was closest to its point of release. Having one's soul trapped in a lantern is a fate worse enough, but to have one's soul trapped in the body of another—one will very soon succumb to madness.”

“So how did she avoid it?” Meredith all but whispered.

“She killed him,” Endrick said softly. There was a distant sadness in his voice, but it was the sadness one would feel for a dead bird they found alongside the road after storm, not for an innocent child. “She stabbed him through the heart with the same blade that she later gave to Dienna to kill Dartos.”

Meredith felt her hands trembling, “That's enough. I don't want to hear any more.”

“Yet there is more for you to hear,” Endrick continued. “Resplendent in the resurgence of her full magical potential, she disposed of the boy's body by setting it aflame. With the mere summoning of fire, a spell that even you have performed to some success, she was able to incinerate the poor child, the better to hide her deed. She replaced the soul lamp, still full of the boy's glowing essence, onto its shelf, and she left the Repository that very night. She was discovered to be missing the next day, but by the time they fully realized what had happened, Artima was gone.”

Meredith was silent for long moments. Unable to meet Endrick's gaze, she stared at the soul lamp. The glowing blue clay at its center seemed now even more sinister than it had when she had first held it. “But you're saying that this soul lamp will not allow that sort of...reverse exchange?”

Endrick nodded, “Correct.”

“That's good,” Meredith breathed a sigh of relief. 

“And now you see why it is hopeless for me to ever regain my own soul,” Endrick said, finally relaxing his grip and setting the accursed thing back down on the blue agate table. He let his gaze linger on the object. “If that is the only way to retrieve it from the Repository, then we must resign ourselves to that fact. I shall never be whole again.”

Meredith gently massaged her hands, trying to relieve the lingering pain she felt from holding onto the weighty lamp for so long. He was right. There was no chance that he would ever follow in Artima's footsteps, not even for Meredith. With shame, Meredith remembered words she had spoken long ago, accusations she had made in years past—Endrick was not willing to take his soul back, was not even trying to regain it, was content to let himself fade away into apathy and indifference. It had been terrible losing him to the slow and painful separation from his soul, but how much more terrible would it have been if he had done what Artima had done? If he had managed to take it back?

With sudden resolve, Meredith drew him into her arms. “Whole or unwhole, doing something so vile would only make you truly lost to me,” she murmured against his soft dark robes. “We may have fallen apart in one way, but we have survived in another.”

Endrick returned her embrace, but his touch was hesitant, contemplative. He stroked her coily hair with one hand, while the other was encircled loosely around her waist. “Even if we are unhappy?”

“Who says I'm unhappy?” Meredith responded, frowning.

Endrick shook his head, “No one, but you do not seem to me as...content as you once were.”

Meredith broke free of the embrace and gave him a sad smile, “I suppose you're right. It's hard to be happy when there's so much evil in the world, so much that we still must do. But now that we know you can't possibly be cured, maybe at least you and I could—”

“Meredith,” hearing her name on his lips sent a shiver up her spine. His eyes were once more their usual brown hue, the light from the soul lamp no longer reaching them from where it sat on the table. “We have only been fooling ourselves that I could one day give you all my heart, all my soul.” His voice was soft and full of unexpected sorrow, “It is time to let that dream go.”

“But why?” Meredith demanded. She clasped his hands in hers, gripped them as tightly as he had held her own. “What harm is there in holding on to it? I,” she had to stop to take a breath and calm herself, “I don't want to let it go. I don't want to let you go.”

“I am not saying we cannot still be friends,” Endrick said gently. “But I must remind you that it was you who broke things off between us all those years ago. You were the first to recognize that what I had to offer was not enough to fill the vastness of your love. Yet all this time you have been clinging to that hope that things would change, that I would change. But now we know that it is impossible for me to be whole. I think it would be best if we were to go our own ways.”

Meredith looked up sharply, “But what about the mission?”

Endrick removed his hands from hers. He reached for his staff, which leaned against the wall, “After the mission, of course. I am eternally grateful for all that you've done in that respect.”

“Grateful,” Meredith repeated, feeling herself begin to shake with anger and the cold sting of rejection. She continued bitterly, “I'm glad I could be of help to the great Endrick Arelo. Glad I could be a crony to a great wizard like yourself before you cast me aside.”

Endrick's expression sharpened, “I am no more happy about this than you, Meredith.”

“Oh, so you do have some emotions left, do you?” Meredith groused. “And here I was thinking you had finally lost all touch with yourself.”

There was no shock, no hurt registered on her ex-lover's face, only a cool anger. Meredith wondered for a moment if she had gone too far, but she quickly realized she didn't care. She wasn't some child's toy on a string, coming and going as the child pleased. The knowledge that Endrick's recovery was an impossibility did not change her feelings toward him one bit. She loved him. She still loved him. She would always love him. If anything, realizing that he would never be whole only made her want to accept him as he was even more. There was no reason to desire that which could never be, and if he could never be whole, then Meredith had no reason to want such a thing.

“What difference is there between how we are now to how we were then, Meredith?” Endrick asked, fury hiding just beneath the surface. “You are still bound to me. You live with me, sleep next to me, see me every day. You have taken no other lover. You have seen no other man the same way you saw me. Sometimes I wonder why you bothered to end our courtship in the first place—so little has changed.” 

Meredith opened her mouth to respond, but could not bring herself to argue. He was right. Almost nothing had changed since she had ended things. They no longer held each other, no longer kissed, were no longer intimate, but that was all. Endrick was still hers in every other way possible. Meredith still saw him as her life's companion, her fellow god-hunter, her strongest ally against a world of lies and deceit. And she was unwilling, even now, to give that up.

“I hadn't realized,” Meredith started. “It seemed so natural.” She shook her head, “I never wanted you to leave.”

“Then why will you not let me go?” Endrick intoned gravely. “Why do you insist upon keeping me close when you know that I will never be what you deserve?”

Before Meredith could respond, the door behind them began to creak loudly open, and both Meredith and Endrick looked back in alarm to find a dark silhouette standing in the doorway.

“My apologies,” the voice said with spidery softness, “Am I interrupting something?”

“No, Lady Ophie,” Endrick called out in reply, his voice already back to icy coldness. “We were, in fact, just leaving.”

Ophie, her long ginger-colored hair billowing as she walked, glided into the laboratory and came to stop next to the agate table whereon sat the soul lamp. “You have shown her how to use it then?”

“I have told Meredith how it works,” Endrick corrected, “but I do not believe she is strong enough to cast the spell to activate it.”

Ophie, leaning over the blue-glowing lamp murmured, “I wonder.”

“You think I might be able to use it myself?” Meredith asked, hushed. Her mind was in a thousand places at once, and Ophie's intrusion had not helped.

“If needed,” Ophie said softly, her eyes still on the soul lamp, nose only inches from its blue clay and glass surface. “Endrick, you would be wise to teach her the spell, should the need ever arise.”

Endrick frowned, “That was not the plan. Renna was to be my backup.”

“Renna does not have her soul,” Ophie mused, turning now to the tall wizard. “Meredith does. You know as well as I do that the spell is powerful. I do not know this Renna Goldcrest, but I do know that a wizard with a soul is more powerful than one without.”

Meredith collected her thoughts, “But doesn't having a soul make it more dangerous to handle that thing?” She cast it a wary glance, “What if I cast the spell, and it goes the wrong way. What if it takes my soul instead of Lantos's?”

“That would not happen,” Endrick assured her. “The spell is structured such that it is impossible for the caster to be affected by its magic.”

“If you say so,” Meredith said dubiously.

“In any case, we shall see if you learn the spell or not,” Endrick said, taking a stride towards the door of the dark laboratory and beckoning for Meredith to do the same. “We have lingered here long enough. We must rest if we are to make the journey back to Iolimi tomorrow.”

Meredith started, “Tomorrow?”

Ophie's eyes narrowed, “Why leaving so soon, mage?”

Endrick returned the sorceress's gaze evenly, “What point is there in waiting? Who knows how many times the Wyrm has attacked the denizens of the Dezhartan Sea since we have been away. We have the tools to end its destruction. The time to act is now.”

For a moment it looked as if Ophie would protest, and Meredith had no doubt that she knew of Artima's proposal that Meredith and Etia stay at Sivarr's Keep until the planets aligned. Meredith could practically see the calculations running behind the woman's lined face, see her frown deepen as she decided whether it would be to her advantage to acknowledge Artima's bargain.

Her decision made, Ophie shrugged her thin shoulders, “As you say. You had better let the little one know.”

“We will,” Endrick said coolly. “If you'll excuse us, Lady Ophie.” With a nod to Meredith, the two left the darkened laboratory and began the long ascent up the spiral staircase to the upper levels of the tower.
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Etia was beside herself when they told her that they were returning to the island. They would leave before dawn, reaching Virha in the lake just as the sun was ready to light their way.

“Then we won't be staying until winter after all,” Etia said after the initial excitement had worn off. She, Meredith, and Endrick were all on the balcony of their room, watching as night slowly fell over the autumnal valley. She was nestled deep into the folds of a thick blue cloak she had been given by Artima on her earlier visit to the sorceress. “We can leave before the planets align.”

Meredith frowned. She had not told Etia about Artima's offer. “She told you about that?”

Etia nodded, “And about how my Mama cursed Lady Artima long ago, and that she's trying to break that curse.”

“That's right,” Meredith said with a worried glance at Endrick, “but we cannot stay here until winter. You have to get back to your people, and we have to defeat the Wyrm, together.”

Again the girl nodded, “That's what I told her.”

“You told her?” Meredith repeated. 

“Yes,” Etia said, as if arguing with the Lady of Sivarr's Keep were no strange thing for an eleven year old girl to do. “Should I have said something else?”

“No, no,” Meredith replied hastily, a smile gracing her lips in spite of herself. “You did well.” As Meredith beheld Etia, huddled in her velvet cloak, her blue-black hair done up in a crown braid and her dark skin shining like a black pearl in the dim of the evening, she saw a glimpse of what this girl would one day be. A powerful woman. A leader. Leader of what, Meredith was unsure. The Iolimi had their Head Islander; would they, once Etia grew older, allow her to fulfill that role? Or would she replace it with something else entirely. Would they continue to worship her as the years went on? And if they did defeat the Wyrm—what then? Would the Repository come for her once her usefulness as a weapon against the creature was no more?

Doubt wrenched at her stomach. Perhaps they should stay here with Artima. Here they were safe. Safe from the Wyrm's wrath, safe from the ire of the Repository, safe from Cormin's scheming in Sivarr's Vale down below. Here they had but to sit and wait until Artima regained all her strength and power, until she was ready to join them in their mission to defeat the false gods. Then she could protect them, Wyrm or no, Repository or no. With Artima as an ally, who in this world could oppose them? With Artima as an enemy...

Endrick placed his hand on Meredith's shoulder, quieting her thoughts.

“We will leave at dawn,” he said with a note of finality. “Be ready.”

––––––––
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And thus in the small hours of the morning, Endrick knocked softly at their door with the butt of his staff. Meredith had already roused Etia, and the two walked slowly and bleary-eyed to the door. They had packed their few possessions the night before, had already donned the heavy winter cloaks lent to them by the sorceress. Silently, the three left their narrow hallway and descended the spiraling stairs down to the base of the tower. There were no ogre guards posted in the upper reaches of the tower, but there were several posted in the dark foyer of the main entry. The guards must have grown used to seeing them come and go about Sivarr's keep, for they made no trouble when they saw Meredith, Endrick, and Etia headed for the portal that would transport them out of the floating castle. Meredith felt her heart begin to pound as they stepped onto the portal. They were unsure if Artima had warned her guards against their leaving or not. The sorceress had known of their success with the soul lamp, which Endrick had retrieved earlier that morning and which was safely tucked away in his pack, and it was likely that Artima would suspect them of leaving now that it was complete. They had decided against telling Artima of their intention to leave, knowing full well that her offer to stay was, more or less, a threat—yet if it truly were a threat, wouldn't she have told her guards to prevent their leaving?

Endrick splayed wide one large hand and activated the portal. In a flash of dark light, they were transported from the red foyer of Sivarr's Keep to the chill autumn morning. Meredith had a habit of closing her eyes as the portal worked its magic—she was else-wise likely to feel dizzy—and when she opened them again they were standing on the corresponding portal directly below the Keep's six floating towers. Still no guards, still no one to block their way, the three hurried across the delicately lit plateau that jutted out from the cliff face above which loomed the dark towers. 

They soon reached the rough, uneven stone stairs that had been carved into the side of the cliff and, without comment, they began their descent—Endrick leading, Etia in the middle, Meredith behind. They went only as quickly as they dared on the often narrow stair. To the east, the sun had not yet broken the mountain tops. A faint purple and pink haze graced their snow covered peaks, while their bases were almost completely obscured by a thick morning fog. The lake on the valley's far side reflected this fog, surrounded the distant silhouette of the whale Virha as she drifted slowly across the water's glassy surface. 

The rocky stairs were dangerous on even the clearest of days, but the pre-dawn darkness and morning mist gave Meredith even more pause than usual. Her heart was in her throat as she carefully tested her footing one stair at a time, and when, halfway down, Endrick suddenly stopped and took his staff in both hands, she could feel the beginnings of panic.

“Who is there?” Endrick called into the mist. 

A dark figure stood more than ten steps down, blocking their way. Shrouded in the dim and the mist, it was impossible to tell much about the figure, although its size suggested it was human. 

Endrick continued, “Step to the side. We wish to pass.”  

“I cannot step aside,” the figure rasped, and Meredith's blood ran cold as she realized the voice belonged to Ophie. “You have not been given leave by my Lady to go.”

“And yet go we must,” Endrick replied, nonplussed. “The soul lamp is complete. We have a god to face.”

“You may go, Endrick Arelo,” Ophie replied, still obscured by the fog, “but the girl and your lover must stay until Artima is ready.” She took a step closer to them, “Come now, be sensible. They are both in danger. The Repository will not take kindly to either of them.”

“We are not staying,” Meredith said firmly from behind Etia and Endrick. She placed her hands on Etia's shoulders. “She must return to her people, and I will take my chances with the Repository.” She said this with more conviction than she actually felt.

An ominous silence fell before Ophie spoke. “Then so be it,” she whispered.

Half a second later Ophie was raising both hands, and Meredith felt a sizzle of magic whiz past her ear. Forgetting that she was standing on a stair next to a sheer drop of a few hundred feet, she stepped to the side to dodge the magical bolt—and found only empty air. She cried out in alarm, and immediately threw all her weight back toward the cliff-face, almost slamming into it with both hands. Etia was holding on to her, eyes wide with alarm, as before them Endrick and Ophie engaged in fierce battle. The sorceress shot a barrage of magical arrows which Endrick deftly disintegrated, and he returned fire with a great wall of water that struck Ophie and caused her to stumble backwards down the stairs. Quick to her feet, the sorceress was soon drawing symbols in the air, her whispered voice speaking so fast that Meredith hadn't the faintest idea what kind of sound she made, and suddenly the air around them had turned to smoke and ash, and all three of them began to cough violently.

Meredith, still clinging to the wall with one hand, pulled Etia close with her other to make sure the girl did not fall. She couldn't see for the magical smoke, and it felt like her throat had turned to dust. She couldn't breath. She couldn't stop coughing. They needed to do something.

“Etia!” Meredith gasped. “Summon,” another cough, “Virha!”

“I can't,” the girl rattled. “She's too far!”

The smoke suddenly dissipated and was replaced with what seemed to be tiny floating specks of light which Endrick flung at Ophie, who recoiled with a darkly shimmering shield. Meredith watched in desperation as they fought back and forth, each manipulating the other's spell for their own use, each using the elements already around them to weave their magic and conserve their energy. Even so, Endrick was beginning to falter, his shoulders slouched, leaning against his wooden staff between spells. Ophie, the elder of the two and the more experienced spellcaster, showed no signs of letting up, indeed it seemed by the snarl on her face and the glint in her eye that she was quite enjoying herself. Meredith cursed her inwardly, and Artima. Could they not see that they were allies still? Why was it so important that she and Etia stay in Astquary?

Meredith turned again to Etia, “I know you can't see her, but she's out there. You have to try!”

The girl shook her head, “I can't!”

“Just try,” Meredith said firmly, hands on her shoulders.

The girl's face scrunched with indecision, but soon she nodded and turned to face the mountain lake. The lines of fear smoothed between her brow and around her mouth, and Etia closed her too-blue eyes. So deep was her concentration that she did not seem to notice as the sound of thunder shook the rocky stair and the accompanying lightning flashed above head. Meredith turned to Ophie sharply, appalled that she had used so deadly an attack. Wasn't she supposed to capture them? Didn't they want them alive? Endrick, too, seemed now to be fighting for his life. He had ceased using spells to disarm or disorient his foe, and was now instead breathing fire from his mouth and letting it flare at the sorceress in a deadly display of skill and artistry.

“Come on, Virha,” Meredith said under her breath with a glance at the now visible mountain lake. “Wait, what the—” The whale was gone. “Where did she g—aaaah!”

There was a great whooshing and suddenly Meredith was eye to eye with the massive young whale, who had flown up from below the cliff-face. The whale's eye, as large as Meredith's whole head, blinked once as the creature let out a low musical groan. Etia was already clambering onto the whale's back, reaching a hand out to Meredith. She struggled against the slick creature's body until she managed to reach Etia and sit behind her, clutching onto the girl for dear life and digging the heels of her thick soled boots into the sides of the whale. 

“Endrick!” Meredith shouted above the din of the whale-song. “Come on!”

He was mid-spell, sending another wave of water at his opponent, who, despite surrounding herself with a protective shield, was unable to withstand the force of the blow and stumbled backward. While Ophie struggled to regain her footing, Endrick turned and, seemingly unsurprised to see the whale, hauled himself onto her back with Meredith's help. Etia urged her whale upward as Ophie came to her feet and cast one final spell—a beam of light meant to blind the opponent—but Virha was too fast and the spell missed its mark. Meredith felt her stomach drop away with the valley floor as they soared upward, rising in a wide arc until they were of a height with Sivarr's Keep. As they passed by its six floating towers, Meredith saw a figure in black standing on the balcony of the highest tier. It was unmistakably Artima, with her long black hair flowing in the morning breeze, her bone-white complexion standing out startlingly against the obsidian tower. She made no gesture at their passing, and, although they were too far away to make out the sorceress's expression, Meredith could feel her eyes following them as they flew far, far away. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirty-Two
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Sonder waited until it was well after regular calling hours to visit his sister. He and Herel arrived just after the evening service to see Connal standing guard outside of Dienna's door, shoulders slightly slumped and eyes puffy as he rested his hand on the hilt of his sword. The young man's hair looked greasy and unkempt, and his gaze was a thousand miles away. If Sonder didn't know better, he would say that Connal looked lovesick.

“Evening, Connal,” Sonder called out. 

The lad snapped to attention. “Lord Sonder, young Alrick. Blessed evening.”

“Again with this Lord nonsense,” Sonder chuckled. “How many times do I have to tell you? Just Sonder is fine.”

“Sorry, S-Sonder,” Connal said, his expression still despondent. Sonder was amazed at how much Connal's outward appearance had changed since when they had first met, but thirteen years would do that to a person, especially to someone as young as Connal. Gone was the doughy, puffy aspect from his face, gone was the excess blubber from around his middle. Connal was still soft, but he had grown tall, and the way he carried himself suggested that, beneath those layers of fat, he had managed to develop some muscle. If not for the guard's pouting expression, Sonder might have found him intimidating.

“You seem distracted, lad,” Sonder frowned. “It's not about my sister is it?”

“No, Lady Dienna is fine mil—Sonder,” Connal replied. “My thoughts were on someone else.”  

“Oh?” Had Sonder's hunch been right after all? He came to lean against the wall next to Connal and gave him a roguish grin as Herel looked on impatiently. “Do tell.”

Connal blushed pink to the tips of his ears. “You don't know her.” 

“So?” Sonder teased easily. “Tell me about her.”

“Uncle Sonder, we don't have time for this,” Herel rolled his eyes.

“Not now, Alrick,” Sonder didn't miss a beat. He turned back to Connal,“Who is she? What's she like?”

“She's,” Connal hesitated, his blush deepening, “complicated.”

“Complicated?” Sonder glanced at him askance. “Well, that's no way to describe someone. What's so complicated about her?”

“Well, she's,” he looked to Herel as if unsure he should say what he was about to say, and continued in an undertone. “She hasn't always been a woman. I mean, she has but,” he faltered, “She hasn't always looked it, if you know what I mean.”

Sonder frowned, perplexed, before he realized what Connal was trying to say. So that's why he was blushing so furiously. “There now, that's not complicated,” Sonder replied, ignoring Herel's confused expression. “No need to look like you've just confessed to stealing your granny's wooden teeth. You know, among the elves, such matters are discussed openly.” 

“That's good for the elves,” Connal replied glumly. “But doesn't help me very much.”

“There's nothing to help,” Sonder shrugged. “You like her, don't you?”

Connal nodded, “Yes. More than any other woman I've ever met. She's been everywhere. She's seen everything. And she's funny, and smart, and pretty. And she doesn't think I'm just some dumb lunk.”

Sonder smiled ear to ear, “Well, then I'm happy for you.”

“Milord you don't understand,” Connal shook his head. “She's gone—left with the King and Queen, and I'm sure I'll never see her again.”

“You never know,” Sonder replied with a shrug. It felt good to discuss something lighthearted for once. Considering all the pain and suffering the trials had caused, a little young love was a welcome change of subject. “You could always write her.”

“I doubt very much she would reply,” Connal muttered. He shook his head and sighed, gathering himself. “Anyway, if you're here to see your sister, I'm afraid she's already turned in for the night,” Connal said, frowning.

“What, already?” Sonder replied.

“It's barely dark,” Herel chimed in.

“Lady Dienna has been under considerable distress,” Connal said, his tone grave. “Between the trials and dodging Oris. If you don't mind my saying, she's been trying to find a way to break the engagement ever since he first proposed.”

Back to serious matters already. “And rightly so,” Sonder said darkly. “He's a monster.”

“We came about some books of hers,” Herel interjected, impatient.

Connal nodded, “She's been studying books on law for months now, but she hasn't found anything yet that could help her with Oris.”

“I see,” Sonder sighed. “Do you have any idea what titles she's read?”

Connal shook his head, “No, milord. I don't.”

“See, Uncle Sonder? We're wasting time, let's just go to the library ourselves,” Herel insisted.

“I'm afraid she's going to run out of books to check soon,” Connal went on with a frown, ignoring the boy. He certainly seemed to care about his mistress, Sonder realized with a pang of jealousy. Wasn't Sonder the one who should have been here, watching over her? Was Connal really the only one Dienna could trust in all of the Godskeep? Connal continued, “Then what will we do?”

“I'm sure we'll think of something,” Sonder replied grimly. “For the moment, my squire and I will go follow my sister's example.” He turned to Connal and gave a sheepish grin, “Do you know which of the libraries she hasn't already exhausted?”

Connal gave a brief description of which rooms he'd visited with Dienna and which ones they had yet to explore. Unfortunately for Sonder, the Godskeep didn't have one single, central library. Rather, the thousands of texts it housed were broken up into smaller libraries that each focused on a specific topic—at least, that was true of the religious texts. The non-religious texts seemed to have been thrown into the rest of the collections at random, split higglty-pigglty amongst the more than ten different rooms and halls dedicated to sacred books and records.

Sonder thanked Connal for his information, gave the lad some hasty tips on how to heal a broken heart (namely ale and good times with friends) and he and Herel rushed off to begin their search.

Hearing how many books his sister had already examined was disheartening, but, Sonder supposed, that was to be expected. He remembered learning about the marriage rite when he had been in training to be Keeper, as all priests do, and breaking an engagement was no small feat by the Way's standards. The parents of either party could break an engagement, no questions asked, but if either of the intendeds wanted to go their separate ways, they needed to prove beyond a doubt that some kind of malicious act had occurred that would signal disaster for the upcoming marriage—such as premarital intercourse (with the intended or otherwise) or physical abuse.

Knowing what he knew of Oris, the priest of Dartos was not fool enough to engage in either of these activities with his sister. Sonder certainly didn't wish that he had, but there was almost no other way for Dienna to dismiss her betrothed if he had not. Any attempt to break off the engagement for anything less, especially from the Keeper of the Gods, would be met with public outcry. Considering how poorly Dienna was looked upon by the Faithful for her part in the trials, they couldn't afford any more negative attention. Lord Varent, Lady Amelie, and Lord Oris could exercise the Right of the Prominents, and there was no doubt that Oris would be the next Keeper if Dienna was voted out.

They reached the first library suggested by Connal, a small chamber occupied by a single acolyte who sat in the corner, nervously chewing on the end of her quill as she took notes from an ancient volume, and began to pull books from the shelves.

“So what are we looking for exactly?” Herel whispered as Sonder took an entire armful of books to a nearby desk. “Are we focusing on the marriage or the trials?”

“Either, both,” Sonder replied, harassed and overwhelmed at the sheer enormity of their task. Flipping through the contents of the books, he was starting to wonder if he would be better off challenging Oris to a duel. Not that that would solve much. Dueling had long been outlawed. He'd probably just end up in the dungeons himself.

Herel gave him a look of disapproval before settling himself down across the desk from Sonder and sharpening his own quill. He then made a show of neatly organizing the stack of books he had grabbed and carefully, precisely opening the cover of the nearest one.

“Aren't you going to take notes?” the boy admonished.

“Er, yes,” Sonder fumbled with his own quill and parchment before he, too, selected a book and began to work.

The two spent the larger part of the evening at that desk. It wasn't as mind-numbing as Sonder would have thought. Indeed, sitting in one of the Godskeep's libraries, pouring over a book that was several times older than he was brought a rush of unexpected nostalgia to Sonder. He found his old study techniques returning, found himself getting into a rhythm of work that so occupied his mind that he almost forgot the gravity of their search. 

When the Godskeep's iron bells pealed the midnight hour, Sonder stood from his desk.

“Well, I found nothing short of entirely useless, but a start's a start,” he said with a yawn. He came to stand behind Herel and was surprised to find that the boy was staring, not at a wall of text, but at a map of the Golden Valley. “Kid, what are you doing?”

Herel looked up as if he had just noticed Sonder and scowled, “What does it look like I'm doing? I'm searching this map.”

“Yeah I can see that. But why? You were supposed to be helping me.”

“I was,” Herel countered. “But then I got bored and found this instead. I didn't mean to look at it for long, but I couldn't find something.”

“Find what?”

“Mages' Peak.”

Sonder shook his head, “Mages' Peak? Never heard of it.”

Herel looked at him like he had just swallowed a bug, “Yes you have.”

“Uh, pretty sure I haven't, kid,” Sonder replied, rubbing his eyes. Gods he was tired, and in no mood for one of Herel's little outbursts. “How would you know what I know?”

“Because it was in the Tome,” Herel insisted.

Sonder's eyes widened in alarm, “Keep your voice down, kid.” He looked about the library and was relieved to see that they were indeed alone. “Now what's this about the Tome?”

Herel frowned, “Just like I said. Mages' Peak. It's in the Tome, not by name or anything. It's the place where my father and the other gods lived before casting their spell. It's where they concocted their whole plan and did pretty much everything to make the Spell of Invocation Transference possible.”

“I see,” Sonder leaned over the map once more. “I know it mentioned a cave somewhere in the Enalgath Mountains. I didn't know there was a peak involved.”

“The cave was under the peak,” Herel explained impatiently. “It was really unique too—crafted by the gods themselves.”

“The cave?”

“No, the peak,” Herel said in exasperation. His finger traced all along the illustration of the Enalgath Mountains, following as the ranges went up and down. “They rose Mages' Peak from the bowels of the earth, long before they began messing with godhood, back when they were young and looking for a place to call their own. It was unique,” his fingers stopped just north of Lake Morwal, “A perfect triangle from the front, equilateral, a pyramid of precise dimensions.” He traced the shape with his index finger on the map, his nail digging into the parchment just enough to leave a mark. “It should be somewhere around here, but I've never seen it on any map.”

Sonder frowned, “Maybe it doesn't exist.”

Herel spun around to face him, expression suddenly alight and dangerous, “Yes, it does. My mother told me about it, just like she told me about everything else.”

Sonder stood back, hands up as if in surrender, “If you say so, kid. But if the gods made Mages' Peak that long ago, how would your mom know about it? She wasn't around back then.”

Herel shrugged, “Mother said my father used to get drunk. He told her lots of things when he was drunk.”

If it had been anyone else, Sonder would have argued, but considering he himself had once gotten Morr, one of Dartos's avatars, drunk during a game of Red Ogre's Dice, he didn't really have any grounds to protest.

“I'll bet he did,” Sonder replied lamely. “Still, I've never seen anything like that on a map before either, and I grew up around here. I think I'd know if the Enalgath Mountains had any perfectly triangular peaks in their ranges.”

“That's the strange part,” Herel replied, closing the atlas that contained the map and stacking it next to the other books he had read. “No one seems to have seen it; no one making the maps anyway, but I know it's there.” His bronze face glistened in the flickering light of the nearby candle, “Someday I hope to see it.”

“And do what, kid?” Sonder said as they prepared to leave the library, “Even if it does exist, a place like that could mean nothing but trouble.”

Herel looked at him askance, “What do you mean?”

“Suppose the gods still live there?” Sonder mused as he held the door open for the boy to pass through. They emerged into a deserted hallway not far from Dienna's chambers. “You wouldn't want to go knocking on their door.”

Herel seemed to consider this possibility for a moment before shaking his head, “No, I don't think they would live there anymore.” His expression was bitter, “I never knew my father, but I've heard enough about the kind of creature he was to know he'd want nothing to do with any part of his mortal life after the spell had been cast.”

“Maybe,” Sonder said. He wasn't sure how true that was. Sure, Sonder had only known Dartos as Morr the Weaponsmaster, but he'd never gotten the impression that the man was ashamed of his mortal past.

“Anyway, I'd like to see it with my own eyes,” Herel continued, his gaze far away as they walked. “The place where it all began. Who knows?” He turned to Sonder with an unsettling grin, “Maybe there's still evidence of the spell, some clue about how they did it.”

Sonder frowned, “Don't get any funny ideas, kid.”

“I won't,” Herel scowled. “You think I want to be like them? Living forever would be terrible. Seeing everything change, seeing all the people you ever cared about die. No thank you. I'd rather end it myself than go through something like that.”

Sonder felt a hitch in his throat as the boy said this, thinking painfully of Antenel. His elf lover was sure to outlive Sonder—and not just by a few years, but by decades. Would he rather end it himself than suffer such a loss? Herel's just a boy, Sonder reminded himself. He doesn't know what he's talking about. The elves had a strong reverence for life. Antenel would never entertain the idea of suicide, would he?

The two carried on in silence as they returned to their chamber. Herel's hands moved fitfully within his pockets as they went, a habit that made Sonder nervous for the fact that it made the boy look like he was handing spell components—which he probably was. He had tried asking Herel several times since their journey began just what kind of things a wizard kept on hand for their spellcasting, but so far, the Chosen Son had been characteristically tight-lipped on the subject.

“Alrick, stop that,” Sonder instructed. It still felt odd to call the boy by his imagined name, but they were in public, after all.

“Stop what?”

“That—” Sonder suddenly stopped. Footsteps. He heard footsteps, and by the loud, resounding thud of their stride, they did not belong to anyone friendly.

Herel stopped his fidgeting and stood up straight, alert, “What? What is it?”

“Someone's coming.”

“Your sister?”

“No, hush now, and don't draw any attention to yourself,” Sonder had no sooner spoken than Gheltin Oris appeared at the far end of the corridor. He was still wearing the somewhat ceremonious set of crimson and gold robes that he reserved for the Court of the Keeper, and his face was arranged into a smarmy half-smile that only grew as he noticed Sonder and Herel alone in the corridor.

“Lord Sonder,” Oris cooed, coming to stand before them and bowing with a flourish. “What a pleasure to see you, and your squire,” he added with a small but not unnoticed smirk at Herel. He continued with an amiable air, “It seems you and I are of the same mind this night.”

“Oh?” Sonder raised an eyebrow.

“Visiting you sister,” Oris explained, fluttering of his eyelids. Sonder realized suddenly that they were standing in the corridor adjacent to Dienna's chambers. Oris's handsome face adopted a look of concern, “It is rather late. Do you think she'll still be awake? ”

“I wouldn't waste your time,” Herel answered the man with ill-grace. “That dumb oaf of a guard said she was asleep before nightfall.”

Oris's dark eyebrows shot up comically at the unexpected remark from the boy before giving a dark chuckle, “My, Lord Sonder. Your squire is most amusing.”

Sonder shot Herel an angry glance, his own face flushing, “I apologize, Lord Oris. Alrick has a mind of his own sometimes. He's only newly my squire, and he's still a bit undisciplined, I'm afraid.”

“Oh it's no matter, no matter at all,” Oris again chuckled. His dark eyes glinted, “And please, call me Gheltin. I am soon to be your brother, after all. I'll have none of this overly formal 'Lord Oris' nonsense.”

“Gheltin,” Sonder nodded. He didn't like the way the priest's eyes still lingered on Herel. He needed to change the subject.“So, what business do you have with her?”

“With who?”

Sonder leaned casually against the wall and continued, “My sister. You said you had come to see her.”

“Oh, yes,” Oris cleared his throat. “Just a little, er, marital matter that I wished to discuss.”

Sonder raised an eyebrow, “Marital matter? Is it something I could help with? I know my sister can be a handful.” His tone was conspiratorial. He had been around enough men like Oris to know how they worked; what they liked to hear. “But she can be managed, if you know what I mean.”

Oris at least had the good grace to blush. He leaned in to Sonder, “I think I do know what you mean, dearest brother. She seems,” he continued as if the thought thoroughly baffled him, “most hesitant to spend time alone with her betrothed. I confess that I have hardly seen Dienna outside of our professional duties since our engagement, and when I do, she is always followed by that young guard of hers.” His eyes widened, “You don't think they're involved do you?”

“My sister and Connal?” Sonder laughed. “I sincerely doubt it.”

Lord Oris adopted an expression of relief, “I am glad to hear it. You would know her best, after all. I'm sure you've kept a correspondence while you've been away.”

Sonder shrugged, “When I could.”

“And what do you think is the explanation for her reclusive behavior?” Oris said, practically leering. Sonder could smell unpleasant things on his breath—old wine and tobacco—and wondered what sort of things the pious Prominent got up to in his spare time. “What would you do if you were in my position?”

Sonder smiled slyly, “I'd give her a taste of her own poison.”

Oris did not seem impressed by this suggestion, “And what exactly would that accomplish?”

Sonder chuckled and placed a hand on Oris's shoulder, “My dear Gheltin, that would accomplish everything you're setting out to do.” He began to walk with Oris slowly down the hall and away from Dienna's room, Herel following silently behind them. “Think about it. She's been putting distance between you; maybe she's having second thoughts about the marriage, maybe she's afraid that she'll say the wrong thing, make things difficult in these already difficult times. She's trying to give herself space to think. Let her have it, I say.”

“And why should I let her have space?” Oris asked with a scowl. He seemed to realize he had spoken out of turn, and continued with a more sympathetic tone. “She has much to contend with. The Disloyalists take up so much of her time; she needs my help. I need to be there to assist her.”

“Ah, but that is where you're wrong, my friend,” Sonder continued easily, one hand on Oris's back as he led them away. “You want her to rely on you? Then let her see what life would be like without you. Let her see what a big mistake she's making by keeping you at such a distance.” He gave Oris a worried frown, “I'm right in saying that you've been following her movements closely ever since you arrived here, yes? That you've been trying to woo Dienna ever since you became a Prominent?”

“Yes, yes I have,” Oris replied, his expression contemplative. “I begin to understand what you mean. Perhaps my intentions have been too obvious. Perhaps, like the hunter and the hart, I must still my movements, the better to gain the trust of my quarry.”

Ignoring the comparison the man was making between himself as the hunter and his sister as the hapless prey, Sonder clapped him on the back and said, “And just as the prophet Fornesse once said to the people of Lonmar when their lord of the city had taken up a heathen faith: With patience a king can be persuaded, with a mild tongue, a man can break bone.”

Oris seemed delighted at this reference, “Dear Sonder, I am amazed you still recall the Book of the Three in such detail.”

Sonder grinned somewhat sheepishly, “It's hard to forget something you were made to quote day in and day out.”

“Indeed, so it is,” Oris did not seem to pay the remark much mind. He seemed, for once, genuinely affected by what Sonder had suggested. He could see the spark in the priest's eyes return as he faced him, “You may be on to something. I shall have to consider it.” He seemed about to go on when another thought struck him, and his expression became hesitant. He leaned in to speak lowly to Sonder. “Has this technique of yours worked on...other women?”

Sonder's smile broke a fraction, “Uh, sure.”

Now it was Oris's turn to clap him on the back, “Good man. Oh I've heard the rumors, of course, but I am sure, like most things, they have been greatly exaggerated.”

Sonder contemplated telling Oris that whatever rumors he had heard about Sonder were probably true, but when he considered that this man held his sister's life in his hands, he decided against it. Instead he shrugged and settled for, “Depends which rumors. I am quite gifted at playing Red Ogre's Dice.”

Oris laughed, “That was one of them yes.” He resumed his decorum with an almost visible effort, his face slipping back into a mask of pious gentility. “If that is the worst of your bad habits, dear Sonder, then I would consider you lucky.”

“Lucky?” Sonder repeated.

Oris nodded, “Yes. We have enough depravity around here with the Disloyalists. I don't want your sister to have to worry about other forms of degeneracy as well. At least for the time being,” he gave Sonder a chilling smile. He couldn't tell if the priest had actually believed his lie or not. “I hope that we will soon have the Disloyalists under control, however, and, with your help,” he again nodded at Sonder, “I'll have your sister at my side.” They had reached the end of the hall, and Oris looked about at his surroundings with amusement, only then seeming to notice that they had walked a considerable distance from Dienna's chambers. “It seems you've already put your theory to practice, haven't you?”

Sonder smiled, “I'm a man of my word, Gheltin.”

Oris grinned unpleasantly, “So I've heard.” He seemed about to exit the corridor through the large set of doors at its end when he turned back to Sonder and said, “And I do thank you for the advice. I shall have to repay your kindness. Come to my chambers some time for tea, won't you? And we can talk all about your exploits in Astquary.”

It took every ounce of will Sonder had to keep smiling. “Of course,” he said. “Sounds lovely.”

Oris bowed by way of goodbye and left the hall, his crimson robes trailing behind him in the dark of the night.

Sonder let out a breath of relief.

“What was that all about?” Herel asked as soon as the priest was gone.

Sonder shook his head, “That was something I hope I never have to do again. I was afraid I was going to deck him.”

“You didn't look like it,” Herel remarked as they began to head back the correct way to their room.

Sonder gave the boy a glance, “Some of us know how to control our anger.”

Herel ignored this, “I think you impressed him.”

“Did I?” Sonder asked. “Good. We don't want to be on his bad side. Come on,” Sonder said to Herel. “Let's get out of here. Oris could still be around, and I don't want him sticking his nose in our business again.”
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Chapter Thirty-Three
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The return journey to Iolimi was even less cheerful than when they had left. It was now squarely autumn, and the cold they felt flying among the snow-capped peaks and over the browning land was worse than it had been in summer. Even as they headed north toward the warmer climes, the damp of the ocean seemed to seep into their bones, made the freezing wind that whipped passed them sting all the more. Meredith found it hard to keep her eyes open, not because of airsickness, for she was still able to take Endrick's potion, but because the wind caused them to water. They had even briefly passed through a snow storm on their way out of Astquary, and their world had turned completely white. Etia had been terrified, both for them and for Virha, for she had never seen snow before, and had no idea what effect it would have on the whale. The whiteout did not last long, however, and they soon returned to gray skies and dull green and brown earth beneath.

By the third day, at last, they began to fly over warmer waters, and Meredith could actually feel the sun beneath the bite of the wind. The further north they went, the lighter Meredith's heart grew, until finally they spotted the small island far below. They made their descent with that of the sun, and Virha landed with a graceful splash into the sunset hued bay off of the village coast. They were greeted first by the three other whales of the pod, who breached and sang and waved their fins at the return of their pod-mate and of their young human pilot. Etia was no less happy to see them. Although the girl looked exhausted after three days of flight, she still giggled and waved at them in return. 

Meredith paid little attention to the whales, however. Several people were waiting for them on the pier as Virha swam in. Meredith could see Tip, the large Head Islander, standing grim and tall at the pier's edge, and behind him was Renna, who stood with her arms crossed, one toe tapping with impatience. Behind her was Perrick the priest, looking sour in his lavender colored robes of Lantos. 

Soon the whale could bring them no further, and all three jumped off of its back and waded through the waves to the pier. Etia was the first up weathered wooden ladder, and she rushed headlong into Tip's arms.

“Tip!” she sobbed, smothered in the large man's embrace.

“Etia,” the big man said. He returned her embrace for one fierce moment, then pushed her away. Meredith and Endrick had, by this time, also ascended up onto the the dock. “Where have you been?” He demanded angrily. “I've been worried sick!”

Etia looked contrite, “I was fine. I was with the Dorneldians, with Meredith and Endrick.”

Tip looked up at them sharply, “So you did take the Daughter of the Moon and Stars away from us.”

“We thought you knew,” Meredith protested, confused. “Didn't you give her permission to come with us?”

“I did no such thing,” Tip said darkly. He looked down at Etia, “Did you tell them such a lie, child?”

Etia swallowed and averted her gaze, “Yes.”

“Why?” Tip demanded.

Etia's eyes flickered to Renna and Perrick, who were both hovering behind Tip with interest apparent on their faces. 

“This one knows,” Etia said, gesturing at Renna. “You didn't tell them?”

The blonde looked surprised for a moment, then broke out into a laugh, “Guilty as charged.”

Tip now looked to the wizard, who came only to the man's shoulders, “What are you talking about? You knew where she was and you said nothing?”

Renna shrugged, “It was an important mission. I didn't want to jeopardize it by blabbing.”

“What mission?” Perrick asked, eyeing the wizards with mistrust. “What's going on here?”

Endrick stepped forward and put a hand on Etia's shoulder, “Etia has been with us in Astquary. She has been quite safe, and she has been helping us with some research of great importance to you and your people. Now,” Endrick glanced at the numerous other Iolimians who had begun to gather on the beach as word of Etia's return was spreading, “I suggest we move this conversation to someplace more private. Not the Lodge,” Endrick added, anticipating Tip's suggestion, “too many others may enter there.”

“My cottage then,” Perrick offered with a simpering smile. Meredith had the feeling that the priest wanted to ensure he was not left out of the conversation. Offering his own home was just about the only way Meredith would have let him be part of it, in any case. “It will be a cozy fit, but no one will disturb us there.”

“Fine,” Tip said with ill humor. He turned to the priest with a scowl, “Lead the way. There had better be a good explanation for this, little pearl,” he added with vehemence.

Etia's face blanched, but the girl said nothing. They left the pier, following Perrick as he led them north along the beach toward his home.  As they passed by, the other islanders shouted their thanks to the gods for her safe return.

“Praise to Lantos! Praise to Seltos!”

“The Daughter has returned!”

“She is safe! Blessed be the gods!”

Etia did not respond to their cries, walking with her eyes fixed on her feet. When they passed the Wyrm Pit, which was not far from the priest's cottage, Etia lifted her gaze to it's depths, and seemed as if she would pause. Meredith, not wanting the girl to cause a scene, took her by the arm and gently led her away from the ominous chasm, and the two followed the others up the little hill on which rested the chapel and Perrick's diminutive home. Upon entering, Perrick immediately began to clear off chairs and tables of his many copies of the Book of the Three and of several of his fine brass telescopes. Tip beheld the room with an unimpressed air, and took his seat on a weathered old armchair next to his surrogate daughter, whose resolve seemed to have returned since seeing the Wyrm Pit outside.

Once they were all situated, Tip turned to Endrick, scowling, “You say you took the Daughter of the Moon and Stars on a mission.”

Endrick nodded, “I did. But this is not my story to tell. Let Etia speak for herself.”

“So be it.”

Etia slid off her seat and came to stand in the middle of the crowded room, looking small, her shoulders hunched as if expecting a blow. “Tip,” she began. “I'm sorry that I ran away, but it was important. I needed to know,” she swallowed, “I needed to know the truth.”

“What truth?” Tip asked, frowning.

“The truth about me,” Etia said, her blue eyes large and earnest. “And about the Wyrm.”

She explained, in her plain, straightforward way, all that had happened—how Meredith and Endrick had supposed that the Wyrm was a creature of evil, how they had come up with a plan to capture its essence, how they had contacted and eventually visited Artima, and all that had transpired there. She told them of the soul lamp, still secure in Endrick's pack, that they would use to capture the beast the next time it attacked. The only thing she had left out, on Meredith and Endrick's prior instruction, was the truth about the false nature of the gods. This was something that they knew from experience would not be openly accepted by any of their audience who were not already in the know. It was enough of a blow to Tip to hear of what Etia had been up to besides.

Tip listened to the entire explanation in silence, arms crossed, head down-turned. Perrick, for his part, listened with an expression of scandal and shock, occasionally putting a hand over his mouth to prevent himself from exclaiming, while Renna looked mostly bored, only paying attention when the girl described how Ophie had turned on them and the magical battle that had ensued. When Etia was finished, she simply stood there, waiting for Tip to respond.

The big man heaved a sigh that moved his entire tattooed chest, “I am extremely disappointed in you, Etia.” He raised his gaze to where Meredith and Endrick sat, “And I am even more disappointed in you for how far you have led our little pearl astray.”

“Astray?” Meredith said, dismayed. She had hoped that Tip would have been more understanding, but the anger in his eyes told her otherwise. She frowned, “I'm sorry for the trouble we've caused you, Tip, but all we've done is led her to the truth.”

Tip shook his head, “No, you have tainted her with your own ideas. You have made her doubt the goodness of the Wyrm. You have made her wish to destroy it!”

“And it's about time too,” Perrick replied, throwing his arms up. “I, for one, am glad that the girl has come to her senses about the blasted thing.” He gave Etia a snide glance, “Now if only she would drop this ridiculous moniker of hers, we could all return to normal means of worshiping the gods of the Way, and I could stop living in fear of setting foot offshore. I can't stay on this miserable island forever, and I won't set one toe in the water until that monster is dead and gone.”

“I had no idea you wished to leave the island so badly,” Endrick said with eyebrow raised.

Perrick gave a short, slightly crazed, laugh, “Are you daft? This place has been the bane of my existence since I first set foot here. The heat, the humidity, the sweat, the storms, the volcanic eruptions. If not for that—that thing—I would have left here long ago. With more than half the island now part of the Faithful, I daresay I've fulfilled my priestly duties in my time here.”

“The Wyrm converted them to the Way, not you, you miserable old bat,” Renna said in a still-audible undertone.

Perrick went an ugly shade of puce, “I could contest that point if I so desired, wizardess, but my Lantonian vows of humility prevent it.”

“So you'll help us defeat the Wyrm?” Meredith asked the priest critically.

“If I am able to—”

“Enough!” Tip barked before the priest could reply. The room fell silent, all looking at the big man in alarm. He continued in a booming voice,“What you speak is madness! The gods visited Etia. They told her the Wyrm was their creature. They told her that it did their bidding. The gods were displeased. They sent us the Wyrm to test us, to save those of us who were deemed worthy. It has caused some physical destruction, yes, but it has saved hundreds of Iolimian souls from the depths of the darkenworld—and if the rumors are to be believed, it has saved thousands more souls all across the sea. How could you ever seek to destroy it?”

Etia beheld Tip with eyes sad and deep, “Because it is a lie, Tip.”

The man's face contorted with anger, “You lied to us about the gods? How then did you predict the Wyrm's coming?”

“I didn't lie,” Etia said. “The gods did.”

This only served to increase the man's anger. He slammed a fist down on the arm of the chair in which he sat, the impact shaking the whole cottage, causing Perrick's many instruments to clink alarmingly. He stood. “I don't believe you,” he snapped in the girl's face. “Gods be good, but I don't believe you. It is them. It is something these Dorneldians did to you, child. I won't allow it. You may be the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, but who was it that raised you?” Tip's tone softened. “Who has always been here for you, my little pearl? How could you listen to these strangers over me?”

Etia did not back down, did not even wince. Her eyes filled with sadness, “I'm sorry Tip, but I will do what I have to. I am the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, yes, and I say that we have been deceived. If you aren't going to help us save our people from the Wyrm,” she took a deep breath, her small, dark shoulders heaving, “I think you should leave.”

Tip beheld the girl in astonishment, “Leave? Leave you alone with these people? They've corrupted you. They've turned you against the gods!”

“No,” Etia said, her voice cracking just slightly. Meredith beheld her profile from where she sat in the cramped bungalow—her mouth set in a firm line, her eyes hard and suddenly full of a wisdom beyond her years. “They've only helped me to know them better.”

It looked for a moment as if Tip would respond, but soon his big shoulders slumped and he let his head fall in defeat. “Fine,” he said with a raspy sigh. “I will go. I can take no part in this. I must tell our people. Tell the whole island that our Daughter has betrayed us.”

“Tell them all,” Etia said. “I don't care. I'm saving them from the Wyrm whether they want me to or not.”

Tip gave her one last look—a look of anger, but also of love, and regret—before leaving and slamming the door shut with enough force to knock down a whole stack of the Book of the Three, causing Perrick to wince.

“I'll go...pick those up,” the priest said before skulking away to the other side of the room. 

Meredith watched him warily as he re-stacked the books. She was unsure if they could trust the man, but, after all, he had never held the islanders' belief about the Wyrm, or Etia for that matter. If he was willing to help them defeat the creature, or at least, promised not to hinder them, then they had no reason to keep him from their confidence.

Her gaze then fell on Etia. She was still standing in the middle of the cramped room, eyes on the door, looking grim.

“What do you think he'll do?” Meredith asked her gently. “Will your people stop us?”

The girl turned to Meredith as if surprised she had spoken. She shook her head, “No, I don't think so.”

“They couldn't stop us if they tried,” Renna groused, shifting lazily in her chair. She kicked a few copies of the Book of the Three out of the way, and propped her feet up on a nearby table.

“What about your crew?” Endrick asked. “They have been converted.”

Renna scoffed, “They'll never attack me. I'm their captain. They may have turned coat for the gods, but I'm still their commanding officer. Just leave them to me.”

Meredith was unconvinced, “We need to make sure we can count on you being there to fight, Renna. Without you, our plan could fail.”

“What is this almighty plan of yours?” Renna asked, easing back further into her chair, her expression still bored. “Perhaps if I knew, I could give you a straight answer.”

Both Meredith and Endrick glanced at Perrick, who was still arranging the books that Tip had knocked over. After a few moments of silence, the priest turned to face them.

“What?” he asked. “Is something the matter?”

It was Endrick who replied, “Perrick, have you truly pledged yourself to our cause?” He asked in a tone of familiarity that surprised Meredith.

Perrick pulled a face, “Not your whole cause to be sure, but insofar as the Great Wyrm is concerned, yes.”

Endrick turned to Etia with a questioning glance.

Etia beheld Perrick critically, “It's fine if you don't think I'm the Daughter of the Moon and Stars.”

“I know it's fine,” Perrick replied through gritted teeth. “It is not fine that you continue to call yourself by that title. However,” he held up a hand before she could reply, “I am willing to put our differences aside for the common goal of ridding our shores of that terrible beast. Just know that once that goal has been accomplished, I will have no further obligation to tolerate such blasphemy.”

Etia nodded, “Okay. Come join us then.”

Perrick, clearly unused to taking orders from an eleven year old girl, hesitated, a look of annoyance flitting across his features, before coming to sit down next to Etia on a battered old chaise sofa. 

“Good,” Etia said as a smile ghosted across her delicate features. It was gone as quickly as it came, however. She turned to Endrick, “This was all the wizard's plan. Maybe he should explain it.”

Endrick nodded and took the middle of the room.

They would first post someone as a watch, who would alert the others at the first sign of a Wyrm-storm. This role was originally to fall on Tip or on one of the other villagers, but considering how poorly Tip had taken their news, they now appointed Perrick as the official lookout.

“Excellent,” the priest had replied to this proposition. “I can use my telescopes to scour the horizons.”

Once the Wyrm was sighted, it would be Etia's job to rally the whales. Endrick and Renna were to accompany her and, with help from Etia, they would quickly board two of the other whales of the pod. Together, all four whales would attack the Wyrm in flight. Etia planned to use her whale and the unmounted whale to circle around the Wyrm, trapping it as they had the last time it had attacked. Meanwhile, Endrick, on his whale, would fly above the Wyrm, flanked by Renna, who would defend him as he cast the long, complicated set of spells needed to activate the soul lamp. Meredith's job was decidedly the least glamorous. She was to stay on shore, and help the people of Iolimi stay safe during the attack. She wasn't sure how Endrick expected that she do this, considering he had expressly forbidden her from using her magic, which was still a secret to all but he and Etia, but she imagined she would be doing little more than telling people to remain indoors or get to higher ground. 

“So we get to fly the whales?” Renna asked, a spark of interest finally lighting her green eyes.

Endrick nodded soberly, “Yes.”

“If it's possible,” Meredith cut in. She looked to Etia, “We still aren't sure if they will accept other riders. They only seem to fly when Etia is there. We hope that she can get them all airborne, then have the two of you fly them from there.”

Renna stretched like a cat, then stood, “Well, what are we waiting for? Let's give it a try.”

Etia shook her head, “Not today. Virha is tired. We've come a long way.”

The girl's own fatigue was suddenly all too apparent—the dark, ashen circles under her eyes, her dull expression.

“We've all come a long way,” Meredith said, standing. “And we had all better rest. Perrick,” the priest jumped slightly as she addressed him. “Can you put us up for the night? I don't think going back to the village would be wise right now.”

He priest blinked, “I haven't the room for all four of you.”

“What about the chapel?” Endrick asked. “Surely there is a spare room there.”

Perrick nodded, simpering, “Ah yes, yes of course, my apologies. We do indeed have a spare room in the back of the chapel. I shall go prepare it for you.”

“That would be most kind,” Endrick said.

Perrick muttered something unintelligible, and left by way of the back door.
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They spent the next several weeks holed up inside the island's lonely little chapel. Normally full of life and holding services at least once a day, the church was now resident only to the wizards, Meredith, and Etia. 

They received a visit from the Elder not long after their return. He had looked around at the lofty chapel as if he had never seen it before, and had spoken to them in short, clipped sentences, clearly in a hurry to be gone from the place.

“You best stay here, little pearl,” the leathery old man had told Etia. “Tip has forbidden the people from attending the priest's services. Someone else has stepped forward to act in his absence, and they're holding Ceremonies of the Way in the Great Lodge instead. They are very upset with you, I'm afraid.”

Meredith had no difficulty imagining the Iolimians all flooding into the Great Lodge, praying for the return of Etia's senses, for the good health of the Wyrm—raising their hopes and dreams to the false gods who so desired their worship—while Etia's driftwood throne remained empty, her crown of seashells unworn on its seat.

“Do you think they would do her harm if she left?” Meredith had asked.

The Elder frowned deeply, his eyes disappearing into the wrinkles on his face, “Some might. Some might not. Best not to chance it.”

“Is Tip...” Etia could not go on.

“Upset with you?” the Elder croaked with a glint in his eyes. “Yes, I'm sorry to say that he is. Came to my cave for the first time in many years just to tell me so.”

“What did you tell him?” Etia asked.

The Elder shook his head, “Only my usual foolery. I reminded him that I proclaimed you the Pearlchild, not the daughter of the Way's strange gods. He did not like that. He said he hoped the Wyrm would come for me next.” There was mischief and mirth in his lopsided grin, as if the mere thought of such a thing were ridiculous.

“You had best return to your home then,” Endrick cautioned. “The moon is waxing. The next attack is imminent.”

“Aye,” the Elder confirmed. “I'll be going soon enough. Just wanted to see how the Pearlchild was doing.”

“I'll be fine, Elder,” Etia had said, looking up at the old man in earnest.

“I know you will be,” the man said, placing one large, wrinkled hand on Etia's head, patting her affectionately. “The whales will keep you safe.”

The Elder had left soon after, leaving the four of them—Meredith, Endrick, Renna, and Etia—once more alone in the main room of the chapel. There was a back room as well, meant as the priest's quarters, where they all spent their nights on rushes on the floor, but during the day they congregated under the stained glass windows and painted ceiling of the nave. When she was not out at the beach with Endrick and Renna, teaching them how to keep their balance and practicing flying the whales, Etia could often be found lying on her back on the chapel floor, staring up at the murals depicted on the inside of the church's roof. They were impressive for such a modestly-sized chapel. They depicted the first gifts of the gods—Dartos, represented by a man with a sun for a head, with one eye at its center, Lantos, represented by a man with a crescent moon that enveloped his waist like a belt, Seltos, represented by a woman with a cluster of stars upon on her chest framed by two delicate hands, as if to offer them up to the world. Meredith often sat nearby, on one of the church pews, and gazed with her. They were odd depictions, to be sure. It was uncommon for the Way to actually show the gods in anything resembling human form. She had asked Perrick if he knew who had painted the mural, but he had had no clue.

“It was done before my time here,” the priest had said coolly. “And my predecessor never mentioned such an innocuous detail.”

Meredith even made a sketch of it in the Chronicle, after, of course, updating her notes on their escape from Astquary and their reception in Iolimi. She wondered who, if anyone, was keeping track of the Chronicle's twin back at the Repository. The Archmage had assured Meredith that it would be periodically reviewed by one of her assistants, but Meredith had never actually seen the thing outside of its magical encasement of glass during any of their visits to the Repository, and she now felt apprehensive about the information she was sharing.

Meredith was upset, of course, that Artima had ordered her apprentice to attack them, and even more upset that Ophie had begun to use spells that could seriously harm, or even kill, her assailants toward the end of their battle. Meredith shuddered. Endrick had been fighting for his life—for all their lives. But why? What was so important that Artima was willing to kill them? She had said she wanted Etia and Meredith to stay at Sivarr's Keep until the sorceress was able to cure herself of Seltos's curse. She had made it seem like she only wanted them there for their own safety. Under Artima's protection, the Repository could not touch them. Why then, had Ophie been prepared to kill? 

Meredith had briefly considered the soul lamp, which she had also written about in detail in the Chronicle (leaving out, as Endrick had instructed her, the nature of Artima's success with reclaiming her own soul) as the source of Artima's treachery, but had quickly discarded that idea. She believed Artima's hatred of the false gods to be sincere—after all, look at what they'd done to her— and could find no reason to suspect her of wanting to prevent them from leaving with that device. So why had Artima broken their truce?

If there was someone out there, some assistant of Archmage Korina's reading Meredith's notes, reading their sordid adventures through the Chronicle's mirrored copy, perhaps they knew the reason. Perhaps, when this was all done, they would return to the wizards' island, and figure out what had gone wrong. For now, Meredith had more important matters on her mind. The moon had waxed and waned once already since their return to Iolimi, and there had still been no attack by the Great Wyrm. Endrick and Renna had regarded this as a good thing. It gave them more time to practice flying the whales with Etia on the secluded beach they had commandeered on the far side of the island, allowed them to hone their skills for the day the Wyrm did arrive. Meredith, however, was bored out of her mind, and Perrick the priest was driving her crazy. He visited every evening, after the others had already left, to drop off food from his own stores—rice, mostly, and vegetables from his own small garden—and he never failed to make some snide comment.

“It must be a great loss to you indeed to be confined to this most holy and peaceful of places,” he said to her one afternoon as Meredith lay on the floor, staring up at the strange ceiling by herself.

Meredith sat up with a scowl, “Indeed. It is.”

Perrick sauntered over to the front of the chapel, where a stone altar had been cleared of its divine instruments to be replaced by coconuts, plantains, and radishes. He set down a small sack of rice and turned to face her, his lavender colored robes swirling with the movement. 

“As the head of the clergy on this island,” he continued, pushing his spectacles up the bridge of his nose, “I feel it is my duty to inform you that such behavior is unseemly in the eyes of the gods.”

“Unseemly?” Meredith asked. She had been doing nothing out of the ordinary. “What do you mean?”

He gestured to her current position, “I mean that you are reclining barefoot and unwashed upon the most holy floor of the most holy building in Iolimi—staring at the artwork with neither wonder nor awe for the scenes it depicts. The gods would be most offended by the state of you.”

She wanted to reply that she couldn't care one bit if she did offend the gods, but Meredith held her tongue. “They would be most offended by the state of that altar too, Perrick. They are for praying, not eating.”

Perrick looked at the altar as if he had forgotten its existence, “Ah, yes, well. Desperate times. We must be well fed if we wish to defeat that fiendish impostor known as the Wyrm.”

Meredith's ears pricked up at the word impostor. She beheld Perrick with a mystified expression for half a moment, during which Perrick returned her gaze uncomfortably. 

“Is something the matter?” Perrick demanded, averting his gaze, his face flushed with anger. “It is entirely impolite to stare.”

Meredith shook her head. No, there was no way he could know her theory about the Wyrm being Lantos. His choice of words was pure coincidence, nothing more. 

“Don't you have to get back to your post?” Meredith asked.

The priest bristled, “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.” He gave her a perfunctory bow. “May the moon light your path,” he said by way of goodbye. 

Meredith watched him leave with a thoughtful expression before returning to her place on the floor, her gaze drawn once more to the painted ceiling. Her mind had hardly begun to wander when she suddenly heard the door to the chapel fly open, and the hurried footfalls of someone running across the floor began to echo through the church. 

“To your post!” Perrick was panting. “It is here! It is time!”

Meredith jumped to her feet, “The Wyrm?”

“By the gods,” he replied, “yes!” 

Meredith scrambled into her boots, cursing herself for having ever removed them. This was it. This was the moment! She threw her spellbook and the Chronicle into her rucksack, threw it over her shoulder, and ran to meet the priest at the door. At last, after all these years, after all this time. She would finally face the gods.  She grabbed the priest's arm, and together they went into the fray. 

“Let's go!”
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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Dienna could hardly recall being more distraught in her entire life. The agony, the torment, the crippling shame—she had not felt this much inner turmoil since she had first read the Tome. 

Sonder's arrival at the Godskeep had, at first, been a pleasant distraction from the soul-crushing guilt she had felt ever since that day she had watched the life leave Eythen Nat's eyes. Now, however, Dienna actively avoided her brother, and all others for that matter. It was all she could do to rise each morning and attend the Court of the Keeper, to sit in her wooden throne and pronounce judgment on those whom Oris dragged before her. No matter how she tried, Dienna found it increasingly difficult to protect them.

The Faithful had grown more at odds with each other since Eythen Nat's execution. Many saw the man's death as a turning point for the better, a warning to those who still awaited trial in the Godskeep dungeons that they had better mend their ways. But there was also a growing number of those who opposed the hanging, who saw it as a turning point for the worst. They would whisper behind Dienna's back that the Keeper was going mad, that she was a puppet of Gheltin Oris, that she had already lost the battle for peace and justice she so desperately sought. Dienna, on the evenings she spent alone, bone-weary and exhausted, tended to agree with them. She had overseen thirty trials these last seven days. More than half of them had refused to repent, and those who did had shown little signs of remorse. 

They would not renounce Herel. 

They would not renounce the Chosen Mother. 

Dienna tried her best to discourage them from shouting such condemnatory beliefs in the middle of their trials, but the Herelites seemed to revel in their defiant outbursts. Dienna had had to sentence many of them back to the dungeons, had been able to send precious few into exile. At the very least, no one more had been condemned to hang. Much as they'd like to, Dienna would not allow any more of the accused to make themselves martyrs. She wasn't sure that her heart could take it. 

Dienna's dreams had lately become a tangled mess of horrors that she shuddered to recall. She saw the three heavenly bodies fall from the sky only to strike the earth, the ground rippling wildly to the peals of death and destruction. She saw the Tome in her hands, saw her father drowning, naked and bleeding, in its pages as if they had been made of water. She heard the whisper she had grown so used to hearing, “The Tome. Dienna. The Tome!” and it now came from her father's lips as he struggled to keep his head over the water in a voice that was not his own. When Dienna woke from such nightmares, heart pounding and head aching, it was always with the impression that someone was watching her.

One night found her waking from such a dream, only this time, her paranoia was cut short by the sound of someone knocking rapidly at her door.

“Lady Keeper!” Connal was calling from the other side. There was excitement in his voice, and confusion. “Lady Keeper, are you dressed? You have a visitor. I'm afraid it's urgent.”

Dienna sat up, fully alert. She swung her legs out of bed, stood, and threw on the heavy brocade dressing gown that rested on her vanity chair. A hurried glance out the window showed that the moon was still out, and it was well before dawn.

“Yes, Connal, send them in,” she called, inwardly wondering who the visitor might be: Sonder, Mother, one of the Prominents. Anyone but Oris.

The door opened, a giant frame filled the entire doorway.

“Lady Keeper,” said a husky voice.

“Lusidi?” Dienna gasped as the large woman stepped inside. She still wore the emerald colored plate and mail armor of the Green Knights, but it was dented and covered in dirt and filth. Her shoulder-length brown hair was tangled and matted, and one of her eyes was swollen almost completely shut, an ugly, bluish bruise surrounding the whole of it. “What are you doing here?” Dienna asked, ushering the woman inside and into one of the plain chairs that adorned her chamber. “What's happened to you?”

Lusidi sat down on the tiny chair with a wince, as if the very movement caused her immense pain. “The Allesarans.”

“The King and Queen?” Dienna asked. “What did they do? Why aren't you with them?”

“They found out,” Lusidi said, sitting back, clearly exhausted. “They know that I warned you of their plan. They commanded two of the other knights to kill me. Unluckily for them,” her small mouth broke into a grimace of a smile, “I trained them both. They were no match for the best combatant this side of the River Stron.”

Connal, who had been hovering in the doorway, looked beside himself with worry. “Should I fetch a medic, Lady Keeper?”

Dienna turned to her bodyguard, having nearly forgotten his presence. “No, Connal. No yet. We should try to keep Lusidi's presence here a secret.”

Connal shook his head, “Begging your pardon, Lady Keeper, but I don't think that's possible. They wouldn't let her into the gates at first. I was summoned, and had to vouch for her on your behalf. The Holy Guard already knows she's here.” 

Dienna cursed inwardly. If only she had been awake, she would have handled the affair with more caution. Now she would have to address the knight's presence here publicly.

She turned to Lusidi, her tone gentle, “Are you well enough to stay here with me, or shall we call for the medic?”
Lusidi shook her head, “I'll be fine, Lady Keeper.” She spoke through gritted teeth. “If you could help me remove my armor, dress my wounds, and offer me a bath, I'll be a thousand times better than I am right now.”
“Of course,” Dienna replied, surprised, but pleased that the knight trusted her with such a thing. She helped Lusidi to her feet and began to unbuckle the outer layers of the steel plates that comprised her suit of armor.

Dienna realized then that Connal still stood in the doorway. He was watching the two women, or, more accurately, he was watching Lusidi, with eyes wide and full of something like uncertainty.

Dienna cleared her throat, “Connal, I think it would be best if you returned to your post.”

The young man blinked, “My post?”

“Yes. The door,” Dienna said pointedly, pausing in her administrations.

“Oh, yes,” Connal stammered.

“And go find Sonder,” Dienna was struck with a thought. “Tell him to meet me here.”

“Yes, Lady Keeper,” Connal said, his face flushed. He bowed and hurried out the door with sharp, awkward movements. 

“I haven't the slightest idea what's gotten into him,” Dienna said as she returned her attention to the injured woman.

Lusidi smiled tightly as Dienna removed a bracer, “I might.”

Dienna, unsure if she was following the other woman's implication or not, did not comment. Did the knight return the feelings Connal had displayed these last few months? Or was she misreading her? Dienna was, to this day, woefully ignorant of the usual interactions between men and women, or otherwise. Whenever a betrothal was announced, Dienna was not only the last to know, but also the most surprised. Sonder, on the other hand, seemed to have a special knack for fishing out such information, an intuition that had served him well over the years, and would have served Dienna well as Keeper if she but had a fraction of the same ability.

It took longer than Dienna expected to divest Lusidi of her armor, but after a good quarter hour of work, the two had managed to unbuckle every last strap and remove each plate in turn. Dienna, unembarrassed, helped to lift Lusidi's chain mail shirt up and over her head, revealing a torn and tattered old gambeson underneath. Now that she was free of the weight of the armor, Lusidi was able to maneuver well enough to unbutton the padded coat on her own.

“I'll go ask a servant for a bath,” Dienna said. She kept none of her own, and so would have to leave her chamber and flag someone down. Thankfully, the task was not difficult, and within minutes, five serving maids entered the room adjacent to Dienna's and had filled the large tub therein with steaming hot water from four large jugs. The fifth jug was left to the side, to be used for rinsing before stepping into the claw-foot tub. She thanked the servants, and shooed them away as quickly as possible, hoping that they had not taken notice of the woman at the far side of her bed chamber, which was just down the hall from Dienna's bathing quarters. Once they were gone, Dienna returned to her patient. She had removed the gambeson, and was left wearing a long off-white blouse over tight fitting trousers. She had removed her shoes, and her armor, and all its accompaniments were piled neatly next to her.

“I'll have someone clean that later,” Dienna said.

“Someone you trust, I hope,” Lusidi said warily. “The King and Queen are sure to have noticed their assassins have gone missing by now. I only came back here because—” she stopped, her blush barely visible in the candlelit chamber. “Well, never mind why I came back. I don't want to put you in any danger.”

Dienna shook her head, “We'll worry about that later. I am glad that you came.”

Lusidi gave a wan smile. She looked even worse now that her armor was gone. The skin beneath it was pale, starkly contrasted to her sun-browned face, and it was crisscrossed with scars old and new. An awful gash, still red and raw, ran from her right shoulder blade up to her neck, just visible beneath the neckline of the blouse, a deep blow that had yet to heal. Dienna felt a pang of guilt as she beheld her. Had she sustained that wound on Dienna's behalf? Had that been left by one of the King's assassins? The weight of responsibility that already sat on Dienna's shoulders suddenly seemed too much to bear. She felt tears sting her eyes, and she suppressed a sudden sob.

“Lusidi, I am,” she managed to say, trying her best to keep from crying, “sorry that this has happened to you. I had no idea. I gave not a single thought to the consequences of you telling me what you did.” She straightened, the tears already beginning to dry with the force of her resolve. “And for that I truly do apologize.”

Lusidi shook her head, looking slightly embarrassed, “No need, Lady Keeper. I want these Trials to end as much as you do. As someone who loves my Herelite mother with all my heart, it was my duty to tell you what those old curs were planning.”

“Your duty, yes,” Dienna felt oddly comforted by this notion. Duty was something Dienna understood. “Of course. I apologize for my sudden outburst.”

“No need, Lady Keeper,” Lusidi repeated. She placed her hands on her knees, and began the process of lifting her immense form from the little chair. Dienna could see, beneath the blouse the woman wore, the jut of hard muscle in her shoulders and arms, and the outline of a large belly that dipped below her hips, hips which were not as large in comparison to her middle as one might have expected. Indeed, once the injured knight straightened and stood at her full height, Dienna detected a distinct lack of curves in her silhouette, something she had not noticed while Lusidi wore her armor. “Now, about that bath?”

Realizing that she was being rude, Dienna stopped staring and offered the woman her arm, “Yes, of course. This way,” and together they hobbled until the knight was standing at the edge of the large porcelain tub in the modestly-sized washing room, which comprised only of the tub, a stained glass window, and a small wooden table, on which sat the fifth pitcher of water, a boar-bristle brush, and an empty basin. 

“I think I can take it from here,” Lusidi gave a small smile. “But thank you.”

“You are welcome,” Dienna said with her usual aloofness. “Let me know if you require any assistance.”

“I will.”

With that, Dienna left the washroom and returned to her bedchamber. She hastily braided and arranged her long, golden hair in her usual severe style, and put on a fresh set of her white and black Keeper's robes. She would not sleep the rest of this night, she knew. Better to prepare for the day ahead than to return to a dream-ridden sleep, anyway.

There came another knock on her door.

“Dee,” it was Sonder's voice. “You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, Sonder, come in,” she replied.

Connal propped open the door and Sonder entered, carrying a stack of no less than seven books before him.

“What are you doing?” Dienna demanded.

Sonder looked down at the books, “With these?”

“Yes.”

“Reading,” he replied innocently. “Alrick has the rest.”

“And why is Alrick reading,” Dienna paused to read the title from the spine of one of the volumes, “Dorneldian Law in the Third Century? Wait, Sonder,” she realized that Sonder was still wearing his full set of clothes, and that his eyes looked dry and red. “Have you been awake all night? You aren't trying to—”

“Help you end the trials and get out of your engagement to Oris without losing your position as Keeper?” Sonder asked pleasantly, looking more than a bit frazzled. “Why, yes, yes we are. I was on my way to return these to the library when Connal found me, as a matter of fact. Bloody useless, these ones.” He looked at the volumes in his hands with disgust.

Dienna was both touched and irritated by his commitment. “Sonder,” she began with a sigh, “I've already read most of the books on law in the Godskeep's collection, including those. She continued bitterly. “I don't know what you expect to find.”

“Well, what else am I supposed to do?” Sonder countered. “You're in a legal bind. You need a legal loophole to get you out.”

“Legal loophole?” Dienna replied with annoyance. She was too tired for Sonder's nonsense. She sank down on her bed and let her head fall into her hands. “I need a miracle. And we both know how impossible that would be.”

Sonder beheld her with a soft expression, “If you really think it's a waste of time, Dee,” he said. “I'll return the books, and we can start looking for another solution. I tried to talk with you about it before we began, but you're always holed up in here and Connal says you've hardly been sleeping and,” he shook his head, “I know I'm not cut out for this sort of thing, but I honestly don't know what else we can do. Alrick's getting restless. He keeps asking me if he can,” he gave Dienna a pointed look, “you know. Reveal himself.”

“He can't.”

“I know,” Sonder replied. “But you try telling him that. Kid's more stubborn than a blasted billy goat.”

“I'm sure we'll think of something,” Dienna replied, although she herself did not believe it. Nothing, it seemed, would end these trials. Oris's list of accused Disloyalists only seemed to grow, and Dienna could see no way of persuading him to let the remaining suspects go free. He was committing great deeds, in his mind. He was bringing down the blasphemers, was stamping out the upstarts once and for all. And Dienna was letting him. She began to rub her temples. “Have you tried speaking with the Prominents?”

“I talked to Oris last week,” Sonder said darkly. “He wants me to have tea with him.”

“Tea?”

“Yeah,” his eyebrows contracted. “He seemed real chummy after I tried to give him some marital tips.”

Dienna shuddered, “I can only imagine.”

“I haven't seen much of the other two Prominents though,” Sonder continued. “What would I even say to them if I did?” He adopted a falsely chipper expression and cooed, “Hi Lord Varent, Lady Amelie, I'm not sure how to tell you this, but this whole trial thing is a huge mistake, the Herelites are only as crazy as the Faithful, and thinking it's okay to persecute them is both evil and wrong and it needs to stop?”

“That's what I told the King when this whole thing began,” Dienna replied bitterly. “But he wouldn't listen. He didn't want to listen.”

“Well, maybe Amelie or Varent will,” Sonder said. He shrugged, “I've got nothing to lose. I can go poke at them for awhile. What are they going to do? Kick me out of the Godskeep?”

Dienna eyed her brother critically, “They'll put you on trial for being a Disloyalist. Please Sonder, you must be careful.” She couldn't even bear the thought. “If you show too much sympathy, too much compassion, they'll think you're one of them.”

“I'll be careful, Dee, don't worry,” Sonder reassured her. His expression was thoughtful, “But I can't bring the kid with me if do. I didn't like the way Oris looked at him, and I don't want the other Prominents getting any funny ideas,” he frowned, “but I can't just leave him alone either.”

Dienna was suddenly reminded why she had called Sonder to her chambers in the first place. “I think we may have another problem,” she said, and began to explain to Sonder about Lusidi.   Sonder listened with intent, but, as usual, his response was not one that Dienna would have anticipated.

“So the lady knight is safe, and washing up as we speak. I fail to see the problem,” he leaned against one of the posts of her bed.

“The problem is that we need to keep Lusidi's presence here a secret,” Dienna replied sternly. “If the King and Queen get word that she is still alive, and that we are harboring her,” Dienna shook her head, “I don't want to think of what they'll do.”

“Probably convince the Prominents to oust you, if I had to take a guess,” Sonder said, nonchalantly, still leaning with ease against the bed. “That seems to be the underlying threat, am I right?”

“Yes,” Dienna replied, her old annoyance at Sonder's flippancy returning. “That is what I meant.”

Sonder nodded, “Well, if you want to know that I think—” 

Dienna said nothing.

“I don't think we should try to hide this Lusidi at all,” he continued.

“What?” Dienna said sharply. “You can't be serious.”

“I am,” Sonder returned. “I may not know much, but I know that the more you try to hide something, the more people seem to be interested in it.”

“So you think we should hide her in plain sight? Like Alrick?” Dienna asked, dubious.

“And act like nothing's wrong,” Sonder agreed. “For all the people know, maybe she's supposed to be here.”

Dienna frowned, but could not think of anything to say against it. Maybe Sonder had a point. There was no hiding the woman. Lusidi was large, unforgettable. Short of locking her in a room, there was no place the knight could go in the Godskeep where she would not be recognized. 

“If she agrees to it,” Dienna began slowly, “but I don't know how long—”

“I'm sorry, Lady Keeper. Am I interrupting anything?” Lusidi herself had entered from the adjoining room, wet and dripping in her blouse and breeches.

“No, not at all, Lusidi,” Dienna replied. She went to grab the knight's gambeson so that she would have something to cover herself with, but stopped when she saw just how filthy and bloodstained it was. Sonder, meanwhile, approached the woman and held out his hand. 

“Ah, so you're the one Connal was telling me about,” he said, giving her a firm handshake and a winning grin. “Lusidi Ditesh, yes? I'm Sonder, Sonder Darpentus.”

Lusidi seemed to blush at the mention of Connal, “Well met, Sonder Darpentus.”

“We were just discussing the matter of your arrival,” Sonder remarked offhandedly, breaking the handshake. “Here, take this,” he said, handing her one of the dressing gowns that Dienna kept on a stand near the bed. Lusidi looked at the small, flimsy robe doubtfully but did as she was told. It just barely fit over her shoulders and stopped at mid-calf, but it was an improvement over the damp underclothes. Sonder continued, “I'd like you to take on a job for us, if you would.”

“A job?” Dienna asked, shooting her brother a look.

“Yes, dear sister, a job,” Sonder replied before turning back to Lusidi. “My squire, Alrick, is a peculiar lad. He's been helping me with some research, but I'll soon be busy with other matters and won't be able to keep an eye on him. I'd like the boy to be able to walk about the Godskeep, but he cannot be left alone.”

“You want me to be his bodyguard.”

“Naturally,” Sonder smiled.

Lusidi looked to Dienna, “In what way is he peculiar?”

“Nothing that need cause alarm,” Dienna said with a sigh. Damn Sonder and his impulsiveness. “You need only watch him when Sonder cannot, and ensure that no one bothers him—and that he bothers no one else.”

Lusidi was silent a few moments. The knight was used to political intrigue, Dienna knew. As one of the bodyguards to the King and Queen, she had been privy to much that should not have left the royal circle. Yet Lusidi had betrayed the royals' trust. While Dienna was grateful for this fact, it had the unfortunate side effect of casting doubt on her future trustworthiness. The identity of Sonder's squire was too important to entrust to her, much as Dienna personally liked the knight. Like Connal, she would have to be content to know only that the boy was special in some way.

Lusidi was silent another moment before she nodded, “Fine. I will guard this squire of yours. Take me to him.” The knight began to walk toward the door.

Sonder gave a short laugh, “We will, but let's get you dressed first.”
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Dienna saw little of Sonder the rest of the day. He and Lusidi left shortly after locating suitable clothing for the large knight, with the promise that her brother would soon speak to the Prominents on Dienna's behalf. She had been surprised to learn that Sonder had managed to steer Oris away from harassing her on one occasion already, and felt tentative hope that he could use these same skills on Varent and Amelie. She was unsure what, if anything, he could say to convince them of how far they had fallen by following Oris, but still they must try. It was madness, Dienna thought, that her position at the Godskeep had become so tenuous. How had she let it come to this? How had she been so blind?

Dienna stowed those thoughts away with practiced discipline. She must look forward. Willing that circumstances were different would not change them. She had dug herself into this grave, and she would crawl her own way out.

She saw five trials that day, and six on the next. All resulted in sentences of exile. No one was returned to the dungeons, no one was left to the mercy of the noose, and Dienna began to hope that they had come through the worst of it. Maybe the Herelites had finally caught on; maybe they had realized that humility and repentance were the keys to escaping the hellish cycle Oris and the King had created. 

It was not long before those hopes were dashed.

Three days later, Dienna was brought a case that chilled her to the very bone. The accused was a girl of no more than seven years. She was a small thing, even considering her age, and had appeared in the Chamber of Justice looking underfed and unwashed, bringing with her an almost visible air of neglect. 

Dienna was appalled at the state she was in, and read her name from Oris's list with an angry tremble. “Are you Kelin Mormarsh?”

The little girl's brown eyes were wide, but strangely devoid of emotion. She nodded.

“Kelin Mormarsh,” Oris read sternly from his long roll of parchment. “You have been charged by the Keeper's Court with heresy.”

Dienna was relieved to hear only one charge listed. “Do you deny this charge?”

Now there was confusion in the girl's eyes.

“Do you know what this charge means?” Dienna asked critically.

The girl shook her head.

“Lord Oris, a word,” Dienna said, turning in her chair to face the Prominent of Dartos. He leaned down so that they may speak softly amongst themselves. Dienna could smell the unpleasant scent of his perfume, which reminded her of wine that had gone sour.

“Yes, Dienna?” he asked, all innocence.

“I strongly object to this,” she hissed. She could hardly bare to be this close to Oris, could hardly believe she had to reprimand him for something so callous. “She is a child. Even if she is a Disloyalist, she clearly had no say in the matter. And look at the state of her—she's filthy.”

“As are all who are in the Godskeep's dungeons, Dienna,” Oris replied, his voice carrying even though Dienna had made it plain by her tone that their conversation was to be kept private. She knew the lack of tact was deliberate. “The children included.”

Dienna's head reeled, “You mean there are more of them?”

“Oh yes,” Oris replied. “By our records, there are at least a dozen, maybe more, about Ms. Mormash's age.”

“She does not understand the charge placed against her,” Dienna's whisper was hardly contained.

“Then it is our duty to ensure that she does understand,” Oris said with that damnable false empathy he so loved to use during the trials and which made Dienna's blood boil. She turned to look at him.

“For this one, yes,” she threatened, “but I want no more of this. No one under the age of twelve must be made to stand trial.” It was an arbitrary number, but she knew that Oris would never agree to permitting only adults, by the Dorneldian definition, of age seventeen, to be tried.

Oris did not recoil from her harsh gaze, indeed, he hardly even blinked. His thin lips pursed as if giving the notion serious consideration before he shook his head.

“I am afraid that will be most impossible, my dear,” again he spoke loudly enough that the court, and the accused, could plainly hear him. Dienna had to resist the urge to slap that false frown right off his face.

“And why is that?” she asked.

Oris shook his head, “The King has made no special provisions for children. In both the King's Court and in all matters concerning the Way, children are expected to adhere to the law and to the doctrines of our faith. We cannot make lighter their load, for their sins are just as egregious as those of their parents.”

“And where are this girl's parents, Oris?” she snapped, not bothering to keep her voice down this time either. 

Oris straightened and made a show of checking his list, peering down at it with a frown as he mouthed the names he perused. Somewhere in the crowd, someone coughed loudly, and another person gave a nervous giggle.

“They still await trial,” he said at length.

“Can you have them brought here?” Dienna said, finally feeling like she was getting somewhere. “That they may be tried together, or at least all in the same day?”

“I'm afraid not, my dear,” Oris frowned at her again, and now there was a distinct annoyance in his handsome features. “We have others who were scheduled to be tried today. We cannot simply push them back. The earliest we would be able to have the Mormarsh's tried would be...” he did some further checking of his list, “one month hence.”

“One month,” Dienna frowned, turning her gaze back to the girl, Kelin. She did not look well. Her hair was limp and tangled, her skin ashen, her eyes sunken in and hollow. Dienna was unsure that the girl could even last another month in the Godskeep's dungeons. Curse Oris! And curse the King! How could they be so cruel, and how could Dienna have let this come to pass?
“Schedule their trials as soon as you can,” Dienna commanded, now intentionally speaking so that the crowd could hear. As she turned back to the Chamber of Justice at large, she noticed that Herel and Lusidi were among the crowd. They stood where Sonder and the boy normally did, in the very back of the hall. It was, considering Herel's still growing height, hard to pick him out behind all the others who had come to see the trials, but Lusidi was another matter. She stood in plain sight for all to see, a good head taller and clearly visible even so far back in the room. She had traded in the emerald armor of the King's Green Knights for the simple, mail and leather armor of the Holy Guard, and stood with one hand on Herel's shoulder, as if to restrain him.
Dienna wished desperately that they had not come. She could not very well forbid the boy from attending the Court of the Keeper, but she wished now that she had. What if he said something foolish? What if he gave himself up? Surely he must realize how dangerous that would be? She sighed inwardly. She must not be distracted by Herel. He was out of her hands, and she had a job to do. She had to keep this girl from going back to the dungeons. She had to help her walk free.

“Kelin,” Dienna addressed the young girl softly. She had been looking up with her large, emotionless eyes at the circular window below which she stood.

“M'lady,” the girl's reply was barely audible as she brought her gaze to Dienna. She did not recognize her name from the school's roster, so it was likely the girl had had little to no education. It would be difficult, but Dienna must do her best to explain what was happening.

“I am very sorry that you have been held in such a nasty place as the dungeons,” she began, respectful. “You, and a lot of other people, are being investigated because of,” she faltered, unsure how to phrase it to one so young, “because of your beliefs.”

“What's wrong with them, milady?” the girl asked.

Dienna almost replied with 'nothing' but held her tongue. Instead, she closed her eyes, braced herself for the lie, and said, “They have been deemed incorrect by those who lead the Way. As the Keeper of the Gods, I must ask that you give up these heretical beliefs, and return to the fold of the Way.”

“He-re-tical?” the girl sounded out, and now there was a line of confusion between her dark brows, and a fearful pout pursed her lips. “You mean, Herel, milady?”

The crowd began to murmur amongst themselves, and Dienna could see looks of conflict on many of their faces. She wondered how many of them had children.

“Yes,” Dienna sighed, thankful that the girl had at last caught on. “Your parents believe in Herel, do they not? And you as well?”

Kelin nodded, “Yes, milady.”

“Then you must stop,” Dienna said.

“Why?”

Dienna was practically pleading, “Because it is bad to believe in Herel. He is not a new god, and he is not the Chosen Son. Believing in him goes against the will of the gods and the Way.”

The girl's voice was steady, “My parents said we follow the New Way. Is that bad milady?”

“Yes,” Dienna said. “It is a terrible crime, and you must promise me to repent.”

“Re..pent?”

Dienna checked a sigh of exasperation, “You must promise me to never worship Herel again.”

“Will I get to see my mom and dad if I do?” Kelin asked, teary-eyed.

Dienna turned to Oris, and the priest shook his head. He said, “Not until they stand trial, and, godswilling, they are acquitted.”

Dienna sighed and turned back to the girl, “In time. Do you have any other relatives, child?”

She shook her head, and the crowd once again began to whisper.

“No?” Dienna frowned. “Is there no one to take you in? No friends? No cousins?”

Again Kelin shook her head, and now Dienna could see that the girl was shaking.

“Just my mom, and dad,” Kelin said.

Dienna addressed the court, “Is there anyone here willing to take her in? Her parents will be tried next month. It need not be for very long. The gods would smile upon you for your good deed.”

Now the watchers-on were silent, looking at their neighbors with meaningful glances or pointedly avoiding each other's gazes. Dienna looked to Lusidi and Herel, standing at the back of the court. It was hard to tell from this distance, but the boy seemed to be fuming with rage, his face pinched in a scowl, Lusidi's hand still gripping his shoulder as she herself looked on the scene with severity.

“No?” Dienna asked one last time. “Then I shall take the girl on as my own responsibility.”

“I am afraid you cannot do that, Dienna,” Oris intervened with that too perfect frown as he leaned down next to her chair.

“And why not?” she demanded.

“It is unlawful to mix your personal life with the impartiality of our system of justice,” he explained, eyes grave.

“May I then give her to the Godskeep?” Dienna asked.

Oris seemed surprised at this suggestion, “In what way?”

“To the acolyte program,” Dienna said, doing some quick thinking. She herself had entered the acolytes at age six. It was a young age to begin a life of religious upbringing, to be sure, but it would be far better for the young Kelin Mormarsh than setting her free an orphan, with no home and no one to provide for her. At least, as an acolyte, she would be fed, clothed, and taken care of. 

Oris appeared to think this over before he nodded gravely, “Yes, admitting the girl as an acolyte would be acceptable, but be warned, Dienna—any Disloyalist chatter, and she will be turned out.”

“I understand, Lord Oris,” Dienna said, drawing herself up in her chair. She sat, shoulders back, as tall as she could manage, to deliver the final sentence. She must instill her authority to the court—what was left of it. “Kelin Mormarsh, the Court of the Keeper recognizes your cry of repentance, and you are hereby expressly forgiven of the charge of heresy. As you have no parent or other guardian available to you, you shall hereby be turned over to the Godskeep, and enter our ranks as an acolyte. Guards,” she addressed the two members of the Holy Guard who stood at the front of the court, and continued more softly, “Please take young Kelin to see Lord Landig. You will find him, I think, in the north tower.” 

The girl was then led away. Much to Dienna's relief, the court was adjourned soon afterwards, and she was able to rid herself of Gheltin Oris's presence. As Dienna descended the stairs leading from the Chamber of Justice to the Hall of Ceremony below, she noticed that Lusidi and Herel had lingered behind. They were standing in the shallow antechamber that led into the main space of the Hall of Ceremony, and they appeared to be arguing. Dienna could hear them as she approached.

“—just want to take a look you great oaf,” the boy was demanding. He stood before the large woman, fists clenched at his sides, wearing a freshly laundered tunic with a floral lapel and plain leather breeches. “It's important to me.”

“You say that about everything, Master Alrick,” Lusidi replied, unappeased. “My orders were to keep you from bothering people, and there are too many people in the Hall right now for you to bother.”

“Of course there are,” Herel fumed. “There's always people in there. It's a church!”

“Is there a problem, Lusidi?” Dienna interrupted, closing the distance between the staircase and the little alcove in which they stood. 

“Lady Keeper,” she bowed deeply. “No, there is no problem. I was just taking Master Alrick back to the south wing.”

“I don't want to go back to the south wing,” Herel said, turning to Dienna with eyes that reminded her of Artima's. “I want to visit the Hall of Ceremony, but this big ox won't let me,”

“That is no way to refer to your personal guard, Alrick,” Dienna said, frowning. She had not yet spent much time with him—she had been far too busy with the trials—but what she had seen thus far had not impressed her. “Lusidi is a knight of much renown.”

“Then what is she bothering me for?” Herel returned. He smirked, “I thought knights were for fighting battles for their lords, not babysitting their lordlings.”

“You know as well as I do that you cannot roam the Godskeep on your own,” Dienna said in hushed tones, careful to look about her to ensure that no one may be eavesdropping. “Sonder is busy trying to set things right,” she hoped that was true. She hadn't heard any news from him, hadn't seen him in days and had no idea what her brother was up to. “It would not be wise to turn you loose while he does.”

“Says the woman who just put a seven year old girl to trial,” Herel spat.

Dienna's heart jumped in her chest. When she spoke, it was with a coldness that surprised even her, “I did as I must. Some day, you might understand that.”

“Oh, I understand,” Herel replied, eyes flashing darkly with anger. “I understand perfectly that you have been an absolute coward throughout all of this. I've seen everything—every case, every sentence since I came here—you've done nothing to help my people,” his nostrils flared, and his voice was loud, unrestrained. Several priests turned their heads as they passed before they noticed Dienna, and quickly moved on. Soon after this outburst, Connal came rushing down the steps towards them.

“I'm sorry, Lady Keeper,” the young man said, panting and out of breath. “I was delayed by a man from the Port Cities who insisted I show him how to get to th—”

“It matters not, Connal,” Dienna cut him off with a gesture of her hand. She gave him a tight smile, although she was disappointed he had strayed so far from her. He was supposed to be her bodyguard. Dienna did not want to have to rely on Artima's dagger, stashed away under her robes, as her only means of defense.

Connal, however, likely had not even heard her. He was staring with cheeks delicately flushed at Lusidi, his mouth slightly agape, while Lusidi looked away in the other direction, a small smile gracing her lips. Herel looked between the two guards with a look of annoyed exasperation.

“Why don't I take you into the Hall of Ceremony, Alrick?” Dienna proposed. “And we can let these two be alone for a while.”

Lusidi and Connal both protested, but it was only halfheartedly. After assuring them that both she and Alrick would be quite safe in the sacred space, Dienna took Herel firmly by one shoulder and led him into the immense church hall. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Thirty-Five
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Herel wriggled out of her grasp as soon as they passed through the large double doors and into the Hall of Ceremony, beginning to walk up the aisle toward the front of the church. He went slowly, hands in his pockets, head upturned to view the scenes depicted upon the many stained glass windows that lined the walls. Dienna followed behind him at a distance. The Hall was fairly crowded with those who had lingered following the afternoon service. Men, women, and children knelt and prayed as the choir practiced their soft hymns in the loft above, and several more wandered its aisles, much like Herel, to reflect upon the divine beauty of the space, seeking solace in its art. Herel did not speak to her, seemed entirely enraptured by the grandeur of it all, and for the first time, Dienna wondered what this boy's life was like in Astquary. Had he never seen anything so grand? Had he never known a place like this?

After thoroughly observing the stained glass windows and pausing before the intricate stone altar, Herel turned to one of the Hall's many side alcoves. Dienna followed. The boy could not know it, but his steps led him to the very alcove in which Dienna had first felt the hand of his father, the touch of the angry god Dartos, in the months prior to Herel's birth.

He looked at the golden candelabra within, then at the small wooden kneeler, then at Dienna.

“Thank you for letting me look around,” Herel said, not ungratefully. He was standing straight and proud, coming to about Dienna's shoulders. The wavy tufts of thick black hair on the top of his head flopped over and nearly covered his right eye. “It's not the same when I'm here for service. It's hard to appreciate the atmosphere with your mother glaring at me like a hawk, and your brother clucking about like a worried hen.”

“You are welcome,” Dienna replied, a little taken aback. He seemed so much calmer than he had before, when he had been arguing with Lusidi. “I hope Sonder has not been too overbearing.”

Herel shook his head, “No. He's been good to me.”

“I understand he was to deliver you to the ogre settlement of Omkett,” Dienna said, looking down at the boy with a slight frown. “Do you feel it was right of him to bring you here instead?”

“No, not right,” Herel murmured. “But fitting.”

“How do you mean?” Dienna wished he had chosen another place for them to talk. She had been avoiding this sanctuary for the last thirteen years. Being here again, with the son of the false god she had killed, was not a pleasant experience. She absentmindedly brushed the hilt of Artima's knife through the folds of her Keeper's robes, and the memories of the shriveled, husk of a man she had destroyed with that blade suddenly flared bright in her mind. 

As if reading her thoughts, Herel said, “It is fitting that I see the Godskeep, the place where I was born. The place where my father died.” He smiled at her grimly, “It was thirteen years ago today.”

“By the gods,” Dienna said with sudden realization. Today was the anniversary of the Battle of the Godskeep. “I had completely forgotten,” she flushed, unsure how to handle the idea of it also being the Chosen Son's birthing day. “I'm so sorry.”

“Don't be,” Herel groused. “Uncle Sonder seems to have forgotten too. Besides, there are much greater things to be sorry for.” Resentment flashed in his eyes. “Thanks to you, I never knew my father.”

“You would not have liked him.”

Herel raised an eyebrow. “How do you know?” He turned from her and slowly, he began to light the myriad of candles in the candelabra with his hands, making the flame leap from his fingertips to light each wick in turn. It was the first time Dienna had seen him perform magic. It was a simple spell, to be sure, but one that apparently came so easily to him that he need not say anything to summon the flame, need hardly even concentrate on what he was doing to produce the fire. “Perhaps I would have adored him.”

“Perhaps,” Dienna conceded with unease. “I adored my father, faults included. It is only natural.”

“Natural,” Herel repeated softly, his gaze still on the flames he was igniting. Soon, the candles were entirely lit, and he stood back, observing his handiwork for a moment, before waving his hand and summarily snuffing them all out. Trails of smoke coalesced and gathered over their heads, causing Dienna's nose and throat to itch. “Just as it is natural to marry a man you hate?”

“No,” Dienna responded. Sonder really had told him everything, hadn't he? “No, I would not say that is natural. With any luck, I will not be marrying him.”

“Luck,” Herel seemed disgusted at the word. He eyed her critically, “You would leave your fate to luck?”

Dienna flushed, “It was only a figure of speech.”

Herel's grin was wicked, his laugh mocking, “But I thought that is how you handled everything, Lady Keeper? Just wait around and see what happens. Things will work themselves out eventually. There's nothing different you could have done to prevent this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that you haven't done enough to keep my people safe,” Herel snapped, his expression now serious. “If you don't want to intercede on their behalf, then maybe I will.”

Dienna shook her head, “No, absolutely not. I forbid it.”

“Oh, so you can command me, but not your own underlings?” Herel scoffed. “How interesting.”

“I do not have underlings,” Dienna replied, her tone grave. “I have fellows. I have enemies.”

“And how did you make those enemies, I wonder?” the boy scowled.

“Take care in what you say,” Dienna warned. The alcove was not entirely private, and the boy was beginning to raise his voice again. “We are not alone here.”

“I will say what must be said,” Herel returned with a haughty look. He took a step toward her, and hissed, “Do you think I enjoyed seeing that poor girl on trial today? Do you think I like to see people cry my name as they are dragged off to the dungeons to rot? Do you think I don't know that one has already been killed in my name?”

“I do not enjoy it either,” Dienna replied, looking on him with pity.

“Well thank the gods for that!” Herel spat. “But did you never think you might be able to do something to stop it?”

“You don't understand—”

“I understand plenty,” Herel cut her off. “You think the Prominents will use their Right to vote you out. You think they'll put Oris in your place. Yet still you couldn't prevent a man from hanging for his belief in me, or prevent a little girl from being forced into servitude because her parents still awaited trial. I am not blind, Lady Keeper, I was there just now. I saw how you bent to Oris's will as if he were already Keeper. You're a coward,” he said with vehemence. “And this coming from one who had to run from his home. This from the boy who was selfish enough to con his own people into believing he was something special. You know, your brother told me that one day, I'd realize what wasn't in my power, and what was. Now I see what he means. I only wish you'd see the same.”

Dienna was stunned. She had no words; no defense came to her mind. She realized with a growing horror that she could refute nothing that the boy was saying. 

“I was only trying to protect...” she said, soon sputtering into silence. “Oris would have...come into power.”

“But he hasn't come into power, not fully, not yet,” Herel said, raising his eyebrow. “Not unless you let him. Have you even talked to the other Prominents about him? Have you even tried to tell them he coerced you into accepting his hand?”

“I have not,” Dienna said quietly, so shocked she could hardly draw breath. “They already support him. There would be...no use.”

“How do you know until you've tried?” Herel demanded. He looked truly furious now, and for a brief moment he reminded her more of his father than of his mother—there was a wildness to his eyes, and a dark energy seemed to form around him. “I can't believe you've even lasted this long as Keeper! How are you the same woman who found the Tome and killed my father? How did you manage to fail so utterly?”

Dienna had no response; she could feel her face flushing in shame and anger.

Did she not accuse herself of the same at the end of each day? Had she not questioned herself a thousand times, a thousand, thousand times for the same reasons? Yet always she'd managed to convince herself that she was in the right, that she was doing all she could to protect them. But here it was, truth from the mouth of a child. Truth from the boy who had had so much thrust upon him—even more than Dienna—and it was a hard truth to swallow.

How different things would be if she had had someone to confide in. How different things would be if she had not had to bear this terrible burden all on her own. But there had been no one—no one—to help her. 

And how could they? No one else had known the truth, no one in the whole gods-be-damned Godskeep. Not her mother, not Connal, not the Prominents, not any of the hundreds of priests who lived and grew fat off of the milk of the Faithful—she had been alone. She had been forced to handle it on her own. In her own way. And now others had been made to pay. 

In her mind she saw the eyes of Eythen Nat, brilliant, vivid, afraid as he was led to the noose, full of pride and piety and a thousand other things that Dienna could not name—all snuffed out. All because of her. Like the candles Herel had lit. Like the hundreds of Disloyalists who sat, rotting in the dungeons, waiting for a trial that would be neither fair nor just. She saw the girl she had just sent to the acolytes, the lifeless look in her young eyes, the utter bewilderment as she had been told she could not see her parents, might never see them again. She saw Ausra of Little Dell, her fiery gaze as she proclaimed she would continue the works of Herel, the works of the boy who stood before Dienna, neither divine nor deserving of such devotion.

“Dienna...”

She heard the death cries of Eythen Nat, heard the snap of the noose as it tightened around his neck. She saw the life leave his eyes, and Dienna suddenly felt the earth sway beneath her feet. 

“I have failed.”

Before she knew what had happened, Dienna was on her knees, shaking, as Herel shouted something at her that she could not hear. She saw his feet leave her line of vision, saw the world tip sideways, and then all was gone.
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Hardly aware of what was happening, Dienna felt strong arms bring her to her feet, and she was shuffled slowly through the Hall of Ceremony, across the inner bailey, and through the Godskeep to her own chambers. By the time she reached her bed, she had once more begun to feel like her normal self. The unnameable fear had subsided, her vision had returned to normal, and her heart had begun to beat at a regular, steady rhythm. 

“Should we call for Lord Sonder?” Connal asked. He hovered over her bed while Lusidi stood near the door, Herel at her side. The knight wore a look of concern on her face, while Herel wore a look of mixed disgust and anger on his. His words still echoed in Dienna's mind, sharp, barbed accusations, and she felt her throat constricting all over again. “Or your Lady mother?”

“No,” Dienna croaked. The thought of either of them seeing her like this was intolerable.  “I will be fine. I am only tired. I will be fine after a bit of sleep. Leave me, Connal. Go stand your post outside my door. I shall call you if I have need of you.”

Connal bowed, but there was a dubiousness in his movements. “As you wish, Lady Keeper.”

“And what should I do with this one?” Lusidi asked from the door, giving Herel's arm a yank. He shot her a wicked glare. 

Dienna's eyes locked with his, and she felt herself shiver, “Take him back to his room, and stay with him until my brother returns. He is not to wander the castle any more this day.”

“Very good, my lady,” Lusidi said, and summarily prodded the young man out into the corridor, followed closely by Connal, who closed the door behind him with utmost delicacy.

The curtains had been drawn shut against the setting sun, and the room was pleasantly dark, her blankets warm against the autumn chill, but Dienna took no comfort from being there. She could not rid herself of the boy's words. 

Coward, he had called her. Blind, he had accused, ineffectual. The panic Dienna had felt in the alcove of the Hall of Ceremony returned as soon as she was once more alone, and her mind began to reel. She had been wrong. She had failed. Utterly. Miserably.

Strangely, the sounds of the Godskeep's choir seemed to have followed her from the Hall of Ceremony, for she could hear their song all around her, their wordless hymns, their prayerful paeans to the gods, mixing incomprehensibly with the Chosen Son's accusations. 


What have you done?



They sang.

What have you done?


The notes seemed distorted in her mind.



Whose blood

Is on your hands?

Whose blood?

One or many?

One or more?

Your own, Dienna.

The Tome, Dienna.

And suddenly the singing voices softened to a whisper, and that old, familiar voice once again hissed in her ear. “The Tome! Dienna Darpentus,” it said. “The tome!”

Dienna rolled over in her bed, hoping to make it stop, but the singing voices only seemed to return all the louder.

Whose blood

Is on your hands?

Whose blood?

One or many?

One or more?

Your own, Dienna.

The Tome, Dienna.

She tossed her head to the other side, teeth clenching. Was there no way to make them stop? Was there no way to escape? Soon the phrases they sang devolved into a wordless howling. The voices screeched and wailed, their cries punctuated at intervals by words that sounded like the names of the gods. Dartos! Lantos! Seltos! They cried, and Dienna did not question the impossibility of being able to hear the Godskeep choir in her own chamber when their songs had never before pierced her walls. It was her own doom they sang, her own dirge. It was only fitting she should hear it now, when she had come to her end. It was only natural.

How could I have been so blind? She asked herself. How could I have let this go on? Why did I do nothing to stop it? The voice that normally argued that she had done all she could was strangely silent, or perhaps it was speaking to her, but it had been drowned out by the howling of the distant choir, which sounded at once near and far away. How could she have sentenced a man to death? What kind of monster had she become? Why had it taken so long for someone to tell her she was wrong? Why had she not seen it for herself?

She had failed.

She saw her father, in her mind's eye—or maybe not in her mind's eye. No. Maybe he was standing before her, at the foot of her bed. Yes, there he was, in her chambers. He looked at her with eyes dark and full of pity, as regal and serene as he had ever looked in life.

“My poor child,” Lord Mayrim said, and his voice seemed to echo. “You, too, have read the Tome, my dear Dienna. You, too, must succumb to its power.”

“It has no power,” Dienna choked. She still lay on her bed, her forehead drenched with sweat. “Other than the truth of its words.”

“My poor child,” Mayrim repeated. “Did you not know? Did I not tell you? Those who read the Tome are destined to give their life for its knowledge.”

“All must die,” Dienna argued with the ghost of her father. “I read it,” she coughed, “thirteen years ago. I am still here.”

“You read it before your time,” Mayrim said, frowning deeply. He was still dressed in the black and white robes of the Keeper of the Gods, a gold circlet upon his wrinkled brow, mirroring Dienna's own garb. “The gods are most displeased.”

“The gods are false, father,” Dienna cried. “You know this. You read the Tome, that day, at the Repository. You read their secrets. You know it has all been a lie!”

“You blaspheme, daughter,” Lord Mayrim said, drawing a symbol in the air as if to ward off evil. “The gods are good. They gave us their Gifts. They gave us Light, Wisdom, and Guidance. The sun, the moon, and the stars. They gave us their love.”

“We are loved,” Dienna echoed, recalling a sermon her father had given not long before Artima had first attacked the Godskeep. What had she thought then? “We keep the Way, and we are loved.”

“Now you see,” Mayrim smiled, and seeing that smile again after all the years of missing him caused an ache in Dienna's chest so fierce that she almost cried out. Soon, though, the smile was gone, and her father's aspect changed. His face became large and bloated, his eyes began to gloss over, and Dienna could see rotting sinew in the hollows of his neck. “I must leave you now, my darling daughter,” his voice was now faint, “but I will see you again soon enough.”

“Father,” Dienna gasped, holding out a hand to him. “Don't go.”

“I must,” Mayrim replied, his form already beginning to fade from her mind. “I must.”

“Don't leave me!”

Dienna opened her eyes, and he was gone.

It was now fully dark in her chamber. No golden light peered around the edges of the curtains, no faint glow illuminated the western half of her room. Had she slept after all? She sat up and rubbed her aching head. The impossible singing had finally stopped, as had the echoes of Herel's words, but there was a kind of dull buzzing in their place; the sounds of far and distant conversations—indistinct voices, incessant chatter, just on the borders of her consciousness. Something wasn't right. Was she still in a dream? Or had she at last truly awakened.

“What is happening to me?” Dienna asked in a hoarse whisper.

No matter how she tried, her bedchamber would not come into focus. It was too dark. She could not see. She could discern no objects, even those she knew should be right beyond her reach. She flung the blankets off of her body and immediately felt the chill of the night air on her legs beneath the flimsy nightgown she wore. When had she taken off her daytime robes? Her bare feet touched down softly on ice cold stone, and she made her way, arms groping and outstretched, for the door—or where she thought the door should be. After a few misses, she finally connected her hand with the doorknob, and pulled it open.

“Connal?” she said. It was no brighter in the hall than it had been in her chamber, and no one responded to her call. “Connal?”

She took several hesitant steps forward. The darkness was absolute. It was like walking through a black cloud. She could feel the floor, feel the wall to her left, which she used as a guide to make her way down the hall, but she could see nothing, nothing.

“Connal?” she called, and now she could hear fear in her own voice. “Mother? Sonder?”

“Dienna Darpentus,” a voice whispered. “The Tome...”

Her heart froze.

“Dienna...” it called. “My daughter...”

“Father?” she called back, recalling vividly the dream—or had it been real after all? Had it been him? Had he been the one calling out to her these many long years? Leading her to his old chambers, to the room with the bloodstained floor, and the window that would open of its own accord? 

I will see you again soon enough.

“I'm coming, Father,” Dienna whispered, and followed the voice down the hall. “I'm coming to see you.”
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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Sonder closed the heavy book with a sigh. It was getting late, and his backside had long since gone sore from the many hours he had sat, unmoving, as he'd flipped through the veritable stack of books he had amassed. He had been at it since midday. After a disastrous meeting with Lady Amelie and an even more disastrous meeting with Lord Varent, Sonder had had little choice but to return to the library for the source of his sister's salvation. The two Prominents had been wholly unconvinced of Oris's bad character, and had shown little signs of remorse over how they had been treating the Disloyalists these last few months. The trials were the King's degree. The Disloyalists must be stamped out. Only concrete proof that the trials were no longer needed would shake them. But what Sonder could do to prove that, he had no idea.

And that was the problem.

The large oak desk at which he sat was strewn with volumes, all with terribly dull titles—Dorneldian Law in the Sixth Century, The Collective Decrees of King Rallman the Wise, Trials of the Court of the King of the Year 1120 in Three Parts—all threatening to put Sonder to sleep. The only thing that kept him turning page after page, making dog ear after dog ear in the old, sometimes decrepit pages, was the thought of saving his sister. 

“She's really made a mess of things, hasn't she?” Sonder mused to himself, frowning. He sat back and rubbed his eyes. The lone candle he had brought with him was nearly burned down to its base, and he had been squinting at the often tiny, cramped text within the books' pages for far too long. “Especially when she has to rely on me to save her.”

He stood, stretched, and yawned. Many priests and acolytes had come and gone from the old library throughout the day, but Sonder had been its sole resident these last few hours at least. It was not grand, as far as the Godskeep's libraries were concerned, but it was the quietest, and seemed to be shunned by Gheltin Oris and his ilk. Sonder had made the rounds earlier in the day (taking advantage of his newfound freedom from watching Herel) to collect all the pertinent reading material he could find amongst the other libraries, and had deposited them here, on an old, worn desk in the corner. He had found seventy-seven books in total that he and Herel had not already read, and thus far he had reviewed fewer than half.

“Thirty-one of them,” Sonder said quietly. He glanced at the candle, “Probably enough wax left for a thirty-second.”  

He sat back down, and let his eyes wander over the stack of unread books to his right. His hand settled on one near the top, “How about you? One Thousand Years, One Thousand Cases. Urgh,” he frowned, “I don't think I can get through a thousand cases in one night.”

Still, he pulled the volume from the stack. Although it boasted to cover one thousand cases, the book was surprisingly thin, and seemed in relatively good condition. Its brown leather-bound cover showed little signs of wear, and the spine looked as if it had hardly ever been cracked. He flipped it open, and was pleasantly surprised to discover a beautifully succinct table of contents.

“Hello gorgeous,” he said to the neat rows of chapter titles and page numbers. One of the things Sonder had appreciated most in his bygone days as an acolyte of the Way were wonderful little treasures like this. They were marvelous for helping him skim only the parts of a text he needed to skim. Sonder may not have been a great student, but he was a resourceful one. He had to be. He didn't have Dienna's smarts, and he couldn't have gotten through his studies at the Godskeep (while still managing to sneak out to meet other boys behind the armory shed no less) without using all the tools at his disposal. Now, more than two decades on, he still felt confident in his ability to read things without really reading them, finding information without really looking too hard for it. 

“What have we here?” Sonder's eye was caught by a chapter entitled The Case of the Keeper's Sons, year 742.”

He flipped to the page listed in the index, and found that the author's work was much like their table of contents—straightforward and to the point. He read:


The author recalls a case related to her by a magistrate in that part of the kingdom where the King's influence is unsurprisingly second to that of the Keeper of the Gods, namely the Godskeep and its neighboring town, the Golden Village.



It was the year 742, and young Gavril Gorwin was named the Keeper of the Gods in the spring, after his father Gallern passed away in his sleep. Gavril Gorwin, was, however, the younger of his father's two sons, not the eldest. The elder Gorwin, by name of Ganten, was deathly ill at the time of his father's passing, and thus, the Right of the Prominents deemed it necessary to skip over Ganten in the line of succession.



As it happened, Ganten was cured of his illness later that same year, and in the autumn, he went to his brother Gavril and asked for the Keeper's circlet to pass to him. Gavril refused, on the grounds that he had been ordained Keeper in the proper ceremonies, and not even his elder brother's recovery could supersede this.



Ganten appealed to the Prominents, and a trial was soon ordered. The magistrate of the Golden Village was used as judge in place of the Keeper, as the accused cannot act in both capacities, and, after a trial that lasted a total of three days, the magistrate, Karlrad Ulm, determined that the King's Law of Succession must be upheld. “Should any rightful heir choose or be coerced into giving up their right of succession on any temporary or permanent basis, that heir still retains the right, at any later time, to reclaim their heir-ship, unless a formal, court-sanctioned agreement has been reached to the contrary,” were the words of Magistrate Ulm. 



Thus the Kingdom of Dorneldia had, for the first time in its history, three different Keepers of the Gods in the same year—Gallern Gorwin, Gavril Gorwin, and, finally Ganten Gorwin. 



The eldest Gorwin brother was ordained on the twenty-first day of the tenth month of the year 742. See additional citations for full case records in the Index of this volume.





Sonder flipped to the back of the book and read the citations and references. A quick glance at his collection showed that he already had books that contained full accounts of the case. Hungrily, he picked one of the many named, and, finding the proper page thanks to the author's citation, devoured the entire twenty page account in full. When he finished, he read it again, and then a third time.

“It can't be,” Sonder breathed. How had he never heard of this? He'd been made to study the Keepers of the Gods since he was barely old enough to read—and he'd never, ever heard this tale. He recognized the names of the Keepers, vaguely. The Gorwin line had been unbroken for centuries before it had been overtaken by that of the Darpentuses, yet in all the years he had spent learning the history of the Way, he'd never had any inkling that another elder sibling had been passed over for succession.

“Not even when I told Father,” Sonder said softly. He remembered that conversation well. His father's tightly composed demeanor, his somber admonitions that Sonder remain on his intended course. He had made no mention of the Gorwin brothers, of the Case of the Keeper's Sons. Had Lord Mayrim also been ignorant of that happening? Sonder reviewed the text once more. “Should any rightful heir choose or be coerced into giving up their right of succession on any temporary or permanent basis, that heir still retains the right, at any later time, to reclaim their heir-ship, unless a formal, court-sanctioned agreement has been reached to the contrary.”   Sonder had never entered into such an agreement. His plans to abdicate had simply been expressed to the general public after both the Prominents and the Keeper had given him leave to pursue other interests. True, he had had his priesthood annulled, but that was different. Being the Keeper of the Gods was his birthright.

“That means,” Sonder couldn't allow his mind to even approach what that meant. “That means I could...” He saw, in his mind, two paths open up before him. “No,” he said hollowly, snapping the book shut. “I won't. I can't. I gave up that life. I can't go back.” He let his head fall into his hands, “Dienna wouldn't let me become Keeper anyway.”

Or would she?
If Sonder acted on the rights of Ganten Gorwin, if he—if he became the Keeper of the Gods in her stead—wouldn't that foil Oris' plans? Oris only wanted to marry his sister to control her, to be the Keeper of the Gods in all but name until she was inevitably voted out by the Prominents. Then, as her husband and Prominent, Oris himself would become the next Keeper of the Gods, and he would have his way with the Disloyalists.
“He couldn't have known about this,” Sonder muttered. If Dienna were ousted by the Prominents tomorrow, he doubted they would even consider Sonder a candidate for the next Keeper. The only person who still seemed to see Sonder in that role was his mother. “But with the evidence that it's been done before...”

Sonder was no legal expert. He wasn't an expert at anything, really, but he had enough common sense to know that consistency was important in the realm of law, and here was the irrefutable precedence that Sonder still had a claim to the Godskeep, and to the role of Keeper. He could take this to Dienna, to the Prominents, and they would have no way of denying him.

If he acted on it.

And that was another problem.

He wished desperately that he could set this aside, wait to tackle it another day, but Sonder didn't have that luxury. He couldn't make Dienna or the Herelites wait any longer for justice to be served. This was big; this was monumental.

And he didn't know what to do with it.

Sonder closed his eyes and thought of Antenel. “It's not fair.” He had been looking forward—so looking forward—to returning to Astquary. But he couldn't. Not until Herel and his sister were safe. Not until he fulfilled his duty to them both. He had never imagined that would mean not returning home to his love, to the people he considered as much his own as the denizens of the Godskeep. He had fought for them, killed for them, bled for them. He had already given so much of himself these last thirteen years, wasn't it time for Sonder to step aside and rest? Hadn't he earned that right?

He could take Dienna and Herel with him. They would be safe enough in Nusmal. The elves had no hatred for the Keeper of the Gods or the Chosen Son. They could all live out their days in peace, in harmony. It would be everything Sonder had ever wanted. A family of his own choosing, in the place where he felt most at home. The thought was tempting, so tempting. He could see it almost as much as he could see himself and Antenel in each other's arms at the Willows Inn, could see it much more than he could ever see himself wearing the circlet of the Keeper.

But then came the sobering thoughts. 

The East was at war. Antenel and Meeral were leading a rebellion against King Hastos. Who knew if Nusmal was even safe? And how could Sonder hope to protect them if it weren't? Dienna was no fighter, was completely unused to life on the road, and, disliked though she was, her sudden disappearance was sure to cause a huge disturbance at the Godskeep. And then there was the matter of Oris. The moment Dienna left her position, by one way or another, Oris would be made the next Keeper.

“Unless I stop him.” Sonder swallowed. “Unless I become the next Keeper.”

But he didn't want to be. Dear gods he didn't want to be.

But what else could he do?

––––––––
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Sonder spent the next hour sitting motionless at the library desk, his candle burned completely out. Its flickering death finally woke him from his reverie, and he stood with a deep sigh, tucking the most important of the books he had read back on a shelf in the now completely darkened room. He did not dare bring them with him. If Oris, or anyone in his circle, were to spot Sonder out this late at night, clutching on to his reading as if his life depended on it—there was hardly anything more suspicious. Better to leave them here. The books secure on their shelf, Sonder fastened his cloak tightly against the nighttime chill, and headed out into the corridor.

The Godskeep seemed unusually dark that night. Many of the torches that lined its inner walls were unlit, although a glance at one of the small, narrow windows showed that the moon was full and bright outside. He walked slowly, head bowed, his mind still occupied by his predicament. He had read the Case of the Keeper's Sons until he could recite it by memory, but still he had not decided if he would act upon it. If it weren't such a permanent choice, Sonder would have made it a thousand times already, but no, if he invoked his right as the eldest of Mayrim Darpentus's children, if he used that claim to make himself the Keeper of the Gods—there was no going back. Not to Nusmal. Not to Antenel. Not to the life he had made for himself. He smiled bitterly. If there were any gods out there, they were a cruel bunch, to drag him back to the place he had once tried so desperately to escape, to the life he had so purposefully left behind. 

“Gods, why,” he moaned. “Give me another choice. Give me another way out of this—this—”

He stopped suddenly. He thought he heard something. He paused, listening. It had sounded, for a moment, as if someone were calling his name.

There came the soft, but frantic, padding of footsteps, and suddenly Dienna rounded the corner in front of him.

“Father?” she was shouting. Her nightdress streamed behind her as she ran, barefoot, down the hallway, perpendicular to where Sonder stood, and was soon out of sight. Her voice echoed, “I'm coming Father!”

“Dienna?” Sonder blinked. What was she doing out so late at night? And why was she calling for their father? Something wasn't right. He started to run after her, a sense of dread growing in his stomach.“Dienna, wait!”

But she did not heed him. She continued on, running so quickly that Sonder struggled to keep up with her. “Dienna!” he shouted as she flew up a flight of stairs, heading to the Godskeep's third floor. Where was she going? Sonder wondered as he panted, running after her full force. Realization struck all at once—their family's suite. Their father's old room. She was hearing the voice again.

“Dee!” He called, hoping she could still hear him. “Dienna! Stop!”

Sure enough, when he topped the stairs and turned into the third floor corridor, he saw her fling the door open and run headlong into the Darpentus' old chambers. Memories erupted into Sonder's mind—he had spent most of his boyhood here. Herel had been born in those rooms; Dartos had been killed. And now—

“Father!” Dienna's frantic voice reached Sonder as he barreled in after her. 

“Dienna!” Sonder called out, dashing across the entry room, reaching the last room on the right just as she disappeared behind the open door. He entered the chamber, Father's old room, and ran across the bloodstained floor to the open window—out of which Dienna was trying to jump.

“Dienna!” the cry tore from Sonder's throat with such force he thought his lungs would burst. He lunged, and felt cold relief when his arms encircled her waist, and he was easily able to pull her back from the ledge. 

She struggled for a moment in his grasp, wriggling to break free. “Let go! Let me go! I must meet him! Father!” She flung her head back and forth, eyes shut.

Sonder held firm, “Father's dead, Dee. You know that. Listen to yourself!” His knuckles were white as they grasped his sister's arms, and they shook with the force of the fear that grew terrible and immense in the depths of his soul. “Don't listen to them! The gods are trying to trick you. It's not his voice you hear! It can't be!”

“Hnng,” Dienna whimpered, eyes finally opening, turning her feverish gaze to her assailant. “What's that? Who's there?” Her lips trembled as her eyes began to focus. “Sonder?”

“Yes, Dee, I'm here,” Sonder said, not loosening his grip. “It's me, it's Sonder.”

All at once her eyes lost their fervor, and Dienna collapsed into his arms with a dreadful sob.

Sonder didn't know what to do—hadn't yet fully realized what had happened. He had never seen Dienna like this, had never dreamed she would, she would—did she really just try to throw herself from the window? 

Not knowing what else to do, Sonder drew his sister into a close embrace, and the two of them sat, silent but for Dienna's sobbing, for long moments. He smoothed her hair, kept it out of her face, let her wipe her tears on the sleeve of his cloak. The floor was cold, and hard, but Sonder was sure that Dienna took no notice of it, nor of the light of the moon, streaming in from the still open window. The moon itself was visible from where Sonder sat, cradling Dienna in his arms, as were a smattering of stars, glittering pinnacles of light in the otherwise black night sky. Somewhere in the back of Sonder's mind, he saw an image of the woman with three eyes and two mouths, and he heard the echoes of Seltos's shrill laughter reverberate in his skull.

“Dienna?” Sonder ventured after the gods only knew how long. Her sobs seemed to have quieted somewhat, had subdued to the occasional whimper. He looked down at her gently.“What happened?”

Dienna sniffed, and buried her face more deeply into Sonder's shoulder, “I don't know. I,” another sniff, “I saw father. I've been hearing his voice for years. I,” she gave another small sob, “I followed it here. I only wish—I only wish to be free of this, Sonder. I only wish to be free.” She devolved into further sobbing, her whole body convulsing, one hand clutching onto Sonder's forearm with pitiful strength.

Sonder felt his breath grow quick, felt anger growing inside of him even as he felt the agony of his sister's plight. Not anger at her, but at the gods who had led them here. He had no doubt in his mind that the voice Dienna had heard had been some trick of Seltos, the same charlatan who had sent her shadow to convince him to come to the Godskeep. The gods were to blame. Their meddling was ceaseless, without end, and his sister couldn't seem to escape them any more than he could. Weeping against him, Dienna seemed so helpless, so small and fragile, like the day his mother had first placed his baby sister in his arms. Feeling a surge of emotion, Sonder returned her embrace fiercely, the shock of what he had prevented her from doing finally hitting him full force. She had almost—he had almost lost her! He had almost lost his sister, whom he loved more than he could ever say.

He thought of Antenel. He pictured once more their little room in the Willows Inn, pictured the little garden out back, pictured the morning light playing softly on Antenel's face as he woke beautiful and bleary-eyed in his arms. He pictured the soft kisses, their ring-entwined fingers held beneath the table as they broke their fast, pictured them walking, arms encircling waists, down the peaceful avenues of the home they had defended, the life they had worked so hard to build and protect. He pictured old age with his love, pictured lazy afternoons spent on the river, doing nothing more than lying in the sun and talking of times long past, oblivious to the passage of time. He pictured a life where Antenel was neither prince nor king, where Sonder was not Keeper. He pictured Antenel's face as they said their goodnights. 

He gathered that dream close to his heart, then, all at once, Sonder let it go, offered it up to the moon and the stars that twinkled before him, to be consumed by whatever being was truly out there, watching. 

“Don't worry, Dienna,” Sonder said, kissing her golden hair. “You will be free.” He lifted his gaze to the night sky. “I'll make sure of it.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
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The boom of approaching thunder shook the island beneath Meredith's feet as she ran from the chapel, Perrick the priest running dubiously alongside her, making their way toward the shore. 

Meredith squinted as they ran. “Are you sure it's the Wyrm?” She could see nothing aside from the impending storm; there was no telltale outline of the enormous creature, only black clouds and flashes of lightning ahead.

“Yes I'm sure,” Perrick snapped. “My telescopes were made for observing the heavens. Their reach is far. The Great Wyrm is out there!”

They ran passed the Wyrm Pit, down the hill, across several small dunes, until they reached the beach where Endrick, Renna, and Etia had been practicing their flight. Etia and her whales were already in the water, but Renna, for some reason, was lying semi-conscious on the beach. Meredith rushed to her side.

“What happened?” she asked Endrick, who stood over his fallen companion.

Endrick looked down at Renna coolly, “She was foolish. She saw the Wyrm, and rushed her whale into the air too quickly. Yusmi spooked and she fell, hard, into the waves.”

“Uuurgh,” Renna moaned, clutching her shoulder. She was soaking wet, and there were deep bloody gashes on her cheeks and arms. “I landed...sharp rocks below.”

Meredith looked to sea. The Wyrm-storm was nearly upon them, the clouds towering above, the rain already beginning to pour. 

“What will you do?” Meredith asked, her heart pounding with the possibility. “You're one wizard short.”

Endrick's expression was grave, “I think you already know the answer to that, Meredith.”

Meredith swallowed, and looked out to the whales, “I think I do.” She turned back to Endrick, “Do you have my potion?” Wordlessly, he produced the vial of Meredith's anti-airsickness brew and tossed it to her. She drank it in one long gulp. “Thanks. Let's go.”

Perrick looked down at Renna with despair, “What am I to do with this one?” 

“Get her to safety,” Endrick responded. “Try to stop the bleeding. And tend to your flock.”

“The Iolimians?” Perrick said, mouth agape.

“Make sure they stay indoors,” Meredith instructed, following Endrick out into the tide.

There was an immense crash of thunder, and the island was illuminated by a flickering of lighting flashes. A growl, low and mean and full of fury, resonated from the center of the approaching storm. 

Perrick nodded fearfully, “Right.”

Meredith spared no more time on the priest. Etia was already shouting for them to hurry, perched atop Virha, bobbing up and down in the foam-fringed waves. Her hair was loose, cascading behind her in blue-black ribbons, and her feet were bare below printed trousers and blouse.

“Come on!” the Daughter of the Moon and Stars urged.

Meredith followed Endrick into the water, holding his hand as she half walked, half swam out to where the other whales waited. Her heart was pounding so hard it hurt. She hated deep water, could hardly swim, could hardly keep her head above water on a good day, and the last time she had been in the ocean, she had nearly drowned. Yet she must do this. Endrick needed her. She must protect him while he cast the soul lamp's spell, else all would be lost. Maybe it was right that she had learned the magic after all. She would use it to take down the gods.

Endrick guided her to a whale, larger than Etia's, and older. The whale watched her with a keen eye as she approached. 

“Yusmi,” Endrick said, “Was Renna's mount. She is powerful, and can fly faster than Virha. Be prepared.”

Meredith nodded. “Right, I'll be careful.”

Endrick hauled her up onto the whale's back, “And one more thing,” he said. He handed his staff up to Meredith. “I will need both hands for the soul lamp. Renna was to take this. Please keep it safe, but do not use it, Meredith. You have a soul, and have no need for its amplification.”

Another loud boom of thunder resounded, followed by another inhuman roar, this one nearer than the last. The Wyrm was close now. The storm had moved from horizon to shore, and now it was raining in earnest.

“I understand,” Meredith said, gaze locking with Endrick's. She was shocked to see his eyes had softened, their usual iciness melted, worry clear as day in their depths. Without thinking, Meredith bent down from where she sat on the whale's back and kissed him, sweet and gentle, before pulling away and saying, “Be careful, Endrick. I'll see you on the other side.”

The look of shock on Endrick's face was quickly replaced by somber determination, and he swam away without another word. He went quickly now that he was no longer laden with his staff. His only burden was the pack on his back in which he carried the soul lamp. 

“Let's go!” Etia was shouting at them.

In a matter of moments, Endrick had mounted his own whale, called Eera, and Etia began to make the connection between herself and the pod. Soon, all four whales began to sing their mournful song. Meredith, sitting astride Yusmi's back, could feel vibrations all through the whale's body, and a strange sense of anticipation filled her. She made sure her own pack was secure against her back, took Endrick's staff in her right hand, and held on tightly to the whale with the other. Just like Virha, Yusmi was slippery, especially in the rain, but Meredith found a ridge on the animal's back that served as the perfect grip. She felt decidedly less secure than she would riding a horse in saddle, but she would have to make do. There was no going back. 

The pod's singing reached a crescendo, and soon Yusmi began to swim out to sea. There was a great undulation, and suddenly Meredith felt the whoosh of taking flight, her stomach dropping as all four whales left the water and climbed into the air.

The pod flew in a diamond formation toward the storm, Etia in front, Endrick and Meredith behind her, Vyo, the unmanned whale, bringing up the rear. 

“Stay close!” Etia shouted back at them.

They flew through the rain, through the lightning, going higher and higher into the clouds, into the wind. Still Meredith could not see the Wyrm. There was only the storm and the sea below. Meredith began once again to doubt Perrick's abilities with his telescope. She was about to call out to Endrick to see if he shared her fears, when suddenly the clouds before them parted—and there it was.

The Great Wyrm.

Six long, scaly arms, oozing black sludge, dozens of roaming eyes, huge and unblinking on its misshapen head, massive, bulbous body that wormed up from the waves far below and reached higher than the clouds—the Wyrm was much larger up close than it had ever appeared from the shore. Meredith felt fear clench her stomach, felt her breathing become shallow and short. The impossibility of their task suddenly hit her full force. The Wyrm dwarfed them, dwarfed even the four whales that now flew toward it, of a height with what might be called its middle. This was the thing they were going to defeat? This massive avatar? This, the most mighty of Lantos' forms?

The Wyrm let out an ear-piercing cry, and the whales faltered, dropping several feet in the air as they themselves cried out in pain. 

“Augh!” Meredith cried at the sudden drop in altitude. She patted Yusmi's back, “Keep it together, girl.”

“Split off!” Etia called out from Virha's back. She and the fourth whale flew to Meredith's right, began to encircle the Wyrm.

Endrick's eyes caught Meredith's through the dim and the rain, “Higher!” he commanded. Yusmi understood. Meredith saw the world below beginning to shrink, the island of Iolimi growing smaller by the second, as she and Endrick flew up to meet the creature head on. Both her whale and Endrick's still sang their song, and each whale emitted a faint blueish glow as they flew. In moments they were face to face with the monster. Eyes larger than Meredith's entire body stared with a fish-like stupor, and its pointed-toothed maw let out another shriek.

Meredith was ready this time. Careful to keep hold of Endrick's staff tightly in one hand, she spread wide the fingers of her other and cried, “Ulsksi sals umanedi!” And was gratified to see the faint shimmer of a shield appear around her and her whale. This time, Yusmi did not falter.

“Meredith!” Endrick's voice called from below. He had retrieved the soul lamp from his pack, and was holding the strange object gingerly in both hands as his whale regained altitude. “I must begin the spell. Cover me!” 

“Right,” Meredith said, but no sooner had she spoken than one of the Wyrm's six long arms sliced down through the air before her. It was a narrow miss, but the force of it still sent Yusmi reeling. Meredith held on for dear life as she went upside down on the whale's back, but her mount soon righted herself, and Meredith found that she was once again flying next to Endrick.

“We have to stop the arms!” Meredith shouted, lightning flashing all about. As if summoned, another misshapen limb swung at them, this time missing completely. “Etia!”

“I'm trying!” the girl shouted as she circled the Wyrm on Virha, the unmanned whale Vyo in tow. The plan had been to trap the Wyrm in the whales' magical barrier as Virha and Vyo circled around it, casting the same spell the whales had during the last Wyrm attack, but it seemed that the two whales were not fast enough. Although they flew tightly around the Wyrm and sang their song, the magic was not forthcoming.

“She needs another whale,” Meredith said to Endrick. “That's too much ground them to cover.”

“Move!” Endrick shouted as another arm slashed its way down on them, this time making contact with Endrick's own whale with a heart-wrenching cry.

“Endrick!” Meredith cried. She thought for sure they would be smashed down into the swirling waves, but, at the last moment, Eera righted herself, and Endrick was once more in control. He flew up to meet her.

“I'm coming aboard,” he said, not leaving Meredith any time for argument.

“What?”

Without word, he stood, still holding the soul lamp between both hands, and jumped onto Yusmi's back behind her, leaving his own mount riderless.

“To your Pearlchild!” Endrick commanded the whale. Eera seemed to understand him, for she gave a glad cry and was quick to join Virha and Vyo as they swirled around the Wyrm's torso. “Stay back,” Endrick said against Meredith's ear, now sitting behind her. “Wait until the spell is complete.”

Meredith did as she was bidden, stroking the top of Yusmi's head soothingly, “Steady, girl. Steady.”

Soon the other three whales encircling their foe began to glow brighter. Blue, green, purple, they shone through the rain, bright as the flickering lightning, as they picked up speed, and soon all three whales and their rider were nothing more than a solid line of blue magic that the Wyrm could not penetrate.

The monster gave a cry, but it was a cry of frustration, not of attack, as it discovered its limbs had been pinned against it body.

“Now!” Endrick commanded, but Meredith was already ahead of him.

“Come on!” she urged Yusmi higher, regaining the height they had lost. The rain was still coming down in torrents, and it splashed big, heavy raindrops against her face as they ascended. It was all she could do to keep her eyes open.

“Incoming!” Endrick warned.

Yusmi swerved to the left as a pulse of white energy flew through the storm.

“What was that?” Meredith asked as the whale corrected her course.

“Magic,” Endrick said quickly, “You'll need to block it. I'm starting the spell. Keep flying higher. I need to be right above it.”

“You've got it,” Meredith answered with more conviction that she felt. How was the Wyrm able to cast magic? She hadn't even seen that shot coming. The rain was so thick that even the Wyrm's massive form was partially obscured, lit from below by the eerie blue glow of Etia and the encircling whales. Soon they had flown high enough that they were even with its head—and with those roving, lifeless eyes that covered it on all sides.

The Wyrm's eyes began to glow.

“Belstalkani aet sos almulne, maeretesila, maretis ta nulyui,” Endrick began to chant from behind her. He held the soul lamp aloft, so that it was right above Meredith's head. She could feel strange energy emitting from it, and sunk her head lower, bending at the waist so that she was practically flush against her whale, still gripping Endrick's staff in her hand. 

As she crouched, the glowing eyes suddenly blinked, and a ball of energy shot through the air, straight for them.

“Seltos's tits!” Meredith swore. “Ulsksi sals umanedi!” she threw up a shield with half a second to spare, and the energy dissipated around them.

Endrick was too entranced in his spell-casting to notice. His chant continued, uninterrupted, his deep voice sounding out the syllables hypnotically from behind her, “Nulyui ta maretis, maeretesila, Belstalkani aet sos almulne.”

The Wyrm gave a cry of frustration, and began to wriggle its arms, trying to break free of the barrier the whales were creating, but it could not throw them off. 

“Higher!” Meredith cried to her whale. “Higher!”

They flew past its eyes, flew to the very top of the creature, and now they had left the storm behind, flew above even the tallest of the dark clouds. Meredith was shocked to see the last rays of the setting sun, red above the deep blue storm, a splash of blood above bruise, and on the horizon opposite—the moon, full and round and pink as it reflected the ominous sunset. The top of the Wyrm's head was covered with a massive fin, segmented and webbed like that of a fish, a crown above the myriad of massive roving eyeballs that surrounded its head. 

“Aet sos almulne nulyui ta maretis,” Endrick's voice was louder than thunder in her ear. She could not understand the words of the spell, but she could hear the urgency in his voice. He needed to be closer. The soul lamp must touch some part of the Wyrm in order for its magic to work.

“Closer, Yusmi!” Meredith urged. “To the fin!”

The whale soared toward its target, but even as it did, the Great Wyrm's eyes once again began to glow. This time Meredith was ready. She cast a shield with seconds to spare, and the white ball of energy it flung from its eyes disappeared into nothingness as it made contact.

Meredith felt her heart begin to pound faster—not from fear, but from elation. They were so close, so close to defeating another of their foes, so close to revenge against one of the gods they had hunted now for thirteen years. The spell would soon be complete, they would soon be in range. The Wyrm would soon be defeated!

“There!” Meredith halted her whale's ascent next to the web-like fin, which was more than twice as high as the whale was long, keeping pace with it as the Wyrm moved its head about in frustration and agony at being so pinned down by Etia and her whales below the clouds.

Endrick was now standing behind Meredith, still grasping the soul lamp in both hands. He took a careful step toward the Wyrm, standing on one of Yusmi's pectoral fins, which she kept still and steady as she flew.

“Belstalkani aet sos almulne, maeretesila, maretis ta nulyui,” he bellowed, now thrusting the soul lamp against the white, slimy fin. As it came in contact with the Wyrm, the soul lamp's blue glow changed to a brilliant red, and there was an ear-splitting shiing that reminded Meredith of standing too close to one of the Godskeep's iron bells. The monster began to wail in pure agony, its peals of suffering echoing the thunder, as it too began to glow a sinister crimson. Somewhere far below, Meredith could hear the whale song beginning to end.

Just as the Great Wyrm's cries reached a fever pitch, Endrick let go of the soul lamp and slumped hard against Meredith's back.

“Too difficult,” he rasped, “to hold. You will have to catch it.”

“What?” Meredith spun around to face him. His eyes were glazed over, and he was breathing heavily, eyelids fluttering with the effort to keep them open.

“The soul lamp,” he gestured feebly with one hand. 

Meredith turned her attention back to the Great Wyrm and gasped. Its form had been transformed into a shadow of red light, which was rapidly being sucked into the clay orb at the soul lamp's center.

“Is it supposed to do that?” Meredith asked. 

She could feel Endrick shake his head against her back. “No.”

There was no more time for explanation, though, for soon the entirety of the Great Wyrm had been sucked up into the lamp. It hung, suspended in the air for a moment, before it began to fall.

“Go!” Meredith urged her whale into a dive.

Down to the water they soared, through the still-raging storm, the soul lamp nothing more than a brilliant spot of red against a world of gray. Below them, Meredith was dimly aware of the churning, foam-topped waves of the sea.

“Come on!” she pleaded with her whale. They must go faster. They must not let the lamp fall into the waves. Who knew what would happen to it then? “Just a little more!”

They were almost to it now, and Meredith stretched out her right hand, still clutching Endrick's wooden staff in the other, as they swooped just below the falling object. Her eyes never left the soul lamp as she reached for it. She saw, as if time had slowed to a crawl, her fingers deftly close around the slippery handle, almost gently encircle its silver exterior, drawing it fully into her grasp. She had done it. She had caught it! Lantos's soul was theirs!

A jolt of icy cold shot through her arm.

“Aargh!” she cried, and in her pain, she felt the soul lamp begin to tremble and shake in her grasp. “Endrick! I can't hold on!” she shouted. 

“You must!” Endrick returned, one arm around her waist, the other now reaching over her shoulder to assist her, but the moment he touched the soul lamp's handle, he too recoiled with a cry.

Soon the pain and the vibrations were too much to bear, and Meredith was forced to let go.

“No!” Endrick shouted from behind her.

Meredith cried in pain as she let the lamp fall. The tremors increased. She could see, as the lamp fell through the air once more, the glowing red orb of clay at its center expanding, deforming, shifting into a thousand shapes before it finally burst.

The soul lamp exploded. 

A thousand shards of silver and clay were hurled through the air, falling in a shimmering cascade to the waves below.

Meredith flung her arms up in front of her face to protect herself from the debris. Behind her she could hear Endrick shouting something in the language of magic, but she could make out neither the words nor their meaning. His voice seemed choked and angry, as if he were sobbing, and when he was finished, he slumped once more against Meredith's back, his breathing shallow. 

They were almost of a height with Etia and her whales now, and Meredith could see the Daughter of the Moon and Stars, soaking wet in the still-pouring rain, sitting astride Virha, eyes wide and mouth agape as she beheld the place where the soul lamp had just been.

Meredith, not allowing herself to think, guided her whale to where Etia and Virha hovered, and came to rest beside her.

“Are you alright, Etia?” Meredith asked.

Etia did not reply, her eyes were still fixed ahead, mouth open wide in fear.

“Etia?” Meredith repeated.

The girl suddenly pointed, “Look!”

Meredith turned her gaze to the place where the soul lamp had exploded, which still shone with a soft trail of falling silver, speckles illuminated by the flashing lightning.

“I don't see—” Meredith stopped. 

There was something there. 

A dark figure. The form of a man. 

And he was coming closer, walking slowly across the waves to meet them. The waves seemed to calm beneath his feet, and the rain began to dissipate until it was little more than a drizzle. The dark clouds overhead blew southward with the breeze, and Meredith could once more see the evening sky, lavender and indigo, a full moon already high above them. The storm took the rumble of thunder, the flash of lightning with it, leaving only the light of the silver moon to illuminate the ocean beneath the hovering whales. And the man. The light of the moon enveloped his slender form as he walked with long, even strides across the gently rolling surface of the water. He was tall, spindly, long arms swinging from narrow shoulders, long legs stretching from an emaciated torso. He came to stand before them, tilting his head up slightly to view the riders upon the whales.

It was him. It was Lantos.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
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Or rather, it was the Old Man with the Young Face. Meredith shivered, seeing by the pale moonlight how strangely youthful the man's eyes were, how unlined and unwrinkled his brow. Even staring at him at such a close distance, Meredith couldn't tell if he was supposed to be old or young. Was his face wrong for his body? Or was his body wrong for his face? His head was bald, pale and round, and he was nearly naked, wearing only a white tunic that came to his thighs, completely exposing his skeletal arms and legs. His too-young eyes came to rest on Etia, and his delicately flushed lips parted into a smile. 

“My daughter,” he said in a thin voice. Long arms reached up and effortlessly pulled Etia down from Virha's back. Etia did not protest. Her lip was cut, and bleeding, and she stared at Lantos with eyes wide and blue as the ocean on which the two of them now stood. He set her gently down on the water's surface, and she stayed there as easily as if she stood on the ground. The moment she was set down, the whales gave a short groan, and slowly lowered themselves down into the water, as if trying to mimic their leader.

“Papa,” Etia said, enraptured.

Meredith watched from the back of her whale with growing dread. They had failed. The soul lamp had broken. Lantos's soul had not been captured. Worse still, Endrick had nearly exhausted himself in casting the spell to use the lamp, and now lay slumped against her back, his breath rising and falling at irregular intervals. He needed rest, but Meredith knew the god would give them none. The water that now lapped against Meredith's thighs felt unnaturally cold for the normally tropical sea, and it did nothing to ease the terror rising to Meredith's throat.

“You have done well,” Lantos said, holding Etia's hands in both of his own. He towered over the girl, who came only to his waist, and who still stared up at him on the water's surface with wonder and awe. “You have defeated the Wyrm. Perhaps you are not so useless after all.”

This remark finally roused Etia from her stupor. “Useless?” she asked. “I don't understand. Aren't you mad that I destroyed it, Papa?”

“No, my dear, I am not mad,” Lantos replied, his expression unreadable. “The Wyrm served its purpose for a great many years. I can hardly complain of its defeat now.”

Meredith could stay silent no more, “How did you break free?” she asked. “We captured you. We captured your soul!”

Lantos turned to her, impassive, “No, you did not. The Wyrm was no avatar of mine. My soul was never in that creature, and if you thought that it was,” his lips quirked, “you were sadly mistaken.”

Meredith was dumbfounded, “What was it then?”

“An experiment,” the thin man shrugged his shoulders. He still held Etia's hands in his own, his long fingers completely encompassing hers. “A means to an end. And quite a successful one at that. I am,” he turned his attention back to Etia, “truth be told, sorry to see it go, but I am not angry with you, my child. No, quite the opposite. I am now hopeful that you may yet redeem yourself to our cause.”

“Your cause?” Etia asked. Meredith could see her eyes flash with anger, and her dark face suddenly formed a scowl, “Getting more people to worship you?”

“Ah, so you know about our little arrangement,” Lantos replied, his odd smile returning. He continued pragmatically, “We had planned on telling you, of course, but after you proved to be such a disappointment, your mother and I decided it would be best to cut all ties.”

“You keep saying she is a disappointment,” Endrick now spoke from behind Meredith. His voice was weak, and he could barely lift his head off of Meredith's shoulder, “Would you care to elaborate on that, mage? Or have you just come here to mock us?”

The Old Man with the Young Face seemed startled for half a moment, before letting out a thin, high-pitched cackle, “What a fool I am to have not recognized you two. Endrick Arelo. Meredith Hauvish. Two who were there when our brother was slain! Of course! You know our secrets, and you have most dutifully shared them with my daughter.” His laugh ended abruptly. His eyes became more focused, a hint of danger in the sharpness of their gaze, and his whole body began to glow an eerie silver, echoing the moon high above. “I should strike you down where you stand, I would strike you down, were it not for those ones,” Lantos's eyes flickered to the four whales, three of which bore no rider, still wading gently in place behind Etia. 

Meredith followed his gaze with confusion. What did he mean? Were the whales some sort of threat to him?

“Be that as it may, I will elaborate my meaning, from one mage to another,” Lantos's smirk was predatory. He turned his attention back to Etia, “My daughter was born of another mage, the wizardess Jezla, or, as she is known more widely in this world—Seltos, Our Lady of the Stars.” He gestured grandiosely to the heavens, where the early evening stars had begun to emerge against the delicate purple sky. “Magic is borne of the blood. It is handed down from father to son, from mother to daughter, so it was with Dartos and his son Herel, who was born of the sorceress Artima, so we thought it would be with our own daughter.” He gave Etia's arm a quick yank, and the girl yelped. “But no,” Lantos continued with a hiss, “My brother was a fool to have let himself be defeated, was arrogant in his assumption that no one could discover the truth about us. Yet, for all his foolishness, he did manage to conceive a plan, before his death, that would prove to be quite effective at extending our life-force.” He smirked down at Etia, “He decided to have a son. That son, he knew, would be strong with the magic, just as his father and mother were strong. That son would be trained in the magic, would be taught to use it to perform miracles, to heal, to destroy, to cause strife between the New Way and the Old. And he would be worshiped.” The wicked smile grew, “And his worship would be ours. For prayers to the son of Dartos must still invoke Dartos. Prayers to the Daughter of the Moon and Stars must still invoke Lantos and Seltos,” here he gave the girl another sharp pull, and she cried out, struggling in his grasp. “At least, that was the plan,” he continued with a profound frown, “until you were born, and we discovered that the gods had made a mistake.”

“Mistake?” Etia cried, still struggling to get his hands off of her, but Lantos's long arms held her in place. “I don't understand. What did I do wrong Papa?”
“You were born without magic.”
Etia looked up at the god in anguish, “That's why you left me?”

“It is,” Lantos said gravely. “Although I must admit that we never stopped watching over you, in one way or another. We have many eyes and ears, and when word reached us that you had come to acquire a most extraordinary pod of whales, and that you were able to fly them,” the false god gave a rueful chuckle, “I must confess that I was curious to see the outcome of this ability. Your mother and I decided to let things run their natural course. The Great Wyrm was doing wonderful things for us all across the Dezhartan Sea. Thanks to it, we have Faithful in the north, in Dezharta and Ruith, in the Rungushi Islands, and, of course, in Iolimi. People who, a generation ago, had never heard our names now mutter them fervently in their nightly prayers—speak them to their neighbor, sing them in the streets—and we have once again grown strong. As I said, I am sorry to see it go, for while your soul lamp was, alas, ineffective at its intended purpose, it was successful in destroying my little pet. More's the pity.”

Meredith could see Etia's deep blue eyes well with tears, angry tears, tears of sadness and loss and betrayal. They spilled down her cheeks even as she set her mouth into a deep grimace.

“So you were going to use me?” Etia demanded.

“You have always known that, my dear,” Lantos smirked. “That is the purpose for which you were created.”

“Even though you're not a god,” Etia continued. She was shaking in his grasp. “Even though you and Mama are just—”

“Pretenders? Charlatans?” The Old Man with the Young Face offered. His eyes began to glow an unearthly white, “You are no different, daughter. You have your peoples' hearts, and you have done nothing to deserve it.”

“I don't have their hearts anymore,” the girl replied. Lantos' long arms still held her in place before him. Her dark, luminous hair rippled behind her in the ocean breeze. “I don't want anything to do with them. Or you.”

Lantos' suddenly immense mouth gave a lop-sided grin, “The feeling is mutual. You had so much promise, my little pearl. So much that has gone to waste. Look at those tears,” he said, brushing her glowing cheek with an unsettling smirk. “You are weak. You are powerless. You could never have led the Faithful. Not without magic.”

“You don't need magic to be powerful,” Meredith called out angrily. “Even without magic, your daughter still amassed a following. She is the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. Her people worshiped her.”

“For which her mother and I are grateful, I assure you,” Lantos smiled tightly. “But once it became obvious to us that Etia did not have the abilities she needed to be the Chosen Daughter, as Herel is the Chosen Son, we moved on to another of our many and myriad plans. By appearing before Etia and telling her of future events we ourselves would later create, we turned our otherwise useless daughter into a prophet, just as we have made dozens of prophets of equally useless people before her.” He caressed her face, “She won the hearts of the Iolimians, I grant you, but the Wyrm was the far more effective tool for conversion than she.”

“You missed a golden opportunity in Etia,” Meredith returned, unable to keep the pride from her voice. “You saw what she did today. You see what she is capable of, magic or no magic. You were a fool to abandon her.”

Lantos's cold gaze turned to her. 

“Forgive me for saying this, mortal, but your opinions of our plans are beneath my concern,” Lantos replied.

“Mortal?” Meredith gave a short laugh, swallowing the fear she felt as his glowing eyes locked with hers. She had been looking forward to a conversation with the gods for too long to be afraid now. “The last I knew, you were nothing more than a glorified wizard, Rollis. You're just as mortal as I am.”  

“I fear that is not true,” Lantos said unpleasantly. “I have already lived a thousand years longer than you could ever hope to. Longer than the elves, longer than the Mulbruhnda trees. I was here when this land was young. I plan to be here when it has been brought to its end. Can you say the same, Meredith Hauvish?”

“I don't want to,” Meredith spat. She could feel Endrick's rattling breath in her ear as he leaned, almost unconscious, on her back. “Death is a natural part of life. There's no need to run from it.”

“What do you know of death?” the pale man snapped. His voice seemed to echo in Meredith's mind and his white, void-like eyes seemed to become even more vacant, even less substantial. “What does anyone know of its reign? None have returned from its arms, none have seen what is like to step from this world to the next. There could be pain. Suffering. Darkness without end.”

“There could be,” Meredith nodded. “But anything that death has to offer would be better than your vile existence.”

Lantos did not like that. With a snarl, he swept one hand before him and a wave, immense and almost unseen for how swift it was, crashed over the four whales. Meredith didn't have time to close her eyes or her mouth, and she felt a rush of sea water enter her lungs as both she and Endrick were engulfed. Meredith began to cough, choking as the surf swirled all around. Endrick, too, coughed weakly against her, his arms limply encircling her waist, as the water began to recede. Below them, Virha was groaning, but whether from pain or fury, Meredith couldn't tell. Half a moment later, the rush of water abruptly ended, and when Meredith opened her eyes she could see that the whales had once again begun to glow with a faint blue light. Lantos still held Etia with one hand.

“What are you doing? Stop it!” the girl was crying. “You're hurting them!”

“Not nearly enough,” Lantos snapped. “Those damnable, insufferable creatures are beyond my reach. But no matter,” his voice had returned to normal, although his eyes still glowed with an inhuman radiance. He drew Etia closer, “Allow me to do what I came here to do, Etia, there's a good girl.”

Etia recoiled from his touch, “What? What are you going to do to me?”

“Nothing painful, I can assure you,” Lantos drawled. “I am merely performing a test to see if you have developed any latent magical ability. So stop wriggling.” His long arms clasped hold of her with lightning speed. As she struggled, the Old Man bowed his Young Face down until his white, opalescent forehead touched her own dark brow. He whispered words that Meredith could feel but could not hear, and both god and child began to glow—Lantos with an aura of silver, Etia with an aura of deep blue. 

It was over in an instant. Lantos straightened, the connection was broken, and they stood once more as normal upon the waves.

His face was drawn with disdain as he looked down at her. “Nothing. Still nothing.” He looked at the whales who bobbed gently up and down with the swelling of the sea. “Their flight is of their own doing, not yours. Although they do seem to have some strange affinity for you. Still,” he turned back to Etia, towering over her, “your whales can do nothing to extend our lives. I have no use for them, just as I have no use for you.” He grabbed hold of her face with one hand, and hoisted her off her feet, bringing her head level to his.

Then, something strange happened.

The god's eyes, so odd and otherworldly, grew wide as he noticed blood flowing from the corner of the girl's injured lip. One long finger reached out and wiped at some of the blood, bringing it quickly to his own pale tongue. A strange look passed over him then—his curiously young eyes took on a haunted aspect, a look of shock, of fear, of panic—before the god's face returned to a frigid neutral. Smirking, he set Etia down on the water once more.

“Or perhaps, I am mistaken,” he said.

He gave the whales, Meredith, and Endrick one last glance before he gave a deep, sweeping bow, and vanished.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
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Dienna made her way to the Chamber of Justice. She had been up most of the night, and she had awakened in the early hours of the morning with eyes red and deeply rimmed from lack of sleep. She couldn't believe what she had almost done. If Sonder hadn't been there, if he hadn't heard her raving and come running after her—she would have followed that voice out the window. 

She would have jumped.

She would have died.

And she would have regretted it.

The entire evening was a haze of mis-remembered dreams. She recalled speaking with Herel, recalled how bitter and sharp the Chosen Son's words had been. After that, she could recall little else. She had dreamed of her father, had fled from her room, had followed the voice that whispered her name. It had led her, as usual, to her father's old chamber, where Artima had given birth to the Chosen Son, where Dienna had stabbed Dartos with the very knife she still wore beneath her white and black robes. She had followed the voice before, but never in her sleep, never—Dienna swallowed the lump that rose to her throat—never to the window.

She raised one shaking hand to her temple, brushing the golden circlet of the Keeper. Her head ached from all the tears she had shed in Sonder's arms. She had hardly spoken to him, as he had led her gently back to her room. He had seemed lost in thought, almost as distracted as Dienna herself. Yet anytime Dienna expressed despair or embarrassment for the state he had found her in, Sonder had stoutly refused to be bothered.

“It's nothing, Dee,” he had reassured her.

Dienna found that difficult to believe, but she had been too tired to question him. After making sure she was safely in bed, Sonder had roused Connal to watch over her sleep. 

Her shame and embarrassment followed her through the night. When she had awakened that morning, she had wanted nothing more than to stay in her bed, but the trials made this impossible. She could not, desperate as she was, feign illness or claim anything else to excuse herself from the Court of the Keeper. Oris might try to fulfill her role for the day if she did, and the gods knew that Dienna would never allow that to happen. Thus, heart heavy and aching, Dienna and Connal made their way across the Godskeep's inner bailey, into the Hall of Ceremony, and up the staircase to the Court of the Keeper. 

Dienna dismissed Connal and made her way to where Oris was waiting, and was startled to see Lords Amelie and Varent standing alongside him. The other Prominents rarely attended trials. Had Oris invited them for some nefarious purpose? Were they here to exercise their Right?

Concealing her fear, Dienna greeted them as if it were no strange thing to see them in the Chamber of Justice, fully dressed in their ceremonial garb. She did not even bat an eye when Oris called her by her given name, nor when he placed a hand on her shoulder and asked if she were doing quite well.

“I am fine, Lord Oris,” Dienna replied with as much serenity as she could muster. It was no use to say that she had begun to question her own sanity, nor to give any hint of the actions she had taken last night. “I am just fine.”

Oris looked down at her with a deep frown, but said nothing further. He gave her shoulder one last pat before turning to Lord Varent and Lady Amelie. “I think I hear the ring of the hour. Come, let us begin.”

Dienna followed the Prominents into the courtroom, still lost in a haze. She sat down carefully in the large, blocky wooden throne at the front of the Chamber, and looked out at the audience. She saw the usual faces—Oris's cronies, as well as priests of other ages and stations—but there were also many in attendance that day whom Dienna would not have expected to see at a trial. There were landowners and gentry from the Golden Village, aristocrats dressed in finer clothing than even the Prominents, noble lords and ladies who visited the Godskeep only for the grandest of festivals, even a few whom Dienna knew to live as far away as Romstead. It did not take long for Dienna to realize that there were far more people in attendance in the Chamber of Justice that morning than there had ever been before. People stood all the way to the back of the room, tightly squeezed but breathless and chattering with anticipation—of what?

Dienna frowned. Something was not right. She found her Mother's face in the crowd, standing near the middle of the room next to her handmaidens, her thin lips drawn into a perturbed line as her eyes darted uneasily around the crowded chamber. What were all these people doing here? Herel was also in the crowd, standing on the opposite side of the aisle from Lady Grenna, with the warrior knight Lusidi at his side.

Herel...

Dienna's face flushed with embarrassment. What did he think of her, falling in his presence, fainting at the mere suggestion that she had failed in her duties to her people? Dienna had known she had failed. It did not matter what Sonder said. She had condemned a man to death. His life had been in her hands, and she had chosen not to spare him. Herel had recognized this, and hearing the truth from the boy's mouth had struck a chord within Dienna that no one else had yet been able to strike.

Still, for all that she had received the boy's message, Dienna did not know what to do with it. She had no answer for his accusations. She had failed. But what could she do now? There was no way to set things right. With Oris circling above her like a vulture waiting for its prey to fall, she could do nothing to help the Disloyalists. She had no power to protect them.

“Oris,” Dienna intoned, her eyes still staring ahead at the Faithful. “Call the first of the accused.”

“Yes, Lady Keeper,” Oris bowed with an air of false ceremony. He made a show of drawing the thick roll of parchment from his belt and unfurling it with a flourish. The crowd began to hush as his dark eyes roved back and forth, scanning name after name, until he came to the place where they had left off the day before. He cleared his throat, “The Court of the Keeper now calls—”

“Sonder Darpentus!”

Dienna looked up sharply. Sonder himself was walking rapidly down the aisle between the two halves of the crowd wearing—Dienna gasped—the white and black robes of the Keeper. 

“Sonder?” she called out to him.

Oris was not amused. Scroll still held in both hands, he looked down from the dais on which he stood. “Sonder Darpentus, what is the meaning of this?”

“The meaning of this, Lord Oris,” Sonder said, still approaching the dais with purpose, “is that these trials are not valid in the eyes of the gods, and I mean to put an end to them.”

Oris raised one eyebrow, dark against his pale skin, “Oh? And why would that be?”

Sonder came to stop directly in front of the dais before he turned to look at the crowd. “Because Dienna has no right to be the Keeper of the Gods.”

The crowd began to chatter in alarm. Dienna could see her mother staring, dumbfounded, at Sonder while Herel, standing in the back of the room and barely visible to Dienna, did not appear perturbed in the slightest.

“That is quite a bold statement, Sonder Darpentus,” Oris said, his voice constrained. “You were in line to be the Keeper at one time, to be certain,” his gaze was full of false sympathy, “but you did, alas, give up your claim to that position long ago.”

“I know,” Sonder said. “I would like to take it back.” 

Oris's eyes flashed with anger, “And what makes you think it is still available to you?”

Sonder, now facing Oris and Dienna, smiled easily. “I have a book,” he said as he produced, from within the voluminous folds of the robes of the Keeper, a book of medium size, thin, and in almost mint-condition. Dienna read the title from its spine, and gasped. Had he done it? Had he actually found something that would help?

Sonder faced the crowd once more and cleared his throat as he read from the volume, which he held open in one hand. “From One Thousand Years, One Thousand Cases, a compendium penned in 1479 by Marguerittia Mayfend, who served in the Court of the King for the last thirty years of her life. It details one thousand of the most notable cases of Dorneldian law for the last thousand years to the date of its publishing.” He turned back to Oris and gave a brief, cheerful smile, before he continued, “I would like to read from the chapter entitled The Case of the Keeper's Sons, if I may.”

Oris frowned deeply and gave Dienna a look of pure suspicion, but said nothing. Her heart pounding in anticipation, Dienna nodded, “You may, Sonder.”

“Thank you,” he turned back to the audience, and began to relay a story that caused the hair on the back of Dienna's neck to stand on end. One Keeper, two sons. The eldest, ill and indisposed, is succeeded by his younger brother. When the eldest finally recovers, he wishes to wear the circlet of the Keeper, to take it back from his brother. The young brother refuses, and a trial ensues.

“After a trial that lasted a total of three days,” Sonder read from the book in a clear, loud voice.  “The magistrate, Karlrad Ulm, determined that the King's Law of Succession must be upheld. Should any rightful heir choose or be coerced into giving up their right of succession on any temporary or permanent basis, that heir still retains the right, at any later time, to reclaim their heir-ship, unless a formal, court-sanctioned agreement has been reached to the contrary.” Sonder paused, eyes roving the crowd, “These were the words of Magistrate Ulm. Thus the Kingdom of Dorneldia had, for the first time in its history, three different Keepers of the Gods in the same year—Gallern Gorwin, Gavril Gorwin, and, finally Ganten Gorwin. And thus,” Sonder closed the book with a snap, “Do I demand that my right of heir-ship be reinstated. I demand to take up my father's mantle. I demand to be made the Keeper of the Gods.”

The Chamber of Justice erupted into outrage. 

Some were shouting at Sonder, some were shouting at each other. Some shouted for Oris to intervene, some shouted for Dienna. Lady Grenna looked as if she would faint, from joy or anger, Dienna could not tell. Next to the dais, in the front of the crowd, Lady Amelie and Lord Varent appeared to be in shock. 

As the noise and the chaos raged on around them, Sonder turned back to face his little sister, and their eyes met. Brown and gray. Full of sorrow. A sudden understanding passed between them. He was doing this to save her, Dienna realized, to save them all. But didn't he realize—didn't he know he was throwing his life away? If Sonder became Keeper, he could never be with Antenel, could never return to his home.

“You fool,” Dienna said, although she was sure that Sonder could not hear her over the din of the court room. “You utter fool.”

Lord Oris had finally managed to bring the Chamber of Justice to order. He eyed Sonder with a menacing look and said, “So that's it, then. Just as the elder brother in your tale, you wish to reclaim the circlet of the Keeper from your younger sibling?”

“It is no tale, Lord Oris,” Sonder corrected evenly. “It is law. I made no formal agreement to bequeath my position to Dienna, therefore, according to a true and registered magistrate, I have every right to reclaim it.”

“What one magistrate rules in court is hardly grounds for,” Oris faltered as he realized the ineffectiveness of his own words, “law.”

Sonder raised his eyebrow, “ I believe that's the entire basis for Dorneldian law, actually.” He turned back to the crowd, “I know you all came here today expecting a trial. Well, we can still have a trial, if you like. If what I have just read to you is not sufficient proof that I am the rightful Keeper, then let us put it to a trial, right here, right now. Do we have any magistrates among us?”

Four people raised their hands.

“Please, step forward, if you would,” Sonder called out to them.

There were two men, and two women, all of them older than Sonder, perhaps as old as Lady Grenna, and were dressed in solemn, dour colors.

“Introduce yourselves, please,” Sonder asked them gently.

A woman with a large nose and blond hair spoke in a stuffy voice, “I am Geroggia Malis. I am the magistrate of Lonmar.” She gave Sonder an aloof glance, “I was awoken in the middle of the night and told that my presence was expressly required by the Keeper of the Gods. Now I begin to see why. I rode my horse to the bone to get here on time.”

Sonder grinned, “And I am truly thankful for it, Magistrate Malis. And you,” Sonder turned to a short man with a great, flowing mustache, “Who are you, sir?”

The remaining magistrates all introduced themselves and told a similar story. They were all the heads of the courts in towns and cities in the surrounding area, and all had been awakened by a member of the Holy Guard late last night and rushed to the Godskeep at great haste to attend the day's trial. None of them had had any inkling of what the trial was to be about. After the introductions were completed, Sonder turned to the four of them with a serious expression.

“Now, in your professional opinions,” he asked, “is what I've just read to you grounds for me to take back my position?”
The four magistrates exchanged glances, and the woman with the big nose spoke.
“Without a doubt,” she said, sniffing. “The precedence is there. We are all, in fact, familiar with this case. It has been cited in a number of cases to do with siblings and inheritance.” She looked him stiffly up and down, “You hardly need bother with a trial.”

Sonder's face broke into a wide grin, and he began to speak, but his words were drowned out by the crowd, which had begun to stir once more. 

“But the man is not a priest,” Oris snarled over the din. He turned to Sonder, “You left the clergy nearly fifteen years ago!”

“I am willing to be ordained once more,” Sonder said without hesitation. “I have had all the necessary training, and the Way makes no provisions against my doing so.”

“Preposterous!” Oris turned to the magistrates, “I have never heard of such a thing!” Dienna could see his spit fly into the faces of the four men and women who stood at the edge of the dais. “You cannot tell me that this is true!”

Magistrate Malis coolly nodded her head, unfazed by Oris's anger. “It is. There have been but few others who have been re-ordained to be sure, but neither the Way nor the Crown forbids it.”

“I recall the words of my annulment clear as day, Lord Oris,” Sonder stepped in, his smile bittersweet. “My father was the one to annul me. Lord Varent was there, as was Lady Amelie. When it was over, he commanded me in the words written down in the Book of the Three, to raise my head and walk, a man free from ecclesiastical duties, but no less free from the will of the gods.” His eyes were alight with zeal, “You cannot deny that my coming here was their will, Oris, no more than you can deny me my birthright. I can retake my priestly vows. I can be once more ordained in the light of Dartos, and I will become the next Keeper.”

The hall erupted into chaos. Lady Grenna was trying to arm her way through the crowd to the front of the hall, but was unable to make any headway. Oris was shouting threats at Sonder and at the four magistrates, while Lady Amelie and Lord Varent were now staring at Sonder with uncertain expressions from where they stood at the front of the crowd.

Dienna rose from her seat, “Silence!”

The noise stopped. All eyes turned to the Keeper.

Dienna returned to her seat, and continued, “I am just as shocked as the rest of you to hear the facts my brother has presented. When I came to the Keeper's Court today, I had planned to oversee another trial for an accused Disloyalist, not to be a defendant for my own position. Sonder,” she turned to her brother, who was looking up at her with a determined face that made Dienna's own expression soften, “I appreciate what you are trying to do, but I think I speak on behalf of everyone in this room when I say that this news has been a great shock. Would it not be better to discuss this matter in private? Can we not have more time to think this through?”

Sonder shook his head, “I'm sorry, Dienna, but no, we don't have more time. These trials are a sham. You are not the true Keeper as long as I am here and willing to fulfill that role. You cannot continue to persecute the Disloyalists as shamefully as you have.”

Dienna raised her eyebrows, genuinely shocked, “Persecute? Sonder, you know I—”

“Don't try to deny it, Dee,” Sonder cut her off with a meaningful look. “It's true that I've only been here a short time, but in that short time I've seen it plain that you have it in for the Disloyalists.”

“Of course she has it in for them,” Oris snapped from where he stood next to Dienna. “They are heretics! Blasphemers! They worship the Chosen Son and that she-wizard Artima of the Plains!”

“Ah,” Sonder agreed, “You're entirely right, of course. But tell me,” he swept his arms wide, “who among you were not also in Artima's pocket when she came into power thirteen years ago? I know I was. She made me one of her generals. I believed in her for a time, and I see many faces here now who were right there with me. You, sir,” Sonder pointed to a Lantonian priest near the front of the crowd, “Weils, isn't it? I saw you speaking to Artima in the Pretty Priestess not a week before she took power. And you,” he pointed to a woman dressed in a fine gown of silk, with many rings on her fingers, “I never knew your name, but you pledged yourself to the Chosen Mother's cause after her speech at the Sunset Ceremony the night she attacked. You stayed at the Godskeep and attended to her until she left for Astquary.” Both the priest and the woman flushed with anger. He turned to crowd at large, “Should we put them on trial too? Them and every other one of you who was ever lured in by Artima and her claims?”

The Faithful all exchanged glances, murmuring, but not a soul spoke up in favor of this proposal. 

Oris stepped down from the dais and stood before Sonder, leaning into his face, inches away as he spoke, “So what would you have us do instead, Darpentus? If we make you Keeper, what could you promise us?”

“Peace,” Sonder said. He did not flinch at Oris' proximity, did not react to his venomous gaze nor his scathing sneer.

“With the Disloyalists?” Oris gave a short laugh. He appealed to the crowd, “Surely you jest.”

“Not at all, Oris,” Sonder answered. “We coexist with the other religions of the world, don't we? Why should the Herelites be any different? The Book of the Three calls for compassion. We must give our own gifts to the world, as they gave us the First Gifts. How is persecuting those who idolize Herel and Artima of the Plains following in their example? How is killing someone repaying the gods for what they've done?”

No one, not even Oris, dared answer. He stood next to Sonder, his handsome face twisted with rage and hatred. From where Dienna sat, she could see sweat dripping from his slightly receded hairline, could see his fingers twitching at his sides. He was afraid, she realized. Afraid that Sonder might be right, or at least, that the Faithful might think Sonder was right.

The four magistrates stood to the side of room, dignified and indifferent. They certainly seemed to think that Sonder had already won the battle. 

And if he had—if Sonder had succeeded—

Dienna felt a hope she had not felt in a long, long time. If the law was on their side, not even the King could undo it. Philibert would never try to remove Sonder directly; he hadn't even had the gumption to get rid of Dienna on his own. He'd made Oris do that deed for him, had chosen instead to wait for the trials to ruin her public image, for the Prominents to remove her through their Right. No, if the people agreed, if they decided they did want Sonder as the Keeper—

Lord Varent and Lady Amelie had ceased their muttering and were both staring at Sonder with steady, unreadable gazes. Dienna's heart fluttered. They were the key. They were the only ones who could lawfully remove Sonder should he be allowed to become Keeper. Oris would certainly vote in favor of Sonder's removal, but would they? Dienna did not know. She had no idea how they felt about her brother or the evidence he now presented. She could only hope that they saw Oris's madness for what it truly was.

“You know what is right,” Sonder continued to the crowd, “and what is wrong. How many of you were here the day Eythen Nat was hanged? How many of you saw his corpse swing from the gallows. Did you know that his wife was there, and his daughter? I don't have to tell you how terrible a sight it was for them.”

“But the Disloyalists killed our people!” an angry voice called out from the crowd.

“And for that they were banished to Astquary,” Sonder returned steadily. “And how many of the Disloyalists do you think were killed at the Battle of the Godskeep? The death tolls were in the hundreds. Many more than were executed by High Educator Cormin and Weaponsmaster Morr. Good men, and women, and elves, and ogres, perished on the battlefield that day. You mock their memories with this sham of a court, just as you shame the gods above with your misplaced hatred and your cries for blood. The time to punish the Disloyalists is over!” The hall was silent, Sonder's voice alone rang strong and true. “Now we have the chance to reaffirm our faith. We know the Way! And the existence of the Herelites will not change that.”

Dienna could practically see the oncoming clarity in the faces of the crowd. There were also, of course, those whose expressions betrayed some inner struggle, some inability to reconcile themselves to the future that Sonder proposed, but with each passing moment, their murmured conversations turned from reluctant to hopeful. He almost had them.

“So what do you say?” Sonder said, smiling expansively. He gestured to the magistrates, the sleeves of his white and black robes billowing, “The law is on my side. The gods are on my side,” his smile cracked a fraction, “Do I have the Faithful on my side as well?”

Someone in the back began to cheer—Dienna thought it might be Herel—and half a second later the rest of the Faithful were clapping along with him. There was relief in their voices as they cried, and promise. Some did not clap, of course. Some stood with dour faces and lips drawn tightly shut, but their numbers were fewer than those who had been stirred by Sonder's speech. Lady Grenna was sobbing tears of joy as she clapped, while Oris stormed off to shout at Amelie and Varent at the side of the dais, his protestations all but drowned out by the joyful din.

So preoccupied was she with the chaos of the chamber that Dienna did not, at first, notice that Sonder had turned to face her.

He smiled weakly, a half smile that did nothing to hide the pain in his eyes. Dienna's heart lurched. He knew. He knew exactly what he was doing. He knew what he was giving up, and he was willing to do it. For Dienna. She choked back tears. A thousand questions flitted through her mind. Was there no other way? Could she let him do this?

Did she have any choice?

The two siblings did not move for long moments, caught up in their own world, heedless of the growing tension in the room and of the calamity that had finally subsided. At last, Dienna took a deep breath and stood.

“Kneel.”

Sonder slowly genuflected until he was kneeling on the steps that led to the dais. His eyes were wide as he looked up at his sister, who stepped slowly forward to meet him. 

Carefully, deliberately, Dienna placed her hands on the circlet she wore at her brow. It was a new crown, the one worn by their father had been lost in the sea in which he had drowned, but it represented something far older than either of them. The delicate band's center was set with the Mark of the Way—the Sun of Dartos, encircled by the Moon of Lantos, speckled with nine Stars of Seltos—wrought in gold. It had been made this way since the days of the first Keeper, and it would remain this way until the days of the last. Constant. Certain as the gods. She lifted the circlet, and held it before her.

“I, Dienna Darpentus, hereby recognize my elder brother, Sonder Darpentus, as the true successor to our father, the late Lord Mayrim Darpentus, and do now return to him his position as the Keeper of the Gods.” 

She placed the circlet on his head.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Forty
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Meredith walked alone down the beach. Although it was autumn back in Dorneldia, the Iolimian sun was just as warm as ever, and Meredith relished the kiss of the sea-foam on her bare feet as she tread. Despite their confrontation with the Great Wyrm, nothing much had changed since its defeat. The creature was gone. They had accomplished that much, at least. But no more. Meredith looked out to the horizon. It was early morning, and the sun had just risen over the isle's eastern shore, tinging the sky pink and periwinkle. The cries of the gulls were loud and raucous as ever, the fishing boats were just returning to shore as they did every morning, yet there was something missing from the scene, something that had changed profoundly since the Wyrm's demise. 

The whales had gone.

They had, immediately after Lantos's hasty departure, dutifully swam Etia, Meredith, and Endrick back to shore. The godhunters had all been weak, dazed after their strange encounter with Lantos, and none of them had noticed the whales turning to swim back past the tide, back to the open sea. Tip, having at last seen reason after seeing his surrogate daughter almost lose her life in the battle against the Great Wyrm, had rushed to the beach to meet her. He had swept her up in his arms, weeping and begging her forgiveness. Etia had granted it with a surprising solemnity before she, Tip, Meredith, and Endrick all returned to the chapel, where Perrick was still caring for the injured Renna. He had set up one of his larger telescopes at the church window, and was using it to simultaneously keep one eye on the battle outside and the other on his patient. Renna had already regained full consciousness, the priest had managed to stop the bleeding from where the rocks had cut her, and Endrick had quickly taken over her care.

None of them had realized that the whales had left.

Etia had been the first to discover this. She and Tip had left early the next morning to speak with their people about what had happened. Much to their dismay, the Iolimians, and Renna's crew, were still staunchly in favor of the gods of the Way, and lamented the Great Wyrm's demise. They had even gone so far as to propose a funerary ceremony to commemorate its passing, which angered the girl and the Head Islander greatly. Tip himself still professed to believe in Lantos, and in the other gods of the Way, but he no longer venerated the beast that had nearly bested his adopted child, and the two had left the village in terrible spirits. It was then, as they returned to Perrick's abode, that they had noticed the whales' absence. According to Tip, Etia had run half the shoreline of the island looking for her beloved friends, but to no avail. Meredith recalled how the girl had returned to the chapel that day—dirty, sweaty, face streaked with tears. She would speak to no one. She had walked right up to the altar and had stared at the Mark of the Way depicted there in stained glass with a look that made Meredith's heart ache.

Meredith could only guess what had been going through the girl's mind that day, estranged from the people who had once worshiped her, abandoned by the gods who had created her. Their own their flesh and blood. 

Deemed worthless for her lack of magic, Lantos and Seltos had cast their daughter aside, and instead of using her as they had used Herel, they had made the girl a lowly, insignificant puppet on the northern front of their war for worship. Nothing special. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just a girl who had proven to be less useful than they had hoped, but of whom they would still drain every ounce of utility she could offer them.

It soon became evident that they could no longer stay on the island. Tip was still welcome in the village, but there was talk of electing a new Head Islander to replace him on the grounds that he was too sympathetic to Etia, who was seen as little better than a murderer for having destroyed the Wyrm. Services of the Way were suspended as Meredith, Endrick, Renna, and Etia continued to live in the closed chapel, and Perrick refused to do services in any other location. The Iolimians, bereft at their inability to practice their faith under these circumstances and still sore at the loss of the Wyrm, began to transform the Great Lodge into a church proper, and continued to hold ceremonies there while Perrick remained with the godhunters. The Elder visited a few days after the Wyrm's defeat, and he and Etia spoke for hours alone at the front of the church. Meredith hadn't tried to eavesdrop, but she could hear the words whale, Pearlchild, and gods repeated over and over. At the end of their conversation, Etia seemed in no better spirits than she had before, and she had walked past Meredith and out the back of the church without a word. 

Renna, eager as ever to leave the island, had made several attempts to reason with her crew, but after they had discovered her part in trying to defeat the Wyrm, they had ceased all communication with their former captain, and Renna was left to work on her magical sea-vessel alone. Meredith and Endrick had both offered their assistance, for the Iolimians would not spare them one of their own boats, but Renna had refused.

“Endrick doesn't share his father's knowledge of sea-magic,” she had explained. “And you,” her expression turned cold as had turned to face Meredith, “Are only a dabbler.”

“Renna, please. You must make no mention of Meredith's magic to anyone,” Endrick had replied, frowning. Meredith had looked away from the other woman, half in shame, half in anger. Renna had been conscious enough at the time of the Wyrm's attack to hear Perrick's play by play of the battle as he had seen it through his telescope. Unfortunately, the rain and the cloud-cover were not enough to obscure his view through the device, and the priest had not hesitated to express his surprise on seeing Meredith casting spells from Yusmi's back.

Renna had given Meredith a long, probing look over one shoulder, hands still working fast on the hull of the upturned boat she was constructing. “Yeah,” the wizard had said. “Don't worry. Her secret's safe with me. But what are you going to tell the Repository?”

“What do you mean?” Endrick had asked.

“That you did it all by yourself? Just you and Etia?” Renna had asked, turning back to her work. Her hands glowed with a faint light as she ran them up and down the length of the hull. The ship was only a fraction of the size the Sky Seeker had been, only large enough to hold the four of them and some cargo, but it was an impressive sight nonetheless. Renna had claimed the entire northern beach for her work. Wood, rope, and other supplies were strewn all about the sand, and the boat itself was more than fifty feet in length, set up on stilts while it was still being constructed. “Archmage Korina might believe you, but your father won't.”

Endrick's expression had turned dark, “I will handle my father.”

Renna had shrugged, “I just want to make sure we're all telling the same story.”

“Tell them I was there,” Meredith had interjected. The other two had turned to look at her strangely. “Tell them the truth, but leave the magic out of it. You got hurt, Endrick needed cover. You don't need magic to fly the whales. I acted as a distraction.”

“Fine,” Renna had conceded. “Now leave me to my work. We need to get off this island before the stormy season, and I need to get this boat done.”

Meredith had had no qualms about giving Renna her space. As terrifying as it was that yet another person knew about her magic, Meredith trusted her. What she did mind, however, was that Perrick also knew, and she most certainly did not trust him. Endrick must have said something to the priest to keep him quiet, for Perrick never once approached her about her clandestine abilities, but Meredith felt uneasy all the same. He would be coming back with them to Dorneldia, and Meredith wasn't sure she could stomach the smug, pompous looks he was sure to give her throughout the duration of their voyage. What if he told someone?

Meredith knew it was foolish, but she had hoped to use the Lantos's defeat as a bartering chip against the Repository. After all, they could only be so mad at the woman who had helped defeat one of the most notorious rogue wizards of all time. But no. They had failed to defeat Lantos, and the Repository was not likely to grant her any leniency for having destroyed the Great Wyrm in his stead. If they found out about her magic—if they knew she was a rogue—they would kill her. Without hesitation.

At least, Meredith reminded herself as she walked along the shore of the beach, she no longer had to worry about the Repository coming for Etia. Lantos himself had decreed the girl devoid of any magical ability. The whales used their own magic to fly, not hers. Despite her uncommon appearance, she was as ordinary as any girl could be.

But that left Meredith with a multitude of questions.

She was unsurprised to see Endrick on the beach ahead of her. He sat in the sand, still fully dressed in his robes of gray and black, his plain wooden staff within easy reach. He too was contemplating the horizon, and Meredith was willing to bet that their thoughts were one and the same. It was the thirteenth anniversary of the Battle of the Godskeep. The day Dartos had been slain. The day Herel of Astquary had been born. The first of the gods' two children.

Meredith sat down next to him. Renna had announced, three days prior, that the ship had been completed. This would be their last day on the island.

“How is Etia?” Endrick asked.

“She's...as well as can be expected,” Meredith replied. “We haven't talked much, but I can tell she's starting to improve.”

Endrick nodded, “She has been through much for one so young.”

“More than either of us.”

Endrick have her a disgruntled look, but said nothing more on the subject. “I tried to find the remnants of the soul lamp, but it was destroyed too thoroughly.” He dug into one of the pockets of his robes and held his hand open to show her, “A few shards of silver. A bit of clay. That is all that remains of our work.”

Meredith took his hand and closed it over the malformed fragments, “No, Endrick. Our legacy is larger than this. We may not have accomplished what we set out to do, but we did a great deed all the same. The Wyrm is gone. The gods' hold has been weakened. The Dezhartan Sea is safe.”

Endrick covered both her hands in his own now, and his gaze was soft, gentle. “I know. It would be foolish to dwell on the time lost, the hours wasted on the soul lamp's construction.” He looked away for a moment, and when his brown eyes found Meredith's once more, they were unexpectedly warm, “Meredith. I am sorry for what I said at Sivarr's Keep. When Renna was injured, when I needed your help—I remembered how much I still depend on you. I am ashamed that I had forgotten that.” His hands gently squeezed her own, his look almost tender, “Whether I am able to recover my soul or not, I am forever bound to you, just as you are bound to me.”

Meredith smiled sadly, “I know. But promise me Endrick, when this is all over, you won't try to push me away again. We may never be what we once were,” it hurt Meredith to say those words, but she could no longer pretend that his recovery was imminent, “But we will always be close.”

Endrick returned her melancholy smile, “I am more sure of that now than I am of anything else, Meredith.”

“Me too,” her smile quickly faded into a frown. “I still can't believe I was wrong about the Wyrm.”

“You had a good theory,” Endrick returned, not unkind. “It was based on fact, on pattern. Your powers of observation were put to good use, and they led us down the path we needed to follow. Looking on it now, such a form as the Great Wyrm would have been too unstable for Lantos to maintain, even in such short intervals.”

“And all that business with the Pillar of Mantesh,” Meredith added. “Lantos would never handle something like that directly; he'd rather his little pet do the work for him. Even as General Tommus, he liked to delegate.”

“The Pillar,” Endrick said, his gaze turning contemplative. “I wonder if Artima truly told us everything she knew about it.”

“I wouldn't be surprised if she hadn't,” Meredith replied darkly. Her opinion of the sorceress had never been high, given all that she had done at the Godskeep, but knowing now what Artima had done to recover her soul from the Repository—not to mention that she had tried to have them killed for leaving Sivarr's Keep—Meredith was no longer willing to place any trust in the woman. “I'm sure she knows more than she let on.”

“Perhaps,” Endrick agreed. He paused for a moment, then continued in a low voice, “Do you think Etia knows more than she lets on?”

“Etia?” Meredith asked, taken aback. “She seems just as in the dark as all of us.”

“Yet she has finally come to accept the gods for what they truly are.”

“Yes,” Meredith agreed. The childlike devotion that Etia had once had for her parents had all but vanished after their encounter with her father. “Isn't that a good thing?”

“Of course. I only meant that,” Endrick hesitated, seemed to be choosing his next words carefully, “What if the Elder was right about her?”

“Right about what?” Meredith blinked, not following where he was going. She thought back to their first conversation with the man, when they had visited him in his mountainside cave, and he had told them the Tale of the Whale and the Wicked Moon, of how he had found her as a babe. Realization dawned. “Oh, about being the Pearlchild? You think the Iolimian's old legends are true?”

Endrick shook his head, “Not entirely. But myths often have their origins in truth, and you must admit, Etia is no ordinary girl by any means. Why the glowing skin? The strange eyes? Why did the whales seek her out?”

“I've asked myself the same questions,” Meredith replied with a sigh. “But I don't think Etia knows any more than we do.”

“Have you asked her?”

“No,” Meredith raised an eyebrow. “Have you?”

“No,” Endrick admitted.

“I would hope not,” Meredith muttered. “Not even Renna is that ill-mannered.”

There was an upward quirk of Endrick's lips, “Probably not.”

Meredith smiled back, suddenly giddy at the sight of his handsome, dark face alight with such rare mirth, and before she realized what she was doing, she leaned in and kissed his lips. 

“Endrick,” she said, pulling away, almost without breath, “when Renna was hurt, before we took flight—I didn't mean to—”

“I know,” Endrick said.

“We could have died and I,” she couldn't bring herself to continue. She turned away, feeling her face redden.

“I understand,” he said gently. He gave her a small smile, “I do not regret it.”

Meredith's blush continued, but she said nothing, and the two returned to watching the waves in silence. The sun rose higher in the sky. The moon had long since set. Meredith would have considered this ironic if the correlation between the celestial bodies and the gods of the Way had been anything but a sham. In reality the sun, as it were, had been exterminated, and the moon was still at its peak. The stars too, although they had faded with the onslaught of the day. They had lost none of their potency, and it made Meredith bone-weary to think about all that lay ahead of them before they could finally rest.

“We've come such a long way,” she said wearily, drawing her knees up under her and wrapping her arms around them. “I wonder if it will ever be over?”

“It will,” Endrick replied with determination. “When we can rest assured that those who are responsible for this madness have been defeated.”

“But even if we do defeat them, that won't stop people from believing,” Meredith replied. She toyed with a tight coil of her hair. “Look at the Iolimians. We freed them from a terrible monster and they still think it was on their side.”

“We made our choice long ago, Meredith,” Endrick said softly, eyes partially lidded. The sun glinted off of the dark dome of his head. “We knew the futility of this path when we chose it. There is no turning back now.”

“I don't want to turn back,” Meredith sighed, shifting now so that she was sitting cross-legged, slumping forward. “I just wish we had more to show for what we've done. We need to take the fight back to the gods.”

“Perhaps now that we have Etia, we will finally have our chance,” the wizard responded.

Before Meredith could ask him what he meant, Etia herself came running down the short sandy slope behind them.

“Here you are,” the girl said as she sat down between the two adults. She had tied her long, blue-black hair up in a bun, and wore the simple tunic and trousers she had worn while traveling. Meredith had not seen her wear the white, pearl-embroidered dress and crown since returning to the island. She looked up at Meredith glumly. “Perrick wants to know where we're going when we leave Iolimi. I told him I didn't know, and he told me to go ask you.”

“He shouldn't be giving you orders,” Meredith scowled.

Etia shrugged, “I don't mind. I'm not,” her gaze went suddenly blank, “I'm not the Daughter of the Moon and Stars anymore. I can run my own errands.”

“We have not yet decided where we will make berth,” Endrick said with caution. “Renna has only just finished the ship, and she has not yet told us where she is willing to sail. She is the captain, after all. She will be in charge of where it docks.”

“I don't care where it docks,” Etia said with a pout. “As long as it's not here. I'm sick of this place.”

“Etia,” Meredith regarded the girl with surprise. “You can't mean that. Iolimi is your home.” Even as she said these words, however, Meredith knew that her rebuke was hollow. 

The girl shook her head, “Not any more. It was my home when I was the Daughter of the Moon and Stars. Now I'm just me. I should find a new home.”

“Your people may come around yet,” Meredith encouraged. It was hard to see Etia looking so distraught. The once playful child had become so somber, so resolute. “You might return one day and find that they've missed you.”

This seemed to strike a chord in Etia, but not a good one. She winced, and her lip quivered for a moment before she replied, “I don't think so. I'm not what they thought I was.” Meredith exchanged looks with Endrick, and was about to say something in response, when Etia sighed and continued in a more determined tone, “But, that doesn't mean I can't do great things. You said it yourself, to my father,” she smiled up at Meredith, her eyes deeper than the ocean, “You don't need magic to be powerful. I don't know if I want to be powerful, exactly,” she blinked, looking more like a girl her age, “but I do want to help more people like I helped my own. I don't know how, now that the whales are gone,” her gaze was once more troubled, “but I'll find a way.”

Endrick smiled softly, and placed one hand on her shoulder,“We know that you will.”

Meredith too place a hand on the girl's back, and the three watched as the fishermen brought their boats in from the sea. 

“If it were up to you two,” Etia asked after a few moments. “Where do you want to go next?”

Meredith and Endrick looked at each other. The possibilities were many. Renna's boat could take them anywhere in the known world, so long as the captain herself approved. They could return to the Port Cities, pick up their life where they had left off—investigating rumors of god sightings, compiling information, Meredith practicing her magic in secret. They could return to the Repository, could once again seek the help of Archmage Korina and Endrick's father—maybe they could even recruit other wizards to their cause, now that they had had some modicum of success at unraveling the gods' plans. But Meredith did not care for either of these options. In her mind, there was one place, and one place only, where they might at last be able to find the answers they sought.

“The Godskeep,” Meredith said. She gazed steadily at Endrick, daring him to to disagree, but the wizard only nodded his head, the sea breeze blowing his robes about him as he sat.

“Yes,” he replied. “I would go to the Godskeep.”

The Daughter of the Moon and Stars did not argue. Together they sat, the two godhunters and the young girl with the strange appearance, the child of the gods who had, by fate's cruel hand, failed to inherit the magic that had made them so adept at concealing themselves from the world.

But they could not hide forever. 

There would come a day, Meredith knew, when their names would be forgotten: Dartos, Lantos, Seltos. They would be as a drop of water in the vastness of the sea, a speck of sand at the bottom of its depths. And as the wind blew a blustery gale from the north, Meredith was more certain than ever that that day was soon to come. And when it did. When it did—she would lay down this body of hers that had grown so weary, would give heed to the heart that had not ceased to ache since the day she had learned of the gods' secrets, and she would, at last, be able to rest.
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